Ernie Pitt
Conducted by Tom Bowers on April 28, 2008, in Pitt’s office in Winston-Salem, N.C. 
(39:39)

This is an accurate account of the interview, but it is not a transcript.
Pitt received his B.A. in Journalism in 1974, after attending two other institutions.


Track 1. (13:32). After serving in Vietnam in 1955-56, he went back to N.C. A & T University in Greensboro. He found that he liked to write and that he was good at it. He had been imprisoned while he was at A & T, and he was on parole when he came to UNC. He attended Rockingham Community College while he was in prison and studied journalism there. Dean Ben Renwick at UNC took a chance on him and helped him get into UNC, which is where he really wanted to go. Pitt told Renwick he knew he had made a mistake and wanted to do something else. He had three jobs while he was at UNC—at a television station, the night editor at the Daily Tar Heel and at the Presbyterian Church. He did not think he had learned very much until he got out of school, when he realized he had learned a lot. He decided early that he wanted to start his own newspaper, and that goal started with a term paper he wrote for Professor Donald Shaw. He investigated the reasons for the fact that graduates of N.C. Central’s law school could not pass the state bar exam. After his research revealed the reasons, he wrote an article about it and submitted it to the Carolina Times, a black newspaper in Durham. The secretary there was the wife of the NCCU law school dean, and she did not give his story to the editors. The Durham Morning Herald published a series of articles that was based on his work, but it did not give him credit for it. That cemented his desire to start his own newspaper.

Track 2 (6:26). He remembers Dean Jack Adams very well because he was a mentor who took an interest in him. Donald Shaw was another favorite, and students always enjoyed his classes. He was invigorating and enthusiastic about journalism. He enjoyed the advertising class he took with Tom Bowers, even though Pitt joked about a grade he got for a paper he wrote for the course. (He never forgot the lesson about “it’s,” however.) The course got him to thinking about advertising, which was very important to the success of his newspaper. He remembered several classmates: Cathy Ferrell, Johnny Phelps and David Zucchino. He thought Howell Hall was a special building and did not think that any building could be deified enough to house the School of Journalism after Howell Hall. After visiting Carroll Hall, however, he wished the school had moved there earlier. He remembered Carolina as a great school—“the best education you could possibly want. It was an experience beyond description.”

Track 3 (3:36). His job at the Daily Tar Heel was a glorified proofreader, so he was not very involved in the stories. He remembered the issue of the Black Panther party on campus. Nelson Malloy, one of the Panther members on campus, is now an alderman in Winston-Salem. He remembered Angela Wright, too. Pitt was very focused on his own life and jobs and did not get involved in many other things. He knows now that God has a purpose for him, and getting involved was not the purpose at the time he was in college. He has always wanted to be a “voice for the voiceless.” He thinks that is why the Chronicle has been so successful. 

Track 4 (1:30). When asked to talk about what it was like being a black student at UNC in the early 1970s, he replied, “To be absolutely honest, I had no awareness of racial issues on campus.” He said he had almost as many white friends as black friends, even at a time of racial issues. “It did not impact me, and I was not aware of any racial problems. I didn’t have any.”

Track 5 (7:27). He talked about how he followed the dream of owning his own newspaper. As he has matured spiritually, he has come to understand how God positions certain people at certain places and certain times to do his purpose. God has prepared him to speak the truth. He has suffered at times, but he now realizes that suffering was to prepare him for where he is now. Leaders of the community and politicians know that he is brutally honest and they will get the truth from him. His wife feels the same way. They cannot be bought. They are not afraid to speak the truth and are not afraid of danger. He interacts with all kinds of people, including people like Bowman Gray (who visited Pitt in his office during the interview). 

Track 6 (7:08). As he looks back on 34 years, he says the School of Journalism has meant everything to him. It prepared him for his life work, and he loves the newspaper business because of what he learned at the school. The people at the J-School and the environment were nurturing and caring. The school taught him a way of life. The professors cared, and they had worked at newspapers. He said he had never been to a school like the J-School. “I would not be where I am or love my work as much as I do were it not for Dean Adams, his wife, Dr. [Donald] Shaw, Dr. Bowers, and Dean Cole.” Harry Amana was not one of his teachers, but he got to know him, and Amana was very helpful to him. He tells potential students that UNC is a big place but that they will find a nurturing group. He also remembered all the dogs that were on campus. 
