Cary Magazine wanted to get to know the mayors of the Western Wake County towns on
a more personal basis, not just as politicians. Who are they? What are their backgrounds?
What have been their personal struggles and accomplishments? What is their vision for

their respective towns?

We continue this series of personal profiles with John Byrne, Mayor of Fuquay-Varina.
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CM: You said earlier that you are a
Wake County native, having grown up in
Wake Forest. But it wasn't your typical small
town lifestyle, was it?

Byrne: Well, not actually. It was an
interesting childhood, since my father
played professional baseball for the New
York Yankees during the 1940s and '50s. He
played with Joe DiMaggio, Mickey Mantle
and others. In fact, | wear his World Series
ring today.

CM: Did you live in Wake Forest while
your dad played baseball?

Byrne: We lived here during the off-sea-
son, but during the season when school was
out, we would always go to New York. As a
result, Yankee Stadium was pretty much my
home during the summer.

CM: Did you travel with the team when
it was on the road?

Byrne: We might have traveled some,
but primarily during the summer months, our
home was New York. | imagine that our life
would be a childhood dream for many young
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(opposite) Fuquay-Varina Mayor John Byrne with his
wife, Patty, at their home, known as the Fuquay
Mineral Springs Inn, with a portrait of John's late
mother, Sue Nichols Byrne.

(right) As a child, Byrne was able to get autographed
baseballs from Joe DiMaggio and Mickey Mantle
when his father played for the New York Yankees.

people growing up, but it was one that | hap-
pened to experience. To me, it was just the way
we lived.

CM: Did you appreciate your lifestyle
then?

Byrne: At the time it was the only
lifestyle | knew ... it was the way | grew up.
To some extent, | would have preferred to
have been in Wake Forest during the sum-
mer and playing with my friends. But | thor-
oughly enjoyed New York and the people of
New York. It is certainly a special place in
the country.

CM: What position did your dad play?

Byrne: He was a pitcher, and he was in
the major leagues for about 13 vyears.
During that period of time, he made the
All-Star Team in 1950, and in 1955, he led
the American League in pitching (best
won-loss percentage). Also, he was an
extremely good hitter for a pitcher, and he
was often used as a pinch hitter. I think
when he retired he was seventh on the
Yankees’ all-time win list.

I think 1 had a wonderful childhood.
How many other kids could get Mickey
Mantle to sign their baseball cards? The chil-
dren of the players didn't realize that other kids
couldn't necessarily do what we did. For exam-
ple, I remember we would go out to the stadi-
um as kids and play before they limed the field.

CM: So, you have actually played in
Yankee Stadium!

Byrne: That’s right! I've played in
Yankee Stadium (laughter). I'm sure the kids
(of players) today cannot even do that, but
then was a special era.

CM: Did you get to know the players
pretty well?

Byrne: | did. Marilyn Monroe and Joe
DiMaggio babysat me. Some of the players
were going to go out to eat and the group
came by the house to pick up my parents. \We
didn't have a sitter, so DiMaggio and Marilyn
Monroe told my parents to go with the oth-
ers and they would stay there with the chil-
dren. That is how my little story gets told.

CM: Do you have siblings as well?
Byrne: | have two brothers and a sister.

CM: Was your father a Wake County
native?

Byrne: No, he was born in Baltimore,
and his lifetime dream was to pitch for the
Yankees, just like his childhood hero, Babe
Ruth, who was also from Baltimore, Md.
And, the dream came true. In America,
those sorts of things actually can come true.
He worked unbelievably hard at his craft
(pitching), and eventually he came to Wake
Forest College (which was in the town of
Wake Forest at that time) on a baseball

scholarship. He was offered scholarships
from other schools, including Duke, but
something really touched him about Wake
Forest. And that is where he made his per-
manent home, since my mother was from
Harnett County.

CM: How was it during the off-season
when the entire family lived in Wake Forest?
Did your friends treat you any differently?

Byrne: Of course, Wake Forest was a
very small town back then, and you can
imagine the excitement that would happen
when some of my father’s teammates came
through (town). We would have some of the
Yankees speak at the athletic banquet, and it
would quickly sell out, but | took it all for
granted because I didn't know any difference.

There was a celebrity sense about it, but
all of the people in Wake Forest were down-
to-earth people, just like the ones here in
Fuquay-Varina. People treated my dad as a
friend, and he could go to the corner store
just like everyone else.

CM: You were also an athlete, were you
not?

Byrne: That's right. | played all sports,
but it became obvious in high school that
basketball was my sport, not baseball. 1
focused more on basketball after my sopho-
more year.

continued on page 40
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continued from page 39

CM: Did your parents support your
sports activities?

Byrne: Oh yes. My mother was a
strong supporter who let her feelings be
known from the stands. In fact, in her mind,
I don't think she ever thought | committed a
foul! (laughter) Dad was more reserved.

If Dad (and 1) ever had any conversa-
tions about a game, it was usually around the
kitchen table when we would be drinking a
glass of milk and having a snack. He would
then recap what | might have done better.

I will never forget this one night. It was
the night I scored 60 points down in Benson,
and | didn't even play the last quarter of the
game. | was feeling pretty good about myself,
but he brought me back down to earth when
he said, “You know, you only made two shots
with your left hand. We are going to have to
work on that a little.” (laughter) He had a way
of letting you know that you had done well,
but there was always room for improvement.

CM: Did you dream of playing pro-
fessional basketball, much like your father
played professional baseball? Or were
sports a platform you used to build other
relationships?

Byrne: | think my dream was to be the
best I could be. Sports teach a person to be
well-rounded ... not only how to be a grace-
ful winner, but also a graceful loser. It prepares
you well for the game of life, regardless of
whether that is in professional sports or not.

I was fortunate enough to be able to
excel, but sports teaches more than W’ and
Ls, it teaches you about character ... about
teamwork ... about working together to
accomplish common goals. Even today, as
mayor, | use much of what | learned on the
basketball court ... getting the team ... the

town board and staff ... to work together to
accomplish common goals.
CM: Did you play baskethall in college?
Byrne: Yes. | went to the University of
Southern Mississippi in Hattiesburg, Miss. |
really liked the Deep South, and | felt a spe-

Even today, as mayor, | use
much of what I learned on the
basketball court ... getting the
team ... the town board and

staff ... to work together to

accomplish common goals.

cial closeness there. I went to school on a
basketball scholarship.

I majored in business and recreation. |
enjoyed sports, but more important 1 was
also interested in how people spent their
leisure time. On the business side, I was very
interested in business because that is some-
thing that impacts all of us. Southern Miss
was also very important because that is
where | met my wife, Patty.

CM: What happened after college?
Byrne: After we finished school, |
accepted a job with Fidelity Bank here in
Fuquay-Varina, and Patty and | moved
here to live. | worked with Fidelity
Bank for about 25 years.

CM: So, banking was your career?

Byrne: Yes, that was my
business background. It was a
great place to work. I came
here to work because of Robert
Holding Jr.  The

f Fidelity Bank

" David Sciabarasi
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Holding family was very nice to me, as was
Billy Woodard at the bank, Haywood Lane,
Mike Whitley and others. All of those folks
have really helped me a lot with my career.

CM: Did you ever consider playing
professional basketball?

Byrne: | might could have played some
in Europe, but | was getting married and
was ready to get on with the rest of my life.
I am very satisfied that I made the right
career choice for me. I'm not huge by NBA
standards, so | knew that long-term options
were limited.

CM: What was the Town of Fuquay-
Varina like when you came here, and what
year was that?

Byrne: It was 1973, and the town was
pretty much a tobacco farming community.
I can remember that when the tobacco mar-
ket opened, it was almost like the Fourth of
July. There was a huge celebration in town.
The town had a tobacco market for over 100
years, but it doesn't have one now. But then,
that was when the money came in and
everyone was excited.

CM: How have you seen the town
change over the past 30 years?

Byrne: It is amazing how it has
changed. We are a lot more industrial and
commercial today compared to when 1 first
came to town. We have plants like John
Deere, Tyco, Guilford Fibers and others.
Our community is providing jobs within
our community. When 1 first came
here, people were either in farm-
ing, in a farming-related job or
went somewhere else to work.

CM: You have witnessed
the town mature.
Byrne: | have, and the
reason is because over the
past 30 years, the town has
had great leadership. People
have seen the value of plan-
ning for the water and sewer
systems, to have them in place.
That now allows our town to
be all it can be. | have to give
the credit to former town lead-
ers for helping to put that infra-
structure in place so that we
could grow.

CM: When you first went to
work at Fidelity Bank, what were
some of your responsibilities?
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Byrne: | was in the management train-
ing program, and the bank in Fuquay was
the biggest bank in the system. I was fortu-
nate in that | was able to work with different
people who were very, very knowledgeable

. not only of the customer base ... but
knowledgeable of their jobs as well. All of
these folks really helped me to understand
banking and to understand the goal of a
hometown bank.

The core of a hometown bank is relation-
ships. You really have to enjoy people, and you
have to understand the community’s needs.
And, you have to have fun.

CM: You stayed with the bank for 25
years and then retired. How did this transi-
tion into the bed and breakfast business
you're now involved with?

Byrne: Well, | have rental property
around (town), and | remember thinking
when | was at the bank that | would look at
the downtown area and see how I could help
it. | felt like a good, upscale bed and break-
fast would be something that would be pos-
itive for the community.

CM: Was there a bed and breakfast here
at that time?

Byrne: No, there wasn't. When Patty
and | decided to do it, our goal —and I think
we are accomplishing the goal — was to do
one of the finest bed and breakfasts in the
state. You certainly don't do it in one day.
You have to steadily be about it. You have to
have the commitment.

Whether it is banking or the bed and
breakfast business, you have to
do a good job at it. You have to
like what you are doing ... you
have to enjoy it. This past year, |
was asked to be a panel speaker
at the state bed and breakfast
association’s annual convention.
Patty and | are pleased that the
hard work we have been doing is
being recognized across the state.

CM: Were you a fan of bed
and breakfasts before starting
your own?

Byrne: Patty and | would
do that, and we enjoyed it. Most
of the people who come here —
we even have people come here
from Cary — are looking for a lit-
tle getaway. What | am selling is
not so much this building, but
the whole community. We have
some great restaurants here in

Our downtown area has a
real welcoming story here. The
bed and breakfast just lends to

that. It fits into the atmos-

phere of the town.

town: Cooley’s, the Gold Leaf Tea Room. We
have attractions like Bostic & Wilson
Antiques, which draws people from all over
the country. | enjoy just going there and
looking at things like old signs, like the old
Pepsi signs. There’s also the Lazy Lion New
& Used Book Shop and Enchanting
Moments, which is one of the nicest bridal
shops in the Southeast, and young brides
come to North Carolina from all over the
country to shop.

Our downtown area has a
real welcoming story here. The
bed and breakfast just lends to
that. It fits into the atmosphere
of the town.

CM: When did you make the
decision to acquire the property for
a bed and breakfast, and how long
did it take for you to get it ready?

Byrne: Well, this was not
the first property that we
acquired in downtown. | started
first acquiring property in the

late '80s, early '90s, and one of the first
parcels we acquired was the old hotel build-
ing next door. That is now an apartment
building.

I bought this building in 1998, and it
took about two years to restore it to the stan-
dard you can see today. We added four and
one-half bathrooms, for instance. It is kind
of a neat spot.

CM: Has it been well received?

Byrne: | think so. For example, we do
about 35 weddings here a year, and it is a
neat little retreat for people. Like | said, we
have a large number of people coming here
who actually live in Wake County.

CM: Did you have to do a lot of exten-
sive repairs?

Byrne: Actually, the building was in
pretty good shape for a building built in

continued on page 42
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% The Inn,which,the Byrnes
bought and restored in
1998, %is' a historic land-
mark and hosts about 35
weddings awear.

CARY MAGAZINE

WWw.carymagazine.com

SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2004 41






