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                                               Yonni Chapman, ????

Elaine Massey, a University of North Carolina housekeeper,

holds a “Fight UNC Institutional Racism” poster in front of Silent Sam at the annual demonstration honoring Martin Luther King’s birthday in Chapel Hill. 

Author’s Preface


For more than thirty years, I have devoted my life to social justice organizing in Chapel Hill and North Carolina. For the past twenty years, I have used historical research and writing to help build a movement for racial justice and workers’ rights. During that time, I have had the honor and the privilege of being mentored by many courageous and wise people. We have worked shoulder to shoulder in countless organizing efforts. In the course of these struggles, I have made lifelong friends and become part of a social justice community. Together, we have given people hope, won a few victories, and trained others to carry on. This is what has kept me strong.


‘Fess Up is a project I have developed to accomplish several goals before I die. It is my effort to pass on the historical resources I’ve gathered and the insight I’ve gained. It offers my vision of organizing methods and objectives that can help transform our communities and institutions in the strategic struggle to forge a just society.


First, ‘Fess Up is a summary of the history of black freedom struggle and institutional racism at the University of North Carolina and in the Chapel Hill community.  Many hands recovered this suppressed history during the past seventy or eighty years. I have added my own primary research findings and tried to weave all of these sources into a coherent, critical narrative. I have based ‘Fess Up on two longer, more detailed documents, Second Generation: Black Youth and the Origins of the Civil Rights Movement in Chapel Hill, NC, 1937-1963, my thesis, and Black Freedom and the University of North Carolina, 1793-1960, my dissertation. 


Second, ‘Fess Up is a summary of two recent, major efforts to challenge institutional racism on the cultural front, the Campaign for a Moratorium and Dialogue on UNC’s Cornelia Phillips Spencer Bell Award and the campaign for a state highway marker in Chapel Hill commemorating the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation, the first freedom ride. Although the 1993 Bell Award honored women’s contributions to the university, Spencer was a nineteenth century white supremacist. The Journey of Reconciliation brought interracial teams of freedom riders by bus to Chapel Hill, where they were attacked by a white mob, arrested, and run out of town after posting bond. This incident, and the courageous solidarity of Rev. Charles Jones and some UNC students with the freedom riders, sparked a historic, community wide debate about Jim Crow. These successful campaigns have sparked a movement for honest history and commemoration on campus and in the town.


Finally, ‘Fess Up is an electronic, interactive history and organizing resource intended to last as a freedom legacy well into the future.


Racism is difficult, even taboo, for many people to discuss. White people, in particular, do not want to feel responsible, despite the fact that all of us still benefit from white privilege. The real problem, however, is not white defensiveness, but institutional power. The primary beneficiaries of institutional racism are employers, who have ensured access to a cheap source of labor, and the bankers and real estate developers who have ensured access to relatively cheap, urban properties. Control of land and labor has always been the basis of power in the United States. The resistance of institutions to honest history and commemoration is primarily due to their desire to hide their perpetuation of institutional racism. 


‘Fess Up is not about blaming or calling people racists. Institutional racism today is camouflaged, often unconscious, and facilitated by people of all races. ‘Fess Up is about telling it like it is, speaking truth to power, which is the only way to promote real community dialogue, understanding, justice, and reconciliation. 

Introduction: The Myth and Promise of “Light and Liberty”


“Lux et Libertas”—“Light and Liberty”—is the motto of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. It is an iconic phrase that can be used either to whitewash the reality and history of the university or to challenge us to reject celebratory myths, acknowledge past and present injustice, repair the damage, and work harder to make the motto a reality.


UNC’s motto is not hype, window dressing, or slick PR, although it is often used that way. It has real historical roots in the democratic promise of the American Revolution. Revolutionaries like William R. Davie, founder of the university, saw education and political liberty as the key ingredients of building a new social order. The fledgling republic disdained limits on opportunity imposed by hereditary aristocracy and the divine right of kings. 


Nevertheless, people viewed the revolution differently, depending on their place in society. The majority of the North Carolina population, small independent white farmers who did not own slaves, yearned for greater freedom and opportunity than they had under British rule. They wanted more economic opportunity, freedom of religion and speech, greater participation in government, and affordable educational opportunities. The minority of white North Carolinians was prosperous, often well educated at private institutions, owners of large amounts of property in land and slaves. This “gentry,” as they were called, feared too much democracy, as it might endanger their privilege and property. They envisioned not a truly democratic republic, but one in which men of means, good breeding, and education held sway. African Americans, about one third of the North Carolina population, were nearly all slaves, with a small minority of free blacks. Their view of the revolution was ambivalent. Many had deserted plantations to cast their lot with the British, who offered them freedom. After the revolution, most were still enslaved. Free blacks had few rights or opportunities. The many Indians who still retained their lands in western North Carolina generally felt threatened by the revolution. The new state removed the British restrictions on European encroachments upon Indian land, unleashing a western rush of speculators and settlers. Each of these groups played important parts in the development of the university.


In 1787, North Carolinians voted to endorse the new U.S. constitution at the same convention that passed legislation to found the university. This was no coincidence. Men of property throughout the nation had succeeded in reigning in many of the more democratic impulses that were unleashed by the revolution of 1776. Men of property wrote the U.S. constitution, tailoring it to their interests, to the extent possible. Men of property in North Carolina, slave owners, wrote the bill for the university. William R. Davie was a North Carolina delegate to the Philadelphia Constitutional Convention, and he led the movement to pass enabling legislation for UNC. In both instances, he ensured the interests of slave owners.


Although a public university and public common schools were called for by the North Carolina constitution of 1776, Davie ensured that slave owners would control the Board of Trustees and the university’s funding mechanisms.  Concern for this possibility was what had caused many North Carolinians to oppose the university legislation, fearing the institution would be a “nursery for aristocracy,” as they saw the gentry. The first public university in the nation was in reality a school operated by and for slave owners. It soon became the foremost institution in North Carolina strengthening and promoting slavery.


This historical framework should inform our evaluation of the university’s development and current performance. It will come as a harsh and shocking truth for many, an uncomfortable truth for current administrations. 


Upon Holden Thorp’s inaugural University Day address, in October 2008, he stated: “Our motto is light and liberty. And that light has shined brightly throughout our history. …We are the light on the hill.” Despite prominent black faces in Alumni Review photographs of the event, despite saying that service starts “in our own backyard,” Thorp’s statement is historically untruthful, a profound misuse of Carolina’s motto, an iconic framework to suppress critical public scrutiny. This leads to our discussion of institutional racism.
Why Fight Institutional Racism
And what is it?
Why fight institutional racism?
Langston Hughes called America “the land that never has been yet, and yet must be.” Dr. Martin Luther King said the black freedom movement was about “saving the soul of America” from three systemic evils—“racism, materialism, and militarism.”  

For me, the hope of America is a promise and a destination, not a done deal. The essence of that unrealized hope is justice. If there is no justice, there can be no peace, no equal opportunity, no healing of the environment, the economy, or the people. Without justice, there can be no hope of a sustainable future.

The material wealth of America—concentrated in the hands of powerful corporations and elites—is built on the stolen lands of native peoples, the stolen labor of slaves, the exploitation of workers, and the subjugation of women. The spiritual wealth of America—it’s soul—is built on the hard work and freedom struggles of those who have been limited and denied.

Racism is still the cornerstone of systemic injustice in America, though many deny this. In the U.S., it is the key social mechanism supporting the economic exploitation of workers, the oppression of women, and the destruction of the environment. We challenge racism because it is unjust and because, practically speaking, it is the most difficult and fundamental step we can take to heal our communities, the world, and ourselves. Unless social movements for a more just society are actively antiracist, they will never fulfill their promise. Just as Obama called acquiescence to slavery America’s “original sin,” accommodation with institutional racism is the original sin of most predominantly white social movements in the U.S.

One example is the environmental movement, which is only beginning to embrace social justice. I agree with environmentalist Paul Hawken that this has been an immense shortcoming. Hawken says, “Making amends is the beginning of healing the world.” Those who have paid the greatest price in land, blood, sweat, family, and freedom are the ones to whom society must make amends. It is not only the government and the corporations who need to make amends: it is also our predominantly white social movements. As Paul Hawken says in the conclusion to Blessed Unrest, “Our house is literally burning, and it is only logical that environmentalists expect the social justice movement to get on the environmental bus. But it is the other way around; the only way we are going to put out the fire is to get on the social justice bus, and heal our wounds, because in the end, there is only one bus.” Roughly the same criticisms could be directed at the labor movement, women’s movement, and peace movement. To begin to heal our movements, the key place to begin is by standing in solidarity with the freedom struggles of people of color and becoming active antiracists in all we do. The impulse to turn in this direction is growing, but it has only just begun.

What is institutional racism?

Racism is always systemic and institutional. It is not simply bigotry in race relations.  It is racial bigotry backed up by institutional power. Black bigotry directed at white people is not racism, because it is not encouraged and enforced by institutional power. Racism is a fundamental aspect of power relations, and it is a historical construction that has taken definite forms in the United States. 


The system of slavery created racialized hierarchies (economic, political, and social) that governed resource allocation and production. When free blacks and their white allies threatened to overturn this system following Emancipation, elites waged a bitter struggle to perpetuate the racialized hierarchies in new forms. The imposition of Jim Crow at the turn of the century was their crowning achievement. White supremacists adapted the racialized cultural, economic, political, and social structures developed in the nineteenth century to the new industrial South of the twentieth century. After the civil rights victories of the 1960s, the old structures did not disappear. They adapted once again to new circumstances. Racism has become camouflaged, but it has never disappeared, because it is still an essential part of maintaining the economic, political, and cultural power of elites. 


Although we have no good name for the persistent legacy of slavery and Jim Crow (Some call it “color blind racism,” or “equal opportunity racism”), we can define it. In The Miner’s Canary, Gerrald Torres and Lani Guineer state, “We define racism, therefore, as acquiescence in and accommodation to racialized hierarchies governing resource distribution and resource generation.”

This definition enables us to take off the blinders imposed by the mainstream race relations framework (how we all get along, how we overcome bigotry), so that we can see the underlying power relations that continue to depend on racial hierarchies. In particular, use of this power relations framework reveals institutional racism today. We can begin to see that the main perpetrators of racism today are not overt, or even conscious, racists: they are the decision makers, both institutional and individual, of all races and ethnicities, liberal and conservative, who acquiesce in and accommodate to racialized hierarchies governing resource distribution and resource generation. In other words, they do not proactively try to eradicate historically constructed racial hierarchies and social structures. Their policies and practices are not actively anti-racist.


The most important racialized hierarchy in North Carolina is reflected by the persistent existence of a “demeaned, racially defined black laboring caste,” as well as oppressed black communities starved for resources. White elites, through control of institutions and government, constructed these social structures by conscious and relentless effort. The first stage in this historical construction was the consolidation of African slavery as the dominant institution governing resource distribution and production in North Carolina. The second stage was the suppression of black freedom following Emancipation during the nineteenth century by the White Supremacy movements. The third stage was the consolidation of Jim Crow during the first half of the twentieth century. 


The fourth stage, our current era, is the institutional limitation and suppression of the black freedom struggles that ended Jim Crow. This suppression is carried out by the imposition of “color blind,” “equal opportunity” policies that pretend the “playing field is level” and “acquiesce in and accommodate to” most of the racialized hierarchies created by slavery, White Supremacy, and Jim Crow. The university has maintained the low wage caste system for workers of color; the town has facilitated the destruction of the black community by high end, high density development; the school system has decimated an affirming black culture and a nurturing educational environment by the way it implemented desegregation. Later, we will consider more detailed case studies of institutional racism and efforts to challenge it in Chapel Hill.


If we want to work for a more just society, our job is to build a movement for racial justice that empowers black voices, relies on black leadership, and incorporates allies at every level of society.
The Place We Start From 

in Chapel Hill
There are a few phrases that developers, UNC administrators, and town boosters often use to describe Chapel Hill and the university: the town is the “Southern Part of Heaven,” and UNC is the “University of the People” or the “Light on the Hill.” These promotional slogans are iconic frameworks that guide and limit our thinking. They frame in some things and frame out others. If we accept these frameworks, they act like blinders on a horse. In particular, these celebratory frameworks limit critical thinking about injustice. For many, especially those of us who are privileged in terms of race, class, and gender, the first step toward a stronger commitment to justice is learning to see our community through the eyes of those who are demeaned, disfranchised, exploited, and oppressed, to take off the blinders. We should ask the question, “for whom?” Critical thinking can help us acknowledge our privilege and challenge the celebratory slogans. Chapel Hill is the “Southern Part of Heaven, for whom? UNC is the “Light on the Hill” for whom? 

In a recent conversation with Fred Battle, longtime friend and black community leader, I read Chancellor Thorp’s statement, “Our motto is light and liberty. And that light has shined brightly throughout our history. …We are the light on the hill.” I asked Fred what he thought about that. He said, “Well, you know Chapman what we’ve always said about Chapel Hill being the ‘Southern Part of Heaven.’—it’s the Southern Part of Heaven for white people and the Southern Part of Hell for blacks. That statement still holds.”

If we decide to look outside the normative framework (“Light on the Hill,” “Southern Part of Heaven,” “University of the People”) imposed on us by unjust power, we will learn that black residents, low-wage workers of color, and many others in Chapel Hill feel “stepped on, abused, ignored, and confused, made to suffer and told we’re to blame.” The crushing weight of injustice bears down heavily on black residents of Chapel Hill, but this is invisible to most white people and elites, generally.

Learning to see things from the viewpoint of oppressed and/or exploited people is not easy if we have not shared their experiences. On the other hand, the method is not complicated. We don’t need to read a lot of books or develop expertise in the history and current practice of injustice. What we must do is “listen to the voices crying to be free” and ask ourselves “can we be the promise that we promise to be?” This is difficult, personally risky. Taking this on requires a strong commitment to justice. We will have to accept feeling uncomfortable as we go among people we do not know who don’t trust us, and learn to listen with humility and act in solidarity.

If we make these commitments, we will also learn that suffering people are not ignorant or powerless victims. Where there is oppression, there is resistance, as we say in the social justice community. Black workers, faculty, and students at UNC have a long and inspiring history of challenging institutional racism. Black residents of Chapel Hill have always fought injustice, and their struggles continue today. Moreover, many white people have stood in solidarity with black freedom struggles as allies and supporters. Together, we have forged a culture and history of resistance, fairness, and democratic striving that parallels and challenges the culture and history of injustice founded on slavery, White Supremacy, Jim Crow, and “color blind” institutional racism. 

We can choose to answer the call to make a greater commitment to justice, or we can decide to stay in our comfort zones, stay on the sidelines, and accommodate injustice. One reason to make the first choice is that it is becoming ever more clear that without justice, there can be no peace or genuine sustainability, either in Chapel Hill or throughout the world. A second reason is that it is a way to share in the best traditions of humanity. It is uplifting to be part of a collective effort that nurtures the power of the human spirit to resist oppression. For me, Labi Sifre’s song, Something Inside so Strong, expresses this empowering spirit:

The higher you build your barriers,

The taller I become.

The farther you take my rights away,

The faster I will run.

You can deny me. 

You can decide to turn your face away. 

No matter, ‘cause there’s

Somethin’ inside so strong, 

I know that I can make it.

Though you’re doin’ me wrong, so wrong,

You thought that my pride was gone. 

Oh, no.

Somethin’ inside so strong.

Oh, somethin’ inside so strong.

The more you refuse to hear my voice,




(wai, wai, wai, wai)

The louder I will sing.

You hide behind walls of Jericho.




(wai, wai, wai, wai)

You’re lies will come tumblin’.

Deny my place in time.

You squander wealth that’s mine.

My light will shine so brightly

It will blind you. ‘Cause there’s

Somethin’ inside so strong.

I know that I can make it.

Though you’re doin’ me wrong, so wrong.

You thought that my pride was gone.

Oh, no.

Somethin’ inside so strong.

Somethin’ inside so strong.

Brothers and sisters,

When they insist we’re just not good enough.

Well, we know better.

Just look ‘em in the eyes and say, 

“We’re gonna do it anyway.

Gonna do it anyway.” ‘Cause there’s

Somethin’ inside so strong.

I know that I can make it.

Though you’re doin’ me wrong, so wrong.

You thought that my pride was gone.

Oh, no.

Somethin’ inside so strong.

Today in Chapel Hill, in the urgent and longsuffering efforts by black parents, the NAACP, and many others to end the “minority achievement gap” in our schools; the ongoing labor protests of low wage workers of color employed by the university and the town; the Rogers-Eubanks Neighborhood Association’s 37 year struggle to end environmental racism; the outcry against racial profiling and harassment by local police; and the rising opposition to gentrification and the destruction of the black community, we challenge the legacy of slavery and Jim Crow every day. This crisis calls on all of us to act, ensure The Dream, restore the soul of this land, and make real the Promise of America.

Just as Langston Hughes said, we are “the land that never has been yet, and yet must be.”

The Road We’ve Taken; The Present is Our History 

Systemic Institutional Injustice and Black Freedom Struggle


Learning to “listen to the voices crying to be free” is a first step for those who do not experience racist oppression. Reclaiming and studying our history is also necessary for us all. For black people, recovering an honest history of institutional racism and black freedom struggle is tremendously empowering. As Chapel Hill elder Marian Cheek Jackson said, “Without our history, our community cannot survive.” For Chapel Hill, if we do not understand and acknowledge our true history, we can never successfully deal with institutional racism issues like the “minority achievement gap” and Jim Crow employment practices. Justice is the keystone of sustainability.

The history of the university and Chapel Hill is not what we have been led to believe. That’s why the title of this pamphlet is “Fess Up Silent Sam!” Silent Sam is UNC’s Confederate monument, erected in 1913. It is a prominent feature of the university’s commemorative landscape, which has been, until very recently, a nearly relentless celebration of white supremacy.  For clarity, the (mostly) men honored by buildings, monuments, portraits, university histories, etc. were not all white supremacists, but they were all white until 1992, when UNC renamed Navy Hall to honor Blyden and Roberta Jackson, the first African American professors (1969 and 1970) at the university. 

Gaining command of a more truthful and accurate history gives us powerful new ways to organize for justice, and to envision healing and hope for our communities and ourselves. 


Institutional racism and exploitive power relations have dominated Chapel Hill’s historical development. Before the early 1700s, there was no European settlement in what became Orange County. Native peoples farmed, hunted, and built communities here, until British colonial power killed or enslaved thousands, drove the remnants far into the mountainous west, and took the land. This was the foundation that the Trustees built upon and perpetuated when they established the university and the town in 1793.


Most European settlers in Orange County owned no slaves, yet the wealthiest slave owners in North Carolina controlled the first public university from the beginning. While the Trustees were nearly all members of North Carolina’s ruling class, the gentry, professors and administrators also owned slaves, and most of the students came from slave owning families. Nearly all of the income of the university came from slavery in the form of tuition, contributions, and the sale of slaves gained through escheats. Another significant source of income came from the sale of Indian lands in Tennessee contributed to UNC by prominent Revolutionary War veterans and through escheats. Stolen land and labor funded the slave owners’ university. The state legislature only began appropriating tax dollars to UNC after Emancipation.


From its founding, the university was the most prominent public or private institution promoting and extending slavery in North Carolina. It trained the children of slave owners to become masters; provided them with a centralized networking resource; and promoted the dominance of slave owners in government, law, and economic development. Thomas Ruffin, for instance, became Chief Justice of the N.C. Supreme Court, a wealthy plantation owner, a leading trustee of the university, and a slave trader.


Following Emancipation, university trustees and graduates led the effort to suppress black freedom and the biracial politics of Reconstruction. Archibald Murphy was the leading author of the notorious Black Codes that attempted to re-impose slave like conditions on African Americans. When Congressional (Radical) Reconstruction overturned the Black Codes and passed constitutional amendments ensuring voting rights for black men and equal protection under the law, university stalwarts led the White Supremacy campaign to overthrow biracial political power in North Carolina. Former trustee, William A. Graham, directed much of the movement. His son, John W. Graham, led the political arm of the white supremacy campaign in the North Carolina legislature; Col. William L. Saunders (Saunders Hall) led the Ku Klux Klan terror campaign from his home in Chapel Hill; Saunder’s neighbor, Cornelia Phillips Spencer (Spencer Hall), was probably the key figure in the former gentry’s propaganda onslaught. 


In the mid 1890s, when the biracial power of Populists and Republicans (Fusion Movement) once again overthrew elite political power in North Carolina, leading university men, such as Josephus Daniels and Charles B. Aycock, spearheaded the second White Supremacy campaign. This movement culminated in the Wilmington Riot of 1898 and the disfranchisement amendment to the North Carolina constitution in 1900. Jim Crow was a very conscious elite project led by UNC men.


From the beginning, slaves resisted and protested their bondage in Chapel Hill. Although the historical record is generally censored and dismissive, it is clear that slaves ran away from the university and other masters, earned whippings for insubordination, and generally abandoned their owners when the Union Army declared them free in April 1865. 


George Moses Horton crafted the most prominent written protest by a UNC servant, or any slave in the United States. He was a slave from Chatham County who had an exceptionally sharp mind and an irrepressible creative muse. He taught himself to read, studied literature, and became adept at composing poetry. University students purchased his clever love poems to woo their sweethearts. With the money he earned, Horton paid his master a monthly rent in lieu of labor, while saving with the hope of eventually purchasing his freedom. At some point, UNC rented Horton and he became well known in Chapel Hill, yet, blocked by political developments and UNC president, David Lowery Swain, he was never able to purchase his freedom. Finally, he abandoned Chapel Hill as a free man with the Union Army.  

Although Horton faded into obscurity in the North, his path breaking work as a writer and opponent of slavery is gaining widespread recognition today. Of all the hundreds of slaves who lived in Chapel Hill, only George Moses Horton speaks to us directly out of the past.  For much of his life, Horton supported himself by writing and publishing poetry. In this way, he became the first black professional writer in America. Caroline Lee Hentz, a novelist and professor’s wife, tutored Horton in poetry and helped him publish his first poem. “Liberty and Slavery” appeared in Hentz’s hometown Massachusetts newspaper, the Lancaster Gazette, on April 8, 1829.  This was the first poem written by a slave to protest slavery in America. Later that year, Horton published a book of poems, The Hope of Liberty. This was the third book published by a black author in America, the first book published by an African American in the South, and the only book published by a slave.

Despite Horton’s accomplishments, brief mentions in the most recent officially sponsored histories of the university give no indication of the poet’s historical significance.  An account of Horton’s activities in the only book length study of Chapel Hill refers to him as “the drunken poet.”  In 2004, student protested the university’s failure to acknowledge responsibility for slavery and White Supremacy, as well as its failure to celebrate the contributions of African Americans In February 2007, UNC belatedly named a dormitory for Horton.

Following Emancipation, in 1865 and 1866, former slaves called two political conventions in Raleigh. Jordan Weaver, a freedman, property owner, and preacher, represented Chapel Hill in both conventions. Former slaves throughout North Carolina organized Black Leagues to combat white terror. African Americans established their own churches and schools in Chapel Hill. They reunited their families and established their own homes and farms. Relentlessly, in countless ways, black people forged their freedom.

The advent of black freedom, voting rights, and federal enforcement suddenly created a radically new political situation throughout the South. In North Carolina, freedmen joined forces with white farmers and workers in a class based, democratic insurgency that overthrew the gentry’s political power. For a brief historical moment, from 1868 to 1870, a biracial Council governed Chapel Hill, and Radical Republicans controlled the North Carolina legislature and the university. 


Despite the presence of the Union Army and the Freedmen’s Bureau in North Carolina, the effort to maintain newly won rights and expand black opportunities was a constant struggle. The gentry, which had contributed most of the operating funds of the university, boycotted the Republican controlled institution. These former slave owners mobilized the weight of the media and entrenched economic and political power against the Radical Republicans. The KKK, led by UNC alum, William L. Saunders ‘54, rode frequently in Chapel Hill, beating and intimidating both black and white Republicans. Cornelia Phillips Spencer, daughter of a slave owning professor, led the campaign of defamation and race baiting directed against the Republican faculty and President Soloman Pool. These factors, combined with the economic destitution of the state, forced the Republican trustees to close UNC’s doors in 1870, when Democrats recaptured the legislature. In 1874, the legislature replaced the Republican trustees with loyal Democrats. The institution re-opened in 1875, controlled by leaders of the Ku Klux Klan (William Saunders), the former largest slave owner in North Carolina (Paul Cameron), and the leader of the White Supremacy movement (William Graham). Cornelia Phillips Spencer became a university icon when she rang the bell in South Building to proclaim the “return of the university to its own.” Until her death in 1908, university presidents lauded Spencer as a staunch Democrat and a key leader of the campaign to overthrow bi-racial politics and return white supremacists to power, thereby “redeeming” North Carolina.


Throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century, the university struggled to regain it’s prosperity and prominence. There was still a strong Republican opposition in the state, and university administrators now depended on public funding, rather than private financing by slave owners. President Kemp Plumber Battle could not act without public consequences, as his antebellum predecessors had. When controversy flared, he reacted with caution. 


In March 1880, a white overseer whipped a black convict laborer to death near Chapel Hill. The university had joined with private entrepreneurs to secure cheap convict labor for the construction of the State University Railroad. Kemp Battle, university president, was also president of the Railroad. Battle tried to suppress critical media coverage of the whipping, but failed. A black Republican in the legislature forced an inquiry, which found the white overseer guilty. Nevertheless, Battle and the university weathered the storm, and the railroad was completed, giving birth to Carrboro. 


In October 1886, after the public kidnapping and whipping of Jordan Weaver’s son, James, by UNC students, a gun battle erupted between the students and black town residents. Returning fire, a black man killed one of the students. Clearly, the students were at fault, and Battle and the faculty had to expell them. At the same time, Democrats shielded the students from prosecution and sent some of the black men involved to the North Carolina chain gang for 10 years.


These whippings reflect the persistent legacy of the white supremacy power relations, culture, and social structures established by slavery. Whipping was the preferred form of retribution and intimidation during the antebellum era. When the Union army outlawed whipping in North Carolina, UNC president, David Lowry Swain, led a delegation of prominent Democrats to petition the President to rescind the order, to no avail. The new North Carolina constitution, drafted by Radical Republicans following Emancipation, outlawed whipping. After the “redemption” of North Carolina by the Democrats, whipping came back into favor, backed by the institutional power of white supremacy.


During the 1890s, a revolt by angry white farmers against the power of elites, particularly railroads, created a political environment that enabled a second coalition of freedmen and white working people to overthrow Democratic political power in North Carolina. This Fusion Movement took over the legislature in 1894, and swept both local and state elections in 1896. Leaders of the university once again took charge of efforts to crush grassroots efforts to reform society from below. University men like Josephus Daniels, Francis Winston, William Rand Kenan, Charles B. Aycock, Charles McIver, Edwin Alderman, William Roundtree, and others led in organizing the second White Supremacy campaign. Once again, terror, corruption, and racist propaganda swept across North Carolina. 


The Chapel Hill News followed the lead of UNC trustee, Josephus Daniels, editor of the Raleigh News and Observer, by publishing vicious racist stories. The key white supremacy stereotype was the image of the “black beast” rapist. The Republicans were supposedly encouraging interracial sex and the “black beast. The News promoted this malignant propaganda in a story on November 4, 1898, just before the elections. The headline blared, “A Shocking Affair! A Beautiful Young Married Woman Elopes with a Rough, Thick-lipped, Impudent, Repulsive Negro.” Maggie Brewer, daughter of Thomas Lloyd of Chapel Hill, left a farm in Bingham Township, Orange County, with a black field hand, Manly McCauley. A lynch mob tracked the two down and hung McCauley from a tree by the side of the road. Both Thomas Lloyd and Maggie Brewer’s husband were Republicans, and the message was clear: White men should vote Democratic to protect their women, and black men should stay in their place or face the lynch mob.


George T. Winston, former president of UNC (1891-1896), justified mob violence against the “black brute,” just as Cornelia Phillips Spencer had justified the violence of the Ku Klux Klan during Radical Reconstruction. Writing in the Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences in 1901, Winston suggested that black sexual predations justified white resorts to vengeance. “When a knock is heard at the door,” Winston wrote, “[a White woman] shudders with nameless horror. The black brute is lurking in the dark, a monstrous beast, crazed with lust. His ferocity is almost demoniacal. A mad bull or tiger could scarcely be more brutal. A whole community is frenzied with horror, with the blind and furious rage for vengeance.” 

The decisive blow of the 1898 White Supremacy campaign came on November 10, when a carefully orchestrated massacre and political coup d’etat overthrew the biracial government of Wilmington, North Carolina’s largest city, the center of black economic power in the state, and the stronghold of Fusion politics. Francis Winston, George’s brother, organized the White Supremacy Clubs in Wilmington shortly before the Wilmington massacre and coup d’etat.


On October 25, 1898 Colonel Alfred Moore Waddell, recipient of an honorary degree from UNC in 1895 (On the same day, Cornelia Phillips Spencer received the first honorary degree given by UNC to a woman.), told a pre-election Democratic rally in Wilmington, “We will never surrender to a ragged raffle of negroes, even if we have to choke the current of the Cape Fear with carcasses.” On November 7, he told whites, “if they found ‘the Negro out voting,’ they should warn him to leave, and ‘if he refuses, kill him, shoot him down in his tracks.’” On November 10, 1898, following the election, which the Democrats carried in the majority black city by resorting to fraud and terror, Waddell led columns of white business leaders and working men into Wilmington’s black neighborhood of Brooklyn, burned the printing press of the only black daily newspaper in America, and shot and killed unknown numbers of African Americans. After the massacre, Democrats expelled the biracial city government from office and took control of the city at gunpoint. The federal government refused to intervene, and Democratic newspapers across the state thundered their approval.


After their 1898 electoral victory, the Democrats imposed disfranchisement and segregation on African Americans, bringing one party rule to North Carolina. The system of social control—known as Jim Crow—enforced adherence to a strict color line throughout society, restricted labor rights, and suppressed free speech and democracy for the next sixty years.

Following the collapse of political opposition, UNC thrived. Black residents of Chapel Hill had always been a servant class for the professors and other well-to-do Chapel Hill residents, students, boarding house operators, cafeterias, the town, and the university. The rapid growth of UNC after 1900, in conjunction with Jim Crow, transformed Chapel Hill’s black community. Only a handful of black men had worked at the university as servants prior to 1900. By 1930, black workers held 79 UNC jobs, all in low wage service occupations. In 1930 UNC employed thirty-six black janitors,

twenty laborers, nine cooks, six waiters, five laundry workers, a housecleaner, a helper, and a maid. 

No white worker filled a laboring position at UNC in 1930. White workers did fill all of the rapidly increasing white collar, technical, and skilled labor jobs. By enforcing Jim Crow, UNC severely limited the growth and quality of employment opportunities for black workers in Chapel Hill, while greatly expanding opportunities for white workers and professionals. This goes far in explaining the dwindling percentage of African Americans in the town, from 1900 to the present.


UNC was the determining force limiting black educational opportunities in Chapel Hill. Black students could not attend the university and they could not attend the UNC sponsored Chapel Hill public schools. The taxes of both black and white town residents supported only the white public school until 1930. At that time, the county refused to fund the black school in Chapel Hill. Following an electoral campaign by the Negro Civic Club, black residents voted to impose a school tax on themselves to provide black public education in Chapel Hill.


UNC owned most of the utilities in Chapel Hill and denied equal service to black residents. The lack of town water, sewer, and electricity created tremendous public health problems in the black neighborhoods. White neighborhoods enjoyed all these services. Black residents were not allowed to use UNC’s health or recreation facilities, which were available to white residents.


In Carrboro’s textile mills, Julian Carr, one of UNC’s most prominent trustees, enforced Jim Crow employment. White workers flocked to Carrboro in the early twentieth century to take textile jobs and live in mill houses. Carr excluded black workers, except an occasional laborer. In this way, the men who controlled UNC worked in tandem to divide the growing local labor force by race. These same employment patterns, forged by Jim Crow, persist today among UNC and Town of Chapel Hill workers.


UNC leaders and others envisioned and implemented Jim Crow as the main strategy of social control to prevent working people from organizing economic and political insurgencies against elite power, and to keep black workers confined to low wage jobs. Locally, UNC was responsible for creating, enforcing, and perpetuating the demeaned, racially defined laboring caste that was the most fundamental historical structure created by Jim Crow. 

Black Freedom During Jim Crow and Neo-Jim Crow

Although Jim Crow severely limited black freedom and opportunity, it never succeeded in its primary objective, to crush the will of black people to resist and to destroy their freedom struggle.


African Americans fashioned their own lives out of what was possible. They learned to appreciate their necessity, and turned their lives toward freedom. And they forged a culture of struggle that depended as much

on memory and song and stealth as on confrontation. What could not be achieved by day might be achieved by night. And what was beyond the reach of a single life span could be claimed by a second generation.

Let no one believe that black people have not led their own freedom struggle in Chapel Hill and throughout the nation. This is one of the most disempowering myths perpetuated by institutional racism. As a result, many people still believe that white students and liberals led the Chapel Hill civil rights movement. Others believe the movement was stirred up by outside agitators. When the Congress of Racial Equality made its national focus Chapel Hill in January 1964, at the height of the local movement, the media and governor Terry Sanford denounced outside intervention. Here is what Mrs. William P. Tolliver, a local black woman, wrote to the Chapel Hill Weekly:


Your editorial of Sunday, February 9, should be answered by one of the Negro citizens of this town--a Negro adult citizen.


We Chapel Hill Negro citizens are not "pawns" in the hands of the professional civil rights movement. The Negroes in Chapel Hill, as every place in the South, have been done injustice for many years--yes even in this "liberal" town and we have taken enough and can't take much more.


We want 100% desegregation in all of our town and we don't need Reverend Shuttlesworth to tell us that--we know that very well ourselves. . . .


Yes, Chapel Hill Aldermen and Chapel Hill businessmen: Your advice to "wait a little longer"; your shunning of facing the real problems! We are tired of your subtle and not-so-subtle discrimination in employment, in housing and in all areas of the life of this town! Yes, "your" Negroes are fed up. . . .


We are happy to have the Chapel Hill Freedom Movement to take the lead in this town--or better still start the lead, but let's be realistic about the whole thing: there will be a Freedom Movement in Chapel Hill led by adult Chapel Hill Negro citizens long after Quinton Baker and John Dunne are gone—simply because this is OUR fight, this is OUR hurt, and this is OUR town.


Now tell me when will your editors and Aldermen and merchants stop and look in on what is really happening?

Unjust power has always suppressed and distorted the history of oppressed people. Why? It is certainly not because it is “painful,” “uncomfortable,” or “backward looking,” as leaders of the university and many others have often said. First, it is because a people robbed of their history are more demoralized, less informed, and easier to control. Second, because a true and accurate accounting of such histories would reveal the sources of historic and systemic injustice, and would suggest that institutions perpetuate injustice today and should be held accountable.


To challenge institutional racism in the Southern Part of Heaven, it is necessary to recover and commemorate both the shameful history of injustice and the courageous and unrelenting history of black freedom struggle.


Let us begin with a few vignettes about the ways Jim Crow bore down on black people in Chapel Hill and the ways they resisted. These stories are drawn from oral histories. They illustrate some of the many ways black people found to survive, persevere, and overcome.


Elizabeth Nevill was born in January 1893, and grew up in Chapel Hill. Her father, George Nevill, worked in an iron mine setting dynamite charges and died when she was young. After that, life was considerably more difficult.

I was small and after he passed we would wash for the doctor to pay his doctor bills. There wasn’t much money in circulation then, and not much for the colored people anyway. . . and we washed for that man and they’d have the biggest old nasty wash. We’d just hate to see that wash come in. . . .


As a single mother of three children, Louisa Nevill, like an increasing number of black women in the early years of the century, took in laundry from white families. She also cooked in one of the boarding houses, which earned her $5.00 a month, and practiced midwifery.


Elizabeth often worked with her mother. Despite her memories of Chapel Hill as a “good hill,” it was good only in a relative sense. She recalled both the decent treatment and the constant necessity of being aware of the limits of segregation:
Where I come up in Chapel Hill I never got all that roughness from white people. ‘Course they didn’t take me in their lap, they didn’t put me in their bed. I wasn’t expectin’ that, but they would speak nice to me and act like they was all right. And my mother always tell us, “Children, know how far to go with anything. . . don’t go too far with it. Know there’s a stoppin’ place somewhere and stop before you get to the worst part of it.” So we children would always stop and think, “Now they’re white and I’m black, is it alright to do so and so. . . ?”

Some blacks bent to white power more than others. Elizabeth remembered that her mother “was very pleasant. Very nice, obedient.” This bothered the younger woman.
Mama was always kind of humble—just a little bit, you could see it—kind of pulled back act, you know what I mean? She wouldn’t go too far too quick. I used to didn’t want to see her do too much of that. But she seemed to get along alright. . . See, she had to do that maybe a little more than I did. I don’t know why, ‘cause she was not a slave. 
.


Even though Jim Crow was in full force when Elizabeth was

growing up, there were opportunities developing on the horizon that gave her generation certain alternatives. Elizabeth’s husband, Jack Cotton, joined the Great Migration to the North. In New York he found steady employment at much higher wages than he could have earned in Chapel Hill. Eventually, in 1941, Elizabeth and her daughter joined him there.


Elizabeth Cotton was feisty and she did not identify with her mother’s humility. It was an attitude that caused her to strike out on her own. In her life it led her to music. 

I was raised up to make a noise, joyful noise, go to church, people come to your house, pray, sing, you ring bells, beat on tubs, anything joyful, lord—toot horns. My father used to load the guns and let us shoot straight up. You bring in New Year’s Eve with joy, singing and praying. And letting the old go, see.

The world has acclaimed Elizabeth Cotton for her music, especially the song, “Freight Train.” We should also remember her as a strong black woman who persevered in the face of Jim Crow and helped forge powerful traditions of black freedom in Chapel Hill.

***


Although the schoolbooks provided to black students offered only a very limited and biased account of black history, there was no way that Jim Crow could completely rob black children of their freedom legacy. Braxton Foushee was a case in point. Eventually, he became very active in the civil rights movement, but first, Braxton had to learn a great deal about how to struggle for freedom. In his case, much of this learning took place outside of school.


“Probably the most fondest memory I had was Church Street,” Braxton

recalled. “There was an old lady–Grandma Flack. That’s where I learned all my history–slavery.”


Braxton was small, perhaps five or six, when Mrs. Tempe Flack began

teaching him. He and many other children would spend their days with the old

woman on Church Street while their mothers were at work:

We used to sit on her porch late in the afternoon.… She’d always talk to us about slavery. Say, “Son, this is what it used to be like when I was growing up.…” [Her father] was sold and she never saw him again.…

Granny Flack explained to the children how the slaves had resisted, the

methods they used, and how they carried on the struggle for generations:
[She told us how the slaves used] religious songs, and how they sang

them. And if someone was stealing something out of the big house, how

they would let the people know that The Man was coming back at that

time.… They were warned by songs. It was a tradition in the slave

quarters that you had these messages that were tied up in hymns … that they just passed down from generation to generation.…


These stories, and Granny Flack herself, made a deep impression on

Braxton. He felt that it was from her that he learned his people’s true history. What made the greatest impact was her endorsement of resistance to white power, her confidence that a new day was coming, and the example of her own perseverance:

I reckon that what impressed me the most was her survival, how she lived through all of that. And, her main word, her theme, was that you gotta fight for what you want. And she told us our day would be comin’. And, “There are gonna be times, son, when you’re gonna have to stand up to the master.” And, in a sense, when the sixties rolled around, that’s exactly what we did. I mean, that was a vivid portrayal of standin’ up against the master, being the white man.


Just a few years before the lunch counter protests began in Chapel Hill, Granny Flack’s health finally began to fail. By this time the children who used to sit on her front porch while their mothers worked had become young men and women. And even as they moved to break with traditions of deference and accommodation to segregation, they also carried on the traditions of community solidarity and respect that had enabled black people to survive Jim Crow. Now they took care of Granny Flack.


Braxton recalled that taking care of Granny Flack was something like a

community project:

Everybody in the neighborhood took care of her, you know, when she got really old and couldn’t do for herself. We’d build fires. Somebody had to go by and build her fire. Somebody had to cook for her. Somebody had to cut her wood. And all that continued until she died.

One of the chores people took care of for Granny Flack was haul water up out of her old well each day. If we think of these acts as metaphor, her old well stood as a source of history and wisdom, beloved community, and constant struggle. It is ironic that the foremost icon of the University of North Carolina is the “Old Well.” As metaphor, this old well has stood for whitewashed institutional history, celebration of white supremacy, and the suppression of freedom struggle. University administrators still today misappropriate UNC’s old well as an icon to obscure truth. It doesn’t have to be that way. If we challenge institutional racism, the Old Well could eventually stand for honest history, the celebration of freedom struggle, and the goal of creating a just society.


Mrs. Tempe Flack died in 1958, but more than thirty years after her death, strong memories of her persisted among those for whom she cared. It seemed she represented something of great importance to the community, and to children in particular. She was the memory of people–history.


The history she passed on to the young was more than oral tradition. She embodied the essence of that history herself. It was flesh and blood, her house, her spinning wheel, her Old Well. Even more, it was working until she could not, caring for the next generation, sharing her pain, her hope, what she knew because she had seen it with her own eyes.

In the long reach of her life, Granny Flack embodied the black struggle for freedom and the kind of beloved community that was the goal of the struggle. In this sense, she was a formidable threat to segregation.


The story of Granny Flack stands for more than what she

meant to Braxton Foushee. It also stands as a symbol and an example of how traditions of resistance and solidarity were passed on to the black youths in Chapel Hill who led the civil rights movement.
***


Like Elizabeth Cotton, John Horbet Johnson got no schooling because he had to work full time. He labored from an early age for his father cutting wood in the forest outside Chapel Hill. Even with the whole family working, Johnson remembered, his father’s income from selling firewood to UNC fraternities and professors was not steady.


“Sometimes he’d sell, and sometimes he wouldn’t. Lotta times we’d have food, and again, we’d have to do without ‘till we could get a little wood sold to get some.” Johnson remembered that his father wanted to send all the kids to school, but he could not afford to do it.

Johnson’s lack of education, forced on him by Jim Crow politics and employment practices, destined him for a life of hard labor with limited opportunities for advancement. After being rejected by the army during World War II as an illiterate, Johnson moved to Chapel Hill. There, he first worked washing dishes and scrubbing floors in a café. Then, he got a job at the Navy Hospital, an infirmary operated by the Naval Preflight School, which took over much of the university during World War II. He washed pots, cleaned floors, transported patients, set up trays, and served food. After the completion of work on North Carolina Memorial Hospital, where he had worked as a construction laborer, Johnson began working at the university Power

Plant around 1953.


It wasn’t long before the supervisors discovered Johnson could drive a truck, and they assigned him the “special” job of cleaning the boilers and hauling “ash.” Ash was the black, soot-like residue from the coal burning furnaces that heated the three-storey-tall boilers. Just like the ash from a wood stove, it had to be constantly cleaned out to keep the equipment working properly. Johnson would load about twelve dump truck loads of ash, three days a week. When he finished that job, he’d help shovel coal.

At the end of the day, Johnson would hose out the dump truck and the loading machine to keep dry ash from flying all over Chapel Hill. Inevitably, Johnson himself was the primary person at risk from ash. Although the university provided protective gear—hard hat, goggles, mask, raincoat, boots, and gloves—these didn’t do much to stop the sooty dust. “It’d get

everywhere, just about, all over you, in you, in your eyes, everywhere. Anyplace where it could land. It’d get up your nose, mouth, ears. It was awful.”


Before the ash could be loaded for transportation to the town dump, it had to be cleaned out and off of the boilers and pipes inside the Power Plant. Johnson used high pressure steam to clean out the boilers and suck the ash out into the “silo,” where it was stored for loading. “After we get through pullin’ the ashes [out of the boilers],” Johnson explained, “we had to go up on top of the boilers and vacuum the dust. See, when the furnace go out, a big puff of the ashes would somethin’ like blow out, you know, cover the top of the boilers.” Johnson would climb a metal catwalk onto the huge boilers to vacuum ash off their tops, and then climb down inside to scrape them out. They were still hot. “So hot,” Johnson recalled, “you couldn’t hardly stand it. You’d be sweatin’ just like, water be runnin’ off, like somebody was pourrin’ out of a bucket on your head. And your feet be so hot you had to put a board down walk across on.” After cleaning off the boilers, the tops would be removed from the boilers so that Johnson could get down inside them to scrape off the remaining residues. Then he would clean out the condensers. “They have thing they call condenser. We had to take little stoppers with a air machine, water machine, to blow the stopper, to clean out those little, they call ‘em valves, where the water circulates in. Had to help clean them. And it’s wet and damp in there. Small place to get in and out. Just about like a snake crawlin’ in. You had to go in, just like a fish to get in there. [I was] kinda small. Big man couldn’t get in there. And sometime I get in there, feel like I’m swellin’ and I’m worried am I gonna get out of this hole.”


Probably as a result of longterm exposure to toxic ash and extremes of heat and humidity, Johnson acquired chronic lung disease. He was still fighting the university for compensation during his retirement in 1992. Like Elizabeth Cotton, John Horbet Johnson made a life for himself and his family. These black workers not only toiled and sacrificed; they also had success, joy, and meaning in their lives, and they passed on a freedom legacy to the generations. If we are to challenge institutional racism, we must honor their humanity and their struggles and never gloss over the impact of Jim Crow on their lives or the university’s responsibility for their hardships and sorrows.
***


James Brittian was born November 26, 1944, a middle child out of six.

Like most black children in those days, he was born at home. His family lived at that time in a big white house on West Rosemary not far from the Masons. A black midwife, Miss Minnie Thompson, delivered him and a good many others of his generation. He was raised mostly by his older sister and his aunts because his mother worked almost all of the time.

When James was a child he would drive with his father out to Chatham

County. There was a baseball field over near the Fearrington area, and on

weekends there were games. “It was a regular affair,” James recalled:
My father and I, we would go there usually on weekends… and then

everybody would eat their barbecue and drink their white liquor and have fun. And then they’d fight each other, and it would be brother against brother, families against families, those types of things.

During the week, James’s father worked at the Texaco service station

across from the bus station on Franklin Street. He did mostly mechanical work:
Wasn’t probably paid the wages that was doing. And on weekends he

drank a lot. There was a lot of arguing and those type of things. And then it gets to a point where I guess he felt that he could not be a man and take care of his family, because if you don’t feel good about yourself and your situation, then you don’t feel like you’re taking care of your family fully.


Like Elizabeth Cotton’s father, Thomas Brittian had a difficult time dealing with the rage he felt at his daily humiliations and lack of opportunity. Sadly, he turned his anger against himself, and that also hurt his family. Nor was his story exceptional. As James’ account of weekend drinking and brawling attested, certain kinds of destructive behavior were commonplace in the black community.

Around 1954, when James was ten and the Supreme Court overturned

“separate but equal,” Thomas Brittian left his family. He stayed in Chapel Hill, but he did not stay in touch. James remembered: “Our communication

afterwards usually probably during that time, once separation occurred then

there was very little communication.”


To grow up in a household disrupted by drunkenness and fighting, and to be abandoned by a parent–these things create deep and everlasting wounds. Still, what a person does with such wounds is at least partially a matter of individual character and choice. James Brittian leaned into his pain and turned his life into an ongoing crusade against the system that drove his father down.


James noted how the daily humiliations and deprivation caused Jim Crow affected family conversations. Parents did not talk about their jobs:
It was very rare, I would think, if during that period… a black father or mother would discuss their work, because I don’t think they feel good about doing it.… Even during that time they must have felt that they could do things better than that, but the opportunity wasn’t there, and they knew the opportunity wasn’t there, so there was no fuss about it. So when you are denied and you’re limited, and you know that you have the skills to do something else, you don’t feel good about it, so you don’t want to discuss it.… I never heard anybody discussing about their work in any household that I ever went into, regardless of whatever it was. And even those people that worked at the university–I mean, it was bad then and it’s bad now.

Whether black parents did not talk about their work because they felt bad about themselves, or because they were trying to shield their children from the harsh reality of segregation, they were not successful in hiding the truth of things completely. James learned what it meant to work for white employers because he and his friends loved to go to the movies:

Say, if you wanted some money for the weekend or something like that,

then your friends, you’d go where your father and you’d go where their

father worked. You’d go everywhere all of your friends’ parents worked so that you could get money that Friday to go to the movies. [The movie started at] seven o’clock and they may not get home in time. So you heard all of these things.
I had a good friend of mine whose father worked at the First Baptist

Church on Columbia Street. The minister there didn’t call him by his name. I mean, it was anything that they could think of at that time. I mean, they didn’t care whether or not they called them by their names, or whatever their name was. It was whatever they could think of. “Go tell John”–his name may have been Joe. “Go tell Mike” anything they could think of, you know, to say to these

people, to black people. So therefore, you have what you call an overflow, an aftereffect that was brought back into the home. Therefore, the black families were disrupted. And the same thing still today it happens.

The destructive behavior in the black community was, in many respects, the mirror image of destructive behavior in the white community, i.e. the culture of domination.


James also noticed, “there were very few… male head of

households.” And even when both parents were present in the household, he

observed that men very seldom spoke for the family:
If there was a male, black male head of household, and he and his wife

lived together–for example, if they had a daughter–you never talked to the father about taking the daughter out. You always talked to the mother. So the females were looked upon as the head of household. They were the matriarches of the black household. And very rare you will talk to a father. I hardly saw that in any situation with any of my friends or anything. It was the mother that did the talking for the house, because the mother was always recognized, … Now! I know now why it happened.… If the insurance man came to your house, which was white, then he talked to the female. And that was to, not to ever allow the black male to know that he had any type of authority, and that’s the reason for that.

Segregation did not impact men and women in all of the same ways. In

particular, those who had power in the South, white men, saw black men as

physical threats and sexual competitors, as well as sources of cheap labor. They saw black women, on the other hand, as laborers and potential sexual partners or victims. Not infrequently, particularly among the more well-to-do, white men felt a closeness to black women, having been raised by them. Consequently, segregation maintained its power by concentrating its most lethal physical and psychological repression on men. While parents worried about their daughters being raped by white men, they worried about their sons being killed. And while black women were generally accorded the traditional female role of nurturer by white society, black men were denied the traditional male role of provider and protector. For these reasons, part of the black male response to the rising tide of black struggle in the 1960s was motivated by a deeply felt desire to reclaim the dignity of manhood. This dynamic does not seem to have been present, or at least it was not as strong, for women. Nevertheless, when 1960 came, women rallied to the cause in numbers at least as great as men.


James’ mother, Mary Brittian, was a domestic worker. She worked for

several different families when James was young, but her longest employment

was with Bob Cox, chairman of the Jaycees and a former Carolina football player who teamed with the famous Charlie “Choo Choo” Justice. Every weekday she would leave home about 6:30 A.M. and travel to a part of Chapel Hill known as Greenwood. This was also home to Sandy McClamroch, prominent businessman and mayor, and James Taylor, dean of the Medical School. James remembered:
All of them lived in Greenwood at that particular time. That was the social elite white people lived in the Greenwood area. There was no Lakeshore Drive and all these other developments that, you know, you see now.

It would be six-thirty or seven in the evening when Mrs. Brittian would get home. Then on most weekends from September through March or April, she would baby-sit for students or for her regular employers while they attended sporting or social events. She also took in laundry. In this way the energy of her days was drained so that well-to-do whites could enjoy life, so they could be “free.”


This helps to explain why James Brittian became an activist in the

freedom struggle: his parents, and the household peace he deserved as a child, were taken away from him by the system of white domination. Like other black children, he observed the disrespect that fathers received from white employers. He felt the rage and despair his father felt when he experienced the shouting, the drinking, the fighting. He knew that his mother was not there to take care of him because she had to be in the homes of the rich white people taking care of their kids, cooking their meals, doing their laundry. 

By the time James was eleven or twelve he was able to put words to

what he saw that was unjust. James was Thomas Mason’s running

buddy and best friend, “lifelong, from toddlers up.” His knowledge of the world was enlarged by his contact with the Mason family. He participated when Thomas accompanied his older sister, Mary, on their small skirmishes with segregation in the mid-1950s. And even though they were younger, he and Thomas began to hang with Harold Foster. They were kindred spirits, and together they sought out reading material about black history and culture and discussed how to challenge segregation.

James recalled that the Supreme Court decision of 1954 was discussed in school, but it was clear to him that black adults were still very cautious about talking openly about such things. A few years later, however, a new sense of possibility seemed to take hold of the youth and the black community as a whole. James remembered:

Well, I think that teachers more or less talked about the 1954 Supreme Court decision not openly. Ok. They didn’t teach it. The only thing they would say is “You need to be prepared to walk in the door when the opportunity comes because that’s going to happen one day, and if you’re not prepared then there won’t be an opportunity for you.” Then there was talk about civil rights.… When I can remember it was probably the late fifties. Even though the Supreme Court had made the decision, I think it was around fifty-eight, fifty-nine when everybody begin, well most of the black kids, the black community began to–I think they were relieved, and they really began to believe that something was going to happen because of the boycotts, and the demonstrations, and the marches and things that had begin to

take place.

What these comments indicate is that it was not the decision of the

Supreme Court per se that really brought black youths and adults to the point of believing that things might change. It was also black struggle–Montgomery, Little Rock, Greensboro.


Although such feelings were not common among black youths in Chapel

Hill during the late 1950s, James Brittian and Thomas Mason began actively

talking about how to strike some blow at segregation when they were twelve or thirteen. They discussed this issue, including the possible use of the sitdown tactic, with each other and with the older Mason children and a few other friends.


James Brittian’s best friend, Thomas Mason, recalled:
James and I had discussed something like [the Greensboro sitdown

protests] before. I mean, we wanted, someday we would do it. Before

the Greensboro thing ever took place, I believe, we talked about this,

what we were gonna–We knew then that we had to take some action, but we didn’t really know what we were going to do. We had considered [the lunch counter tactic], but we didn’t know exactly what we were going to do. We knew we were going to challenge it some way.

The two friends knew their own minds and they sought out other

like-minded associates:
Well, for the most part, James and I had our own, you know, role down…so we were expandin’ out. And… there were just a few people who…were aware, you know, who were not confined as a result of lack of exposure to different things. And one of the people that, he was a little older, that we could talk to was Harold Foster, that was Esphur’s brother. There were other people who we’d talk with but finally decided that, “Hey, we can’t talk with these people because their own objection is that `This is morally wrong. This is, you know, you just don’t do things like this.’

Thomas and James learned to protest because the conditions of

black life in Chapel Hill called out for redress, because they were encouraged by older siblings and friends, and because they were aware that a rebellious trend was growing throughout black America in response to new historical conditions. Most importantly, they decided to rebel and transformed themselves, turning their lives toward freedom.
***

“This is OUR fight, this is OUR hurt, this is OUR town.” Mrs. William. P.  Tolliver’s words in 1964 convey more power and substance, now that we have listened to the testimony of Elizabeth Cotton, Braxton Foushee, John Horbet Johnson, and James Brittian. Mrs. Tolliver lost the ability to speak in later years, but her voice still rings in our ears and hearts. 


Oral histories provide the best window on the ways individual African Americans experienced and responded to Jim Crow. Now, we need to turn to some of the ways that black residents and UNC workers organized together for freedom. 


History, understood as the road we have taken to arrive at the present, is a coherent process of development. It is not an eclectic collection of events, as presented, for instance, by UNC’s Virtual Museum. Nor is it the substitution of normative ideals, such as “Manifest Destiny,” or “The Lost Cause,” though until the 1960s, most history was written in this way. Historians can arrive at an honest and accurate description of historical development only by a critical examination of all historical evidence. This reveals the contradictions in society that drive history and the ways in which diverse moments in history are dynamically interrelated. Let us now summarize the development of black freedom struggle against Jim Crow and neo-Jim Crow in Chapel Hill. This is an essential, though officially denied, aspect of the road we have taken. We will then turn to concrete examples of this struggle in education, employment, and public health. 

From 1898 to 1937, many African Americans reacted to the shock of disfranchisement and the hardening of the color line by leaving Chapel Hill. This was a form of resistance to Jim Crow. A despised, disfranchised people, valued by local institutions only for their cheap labor, voted with their feet.


Those who remained, as well as new residents attracted by employment opportunities at the growing university, resisted Jim Crow by strengthening the fabric of their community life and by organizing grassroots campaigns and

organizations to advance their needs.

The first decade of the century saw a dramatic decline in the size and economic strength of the black population in Chapel Hill. Individuals and families survived by unceasing work, mutual support, and the creation of an affirming culture and spirituality. 

The black community gradually recovered from the initial shock of Jim Crow in the 1920s. During the years preceding World War I, the black community challenged Jim Crow with a campaign for improved educational opportunities led by Rev. Lewis H. Hackney of Rock Hill Baptist Church (First Baptist today). After 1920, the black population grew rapidly, as work for the expanding university became the dominant source of employment for African Americans. The community showed signs of renewed energy beginning in 1923-24, with interlocked grassroots campaigns to support a black public health nurse and build a new public school. By the end of the decade, the community had developed a political organization, the Negro Civic Club, and a labor organization, the UNC Janitors’ Association. 


Although the New Deal inspired hope, the Great Depression wrought havoc in the black community. Black landowners on West Franklin Street lost their property and businesses to white swindlers, while housing conditions and employment opportunities worsened. As anger and frustration mounted, the black community struggled to find effective voice and organization. In 1937, an armed black rebellion erupted on the boundary between Carrboro and Chapel Hill. This event marked the growing size and militancy of the black proletarian population. 


After 1937, African Americans in Chapel Hill once again seized the opportunity to build militant labor organizations and join in biracial class alliances to more effectively demand justice. Increasing numbers of white students, faculty, and community members became allies of the black freedom movement. Social Gospel Christians, particularly Rev. Charles Jones, and members of the Communist Party led this loose, liberal to left formation in gathering support for black community projects, interracialism, and the communist led CIO union, State County and Municipal Workers of America Local 403. White elites actively worked with “the better class of Negroes” on projects like the black community center (Hargraves Center today), while harshly opposing labor organizing. At the university, President Frank Porter Graham, a staunch supporter of Rev. Charles Jones, provided organizing space and protection to union activists and liberals alike. Nevertheless, the trustees blocked his ability to substantially improve the lives of black workers or promote interraciallism.


The foremost leader of interracialism in Chapel Hill during the 1940s was Rev. Charles Jones, a white Presbyterian Minister. He worked directly with black ministers and townspeople to support the black community and undermine Jim Crow. He invited black people to worship and eat in his church. The Navy B-1 Band, part of the Naval Preflight School, lived in Chapel Hill during the first two years of the war. B stood for black and 1 stood for first. These young men, many recruited from Greensboro’s North Carolina Agricultural and Technical School, were the first black Navy band and the first black personnel not assigned to menial duty.  The Snuffbuckets, a group of white students associated with Rev. Jones, invited some of band members on a picnic. Two daughters of Rev. and Dorcas Jones attended, as well. These activities caused an uproar in Jim Crow Chapel Hill. Some members of the Presbyterian Church called for his resignation. The FBI put Jones under surveillance. Several years later, the Presbyterian leadership in Orange County did force Jones out. The majority of church members left in protest and formed the Community Church of Chapel Hill. Jones became their pastor. In 1960, Rev. Jones and members of the church were the main white supporters of black Lincoln High School students and the local civil rights movement.


Rev. Jones also played a prominent part in the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation. The Fellowship of Reconciliation and the Congress of Racial Equality organized this first “freedom ride” through the Upper South. Bayard Rustin and George Houser led the integrated teams of freedom riders. Their goal was to test a recent Supreme Court decision desegregating interstate travel and to publicize the use of Ghandian non-violence to protest segregation. When the bus stopped in Chapel Hill, a white mob attacked one of the freedom riders as police looked on. George Houser paid bond for the four arrested men, and Rev. Jones drove the men to his house with the mob in hot pursuit. After death threats, white UNC students came to protect Rev. Jones and his family and help the freedom riders on to Greensboro. Once again, segregationists denounced Rev. Jones, and a huge debate ensued at the university. Multiple Daily Tar Heel articles demonstrate that the issue of Jim Crow dominated debate at UNC, with numerous white students, professors, and townspeople challenging Jim Crow and many others defending it. Even as segregationists lashed out, the interracialist movement in Chapel Hill strengthened.

Court orders and the civil rights movement forced UNC to formally desegregate during the 1950s. Carolina went kicking and screaming into the new era. The university remained fundamentally a Jim Crow institution well into the 1960s. Today, neo-Jim Crow persists in the form of color blind, equal opportunity institutional racism. During the 1990s, driven by the black freedom struggle and the demands of the global economy, UNC adopted a new framework, a new paradigm, of diversity without justice. This means a substantial embrace of diversity and equity for students, faculty, and administrators and the promotion of public service. At the same time, just as transnational corporations continue to impose exploitation and oppression on people of color across the globe, UNC and other local institutions continue to exploit and oppress workers of color. While the university promotes public service, helping people, it discourages justice struggle, righting wrongs, particularly in its own backyard.


Although it proclaimed itself an “equal opportunity employer” after World War II, university labor practices have maintained Jim Crow patterns up to the present. In early 1963, North Carolina Governor Terry Sanford announced his “Good Neighbor Policy” to eliminate racial discrimination. In a front page article with a banner headline the Chapel Hill Weekly proclaimed, 
“No ‘Exclusionary’ Hiring Policy Here: Good Neighbor Program Apparently Won’t Affect UNC.” Aycock commented, “We have no exclusionary policy. . . I don’t think we ever have had. I don’t think we’re affected by the Governor’s recommendation.” In 1969, Lenoir Cafeteria workers went on strike over Jim Crow pay, working conditions, and disrespect. In 1980, UNC hospital cafeteria workers and UNC housekeepers staged brief walkouts over similar grievances. From 1991 to 1996, the UNC Housekeepers Movement held constant demonstrations against Jim Crow employment practices and eventually won a class action discrimination settlement in 1996. That movement continues today in the form of United Electrical Workers Local 150 and attempts to unionize private contract labor.

UNC suppressed the militant Chapel Hill civil rights movement during the 1960s. Chancellor William Aycock counseled professor Claude Sitton not to participate in civil rights demonstrations in 1963-64. Challenged publicly by Sitton, Aycock responded publicly, “I don’t think anyone connected with the university should participate in civil disobedience. I think it injures the university.” (207 Ehle) The chancellor’s displeasure was evident, and the possibility of career damage was palpable. Black workers, in particular, understood, long before Aycock’s statement that their jobs would be in jeopardy if they participated in demonstrations. 


In 1964, on the occasion of an imminent protest of segregation at UNC’s Memorial Hospital by the campus NAACP, hospital administrators claimed their facility, which was part of the university at that time, was not segregated because black patients received equal care, though in separate areas. Dr. W. Reece Berryhill, a fervent opponent of Rev. Charles Jones, refused to negotiate “under pressure.” 


In the fall of 1964, Chancellor Carlyle Sitterson discussed increasing UNC’s black student recruitment with concerned black students led by Phil Clay. Afterwords, Clay remarked, “They didn’t promise to change at all.” In 1967, Sitterson was still maintaining, “Any increase in the number of Negroes will have to come slowly and gradually.” As 1967 drew to a close, the administration gave every indication of holding to its policy of glacial gradualism. It refused to aggressively recruit black students, and rejected the newly formed Black Student Movement proposals as undemocratic, “special interest” policies. Administrators told black students they would

respond to their concerns with “a humane spirit and a compassionate heart,” but they added, there could be no “unique treatment for any race, color or creed.” Chancellor Sitterson held to the line that formal policies of “equal opportunity” were legal, fair, and sufficient. This was colorblind institutional racism at its best. Sitterson did his best to accommodate and acquiesce to the historically constructed racial hierarchies.

Following the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., on April 4, 1968, black rebellions, revolts among black college students, and strikes by black workers erupted across North Carolina and the nation. King’s murder was the spark that ignited black determination to challenge the Jim Crow practices and institutions that had changed little since the civil rights enactments of the early 1960s. These rebellions marked a heightened determination by black people to continue the struggle and unleashed a new phase of the black freedom movement.

UNC’s administration, including system president William Friday and Chancellors Aycock and Sitterson, along with the trustees and the legislature, clung to the racial hierarchies of the past in both admissions and employment. They conformed to law, but, in varying degrees, their racial policies were reactionary or willfully passive concerning racial justice. The met the minimal requirements of federal law. Certainly, they did not encourage a new, anti-racist institutional culture at UNC. As a result, there was a massive revolt by black workers and students in 1969. Many white students, faculty, and townspeople supported the strikes by cafeteria workers and the demands of the Black Student Movement. This led to a crisis on campus and provoked the governor to send in armed state troopers. Although Friday and Sitterson objected to this intervention, they were the administrators that caused the racial revolt. Eventually, the strikes were won and some of the BSM demands implemented, but


As the dominant employer in Chapel Hill and the most powerful institution, UNC’s example and influence have been paramount throughout the town’s history. Chapel Hill has been an appendage of the university from its founding, and it has embodied UNC’s institutional racism during slavery, Reconstruction, Jim Crow, and the post civil rights era. Evidence of this abounds in the so-called “minority achievement gap in the public schools (actually an “equal quality education gap”); the Jim Crow employment patterns and disrespect imposed on public workers; the relentless displacement of the black community by high end development; police racial profiling and harassment of black residents and the criminalization of black youths in the public schools; negligible participation of black residents on town advisory boards and in public policy decision making; environmental racism in solid waste disposal practices; and the absence of any comprehensive planning or implementation of programs to celebrate black accomplishment, freedom struggle, and culture. What progress has been made combating institutional racism has come almost entirely because of the grassroots organizing of black workers and residents. This, too, is eloquent testimony to the persistence of neo-Jim Crow.


I believe that there are many good people who love justice in local government, at the university, and throughout Chapel Hill. Being good and loving justice is not enough to eliminate the legacies of slavery and Jim Crow. We live in a culture where the dominant public institutions, business, and the mainstream media deny the existence institutional racism as a significant cause of social ills. This culture of denial is pervasive, yet invisible to most. It is both national and local, embodied in iconic phrases like “equal opportunity,” dishonest and inaccurate history, and colorblind institutional policies. Those of us who do love justice must learn to see and understand institutional racism and its history; we need to stand in active solidarity with local black freedom struggle; and we need to speak truth to power and challenge injustice in our daily lives. In this way, we can build a movement to eradicate institutional racism, root and branch, and to create the will and momentum to achieve a just and sustainable society. 


It is necessary, although not sufficient, to analyze institutional racism historically and concretely in order to challenge it locally and throughout society. To break through the culture of denial, I have no doubt the case must be made comprehensively and forcefully. 

Bell Award

After working with black, grassroots organizations in Chapel Hill for many years, and, later, with the UNC Housekeepers Movement and the local branch of the NAACP, it has become clear that to many in Chapel Hill, black people are invisible. To the extent they are known and seen, it is through the lens of a culture of denial—denial of the history and persistence of institutional racism and denial of the full humanity and contributions of African Americans. The suppression of this local history and these Jim Crow attitudes are a monstrous injury to the black community—really, to all of us. Dehumanizing a group of people has always been central to systems of oppression and war. It is part and parcel of white normative national culture. In Chapel Hill and at UNC, it is one of the most powerful methods of dismissing, marginalizing, and suppressing black struggles for freedom. This goes on, and yet, it is invisible to people who buy into the framework of color blind, equal opportunity racism. With this strategic understanding, a group of us at the university organized a campaign for honest history and commemoration. We began by instigating a widespread debate about the Cornelia Phillips Spencer Bell Award. Spencer became a university icon

The Development of Institutional Racism

Employment

In early 1963, North Carolina Governor Terry Sanford announced his “Good Neighbor

Policy” to eliminate racial discrimination. In a front page article with a banner headline

proclaiming “No ‘Exclusionary’ Hiring Policy Here: Good Neighbor Program Apparently Won’t

Affect UNC,” the Chapel Hill Weekly explained that one of Sanford’s five points for

implementation was calling upon state agencies, departments, and institutions to “formulate

policies which do not exclude from employment qualified people because of race.” Chancellor

Aycock commented, “We have no exclusionary policy. . . I don’t think we ever have had. I don’t

think we’re affected by the Governor’s recommendation.” 


Pressure slowly began to build on the university to address its discriminatory employment

practices. In August, the Chapel Hill civil rights movement, which up to that time had focused on

public accommodations in Chapel Hill, held its first demonstration on the university campus.

The Chapel Hill Weekly reported that, “Sixty-seven marchers—16 whites, 54 Negroes, and

including many juveniles—filed down Cameron Avenue to the campus shortly after noon,

carrying anti-segregation signs.” Despite its public advocacy of freedom of speech, the

university attempted to prohibit the march.
Aycock asserted that there were “a wide variety of views on what constitutes discrimination”

and then tried to endow his own definition with authority. The Chancellor stated that university

employment policies were colorblind, therefore just, and that UNC’s policy was to hire workers

strictly on the basis of their qualifications. Aycock stated, in addition, “Race is not a qualifying

or disqualifying consideration” for any job. He said, “If there is evidence of [discrimination],

corrective action will be taken. Until such evidence is produced, I hope those persons charged

with the responsibility for hiring will enjoy the presumption that they are fulfilling their

responsibilities in accord with University policy.”45 However, by the time he made his remarks to

the Faculty Council, Aycock already had clear evidence of discrimination by university

supervisors.
At UNC
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