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CHAPEL HILL -- The family of Cornelia Phillips Spencer has rescinded its request that the family name be removed from a UNC residence hall. 

And the family is no longer asking that about $70,000 in funding from its private foundation be rerouted, as it previously had requested. 

But that doesn't mean family members are yet completely satisfied with UNC, which recently retired a campus award named for Spencer. 

Spencer is best known for ringing the South Building bell in 1875 to signal the re-opening of the university after a Reconstruction-era shutdown. Her descendants, Spencie, Charles and Martin Love, were displeased when UNC Chancellor James Moeser's decision to retire the award. He did so after considering Spencer's historical record of apparent racist attitudes; on campus, many female faculty had told him they'd be reluctant to accept an award in her name. 

Now, Moeser is making good on a December promise to create a campus committee that will work on a new award for women on campus, this time to be named for the Love family. 

The family sees progress, if not resolution. 

"We feel the university is moving towards a more consistent policy towards university icons and historical revisionism," said Spencie Love, a local historian and Spencer's great granddaughter. "We're just sort of in a holding state, not knowing how it's going to turn out. There's no resolution." 

The Loves were bothered by Moeser's decision to retire the Cornelia Phillips Spencer Bell Award, they say, because it seemed arbitrary and singled out their ancestor unnecessarily. On a campus with so many controversial icons -- Silent Sam is a campus statue depicting a confederate soldier, Saunders Hall is named for a member of the Ku Klux Klan -- the elimination of a single award seemed unfair, Love said. 

That's why they initially requested that Spencer Residence Hall be renamed and $70,000 earmarked for the renovation of the James Lee Love House on Franklin Street be directed elsewhere. 

"We've never said that Cornelia Spencer wasn't racist. We just don't feel that she should be singled out," she said. "All we've wanted was fairness and consistency in terms of their policy." 

Moeser, who met with the Love family earlier this week, said he's encouraged by the family's decision to rescind its demands relating to the foundation's donation and the name on the residence hall. Further, he's hopeful that the new committee can find a way to once again recognize the Love family's name. 

"We want to honor this family," he said. "Cornelia Phillips Spencer is one in a long line with a long history of support and involvement with the university. It's a very distinguished family." 

Spencie Love will serve on the new campus committee, which will be chaired by Jane Brown, a former faculty chairwoman. 

Spencer's mixed legacy has made things tricky for university officials. During reconstruction, she was a vocal, prominent advocate for the university, leading a letter-writing campaign to support it when its very existence was in peril. 

But her views on race, though perhaps common at the time, are distasteful enough by modern standards that Moeser felt the award should be retired. 

He only notified the Love family of his decision once he had made it; looking back, Moeser admits he should have involved them more in the decision-making process. 

"I think the misstep, if there was a misstep, it was not sitting down with the family early in the process," he said. "We could have avoided this misunderstanding." 
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