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Wesley Brandt, Ray Eurquhart, and Shelton Clark stand outside
THE GATES OF THE AMERICAN TOBACCO FACTORY.
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Three years after the largest layoff in city history,
Durham workers still struggle to make ends meet.

By Barry Yeoman

For 13 years, Fay andMichaelRiggs
worked together at the huge American
TobaccoCo. factory in Durham, North
Carolina. Fay operated a cigarette ma¬
chine,making sure it was up and run¬
ning, clean and full ofpaper. Michael,
her sweetheart since junior high school,
drove a forklift on the docks outside the
plant. Theymade union wages: a com¬
bined $27 an hour, no small sum for two
high-school dropouts.
“It got us a home,” saysFay. “Friends

ofours couldn’t afford a down payment
ormake a house payment.” They bought
camping equipment, even aboat. “It
gave us more pleasurable things than just
the needs.”

More important, their jobs gave them
community. The factory was a veritable
networkofaunts, uncles, cousins, and
friends— 1,000 employees, some of
whom had labored together for decades.
Michael’s mother and stepfatherworked
there, along with Fay’s sister. “There
wasn ’ ta soul up there that didn ’ t have
kin there,” Fay says.

That network transcended the factory

walls. Along with four or five other
couples from American Tobacco, the
Riggseswould camp on Kerr Lake, some¬
times blowing $200 in a single weekend.
Michael played softball with the other
men in his department. “Ifanyone was
sick or there was a death in the family, the
employees stuck together,”Fay says.

Then—withoutwarning—that life
came to an end.On August26,1986,
American Tobacco’smanagers told all the
first-shiftemployees to turn off thema¬
chines and report to thecafeteria. “People
were talking on theway up there, ‘They ’re

ts?
SE Special Section

trying to get us to givemoremoney to the
UnitedFund,”’ recallsMichael. “But we
knew what itwas all about.”

His fears proved correct. The plant
management had called themeeting to
announce that the 100-year-old factory,
which produced Lucky Strikes,Pall
Malls and Carltons, would close the fol¬
lowing year.

American Tobaccowas experienc¬
ing record growth that year, and its par¬
ent firm, American Brands, saw its sales
increase to $8.5 billion, up from $7.3
billion the yearbefore. Yetofficersat
American Tobacco headquarters in
Stamford, Connecticut, had decided that
the Durham plantwas operating below
capacity and could be consolidatedwith
a facility in Reidsville,North Carolina.

“The first thing that popped intomy
mindwas thatwe had to go toReidsville,”
remembers Fay. They visited the town on
theVirginia border, found it “notvery
desirable,” and decided they didn’twant
to uproot their two sons and leave the
boys’ grandparents.

So Michael bought a trencher and did
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freelance ditch-digging, whileFay stayed
home with the boys. She looked for work
—but no one wanted to hire aworker ac¬
customed to earning $ 14 an hour. “I told
the man where I applied, ‘I know I’m not
going tomake $ 14, so I’ve got to start at
the bottom somewhere.’”

Eventually, they both found workwith
a pumping company owned by her uncle.
She keeps the books,while he travels
around the area servicing well pumps.
Their combined starting wage was $12 an
hour, a 55 percent cut from their Ameri¬
can Tobacco jobs. They receive nomedi¬
cal or dental insurance, and a fraction of
the vacation time they once got

What happened to theRiggses hap¬
pened tomany of theworkers atAmeri¬
can Tobacco. Three years after the largest
layoff in Durham history, the shock
waves still ripple through the community.
Separated from family and friends,many

of the former factoryworkers have been
forced to settle for lower-payingjobs in
the service sector. Taken together, their
stories reveal a larger shift in the Southern
economy, as hometown industries across
the region have been boarded up byWall
Streetpowerhouses.

The Riggses like their new jobs and
enjoy working together again. But they
miss their friends. Manymoved to
Reidsville to keep their jobs, andwhen

they get together—which isn’toften—it
feels awkward. “Everyone’s got their
differentworlds,”Fay says.
“I keep saying we’re going to get up

one Sunday morning and drive up there
and see them, but we never do,” adds
Michael. “Someday Iwill.”

GOLF BALLS AND PINKERTONS

Driving into downtown Durham from
the south, the firstandmost imposing
building amotorist sees is theAmerican
Tobacco factory: abrick complex five
blocks long, bordered on two sides by al¬
mosta half-mileofrazor fencing. Awhite
water tower and brick smokestack rise
from the four-story plant, each bearing the
bull’s eye logoofLucky Strikecigarettes.

Now the complex sits empty, oneof

hundreds of factories throughout the
South that have shut their doors in recent
years. A survey ofeight Southern states
by the U.S. Bureau ofLabor Statistics
turned up 549 plants that shut down or
heldmass layoffs the same year as the
American Tobacco closing, throwing
134,580 people outofwork.

But the American Tobacco complex
was alwaysmore than a factory— it stood
as amonument to the city’s raisond etre.

Durham was founded as a tobacco town,
and cigarettes were the main business
ventureofWashingtonDuke, the
endowerofDukeUniversity and patriarch
ofthe city’smost famous family.

AsDuke’s empiregrew, so did
Durham. Before the U.S. SupremeCourt
ordered it tobreak up in 1911,American
Tobacco hadgobbled up its major com¬
petitors and had a lockon theAmerican
cigarettemarket. Seventy-five years later,
the firm had taken aback seat to such gi¬
ants asR.J. Reynolds andPhilipMorris.

Still, itremainedamainstayofDurham’s
economy.With aunionizedwork force, it
offeredwages exceeding $ 19 an hour for
some skilled employees. Durham natives
without high-school diplomas could stay
in town and findwell-paying jobs, often
side-by-sidewith their families.

“There was a joke that ifcertain
people died, they would have to close the
factory thatday because so many people
from the family worked there,” says
formerAmerican Tobaccomillwright
RayEurquhart.

Butwhile factory life centered around
family and community,American To¬
bacco had long ago left the town where it
grew up.Now thecompany belonged to
American Brands, agiant conglomerate
based inOldGreenwich, Connecticut that
alsoowned J im Beam bourbon,Titleist
golfballs, Franklin Life InsuranceCo. and
Pinkerton’s detectiveagency.When the
company decided toclose the plant, the
decision wasmade inConnecticut.No
one consultedworkers, city officials,or
union leaders in Durham.

Company officials say that commu¬
nity and history fell victim to bottom-line
economics.According toRobert
Rukeyser, senior vice president for
American Brands, thedomesticmarket
for tobacco had declined while improved
technology enabled fewermachines to
producemore cigarettes.Asaresult, both
the Durham andReidsville plants oper¬
ated atbelow capacity. “Itwas
uneconomical to continue producing at
two facilities,” he says.

For Durham workers, the plant clos¬
ingmeant the death of the community.
Overnight, the city lost 1,000jobs and
more than $700,000 in annual tax rev¬
enues. Nearly 260 hourly employees
transferred toReidsville. Somemoved
to the small one-industry town; others
live in Durham and commute the two-
and-a-half hours each day.

Butmostof theDurham workers

parted company with American To¬
baccowhen it closed. Some started their

Kay and Michael Riggs used to earn a total of $27 an hour at the factory. Now they make half as
MUCH WORKING FOR A PUMPING COMPANY.
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own businesses or found satisfying work
in other fields. Many went towork for
DukeUniversity.Others have drifted
from job to job, finding only low-paying
or temporarywork. ‘There are some real
success stories and some real sad stories
about substance abuse and people who
are justwandering,” says Eurquhart.

A CLEAN START

In many ways— thanks in large part
to the presence ofa union— the closing
created less trauma than others across the
South. American Tobacco gave workers
a year’s notice, and the union and com¬
pany negotiated a shutdown package that
made the transition as easy as possible
formany.

“American did not leave us like some
other companieswhere you get towork
the next day and there’s abig padlock on
the door,” says Ruby Holeman, a former
cigarette inspector who now works as a
nurse at a convalescent home.

Alongwith severancepay and divi¬
dends from its profit-sharing program,
the company offered training programs
for the workers itwas about to dismiss.
Employees could go back to school for
their high-school diplomas, or they could
take specialized courses at local commu¬
nity colleges atAmerican’s expense. Bro¬
kers came into the plant and conducted
seminars on investingmoney and running
small businesses. Some of the workers
could take advantage of those opportuni¬
ties and build better lives for themselves.

Wesley Brandt was at home asleep
when his day-shift co-workers learned
about the plant closing. Heworked eve¬
nings and slept mornings—and on that
August morning, a friend’s call jarred
him from sleep. “He said, ‘Man, have you
seen the paper?”’ Brandt recalls.When he
heard the news, “I felt like the rug had
been pulled out from underme.”

For Brandt, the closing could only
mean a pay cut. In his 13 years there, he
had climbed from a general laborer to a
mechanic, adjusting the equipment that
packed the cigarettes. He made over $ 19
an hour—“the top of the scale,” he says.
“I didn ’ t knowwhat I wasgoing to do. I

knew I wasgoing towork somewhere else,
but Iknew therewasnowhere togoandmake
the samemoney I made atAmerican.”

Brandtbegan attending the small-busi¬
ness seminars sponsored by American To¬
bacco and decided to start hisown busi¬
ness. “When they gave the seminars, the

brokers were real salespeople,” he says.
“They gave us a listoflocal-owned busi¬
nesses thatwere up for sale.”Brandt ar¬
rangedwith one of thebrokers to buy a fail¬
ing24-hour laundromat in nearbyCarrboro.
“Itwas a real dump. A lotof theequip¬

mentwasold and had been vandalized.
Whathadn’tbeen vandalized had justbeen
worn out,” he says. “You had a lotofdrift¬
erswho used it to come in outof thecold.”

Brandt had nomoney for renovation,
but he worked for six or seven hours a
day, cleaning up and keeping the vagrants
away. “People began to come in because
they knew I was trying to turn the place
around,” he says.

Aftereight months, Brandt had saved
enoughmoney to take out a commercial
loan and revamp the laundromat. Now the
Carrboro Laundromat and Dry Cleaners
is stockedwith new Speed Queen wash¬
ers and shinyWascomat Senior Triple
Loaders. A television plays religious pro¬
gramming and home shopping,while a
bulletin board displays notices for the
NAACP, the U.S. Census Bureau, and a
customerwho wants to buy used wedding
dresses. Brandt sits behind the counter
accepting clothing for a local dry cleaner.

Brandt is turning a profit—though he
works 60 or 70 hours aweek and still
earns less than he did atAmerican To¬
bacco. Nonetheless, he says he’s at
greater peace with himself than ever be¬
fore. “I’m my own boss.When I open the
doors in themorning now, I’m opening
the doors formyself. I’m notmaking big
profits for someone else.”

’’BIGNESS IS BETTER”

Itwould be simplistic to say that a
mere business decision made in Con¬
necticut disrupted thousands of lives in
Durham. In a larger sense, theAmerican
Tobacco plant closing resulted from enor¬
mous changes in the South’s economy:
the decline in manufacturing, the rise in
the service sector, and the trend toward
bigger andmore diversified corporations.

That strategy ofowningmany unre¬
lated companies—called “diversifica¬
tion”—is common in theUnited States,
particularly in the tobacco industry,
where consumption has dropped over the
past20 years. American Brands pursued
that strategy feverishly, buying compa¬
nies, then turning around and selling them
again. Since themid-1980s, American
Brands has gone on a $3.8-billion buying
spree, while sellingoff$2.5 billion in

“non-strategic” divisions, says vice presi¬
dentRukeyser.

The corporation has forayed into li¬
quor, hardware, office supplies and insur¬
ance, while getting outofbiscuits and
detective services. It deflected a takeover
bid by a company calledE-IIHoldings by
turning around and swallowing up the
aggressor company for $ 1.1 billion.

“Today I take the position thatbigness
is better,” American Brands chairman
William Alley told the StamfordAdvo¬
cate two years ago. “Competing in inter¬
national markets requires largeness, fi¬
nancial acumen and the ability to get in
and stay in developingmarkets.”

All these high-financemaneuvers
weremade possible byworkers like
Wesley Brandt and theRiggses. Ameri¬
can Brands makes 65 percent of its oper¬
ating income from cigarettemanufactur¬
ing, and the corporation plows that
money into other business ventures. “To¬
bacco companies are cash cows,” says
JackMaxwell, a securities analystwith
Wheat, First Secur i Lies inRichmond, Vir¬
ginia. “They produce all this extra cash
that they use to increase profitability.”

In the complexwebofownership,
American Tobacco was a division of
American Brands until January 1986. Then
the parent corporation reorganized itself:
AmericanTobacco became an indepen¬
dent subsidiary, operatingwithmore au¬
tonomy than in the past. A company
spokesperson told TheWallStreetJournal
the reshuffling would “provide amore fa¬
vorable vehicle for future acquisitions.”

Within eight months of the changes,
American Tobacco decided to board up
its Durham plant.

The factory closed on August 26,
1987. That year represented “the best
year in our history,” according to Ameri¬
can Brands. Earnings increased 43 per¬
cent, while revenues broke another record
— this time $9.2 billion.

TAXI

1987 didn’tprove so rewarding for
American Tobacco workers. Fivemonths
before the company announced the
Durham plant closing, J.P. Stevens began
closing the city’s last big textile mill,
throwing 700 employees outofwork.
They joined 445 who found themselves
joblesswhen General Electric shut down
its Durham turbine plant.

Someof theworkers leftDurham alto¬
gether. Linda and RobertFerrell had just
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bought land in the country andwere plan¬
ning tobuild a new home—and then the
announcement came. In order to keep
theirwell-payingAmerican Tobacco
jobs, theymoved toReidsville and trans¬
ferred to the night shift. “You don’t live
somewhere halfyour life andmake
friends and that’swhere you’re roots are,
and notmiss it,” saysRobert “I don’t
want to imply that I’m tickled to damn
death here.”

Others opted to commute. Every work
night, Eddie Hunt starts preparing for
work at 9 p.m. in order to get toReidsville
by 11. “I don’t sleepwithmy wife five
nights outof theweek,” he says. And
when his son plays in evening ball games,
“I can only go to a half-hourof them, and
then come home.”

What’s hardest forHunt, though, is
how the plant closing broke up his tight
circle of friends. “All us boys, we’d go
out to lunch— itwas like high school kids

Laidoffatthe factory, Shelton Clark drives a
CAB AT NIGHT TO SUPPORT HIS THREE CHILDREN.

together. We’d cut up,we’d have fun.
Now it seems like we’ve broken up. You
see them at themall or if you go out to eat,
but it’s not the same.”

Those who stayed in Durham found
the job market glutted. There were no
manufacturing jobs to be had, and even
low-paying service-sector work proved
hard to find.
“Ifyou didn’t have any skills atmy

age, 41, they look at you and say, ‘What
can you offerme?”’ saysCarolynWil¬
liams, who operated a cigarette-packing
machine atAmerican.While she looked
forwork, she was forced to give up her
rental house andmove into hermother’s
homewith her teenage son. Although she

wentback to a community college for
secretarial training, allWilliams could
find was a $ 12,000-a-year job in a local
law office.

Even workerswho had skills found
their abilities couldn’t always be trans¬
ferred. Shelton Clark had finished a four-
yearapprenticeship atAmerican to be¬
come amillwright: amechanic who in¬
stalledmotors, did carpentry, laid bricks
and made conveyors. “To be amillwright
at the American Tobaccowas the top job
in the factory,” he says. “It mademe feel a
lotof responsibility and at times a lot of
pressure to do good, and always to learn.”

Clark’s $40,000 annual wage enabled
him to take hiswife and three children to
Atlanta every few months to watch
Braves baseball games. They bought a
modest brick house on a quiet cul-de-sac
and clothed the children well.

When the announcement came, “it
was like a numb feeling, like maybe it
didn’t happen.” Still,with his millwright
training, Clark was optimistic he’d find a
decent job.

Hewaswrong. He could only find a
temporary job atIBM, packaging com¬
putercomponents.Hemade $6 an hour,
and his severance pay tided the family over.

When the job ran out, the doldrums set
in. For six monthsClark looked furiously
forwork. He answered ads formainte¬
nanceworkers, but the jobs required elec¬
trical experience. “A lotofjobs, they
didn ’ t want to hireme because I worked
atAmerican Tobacco and I made a lot of
money,” he says. “I was told by prospec¬
tive employers that Iwouldn’t be happy at
that job because I wouldn’t be making
$19 an hour. I explained [that] all I
wanted was adecent-paying job with
some benefits.”

To make ends meet,Clark did mainte¬
nance atDukeUniversity and helped a
friend make ceramic figures to sell as
Christmas gifts. Finally, he found a job
driving a taxicab, averaging $5 an hour.

Now,Clark gets in his cab every after¬
noon and drives around the city and the
airport until he has earned his share of the
household income. Usually thatmeans
coming home at 3 a.m., though some¬
times he has to stay outuntil 5. “I dread
working in the city because of the possi¬
bility ofgetting robbed,” he says. “The
folks in the city take the cab to pick up
drugs. It’s something I kind ofhate to do.”

And the stress has “worked on my
nerves,” he says. His temper has worn
thin, and he worries because the family
cannotaffordmedical insurance. “As
long as I stay healthy I’ll be likely to sur¬

vive prettywell,” he says. “I can’tafford
to get sick.”
“I was looking forward to retiring at

the factory,” Clark says. “I would have
had a great retirement, but they just shut
the doors down on me. The plantwas
good tome—but then again, the plant
wasn’t, by closing.”

A BITTER DIPLOMA

The American Tobacco factory sits
idle now—but not for long. In August,
Durham CityCouncil approved a plan by
local developer Adam Abram to convert
the 24-acre site into American Campus—
an emporium of shops and offices. “I
think this is a doggone good project,”
MayorChester Jenkins told theRaleigh
News andObserver.

The conversionof the tobacco plant
marks a fitting end to the tobacco factory
founded byWashingtonDuke. Just as
American Tobacco’s parent company has
diversifiedbeyondmanufacturing into
service industries such as insurance, so
have theworkerswho toiled there. They
nowwork for law firms, taxi fleets, and
nursing homes—businesses thatdon’t
produce tangible “products”—making far
less money than they did in the factory.

Now, with its conversion into a shop¬
ping and office complex, even the Ameri¬
can Tobacco plantwill join the service
sector. And oneof the tenants atAmeri¬
can Campus will be the institution that
Duke financed with his tobaccomoney:
DukeUniversity. The plan calls for Duke
to rent 125,000 square feet for class¬
rooms, labs or offices.

Unlike the tobacco company, Duke
University is part of the service economy.
It pays its workers wages well below what
American Tobacco paid, even for special¬
ized jobs such as air-conditioning mainte¬
nance. “With $9 an hour, you make it, but
you don’t have any extra. A lotofour
buying habits we had to change,” says
John ThomasRiley, one of themany
former American Tobacco workers who
nowwork for the university.

Forworkers likeRiley, the transition
of their oldworkplace—from hometown
factory to elite university—may be the
most biting irony ofall. □

Barry Yeoman is associate editor ofThe
Independent, a newsweekly published in
Durham, North Carolina. His article on

poultry farming in the Summer 1989 issue
ofSouthern Exposure won a National
Magazine Award.
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