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A 1932 portrait of William Robert Odell by E.
S. Hergesheimer. Imag from Duke
University.  [2]William R. Odell, textile manufacturer and state senator, was born in
Randolph County [3] on March 3, 1855, the son of John M. [4] and Rebecca Kirkman Odell. While he was a small child,
Odell’s family moved to Cabarrus County [5]. His father founded several cotton mills in Durham, Greensboro, and Concord.
As a teenager, Odell attended Concord High School before studying at Trinity College from 1871 to 1875.

After graduation, Odell returned to Concord, where he began manufacturing cotton alongside his father in 1877. J. M.
Odell Manufacturing Company became the South’s largest plaid mill by 1888. W. R. Odell also helped organized and
operate Cannon Manufacturing Company [6], Magnolia Mills, and Kerr Bag Manufacturing in Concord.

Odell continued to work in the cotton and textile business throughout his life, but civic pursuits drew him to run for state
senate in 1905. A lifelong Democrat [7], he represented Cabarrus and Mecklenburg [8] counties from 1905 until the death of
his wife Elizabeth in 1907, and was instrumental in passing laws that extended the pensions of Confederate veterans and
extended the public school system in North Carolina.

Education became a priority in Odell’s civic-minded pursuits. In 1913 he was appointed school superintendent for
Cabarrus County, and also served on the board of trustees for Trinity College [9] and Duke University [10]. W. R. Odell
Elementary School in Concord is named after him, as are several scholarships offered by religious groups in Cabarrus and
Mecklenburg counties.
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