RTP: HIGH TECH SUBURBIA IN A
POST-INDUSTRIAL SOUTH
In the 1950s, North Carolina leaders realized that
the state’s economy—based primarily on lowwage jobs in textiles, tobacco, and furniture—
could not provide a prosperous future for its
citizens. Romeo Guest, a Greensboro contractor,
sparked the idea of cultivating a cluster of hightech industries around the universities of Chapel
Hill, Raleigh, and Durham, inspired by similar
concentrations of scientific innovation in Boston
and California’s Bay Area. Governor Luther
Hodges, a moderate Democrat, embraced the
idea in 1955, and the Research Triangle Park
(RTP) was born several years later.
In the decades since, the research park—an area
strictly zoned for scientific research, to the
exclusion of most manufacturing, housing, or
retail uses—attracted dozens of important
companies, ranging from computing (IBM) to
biotech and pharmaceuticals (GlaxoSmithKline).
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The result was a business environment modeled
on an ideal of high-tech pastoralism, with
gleaming, modernist laboratories situated on
generous setbacks and a leafy, green landscape.
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From the beginning, RTP planners were anxious
to distinguish their project from any ordinary
oﬃce or industrial park. Local authorities even
created a new zoning designation—the research
district—to enforce the serene character of the
space. Tenants were required to keep noise,
smoke, and other emissions to a minimum, and a
Board of Design maintained control on the
architectural style of all structures.
Among the earliest tenants were Chemstrand
(now part of Monsanto), which relocated from
Decatur, Alabama, and IBM, which chose RTP
for a large facility in 1965 when it wished to
expand outside of its base in suburban New York.
Pharmaceutical giant Burroughs-Wellcome came
to the park in 1971 for much the same reason,
having felt confined at its headquarters in
Tuckahoe, NY and valuing the cheaper cost of
land and labor in the Triangle.

George Hitchings and then sold to the
biotechnology firm United Therapeutics. UT
generously oﬀered to invite VAF members in for
this June 2016 tour.
The home of the National Humanities Center,
designed by DC architectural firm Hartman Cox,
mirrored, in at least some ways, the futurism of
Elion-Hitchings—albeit with a focus on
openness and light that evokes the idea of
knowledge as enlightenment. It is a space
designed for thought, for the intellectual labor of
scholars who work on fellowship there each year.

BW’s new building became an icon of RTP.
Designed by Paul Rudolph, it was compared by
journalists and architectural critics to everything
from a honeycomb to a spaceship. As the
Historic Preservation Foundation of North
Carolina later put it, the structure’s “soaring
inner spaces and a dramatic exterior [became]… a
symbol not only of the company’s futuristic
vision but also of the high-technology park.”
The building was later renamed in honor of
Nobel-winning scientists Gertrude Elion and
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Journalist John Chancellor, UNC President Bill Friday, and
former Gov. Terry Sanford breaking ground on the National
Humanities Center in 1977
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As RTP expanded, workers who came from
across the state, country, and, indeed, globe for
employment in RTP reshaped the metropolitan
landscape. Scientists and engineers who pursued
opportunities in the park settled in Chapel Hill,
Raleigh, Durham, and other, smaller
communities in what became known as “the
Triangle.”
Parkwood was among the first communities
developed near the park, with an explicit goal of
housing the educated professionals who were
relocating to work there. The first home was
occupied in 1960, and the community grew
rapidly, even winning awards for its attractive
design and innovative incorporation of housing,
retail, and schooling. Developer Kavanagh-Smith
oﬀered a range of ranch-house designs to
potential buyers (see next page).
Parkwood was all-white, though—like many
suburbs across the country at the time. Most
such communities resisted integration, and white
families often fled their neighborhoods at the
prospect of integration out of a mix of racial
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animus and fear of falling property values.
Though Parkwood’s homeowner association took
a relatively enlightened stance on the issue in the
late 1960s, the community remained fairly
homogeneous well into the 1970s.
Parkwood’s relationship with the city of Durham
has been complex. The community considered
seeking annexation by the city in the 1960s; like
many new suburbs of the period, it struggled to
maintain its own independent water and sewage
system. When annexation again emerged as an
issue in the 1990s, however, residents bitterly
opposed being absorbed by the city. A lengthy
legal battle ultimately resulted in victory for
Durham. A plan to consolidate Durham city and
county schools (including Parkwood’s) also
sparked tense debate in the 1990s.
Today, Parkwood is far more diverse than in its
early days, as a mix of black, Latino, and AsianAmerican families have moved to the area—
many drawn by RTP or tech employment in the
greater Triangle.
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For more information on the Triangle and its history, readers can consult William A. Rohe’s The
Research Triangle: From Tobacco Road to Global Prominence (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), as well
my forthcoming article in the Journal of Urban History, “Brain Magnet: Research Triangle Park and the
Origins of the Creative City, 1953-1965.”
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