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This is February 16, 2001 and this is Bob Gilgor interviewing Sylvester Hackney at the 
Chapel Hill Public Library. 

BG: Good afternoon, Sylvester. 

SH: Welcome. 

BG: First of all, I want to thank you—I know you're a busy man—for taking the time 
to come here and talk with me today; I appreciate that. And I'll get right into it 
with a very broad question, and that is: what was it like growing up in Chapel 
Hill? I assume you did grow up in Chapel Hill? 

SH: I grew up in Chapel Hill; I grew up in a rural community just outside of Chapel 
Hill, just across the lake. I have, actually, a fairly large family but my brother and 
I, we grew up with my grandparents. And my younger brothers lived with my 
mother and stepfather. But they were just across the way; we could walk from my 
grandmother's house to their house. We had kind of a trail that we could hike 
over and so there was a fair amount of interaction. We saw each other very often. 
I would say... I call myself "a poor little rich kid": that we were poor by economic 
terms, but rich in that we had a very tight family structure. We had all the things 
that we needed: bountiful meals and we were always clothed and fed very well. 
Both my grandparents were hard workers. My grandmother worked as kind of a 
maid for a university professor. I always remember she made $18 a week and she 
was always very proud of that. And they even paid her during the summer when 
they went away on vacation - they paid her $18. It's pretty amazing to me that we 
survived off of my grandfather's social security, and he had a disability in the 
army and we got a small pension from the army, and then her $18 per week; it 
sustained us. But their house was paid for and was ever so amenable. 

BG: What did your grandfather do? 

SH: A farmer; my grandfather was a farmer. He worked the farm and a large part of 
our living was living off the land. We had farm animals and cows and pigs and 
chickens and pretty much we lived off the land. One of the things that I told you I 
didn't... I tend not to romanticize some of the things that have happened in this 
area; but I do romanticize that... I find it totally fascinating that we grew up and 
we lived off the land and we didn't have anything extravagant, but it was good. 
My grandmother was a great woman; every season there was something that she 
did to kind of sustain us. In the summer there was all kind of berries and things 
that she canned—jams and food—and in the winter we ate that and meat from the 
farm animals. They basically had to come into town - which was a huge trip at 
the time, for us, because we didn't have transportation. We lived out across the 
lake, which technically is only about three miles, but it seemed like a lot further 
then because there were dirt roads, there weren't paved highways. But she'd 
come into town to get basic staples: salt, sugar, and those types of things. 
Otherwise we were pretty independent. Which is always one of my goals: to kind 
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of get back to that life. As far as I get from it, you know, the more I want to get 
back to it. So, I do have a romanticized view of that, but in real terms we had an 
incredibly... I guess it would have been very difficult, economically, to survive. 
We never were on welfare, we never were on free lunch programs: every Monday 
morning I had my $1.25 for lunch that week. We had a book fee that we had to 
pay and there were kids who just couldn't afford to pay it and would spend a year 
having to answer to teachers about that, but I always paid my book fee early on. I 
have an ongoing love affair with my grandparents for making all that possible. 
College education was never... there was never any doubt in my mind but that I 
was going to go to college. It was never... it was just like clockwork: this is the 
thing you do. Some people have asked me that, you know, "How did you get to 
college?" It was just, there was never a doubt about that. 

BG: So your grandparents pushed you, or your parents, or both? 

SH: More my grandparents, probably, than my parents; my grandmother definitely. 
We lived out across the lake—where did you interview Burnis at? Did you 
interview him here? [BG: Here.]—we lived down across the lake and back in the 
old days before Lincoln High School and before the Orange County Training 
School there was a school called Buck Mountain. And Buck Mountain is the 
school that kind of, it was on property that adjoined our property. So a lot of the 
kids in the old days that went to Buck Mountain actually stayed with my 
grandparents: they stayed at the house because the school was close by. So, my 
grandmother kind of had a semi-teacher role with a lot of the kids. She wasn't a 
teacher but, in those days, she was a very well read woman who is also a 
Jehovah's Witness. And one of the things about Jehovah's Witnesses is that, for 
whatever else you think about them, that they really take their religion seriously 
and they read and study and read and study and read and study. So I always 
attributed a lot of her intellect to that: that she read a lot because of her faith. So 
she always reinforced that, that was always a big part of our life. 

BG: Religion was a big part of your life, or reading? 

SH: Religion was a very big part—reading was a very big part of our life—but 
religion was also. I actually didn't choose to follow that faith as I got older, but I 
have nothing but positive things to say about it and I think it was a very positive 
influence in my life because of the reading and also they travel a lot. They have 
big conventions in the summer so we always got to go to these very interesting 
places: New York, Baltimore, and other places. I'm a big advocate of traveling 
and exposure to offset whatever your reality or perspective is. So I always valued 
that part of my growing up and I really attribute a lot of that to my grandparents. 
But in terms of the "poor little rich kid" thing, even in college, when I was in 
college, I always had everything that I needed. If I needed money I'd write home 
and—they'd never had a checking account or anything—but they'd wrap money 
up and send it to me. So it was good, I have no gripes except that in Chapel Hill 
you have the classic story of the haves and the have-nots. You know, the 
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university and the townspeople and I'm probably one of those people that hate the 
local university. I'm always amazed at how people in the town cheer and pull for 
UNC because I have bitter perspectives of UNC and the way that it discriminated 
against the townspeople, and particularly the poor people. 

Tell me more about that. 

Well, it was just, like, there weren't gates around the university but there were 
invisible gates. You knew that you were not welcome on campus; you knew that 
they were the haves. And it was just something that you... it was just kind of, I 
guess, you subtly get that message here that, you know, it's the university... then. 
Certainly the university has kind of blended in with the town now, but then it was 
very, very different. I didn't feel welcome on the campus and all. I can 
remember walking through the campus sometimes and having the fraternity guys 
yell racial slurs out the windows or whatnot. I always remember walking down 
Cameron Avenue and some white guys, you know... So it just kind of didn't feel 
like... it wasn't a pleasant experience for me and I probably internalized that. And 
to this day have never felt comfortable on the campus of UNC and everyone who 
knows me knows that I'm the guy who belongs to the ABC club—anybody but 
Carolina—because I have that perspective: that it is, and has been, a very racist 
institution. And one tends to probably idealize... I idealize Michigan, and I'm 
sure Michigan has some of those same residuals for people who live in Ann 
Arbor, you know, and grew up there. But, I always like to say, Michigan 
graduated its first black student way back in the late 30's or 40's and Carolina 
didn't do that until the 60's - in terms of having a day student on campus. And to 
me, it baffles me. And one of the things I'll never understand is how intelligent 
people, bright people, can allow something like that to happen, to an institution of 
higher learning. It just baffles the mind. But, anyway, that's my perspective of 
UNC. 

I appreciate you sharing that. Let's go back to your childhood. It sounds like you 
had greater exposure to what was going on in the world than the average person in 
the African-American community I've interviewed. 

I don't have the benefit of that experience, so I don't want to necessarily compare 
it to other people, but I did have a good... every summer we traveled somewhere 
and usually... I had relatives in New York, so whenever there were... Jehovah's 
Witnesses used to have these huge conventions at Yankee Stadium in New York, 
so we would go up and just have a great time in New York City amidst this 
religious convention. We got a chance to visit our relatives and they'd do all the 
New York things with us. And I knew there was a world beyond Chapel Hill and 
a world that I wanted to see. I always knew when I grew up I was going to go to 
school, always away, I mean. I was kind of... it wasn't an option for me to kind of 
pursue any of the universities, I wanted to go far away. That's how I got to 
Michigan. 
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BG: What made you feel that way? 

SH: I'm not a 100% sure. Probably some deep-seated desire to explore and to see a 
different world. It wasn't necessarily a painful memory of any type, it was just a 
desire to explore. 

BG: My comment before was based on the fact that there's a wide array of experiences 
among the people I've interviewed. Some of them grew up playing in black and 
white neighborhoods, with black and white friends, but many of them grew up not 
being exposed; protected by the African American community, cradled in Potters 
Field and Northside, so that they wouldn't experience the pain of segregation. So 
there's a wide array of experiences, but none as varied, I think, as yours. 

SH: I think that, in terms of looking at religions—which is another one of my 
interests—one of the things about Jehovah's Witnesses is that they've been 
integrated for a long, long time. Even during that period of time when we went to 
the conventions in New York there were people from all over the world: Africans, 
Asians, or white folks from all over the country, black folk. And they prided 
themselves on that kind of blending of people and looking beyond what was 
going on in, what they called, the world around them. And so that was an 
experience; it was a great experience and I wouldn't trade that in. I wouldn't 
trade that in; I'm happy. There are other parts of that religion that I detested, but 
that part I think was a good thing: the exposure. The exposure and the reading. 
I'm a big advocate of reading and when I'm talking about the educational system, 
usually, that's one of the things—we beat up the educational system a lot—but I 
think families have to make their kids read. I don't care what you're reading; it 
doesn't matter a whole lot, but you need to read. I mean, we had assignments: 
you had to do book studies and all that, and I think I've got an almost gifted 
ability to read from that experience. 

BG: Did you grandmother read to you a lot when you were small? 

SH: Yes; read to us, read with us. A lot of it was religion focused, but still... I'm sure 
you've heard of the Watchtower magazine. Have you? No? Watchtower. The 
magazines that they kind publicize their religion with. Well, these magazines, 
you had to read them—they had questions after every article—and you had to find 
the answer, know the answer. And that's a very useful skill, you know, just in life 
and reading and that sort of thing. Whether you agree with what you're reading 
or not is not so much of an issue. But it's pretty serious disciplining and learning 
that comes from—that's a secondary gain almost—from that. I attribute whatever 
intellect I have to that experience... a lot. 

BG: So there were a couple of things you got from that religion; and that is seeing a 
society that accepted multi-ethnic principles? 

SH: Absolutely. Absolutely. 
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BG: And also the intellectual aspect of it; wonderful properties of any institution. 

SH: Absolutely. Absolutely. But that whole experience had... I mean, I didn't like a 
lot of the things, you know. A lot of people have described them as a cult because 
they encourage you not to do a lot of association with people outside of the 
religion because they have an abiding principle about "bad associations spoil 
useful habits." And so that was always a struggle for us, is how much exposure 
should we have to the rest of the world; socially or even peer groups. My brother 
and I both have very strong personalities so, I think, we decided that we wanted 
lots of exposure and we wanted to live in dual worlds. We wanted to do that 
thing, the religious thing, because that's what they wanted us to do and we 
weren't old enough to say no. But we were also determined to have normal 
exposure to whatever our peer groups were exposed to. And interestingly—it's 
kind of an interesting dynamic—we both broke away from that religion. My 
brother had gotten very active in the whole civil rights movement and they came 
to him and said, "This is not what we believe in, this is not the way that we 
believe that you approach those issues, and if you're going to do that then we 
don't think that you should participate with the religion." And, it was kind of 
like, we were delighted because we wanted to get out of it anyway. We wanted to 
do—were doing—all the other things that adolescent boys do. Which were kind 
of against the principle. You have this big conflict going and then they come 
along and say, "Well, you don't have to do it anymore because we don't like what 
you're doing." So we broke away; we both broke away and never went back at 
that point. 

BG: I'm really shocked; I'm really surprised. Here is a religion which accepts multi
ethnic groups and yet they don't want one segment to protest against the 
unfairness that society has for them. 

SH: Yeah. You couldn't be outspoken about it. Absolutely, that was the point that we 
broke with them. And he was older than I and so he couldn't... I mean they were 
kind of encouraging him, "If you're going to do this then you don't participate 
with us." So I was, like, "Well, I'm going to do that too, so I won't participate 
with you either." And we both broke away. And I think it's one of the interesting 
things because usually when people break away from that religion it's for a bad 
reason like they've done something like adultery or fornication or done something 
real bad. And I think they've always been a little amazed at us that we're 
basically good, decent people and pretty much uphold the values that are 
important to them. So it's always been, I think, a fascination with my brother and 
I that you push us out but we probably turned out to live a lot better lives than a 
lot of people that stayed in the religion. In terms of—not that we're so great, I 
mean I've done pretty much everything there is to do—but I'm basically a decent 
person. 

BG: When you were growing up, were your playmates mixed? 



6 

No, I didn't play with any white kids. I didn't play with any white kids even 
though—it's one of the fascinating things—I've lived probably everywhere in this 
country that's worth living: New York, I lived in the East, I lived in Boston, I 
lived in Chicago, out West. And I've always been probably a good ambassador 
for the South because people tend to beat up the South. And one of the things 
I've described to people, particularly probably in New York, is that in New York 
and Chicago there's actually more segregation than there is in the South and 
primarily in the rural South. Because out where we lived people tend to live on a 
lot of land so you don't really care who lives next door to you as you would in 
New York where you really have to deal with these people day after day. So in 
my community there were white people and black people and we had reasonable 
respect. I mean, across the road from us was the director of the symphony here, 
he was our neighbor - a university professor. We had cordial respect, but 
interestingly there were no kid peer relationships and the relationships were pretty 
much with the older generation: my parents. But primarily because they worked 
for them and, you know, white folks had always been good to their housekeepers 
or at least respected them; had these kind of ambivalent relationships with them. 

Any other things that you recall about your childhood that you want to share? 

Um... do I have any? I've always wondered where I got it: I've always had an 
interest in race relations. A very strong feeling about the way blacks were treated 
in the South. I heard my grandfather tell stories about how he was treated. I 
remember... probably one of the most painful memories I have of Chapel Hill 
was, as a I told you we only had to come in town on Saturday to get staples for the 
week and my grandmother always shopped at a store in Carrboro, it was right on 
the corner: an Andrews and Riggsbees kind of grocery store. It was the grocery 
store that most people around here went to that lived on that side of the town. 
Every week she shopped there, I mean that's the only place she would go in to 
buy her things, and one particular Saturday—and she liked the people, they were 
always nice: "Hi, how're doing? Blah, blah blah... How's Matthew?" Then one 
particular Saturday she had to go to the bathroom, she really had to go to the 
bathroom, and she asked them and they smiled at her and said, "Louie, you know 
we can't let you use our bathroom." So she has to go—and I mean this is one of 
those times when you don't have a lot of options, you know—and so she had to 
go out, you know, there's a kind of thing behind the store. And I always 
thought—even as a little kid, and I was a little kid at this period—I thought, "how 
demeaning" and white folks are really an interesting breed of people, you know, 
an interesting breed of people. And I think experiences and moments like that 
kind of defined my perspective of white people, those moments. I remember my 
mother, she also did domestic work and she worked for some couple in town and 
she came home and she said she had knocked over some perfume when she was 
dusting and she was just kind of really shaken about the whole experience. You 
know, about the way that they had talked to her, "You can't break this...". It just, 
I don't know, things like that, just hearing those things, I internalized them and 



7 

I'd take them in my mind in a very powerful way so that those things, even as we 
speak, define a lot of how I perceive my exterior role. Seeing how black men are 
treated in this area; I've always been totally fascinated by that. I believe that a lot 
of the alcoholism in the black community, particularly amongst men, is because it 
has been so hard for men to assert themselves and to be human beings, that you 
would expect men to be, in this community. And I think you have to anesthetize 
those emotions; I mean, if you don't allow people to actualize then the psyche 
begins to get very oppressed and it has to find some relief. And I think a lot of the 
alcoholism... and I think there is a lot of alcoholism, has been, and I don't deny 
that, I mean everybody in my family knows that I'm outspoken about it, that I've 
seen alcoholism take a serious toll, particularly on men of color. 

Did you see this growing up, or...? 

Absolutely, absolutely. And I felt strong about it growing up, and I feel strong 
about it now, and verbalized it growing up. It's interesting because when I went 
away to college and came back home, sometimes my mother - there's this joke in 
my family that they'd hide the liquor when I came in because I had such strong 
feelings about it. And I've just seen it take a lot of tolls, a silent toll, on a lot of 
people and for a large part of my career that's what I did: I ran substance abuse 
treatment programs in large cities. So, you know, not only do I feel strong about 
it, it's kind of, I made part of my career out of it. I mean, I do something totally 
different now, but that was a large part of my career. I got [words] the 
commissioner, I got [words] blah, blah, blah. 

Let me go back to this comment that you made about the way black men were 
treated. I've heard that before and I've seen it—in fact, I just saw it on the way 
over here where a policeman stopped someone—and it just seems that it's still 
here; that it hasn't gone away. Maybe it's lessened, I don't know. The issue that 
I want to get in to is why do you think black men were treated that way, and 
maybe black women weren't treated that way? 

Well, I don't think black women have been treated a lot better, but I just think 
that's because black women have been closer to the white family structure, in 
terms of caring and nurturing, that they've gotten a little bit of a different effect 
from white people. Just in nurturing; black men didn't nurture their kids, 
basically black men did the hard and brutal work. And I think that society has 
always been afraid and it still is. I mean, it's something I struggle with even in 
my career now. Black male aggression is something that I've always struggled 
with and if you ask people about me professionally they'll consistently tell you 
that, "He's one of the brightest guys around here, he gets more work done, but 
he's just kind of a bear to get along with sometimes." But they have this right to 
be nice sometimes, to be unhappy sometimes, to be abrasive sometimes. Black 
men, and black people in general, are not given that flexibility. You see it in 
Chapel Hill: the students can be outrageous and very little is said about it, but if a 
group in the black community has that same rite of passage and gets involved in 
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some of those activities, it's dealt with totally different, particularly with men. I 
think it has to do with black male aggression. I mean, it's almost like if you have 
a dog and you mistreat that dog, you're brutal with that dog, you'll learn to fear 
that dog. Part of the fear is that you know if that caged animal ever gets away that 
you're in trouble. And it's kind of mine, and I've even had some of my white 
acquaintances who feel comfortable verbalizing their feelings, say that to me: if 
black people ever really rise up, then the world's in trouble. And I think the kind 
of fear factor that white folks have of black men is that when you mistreat as 
much as we have been mistreated, then you have to fear because you know that 
one day that caged animal is going to react. 

BG: Is that what you're feeling is about how black men were treated 30-40 years ago? 

SH: Absolutely. It's my feeling that how we were treated 30-40 years ago is how 
we're treated at this very moment. I think I've seen it happen with... I saw it 
happen with James Peace who—I was talking earlier on about heroes—James 
Peace who was a principal at Northside and kind of migrated to some of the other 
school systems: he was kind of my Rock of Gibraltar. But once this whole 
integration thing happened I saw how he didn't get the respect. He's a man that 
basically... he was the principal of this school, he was the leader of a lot of black 
kids and had sustained. If you set objective criteria of what a school system 
should do, what a principal should do, and what really the outcome or the output 
should be: he met them, he met them. But yet when the school systems integrated 
he had more and more of a diminished role and I understand, at the end of his 
career, was pushed into such a diminished role that he retired. 

BG: Isn't that what happened to C.A. McDougle? 

SH: That's exactly what happened to him, and he was my other Rock of Gibraltar. In 
fact, I can remember — I was a very mouthy kid; took no shit from anyone. I got 
a lot of that growing up and a lot of that was defensive posturing. Whatever... I 
was very mouthy. 

[End interview on Tape 1, side A (3/4 through the tape)] 

[Nothing on Tape 1, side B] 

[Tape 2, side A] 

SH: We were talking about the Lincoln experience, right? You know, I was in eighth 
grade, played in the band. I did not play sports, and sports was a big thing at 
Lincoln so you're almost a second-class citizen if you didn't play on the football 
team. Not in a major way, but I think that was probably self-imposed. But I 
realized I was not a football player, I was not an athlete, so I had to pick up other 
interests. I had a relatively good experience. I guess one of the things I always 
appreciated was all those activities that we had. That everybody was getting 
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excited about the football game. It was just traditions: you know, May Day 
tradition—you had these great May Day festivities—you had a Spring Ball for the 
young kids because the Prom was such a big event at Lincoln; huge, big event. 
Because the young kids couldn't participate in that they had the Spring Dance and 
it was this kind of great thing that everybody looked forward to. And amidst your 
academic realities you had these other things that engaged you in the school and I 
think that is one of the things the kids miss in contemporary times; it's that they 
don't have all those other things that engaged them, that hooked them, in school. 
And we had that: we had the hooks, you know, so that even if you took a person 
who they did not do that well academically, you can get a hook on it because 
you've got all the other things - so I think people tended to stay in school more. 

BG: So the hooks were those things like the band? 

SH: The band, the football team, the other activities that made you feel so much a part 
of the community. Even when we got the student newspaper, I mean, my parents 
were as eager to read it as I was. It was just kind of something that you looked 
forward to reading and there was as much discussion about that as the kids had 
about it. Interesting things in it: things that interested kids, whatever they were or 
however trivial they were. But I think we've lost all of that and that was such a 
huge loss in that sense of, "this is my life, this is my community, these are my 
people." It was this community thing that we lost when we went out to the high 
school. You talk about repressing my memory: I think that experience so 
overwhelmed me that the first year I repressed a lot of it. But I remember 
spending a lot of time with my peer group and not doing very much. I don't think 
there were a lot of opportunities to step outside of that; to do interracial things, I 
mean, to participate with your white peer group. So most of my friends were still 
friends from the black community and through my entire high school I didn't 
have any sustaining white friends. I think that came for the generation after me; 
they began to develop friendships outside of their race. While I was there there 
were some guys that dated white girls but they were pretty much just guys who 
wanted to do that, and there weren't too many guys who wanted to do that. But in 
the eleventh grade we began to be much more verbal that this shit is not right, 
something went down here that's not right; we don't like it. 

BG: What were the things that you saw that were not right? 

SH: I tell you, I think the single thing... I think they probably could have bought us out 
if they just hadn't gotten rid of our mascot. As trivial as that sounds to you, 
coming from a football school like Lincoln and getting rid of the Tiger, I mean, 
that's pretty serious; that's like Michigan getting rid of the Wolverine. I think 
that rubbed a lot of people the wrong way. But it was just symbolic of a lot of 
other things, you know, a lot of the traditions. I mean the band, the activities that 
we were accustomed to - none of them were carried over from Lincoln, it was all 
the Chapel Hill High School traditions, and we were kind of brought into their 
environment. And it baffles me that human beings, educators, would do that. It 
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just baffles me. What educator would not see the psychological significance of 
doing that. But anyway, that happened. When I was in the twelfth grade there 
was a tradition to have two marshals lead the senior class into graduation. 
Somehow—as a symbolic gesture I guess—we were leaving and we said, "This 
stuff is going to change before we leave." That's why you're seeing the articles; 
they start happening around April or May of '69. We said, "No, it absolutely has 
to be one black person. No room to negotiate that." They wouldn't give. We 
said, "Let's protest." We got together one Sunday afternoon and said, "Let's 
protest." And we planned a protest. Our plan was to chain the doors and have a 
sit-in and not let anyone out until they met our demands. Somehow, between 
Sunday afternoon and Monday morning, somebody found out that we were 
planning to chain the doors. I don't know—I remember that his name was Minor, 
he was a policeman—it was somebody's father said it was the wrong thing to do 
and I think somebody had alerted them that we were going to sit-in. We sat-in 
and led the sit-in and we just kind of sat in the door and the hall and said, "We're 
not going to move until you meet some of our demands." I don't remember what 
the list of demands were but I remember that one thing was that we were going to 
be represented at graduation; because that is important to us. There was a lot of 
discussion of our traditions and the importance of that; how you raped us of that. 
And I remember this day that once they found out that we were going to have the 
sit-in, they wouldn't let people out of the classes and they said, "You're not going 
to change classes. We don't want you to get in the middle of all this stuff that's 
going on outside." Now, Martin Luther King was killed in '68 right? See, I think 
that's the period of time that [words] is thinking of. That it was around the Martin 
Luther King disturbance that... 

BG: That was still on the minds of many of the students along with all the other 
uprisings that were occurring... 

SH: ...occurring around us. So basically that started the protest and I think from that 
point to the end of the school year there was never any peace and there was a 
question up until the end of whether we were going to participate in graduation. 
And that year they decided that there would be no marshals. Because it was also: 
they took the tradition at Chapel Hill High that was that you took the two highest 
performers and they were your—I guess the highest male and the highest 
female—and that they were the marshals for the senior class. 

BG: The two head marshals? 

SH: The two head marshals. And I guess there were other marshals, and I'm not sure 
how they got picked, but our position was that we were going to be one of the 
heads. Well they [the school board] said, "Well there won't be any marshals; 
we'll just lay the programs on the table." Because that's what they did: gave out 
the programs and then led the class in. But the significance of that—I mean it 
sounds pretty trivial when you're an adult and you look back on that—but the 
significance of that was that it was a child's world and those kind of things are 
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important to the young adults. But it was also symbolic of the fact that they had 
raped us of all our traditions and we wanted to rebel against that. It never 
resolved that year. But most us, we did graduate, they did have a ceremony. 
Most of us did some kind of protest during the ceremony—you know, there was 
the black power salute or whatever, we did some kind of protest—and we 
graduated and most of us left to our next life. But I think the generation that came 
after us took that to another level and kept continuing to demand that. And it was 
during that time that they switched the mascots from the Wildcats to the Tigers. 

BG: And the colors? 

SH: And the colors. And began to reevaluate the need to incorporate some of that 
reality into the traditions. 

BG: There were several—in the newspaper articles here—had several issues that the 
black students brought up. And, if I might, go over these and if you can 
remember them and expand on them, I would appreciate it. These were, "That a 
committee be formed to select a new mascot, school colors, school song." 
You've already touched on the school mascot. And they did change that and 
changed the school colors; I don't know about the school song. 

SH: Yeah, I don't remember either. But as you're reading that, yes. 

BG: Then they said, "More blacks on the school newspaper staff." Now, you had 
mentioned to me—it's interesting, your memory of the Echo being important to 
your parents and to you... 

SH: Absolutely. A very important document. I mean, you're living in a town that had 
a weekly newspaper and you're living in a town where a lot of people are fairly 
isolated. I mean, at that time rural Chapel Hill was rural Chapel Hill and you had 
people living very isolated. I remember reading, when I was in college, "The 
Other America" where he talks about the poverty that nobody sees. When we 
think of poverty we always go to Chicago and New York, but we never thought of 
the rural poverty. My point here is that it was a form of communication to the 
community of what's going on and people depended on those communications. 
In today's world it would be fairly insignificant; I doubt if anybody ever reads the 
high school newspaper these days. But then it was a significant piece of press. 
So people wanted... that was something that we lost. And to come to Chapel Hill 
where they had their newspaper, which had a whole different editorial philosophy. 
Our philosophy on the Echo was to kind of talk about the things... that you kind 
of trivialize some of the things that go on at the high school. And the paper at 
Chapel Hill High was more trying to see how we can begin to teach students how 
to be journalists and to have our own little kind of New York Times piece of press 
here. So you would have articles that were flavored after good journalism versus 
kind of what the community was interested in. So it was very different. So those 
of us who would have been active on the Echo would not have measured up to 
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what they needed on the Proconian because it was just a whole different flavor of 
news. Even if you took a newspaper that a Michigan or a Duke or a Carolina put 
out and a newspaper that Central or Shaw or St. Augustine: there's a whole 
different flavor in what they're trying to do with those papers. They're not trying, 
or at least in that era they're not trying, to reproduce the New York Times on a 
kind of micro level; they're trying to do something that's a part of that 
community. Now, the way that it's done or the style of the writing was not as 
important as the fact that John Doe was in the paper, or... 

BG: ...what's going on at the schools. 

SH: ...what's going on at the schools. 

BG: What's going on in the sports, what's going on in the classroom. 

SH: Right. And I can remember them belittling some of the... basically this little 
editorial piece in the Echo; it was kind of the gossip of the school. They'd do it in 
kind of scripted language with initials, "Did you know that SH. was da-da-da..." 
And you'd have to guess who this gossip was about. But it was a big thing, you 
know, and it never got too brutal, but interesting. 

BG: At the Echo? 

SH: That was at the Echo. Well, that would have been like trash; that was like trash 
journalism and not the style at the Proconian. So, you kind of lost those pieces. 
Now they both are valid things, but I think there needed to be more thought into 
kind of consolidating that. And in retrospect I think there would've been ways to 
do that and make it interesting to both groups. 

BG: There had to be some representation of what the African-American community 
had experienced. 

SH: Yeah. And interestingly, the person that was in charge of the paper, Linda 
Bernard—she retired, I don't know, last year, the year before—she was probably 
one of the more decent people out there. Which, I don't know, I've always been 
amazed in my life that these are people that can kind of sit idly and see such 
atrocities and not act. And I use that standard for myself, too. As I've seen things 
in my life and kind of used that to drag myself to act. She was a nice person but I 
think she just didn't have the insight into the dynamics underlying all that. But 
what were some of the other ones? 

BG: "More black secretaries in the high school." Do you remember that issue? 

SH: No, I don't remember that issue. 

BG: "Direct communication with the black students by the principal." 
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SH: Yes. 

BG: What was the difference between the two principals? 

SH: May Marshbanks didn't know us, didn't have a sense of us, and didn't do 
anything to reach out to us. Mr. McDougle knew us, he knew our community, 
probably knew how to deal with each of us individually. He knew what I needed, 
he knew what someone else needed, and had approaches for all of those things. 
And we probably had grown addicted to that and once that was pulled away... 
She was a very different kind of person: May Marshbanks, who was the principal, 
she was a very cold [word?] person and I think had absolutely zero insight into 
our racial dynamics and no insights into black people. So I think it was just kind 
of a misfit. 

BG: I'd like to go back to that at some point. Not specifically her but in general that 
idea of insight into black people and I'd like to look at that both ways: insight into 
white people as well as insight into black people. 

SH: Yeah. I think it's an interesting topic because I think that is the essence of what 
happened at that school. That it was such a negative experience for so many 
black people is just a lack of insight, a lack of sensitivity. And I tell you, I can 
remember an incident when Dick Nixon won for president and most political 
people were just irate and all kind of perceived repercussions from the Nixon 
presidency. And I just remember some of the discussions in class about that and 
just the whole insensitivity to how a young black person might feel. And I can 
remember getting up and walking out of a class that was having a discussion - it 
was a math class, but the discussion was about the recent election. So there was 
just kind of no sensitivity or no discussion about, sensitive or otherwise, about 
why black people may not have wanted that decision. But just an example of 
those things that were sensitive, I think lack of insight or even lack of caring. 
That year I ran for social chairman... one of those years, it wasn't that year, but 
one of those years I ran for social chairman; it was a position that you ran for, like 
when you're running for vice president or president of the student body or 
something like that. And I can remember a teacher—I lost the election, I think I 
got all the black votes and none of the white votes because it was a very desired 
position—but I remember a teacher telling me that if I wanted to work in my class 
that I should start with something small. Well, I've done plenty of small things, 
it's just that she didn't know my reality because I was coming from a different 
setting: Lincoln. And her assumption, because I wasn't known in the Chapel Hill 
High School student activities arena, that I hadn't done anything. That was one of 
those moments in time that stuck out in my mind as like, "Hmmm, that's an 
interesting perspective." And she kind of sought me out to tell me that, and I 
think she would have called herself reaching out for me, to console me because I 
had lost the election. Because it came on the P.A. system in the afternoon, saying 
"John Doe da-da-da, these are the winners." And then the candidates could go by 
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the office and get the breakdown of the votes and she stopped me in the hall 
because she saw me. So, for her that was kind of a reaching out thing but for me 
it was like, "Get a life." 

BG: Did she ask you if you had done little things? 

SH: No. 

BG: So, the assumption is what offended you; that she assumed you hadn't done 
anything before - that whatever you had done at Lincoln didn't count for 
anything. 

SH: That I should start with the little things and it got to be a very negative message 
that she sent. That was kind of a .... [mumbling]. What else? 

BG: "More black representatives on the student council and in clubs." 

SH: Absolutely. I would have forgotten that, but absolutely. Now some of that, and 
they probably said, "Well, you can go to any club that you want to." But then it's 
that insensitivity to that whole process: that these are your clubs. Because I 
remember I was part of Future Teachers of America, or something; it was a club 
and I was part of that club. But I was the only African-American who was a part 
of that club and I always feel, even today, that white folks don't have a great 
appreciation for what it feels like to be the only all the time. And I've so often 
wished that that situation could be reversed so that people could just get an 
appreciation for it. I had to do a speech before the Board of Trustees at Duke and 
I was a nervous wreck; I mean I was totally nervous. And I was talking to my 
boss after the fact and he had given me all this coaching, but I was just acutely 
aware that he had missed a lot of what was driving that anxiety; that you just 
don't have the experience of having to get up there and represent yourself, 
represent your professional interests, but also you're representing your race. You 
blow it, it might be a long time before another black student gets this audience: if 
you do a bad job. And that is just so much pressure, so much pressure. And I 
think that dynamic existed back then: when you go into a situation and you're the 
only it's hard to succeed. 

BG: I'm reading the thesis of a white woman who looked at the black community and 
the black schools and was invited to Lincoln High's reunion and she expressed 
the same fears that you expressed: the only white person in a black environment. 
She was fearful of appearing in a bad light and, while she doesn't say she 
represented the white community, in essence she did, I guess. And I think you're 
expressing what anybody who's perceived as different feels: they're alone. 

SH: But you know what the most fascinating thing for me is that you have those 
demands listed in the paper and probably very few people could look beyond the 
concrete demands and see some of the symbolism underneath that. In this great 
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intellectual community that we have here—the University has a great psychology 
department and a well-known education department, even in that time period— 
but nobody could break that down. It baffles the mind that you couldn't see that. 
Who cares about the committee, about the clubs? It's symbolic: there's something 
beneath that. There are people's needs beneath that. And you're not in the adult 
world, you're in the child's world. I mean, it baffles me, it baffles me. Even as I 
speak I don't understand that reality. 

BG: It just seems to me that there was such poor preparation - that nobody knew. I 
mean, I heard some people say this, "That we just didn't know what to do." I 
guess hindsight's 20/20: you can look back and say, "Well, we needed to look at 
each other's cultures; what were the similarities, what were the differences. And 
come together at some middle point." Because I guess the whites must have 
looked at the school and said, "What are these dark-skinned people doing here." 
And the blacks looked at the school and said, "Well, we may be desegregated, but 
we sure are not integrated. And when's that going to come?" 

SH: Right, and I know the big thing was there was—as you know Lincoln was a 
football school, great cheerleaders—and when they integrated they took the most 
attractive one. There was one: [Gracie Durham?], she's always been a gorgeous 
woman and she was gorgeous in high school. You know, long pretty hair, she 
was the head of the cheerleader squad at Lincoln. So they took the head and 
incorporated it into their cheerleaders. But that was it, no one else got that 
opportunity; just to try out or to... 

BG: Even try out? 

SH: No, there was no try out; she was selected kind of as a person and I remember that 
that was an issue. I don't know if that was in the formal demands, but that was a 
huge issue: we wanted black cheerleaders. 

BG: There are several more issues here. I don't want to belabor this, but I think 
they're so interesting and they really speak to the fact that the marshals issue was 
really the spark to dry wood that was ready to go up in flames. 

SH: Yes. 

BG: A psychology course to teach students to deal realistically with poverty; requests 
for apologies from the administration and school board for sorely degrading 
[words]; more respect for guests invited by the blacks; more respect for how they 
treat black cheerleaders in high school. Can you speak to any of those issues? 

SH: Well, I'm just fascinated at... I look at that with such surprise that at that young 
age we would have been able to break down the realities; particularly the 
psychological piece. That we raised that as an issue; that this is doing something 
to [words] well being. I'm amazed that we articulated that and that's a good 
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thing. But, yeah, I think it was a very dehumanizing experience. It was then, and 
when I look back on it now, it was one of the most scarring things in my life. I 
was at that school very, very bitter. And I think I, for many many years, took that 
bitterness with me. That you can just—even in contemporary times—do 
something like that and get away with it. I guess, for me, it's like "taxation 
without representation". You know, my parents pay taxes, they pay property 
taxes, they had a stake in the school; they were stakeholders in this community 
and as people we should have been acknowledged differently. And I didn't then 
and I don't now have a lot of respect for people that [words]. Maybe that had to 
be part of a long struggle, and in every struggle somebody's got to get the bad end 
of the stick and we got the bad end of that. And so be it. But it was a difficult 
psychological reality. 

BG: Let me ask you some more specific questions. Did you feel prejudiced towards 
white teachers? 

SH: Absolutely. Without a doubt in my mind, yes. Significantly so. 

BG: And how was this manifest? 

SH: White teachers and white students did not expect us to succeed. So when we in 
fact succeeded they were more surprised than encouraged. I can remember a pop 
test in History, and again my reading abilities: I can read and remember. And she 
was calling out the scores and just kind of the look, and then she said, "Sylvester 
Hackney, 86." And 86 was maybe the second best score in the class and it's just 
like people looked at you, gave you that look. I can remember getting in a fight 
with this kid [name?], the town bigot. He said something to me in the class. 
Now, I'm the kind of guy that I'd take it on, I mean you say something to some 
people they look the other way and that's their way of being, but my personality 
at that time was: I'll take it on. So we had some words and after class we met in 
the hallway and we went at each other. Now, I've never been a fair fighter, I'm 
the guy that I'm going to do anything I can to, you know. If I'm going to fight, 
I'm going to do anything I can to hurt you. Now I would walk away from a fight, 
but if it came to the point where I had to fight then I'm going to anything I have to 
do. And I just really went at this guy and he was pretty messed up by the time 
they broke us apart and took us to the office. And the principal... 

[End of Tape 2, side A] 

[Tape 2, side B] 

BG: So you had messed him up? 

SH: Yeah, we had a pretty brutal fight and I picked up a book and I kind of jabbed it 
into him giving him two scars on his face and whatnot. But the teacher took him 
to his office and when she approached the principal, May Marshbanks, she said, 
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"He's fighting in the hall and you see who got the worst end of this." She said it 
as if, like, "Too bad the white guy got the worst end of this." And, you know, 
nobody tried to understand the situation and how it got started and they fed into 
the black-white thing in huddling over him and kind of discarding me as a kind of 
troublemaker. 

No questions asked about why the fight started? 

No questions asked. And the following day—Mr. McDougle was not in for some 
reason at that time—the following day he called me to the office. I didn't get 
expelled and I don't remember why, but we talked about it. And he talked to me 
about the whole gamut, "You've got to learn to control your temper, you've got to 
learn to walk away from things like that, you can't just go around fighting, blah 
blah." I mean, he did that but he also looked at the realities of the situation and 
that was useful for me. I mean, nobody enjoys fighting. But that was just the 
difference: the nurturance, the callousness, I mean the caring wasn't there. I 
never... one or two teachers, I felt, in that whole group of teachers out there that 
may have cared about me as an individual among the white teachers. But I 
thought they were all, my memory of them is that they were all very, extremely 
prejudiced. It must have been an overwhelming experience for them, too. I 
mean, "We've always taught lily-white kids and now we've got to teach these 
kids from all kinds of backgrounds." It was a real culture shock for them. And 
again, that preparation thing would've gone a long way. But I think, for me, high 
school; it was a good experience because I had my friends and we were in this big 
environment and we had to stick close together and I think that we learned to love 
each other and to really care about each other and we spent a lot time. We didn't 
know it, but we were just, I guess probably nurturing each other. I have a friend, 
Betty, and her mother would always say that raising a daughter is very difficult 
but it was easier because she knew that Betty had me as a friend. And it was a 
pure friendship, probably because of all my insecurities; because I thought she 
was an awfully attractive woman and in retrospect would have liked to have gone 
out with her, but we became friends and we just stayed with the friendship. But 
we were so close, I mean, we were incredibly close. I don't see kids that close 
today. I mean, most things that we did, we did together. When we were in 
college we wrote each other letters and when we came home I'd go see family 
and then we'd get together and we'd ride up and down the street all night long, 
and there was nothing on the street at the time, not even Franklin. I had a car, you 
know. What they didn't give us, we gave ourselves; we nurtured ourselves and 
that was a good thing. 

Did you feel that there was eye contact between you and white teachers? Did you 
feel when you raised your hand that you got recognized the same? 

I didn't feel that prejudice necessarily manifested itself that way, even though I'm 
sure that that probably was a factor. But I don't remember experiencing that 
specific thing. What I experienced was... I'll tell you one year, you know they 



18 

were always like, "This is the right class to be in if you're smart, if you're college 
prep, and this is the class if you're just o.k., and this is the class if you're not so 
o.k." For some reason, and I can't figure out why, but I got put in this group of 
kids that were kind of branded as losers. And it was always amazing to me that 
somehow I got stopped there because that was never my script. And so I finally 
got up enough nerve to go to the office and say, "Why am I in this class? I don't 
understand it." And the guidance counselor said, "You know, I saw that 
somewhere and I thought the same thing." She said, "I got to get you out of 
there." And she went and talked to the teacher about my sitting in his class and 
she said, "You know, I don't think you should be in there." So for me it was that 
she knew that all the time and she never raised it as an issue. And I always 
wondered, "Why didn't she raise that as an issue? She knew it was a misfit, so 
why wouldn't she...?" But once 7 raised it as an issue they took me out of that 
class and they put me in the right class. But why didn't they recognize that? You 
know, that somehow this student has.... I could never figure it out. I never got— 
this is an English class—I never got bad grades in English; I always got good 
grades in that area. So I don't know how I kind of drifted and I always thought it 
was probably a racial thing. And I think my point here is that, for me, it's more 
the upper level of things; those kinds of things. That if you don't push the cause 
you're not going to get recognized. But I felt pretty... I felt a lot of times I didn't 
raise my hand because I felt overwhelmed by the environment. So I was less 
likely to take a risk and get out there, or I was likely to say I don't know 
something. But when I did, I never felt like I didn't get properly recognized. But 
that's in the classroom; I think outside of the classroom is where that non-verbal 
interaction begins to have its impact. You know, you don't have that natural 
spontaneity in your interactions that we would have had with a Betty Key or Mr. 
McDougle or James Peace or our teachers at Lincoln who would have had that 
natural spontaneity; it was more that cold, detached relationship. Whereas white 
kids had that warmth and spontaneity in their rapport with these teachers and we 
tended to gravitate to Mrs. Pope or the other teachers to get that. But I do believe 
that's a factor in education, but I just didn't experience that. 
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Sylvester Hackney - 3 
2/16/01 

Lippman's section 
Tape 3, side A 

A couple weeks ago one of the horticulturalists at Duke was - 1 was lookin' for 
some plants, and they told about this place out in Angea (?), North Carolina, that 
could get plants, all kind of fancy trees and plants for a minimal cost. It's kind of 
the area where the nurseries are, up and down the highway. So I went out, Diane 
and I went out to get some plants. And I drove up, and this kind of big husky 
white guy, who was friendly and nice enough to me, came up, and I said I'm 
lookin' for different trees, you know, rhododendrons and whatnot. 

And he said I got plenty of 'em, what size do you want? And I said well, a couple 
of small ones and a couple of medium ones. There were Hispanics who obviously 
did a lot of the work for him, and so he looks at one of the Hispanics and he said 
"One of you boys go out there," and these were obviously grown me, and he said 
"One of you boys go out there, and pick him out a couple for him to look at." And 
he said it in a very demeaning way. And I think what that did for me was kind of 
reinforce that all these things we talk about, that we think are somehow far, far 
away from our current reality, are really but a blink of the eye away. And given an 
opportunity, they would resurface overnight. 

And I saw that with this new group that's kind of emerging. You have Latinos and 
Hispanics in the area, and this guy's ability to regress and talk to these young men 
as I saw white men talk to my grandfather was one of the most daunting 
experiences that I've had in recent times. It's like, my goodness. So daunting that 
I couldn't respond. I didn't know what to do with it. I didn't feel comfortable 
having this guy go get plants and having been called that, other than to try to 
teach this person very nice and to be very thankful for the work that he was doing, 
and reinforcing him as a human being. But I think this is important stuff, because 
if we don't learn to look at it and understand what happened, and really try to 
digest those realities, it's doomed to repeat itself, and we're doomed to not find 
solutions. Because obviously we haven't done that, and I don't think Chapel Hill 
High School has really resolved the problem of how do you educate? How do you 
create success, particularly for people from poor backgrounds? And that's still 
one of the issues in education. 

I think Lincoln had a lot to offer in that regard, because we were by and large a 
group of poor kids, various levels of poverty, but we were all poor kids. And I 
think it did, that you have people like Thurman Couch, who left here and went to 
a Big Ten university. You have my brother, who went to a university and was 
basically, I mean, even at UNC, I mean, people awed at his intelligence. You 
know, there were things there that we need to try to hear and learn about. You 
have my brother, now, who grew up in probably more poverty than people realize 
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we were in. But we always had books to read, we always had encyclopedias, we 
always had loving parents and food and a family that reinforced education. 

You know, so I just think there were things there that hopefully people will look 
at and listen to. Because I think there are answers to some of the complex issues 
that we're researching in great institutions. There are answers there, and I 
appreciate very much how people idealize that experience at Lincoln, cause there 
were great things there. There were great things, and I think it is a story to be told. 
But you know what would be interesting. You know the other side of your 
documentary should be talking to some of the white counterparts, to see what 
their experience was, what they remembered about the experience. I'd love, 
maybe if you don't do that, maybe I'll do it. (laughter) What was their reality? 
What was going on in their minds. We did have - 1 failed to mention - there was 
a group that had some title, a race relations-type group. 

Give me the names of some white students you remember and I'll try to add them 
to this. I have interviewed a few white people here. Two students so far. One who 
did a documentary on the black community - 1 thought that she would be 
sensitive to what went on. But it turns out that she was having her own rebellion, 
and really didn't remember a whole of lot -

Well, there are people around. Alexander Julian was around. 

Is he back in the community? 

I don't know where Alexander is these days. He used to be in and out. I've run 
into him a couple of times. Don Fuller was a physician here, at UNC, for many 
years. You know, I was at Michigan once, and I was at the bus stop, and 
Michigan's a very cold climate and you just don't recognize people cause you're 
all kind of bundled up, and this woman, white woman that I went to high school 
with, and I never knowingly knew her, but recognized her face after she 
recognized me. And Michigan's a huge school. This woman runs over to me and 
she gives me a hug and says "Oh my God, I can't believe you're here!" And it's 
just alike a moment in time when the strangeness of Michigan, (?) the 
empowerment kind of overwhelmed us with the closeness and intimacy that came 
from the common background, even though our paths were so different. And she 
was a very, very nice woman to me, and told me, I'm blanking her name, but, 
we'd frequently drive back to Chapel Hill together, or took a couple of trips back 
here together. And I always thought that was just kind of something that, probably 
if you had asked me, I would have said it was such a cold, calloused reality, but 
there were decent people out there on the other side, who probably wanted to 
reach out for us, but didn't know how. And she would have been an example of 
that. 

Peter Galbalon (?) was another guy that - 1 thought he was a wonderful spirit. 
And I ran into him, and just the warmth that came from the interaction told me 
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that probably in this strange world that we were existing in, we didn't really 
connect. But we connected without knowing it, that the experience somehow had 
enriched us. Cause the energy that I felt when we just kind of ran into each other 
was just unbelievable. You know, not being a stranger at the university would 
almost just force anybody together, but it was kind of a special interaction. And 
that's the only two times that I remember running into some of my white 
counterparts. And that, I guess, gave me something special, because I think one of 
the things we get from the white world is a sense of coldness, and we don't get 
that natural nurturance. 

And I particularly, in fact I work at Duke University now, and one of the reasons I 
chose, I thought I chose to get out of the corporate world was cause I was just, the 
brittleness of the, that coldness that I was experiencing day after day after day. I 
just thought it was beating my humanness down, and just making me a bitter 
person, and I wanted out of it. And I thought I would go to Duke and it would be 
less like that. But it's kind of some of the same dynamics. But you know, I guess 
there were good people there, but we couldn't connect because the setting wasn't, 
the preparation hadn't been done for us to really connect. And really benefit from 
each other's experience. But even back then, I can remember going to white 
people's homes - in fact, Don Fuller, who is a southern guy and a Southern 
Baptist, we would sit up at his house late into the night and talk about politics. In 
fact, some of these uprisings, we talked about them at his house. Cause out of this, 
I think some of the white people who are of like mind or sensitive to the cause, 
tried to dialogue with us. He'd be an interesting person, except I remember that 
his parents probably - and he told me once that his parents were reasonably 
prejudiced. But that they let us sit up in his living room and kinda talk all this 
stuff. I thought like "Wow! That's pretty amazing" That that would have been -
That was indicative of something. But -

RG: Let me take you back and, unless you want to go on with this. 

SH: No. 

RG: I got the feeling that you were struggling for a little bit there. There were a couple 
of questions I wanted to ask you. Several more questions if you have the 
endurance. 

SH: Sure. 

RG: I think I'm fading before you are. 

SH: OK. Ask me a question. 

RG: One is, Gloria Jeter, Gloria Register Jeter, said that she went to the principal with 
a list of demands, and walked out of the principal's office feeling - with a couple 
of other students. She didn't remember what the demands were, but she left the 
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principal's office feeling that none of the demands had been met. And people 
were in the hallway, and she said that the message went like wildfire, and that's 
what the spark was that set off the uprising. 

SH: If Gloria said that, then I have 100% trust in her reality, cause she was an integral 
part of that, and was definitely someone that was a good articulator of our 
position. So I don't remember that reality, but given my remembrance of how we 
were operating during that period of time, I think that was very likely, that Gloria 
and some people did go to the principal, and the principal did reject those 
realities. Cause Gloria was very well liked, very bright, articulate, and had been 
appointed by peers as a leader, and people would have listened to her. I don't 
remember that, but I'm sure that it happened like that. And I just don't remember, 
cause there were a lot of things that led up to this. I just, I can remember getting 
together on Sundays, and there was a political group at UNC and we never 
remembered, we never knew whether they were planted to kind of, State Bureau 
of Investigation to kind of get inside information, or whether we should really 
trust them, and spent a lot of time talking about that. But they advised us a lot on 
what to do and how to organize. And kind of supported us. Preston Dobbins was 
one of the big leaders of the movement on UNC's campus. And that was one of 
the other driving forces, that UNC was in uproar during that time. And black 
students at UNC were making demands, so we modeled ourselves after them. 
That kind of empowered us to even know that you could make demands, or that 
you should make demands. And we spent a lot of our time down on campus 
supporting them, and then we'd go back and get ideas on things that we could do. 
But I'm sure that happened, but you have to understand the dynamics was that it 
was going to burst. And we were just looking for the right moment. So we were 
looking for the right moment and it was gonna happen during that period of time. 

RG: The other issue that I wanted to revisit was Thurman Couch's perception that the 
reason there wasn't more of a disturbance the first year was that he and a group of 
other students who were on the football team kept people in line. And I remember 
you saying to me during the interview that you blocked out a lot of the memories 
from the first year, but I wonder if you remember any of that. What kept things in 
line that first year? Because most of the people I've interviewed said to me that 
the walls became obvious the second year and the third year of the integration of 
the high school. 

SH: See, I always saw the dynamics a little different. I think we had been conditioned 
to comply with the rules of white folks. To be polite, to do what we were asked to 
do, to not act out, to be pleasant. I mean, we learned those lessons at a very early 
age, pretty much from our parents working for them, the way we had to do things 
like get ready for the symphony where we would be exposed to white people. So I 
always thought, during that first period of time, we were on our best behavior. 
You gotta act right out here. And we frequently got those kind of messages. I 
remember when they integrated the theater, the Varsity Theater downtown, and 
our class, the next day, we had a lecture about how we should act when we go to 
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the theater. And the teacher told us that she'd heard that somebody had gone to 
the movie that weekend and was walking up and down the aisle, and you 
absolutely should not do that. You know, and just gave us a lecture on what to do 
and what not to do. You'll make it rough for the other people. So I think you get 
those scripts when you grow up black, so I always thought we had the script, and 
it took us a while to say no, this is not right. We don't have to do that. But that 
may, I'm sure we followed the lead of Thurman, those guys who were playing 
football, who were stars on the football team, who were leaders. So probably, if 
that was his position - it'll be ok, everything's gonna be ok - if that was the 
message he was sending. But I don't know. I don't remember listening to that 
message. I remember just kind of this culture, this environment, and trying to 
adjust to it, settle in. And once I settled in, got accustomed to just the routines and 
the realities, that we began to react to them. It was just cultural shock. You 
couldn't - you just gotta get used to what's out here and how things were done. 
And then once you got used to that and you learned the ropes, the second year it 
was like well we're not going to do this anymore. It's not, this is not happening. I 
don't remember - the interesting thing, I don't remember any black administrator 
supporting us. I don't remember any of them coming to say don't do it, or to say 
we support you, or we agree with your demands. And I can understand why they 
wouldn't have. I mean, they had families to support. I don't remember - Wade de 
Graffenreidt was the only black member on the school board during that period of 
time, and he was exceptionally supportive. And understanding, and 
compassionate, and in fact a couple times when I got into trouble, he was the guy 
that, he was the big brother that you would want to call. "I'll get you out of 
trouble, then I'll talk to you about what you did." He was very compassionate to 
our struggle. Gave us leadership, but also compassion and a willingness to 
validate some of the things that we were doing. But other than him, I don't 
remember any. I don't remember. Your, I mean, Hilliard and R.D. Smith, you 
know, I just - R.D. Smith was just adamantly against it. Adamantly against it. Mr. 
MacDougal probably was a silent supporter, that would have been my read on it. 
And James Peace. What was your other question? 

RG: Well actually, there are two others that I can recall right now. One is the outside 
support that came to you, and also the outside support that you gave to other 
schools. You mentioned Preston Dobbins, a leader on UNC, at UNC, and the fact 
that you supported UNC, UNC was uprising, and they were supporting you. 

SH: Absolutely. They gave us space to meet, or they'd meet with us down on campus. 

RG: So that's where you did your planning. 

SH: That was our gathering spot. Also we went to the library on campus, so they got 
us access to some of the settings that we were foreign to. So they were definitely 
supporters. I don't remember any of the elitist members of the community 
supporting us. I remember some of the people that Keith would call "we" - the 
parents of poor children, supporting us. But none of the kind of big black people 

5 



6 

in the community. The educated, the well-to-do, middle class blacks, I don't 
remember any support from them. I don't even remember any support from 
Hilliard. I -your (?) - what's his name? 

RG: Ed (?). 

SH: Ed, yeah. 

RG: Now didn't you have a meeting that night after the riot, the protest? 

SH: Yes we did. I can't remember anything about it, but we did. We had a meeting 
and then a meeting, at a parent's, at my friend Shirley Tuck's house. And her 
parents were very supportive, very supportive. Absolutely unique to do that. And 
they were very conservative people. That was the interesting thing, that they were 
so conservative, and disciplinarians, and protective, but her mother realized that 
we needed to do something. And she supported us. Betty's parents, they 
supported us. My parents didn't, because they were so conservative religious. 
They didn't not support us, thought. They just didn't support us. And the white 
folks, it's interesting, that they worked for, would make comments to them about 
it, and I always respected that they never bought into that. You know it's kind of 
like they heard it, but it went in one ear and came out the other. And for me that 
was kind of a sign of support. And my grandmother worked for a fairly well-
known professor on campus. He's dead now, but - Paul Guthrie, who was an 
economics professor. They would make comments about things that they had 
heard, that we were doing or encouraging other people to do. Kind of would put a 
negative label on it. But I think they respected that we needed to stand up. But the 
interesting thing is that the elite - there was a minister in town, I think JR. 
Manley was supportive. He's one of my people. I mean, a lot of people I'd like -
he's always been particularly nice to me. A lot of people didn't. And that's one of 
the interesting guys - you have Mr. Pierman, he's never been one of my, I was 
not an athlete. He's much too harsh of a man for me. I needed a much more gentle 
spirit to kind of connect with. So Mr. MacDougal, James Peace - my brother 
loves Mr. Pierman. And I would never say anything bad about him. It's just that, 
and that's, in good health communities, you have that. Somebody for everyone. 
It's a dysfunctional community if you only have one leader. So JR. Manley, there 
was a young minister at St. Joseph's Church - I'm blanking the name. He was 
very supportive. 

RG: Not Rev. Eubanks? 

SH: Huh uh. Way before his time. In fact, we had planned to have the graduation 
ceremonies for black students at St. Joseph's, had they not, had they gone ahead 
with the model of having two white marshals lead the senior class, and we were 
not going to participate in this. Not gonna happen. And that's the reason they did 
it. We were gonna disrupt the graduation and have our own ceremonies. And to 
the person everyone agreed with that. And we were very sad and hurt about that, 
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and talked about that a lot. "We'll never have another graduation. We won't have 
this experience. It's a once in a lifetime thing, and if we give this up, what are we 
gonna do? What are we gonna think fifty years from now?" But we all were 
willing to concede that reality for the good of, the greater good. 

RG: When you had the uprising, the protest, did any of the white students get beat up? 

SH: I think so, and you know, for the longest period of time, I would see a couple of 
the white students around town, and I could feel their anger. And I think one guy 
even made comments to me. You know, he'd give me the finger. And I was an 
adult, far beyond this reality. There were, it was not endorsed necessarily by the 
movement, but there were some people who acted out their aggression in that 
matter. 

RG: Interesting it wasn't in the newspaper. At least I can't find an account of that. And 
from what I heard from others I've interviewed, no one was hurt badly. But the 
perception was that the verbal abuse, and some physical abuse, all but disappeared 
after that. Do you remember any of that? 

SH: Don't remember that. But I - see what happened is that there were people, there 
were the ones of us who kind of articulated the movement, organized the 
movement, were spokespersons. And then there were people around who were not 
in the forefront who did more of those kinds of things. And that's what a good 
movement should do. You shouldn't have your leaders getting involved with 
situations. So it was kind of one of the dynamics of those kinds of uprisings, was 
that you have people who are not necessarily in the forefront do some of that 
work. And then the movement continues to go on. 

RG: Last thing. I know we have to leave here. I look at the two cultures as very 
different. From what people have told me, the perception was that the black 
community had, the black school had rules and regulations, dress code, behavior 
code, demerit systems, the use of the switch. No smoking on campus, certainly no 
alcohol. No gum chewing, no hand holding, no kissing out in the schoolyard. And 
you went to a new school where people smoked in the schoolyard, maybe 
surreptitiously, where there was even alcohol in the schoolyard, certainly 
surreptitiously. Kids could wear hats in the school. Handholding, makin' out on 
campus, someone even described boys and girls rolled up in a blanket lying on the 
grass. That kind of a liberal culture. Is that reality? Is that what you saw? 

SH: Yes. But, I always thought that the other school was too repressive in that regard. 
So I'm probably in the minority in that I wasn't attracted to that kind of repressive 
behavior at Lincoln, or in the other school. That's one of the things I talked about 
initially. I just thought it was too - it was stepping over boundaries that you just 
didn't need those kind of boundaries there. So, but yes, absolutely, it was more 
liberal. And much more conservative at Lincoln. But I'm not sure that we got 
anything out of that. I'm not sure that that yielded anything. I mean, in terms of 
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real things. Did it decrease the teenage pregnancy rate? Did it improve 
academics? I'm not, I don't know. 

RG: I was talking it up as an issue of sort of culture shock. That you were moving into 
an environment - but maybe you knew all of that, because a lot of the students 
would walk right by Chapel Hill High School to get to Lincoln. And those were -

SH: I don't think, but see, because I was younger, I probably hadn't been as 
indoctrinated by that Lincoln way of doing things. So it didn't have as great an 
impact on me, because I was in a much younger generation. If you had gone 
through the ranks at Lincoln, and let's see you were in that Thurman Couch class, 
then you'd have experienced more of that indoctrination. Or the class before 
Thurman. I never got Lincoln-indoctrinated. So I didn't, Chapel Hill High was 
more my indoctrination, cause that's where I came of age at. So that's kind of 
more, there's probably a separate kind of reality, I bet you're hearing that more 
from the older, the people that are two or three years older than me. 

RG: Let me ask you, and maybe we'll need to answer this outside the library, but if 
there's anything more that you would like to add that I haven't talked about, or 
that we have talked about that you want to expand on. And we could go out and 
discuss that. 

SH: Sure. 

RG: Sylvester, thank you so much for the interview. As I have with everyone I've 
interviewed, like to hear if there's anything that you want to go back over or 
anything new that you want to add or just say regarding your history, your 
remembrances. 

SH: I don't have anything else. I guess my only thought is that I'm a little sensitive to 
those comments about poverty, because I don't like people to take my reality out 
of its context and label it with their own stuff. So I'll be interested in your 
document, and looking at any comments that you take about that. Because I guess 
I hold my grandparents in particular, and my mother in the highest regards, and I 
don't anything to ever reflect as a lack of appreciation on what they've done for 
me in my life. So, short of that, you can record it anyway, but I don't have 
anything. But I will - 1 got your email address, if I think of other things, as I will, 
I'll write them. 

RG: Thank you. 
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Sylvester Hackney 
2/16/01 

Lippman's section 
Copy of tape 1 

Yeah, he was a disciplinarian. But he was also probably one of the most gentle 
spirits that I've come in contact with in my life, barring none. When, and I keep 
my, or my grandmother kept a lot of my report cards and teachers' notes, and they 
all consistently say the same thing: Bright kid but too mouthy, or acts out too 
much, or whatever. But you know, he would always call me down to the office 
and he would always put his arms around me, and after he'd chastised me about 
something I'd done or said, and say "You know what? You'll make it. You're 
gonna make it. I know you are." And I can distinctly remember talkin' to this 
man, even at (?) High, he always sent that message. And I think that was very 
important. Compare it to the message that you got consistently from your white 
teachers, that you're not going to make it, you know, you're worthless and you 
have no possibility. You know, those kind of subtle messages. Subtle and 
sometimes not so subtle. But yeah, James Peace and Mr. MacDougal are 
probably, I'd put 'em right up there with Jesus Christ. I mean, I think that they 
both were, just to do the job and to not get respect from their peers, and to not get 
acknowledgement. It's fascinating to me, you know. They were able to hang in 
there and still be decent people despite the way that the system pushed them 
down. 

Did Mr. MacDougal have a master's from Columbia? Or did he - 1 know he went 
to Columbia, but I don't know if he got his master's 

I knew that he had gone to one of the schools in New York, but I wasn't sure 
about his specific academic background. You know, just that he had a college 
degree and that was enough for me. But I always thought that - 1 worked in Head 
Start programs a lot, which James Peace ran the beginning Head Start program, 
which was basically a summer program. Where they took the kids from 
compromised academic backgrounds and tried to give them an enrichment 
experience for the summer, so that they'd be better prepared for the school year. 
And I just thought he did a fascinating job of administering those programs. I've 
administered a lot of those type programs in my life, and I just, you know, in 
terms of things that I've done, I've modeled a lot of that after him, the person, and 
the spirit, as well as the technical skills. And he kind of followed me throughout 
my career, you know. When I would come home in the summers, he'd make sure 
that I had a job in the Head Start program. When I finished undergraduate school, 
I had kind of a break, because I'd gone to summer school, I finished a semester 
early. He gave me a job teaching, a teacher had gone out on maternity or sick 
leave of some type, so I finished a term for her. I mean just, he always made sure 
that I had a job. It's just unbelievable that someone would take that kind of 
interest in kind of following you consistently. And I'm not one of the good kids. I 
was one of the bright but bad kids. 
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RG: Now he was the principal of Northside. 

SH: He was the principal of Northside, and to be honest with you, I can't remember 
what happened to him once Northside kind of went away as a school. I don't 
know if he went one of the other schools, because then I went to Frank Porter 
Graham, where Edmund was at, Mr. Edmund. 

RG: Tell me about Northside - unless there's anything you want to revisit about your 
childhood. Sounds like you grew up happy. Is that - even in poverty? Or not? 

SH: Poverty is not my word, but I'm sure by all objective standards it would have 
been poverty. I mean, we were probably the poorest of the poor. I mean, we 
would have been categorized as the poorest of the poor. You know, it's a 
fascinating thing, and I don't even tell a lot of people about this. And I don't 
know if Burnis told you, because it's one of those realities that you - 1 don't let go 
of because you don't want people to disrespect a reality, but when we, when I 
went away to college, we didn't even have electricity in my house. We got 
electricity in my house when I was a junior in college. When I came home from 
my junior semester in undergraduate. 

RG: What year did you go to college? 

[Portion of document excised.] 

But all that came from my childhood, you know, just kind of not having that. And 
I value it, advocate it. And while it grew out of a compromised economic reality, 
the outcome was a good one. So I don't have any bitter memories about that. Not 
at all. In fact, I kind of treasure it. I don't know, PBS did an interesting 
documentary on this guy that lives up in the mountains now. Can't remember the 
name of it. I've always been kind of fascinated with that, documentary (?) still 
lives off the land. Has no running water and all that. I just think it's a great way to 
live. But, so that's not a bitter memory. It was just a reality. But I kind of, yeah, it 
was amazing. People tell their poverty stories and I go "You weren't poor. We 
were poor." I was a junior, I came home from, I think my junior semester at 
Christmastime, and my father had gotten (?) kind of wired, and I actually think 
Bernice came home from college and kind of (?) drove that process (?), but what 
did you, you wanted to go somewhere else? 

RG: Well you know, I was just saying, did you feel you grew up happy? 

SH: Absolutely. Comparatively speaking, we had a good life. And I believe that, an 
intact family. A mother and a daddy will get you a lot of knowledge, regardless of 
whatever else is happening, and I'm an advocate of that in the black community. 
That if you got a momma and a daddy, you can withstand a lot of bullshit. And 
what tears us down is we don't have that structure. It ain't got to be the greatest 
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momma, and it ain't got to be the greatest daddy, but you need both of them there 
for a child to kind of evolve and be able to handle the bops and brutals (?) of life. 

And we had that. We had an intact family. Every single day of the week, we had 
at least two meals together. We had breakfast together every day, and we had 
dinner together, every single day. I don't ever remember one when we didn't, 
unless somebody was away. And that just was (?), and I attribute a lot of my 
stability to that. And was it good, or was there pain? Absolutely. I mean, poverty 
has pain. And all the things that go with poverty, I've experienced at some level. 
But I think the intact family gives you what you need emotionally to sustain 
yourself through life. And whenever I'm given an opportunity to speak, now, 
whether it's at my church or some civic group, that's the message I carry. That's 
what we need to survive. On that, as much as I dislike Republicans, and I don't 
think they carry the same message, but I support that message just like a 
Republican. But you asked me something else. 

No, I wanted at this stage to get on to what Northside -

OK, what Northside was like? You know it's interesting, I don't have as good a 
perspective of that experience as a lot of people. I thought the teachers were very 
rigid. I thought they were too controlling, and too parental and their authority kind 
of overstepped - even at a young age I thought it overstepped boundaries. And I 
can distinctly remember feeling - I've always, you remember, I don't grow up 
around a lot of stimuli, so I've always been an internal thinker, and that's what 
you get out of my kind of childhood structure. So I've always been able to kind 
of, almost in a surreal way, step back and evaluate a situation and develop some 
kind of internal perspective. They were too rigid for me. Overstepped the 
boundaries. And I had bitter - 1 had a second grade teacher, and I remember 
distinctly that I misspelled the word bread. It's b-r-e-a-d, I spelled it a-e-d. And 
she spanked me and spelled the word on my behind. Lillian Robinson. And to this 
day when I see that lady, I have a bitterness that's thoroughly unhealthy. Those 
kinds of experiences left a tainted mark with me. Now as much as I endear James 
Peace, his wife was my teacher in third, fourth, fifth - like three or four years, she 
would follow her grades through elementary school. And for a long time I 
disliked her. But I'll tell you, I saw her recently at an event and she ran up to me 
and she was so happy to see me that it kind of broke through all that. But for all 
these years I've had bitter, bitter memories of her. Because she was so controlling 
and just invasive into the private lives of the students. I thought that the, even 
amongst poor children, there are some children who approach the middle class 
structure more, even in poverty. Even though everybody's parents are working 
class, some parents have more of the trappings. Maybe they've acquired a nicer 
home, or they have a nice home and a car. So they kind of, in that community, 
viewed as kind of middle class. You know they're basically poor by the same 
economic (?). After those kids got, you know, they kind of got treated very 
differently, and the real poor kids were kind of treated differently than those kids. 
And I distinctly remember that, and I've always been (?) about that -
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RG: So you saw prejudice within the school -

SH: Absolutely. 

RG: Based on economic -

SH: Based on perceived variables. And you know, I don't know if you could call it 
economic, because everybody was poor. But some kids were pretty. Some were 
kids were attractive and dressed very neat every day, and I think if you asked 
some of these people who were those kids you'd probably consistently get some 
of the names of those kids. But I certainly won't do that, cause I don't have any 
bitter thoughts toward any of those people. But yeah, I think that reality existed 
very profoundly in my mind that some kids were. And again, my disposition was 
so bad during that period of time that I was never one of the favored kids. 

RG: This is fascinating to me, to listen to your comments, which I think I can 
understand because of what kind of a youngster you were. And how your home 
environment was. But you felt negative thoughts about the same characteristics 
that others in the community had very positive thoughts about. That's fascinating. 

SH: Yeah, absolutely, I do have that. I mean, I think Northside was a community 
school and I think that was a good thing. There was a lot of community 
involvement, and I can remember that, even when there were events at school, 
that everybody came out. All the parents participated. If there was a parent-
teachers conference - and you realize we lived out in the country. And for my 
grandmother to get from where we lived all the way over on the other side of 
town, to a parent-teachers conference, that was a major undertaking, you know, 
with no car. But somehow she always - 1 can never remember her missing a 
parent-teacher conference. And she got involved. She wasn't real big in the PTA, 
but if there was a school function, if it was a science fair or a school play or, she 
was there. No failing. So from that perspective I think that was a good thing. And 
yes, I think that kids being together from common backgrounds, I think that 
probably was a very pleasant thing. That you knew the people, you knew the 
community. My best friend is a woman, Betty Edwards, and we like to tell people 
that we've been together since we were in the first year in high school. We went 
straight through high school together. And that's, to have that is a wonderful 
thing. So Northside was good in that it had that community sense. 

RG: Brought the community together. 

SH: Yeah, but I don't think it was such a good educational model. I think it was much 
too rigid. I don't think that - I just disagree with a lot of that rigidity. Teachers 
spanking kids - 1 never -

End of side 1 
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Side 2 

SH: I never agreed with that, and I probably got more than anyone, but I always 
detested that. And I can remember some brutal run-ins with teachers who tried to 
discipline me. I always rebelled against that. So that piece of it, I internalized. So 
I don't remember it as pleasantly as a lot of people. But in a school that big, 
you're gonna have some kids who didn't like. That's normal. 

RG: You're the first person I've interviewed who's been that honest with me, perhaps. 
Or maybe you're one of only a few who feel that way. A lot of people said to me, 
"I liked it." They liked the structure. They liked the limits. They didn't mind the 
switch, because they said "I knew what I could do and I knew what I couldn't do. 
And you know, I knew I'd get it here and school and if I went home, somehow, 
even though we didn't have a phone, I knew I'd get it at home. That message 
would get home before I would get home. I never knew how." 

SH: Yeah, that happened, but I don't know, as I told you, I call myself a poor little 
rich boy, because my grandmother was very protective of me, and I think, maybe 
I was spoiled, and just couldn't acclimate to this environment where I didn't get 
all this attention that I got a home. Cause you remember, I was the baby at home. 
So in our little family structure. 

RG: Let me ask you another question. You resented, it sounds like, this kind of 
structure, or you at least didn't like it. 

SH: Absolutely. 

RG: Do you think that the others needed that structure and you didn't? 

SH: I don't know. I don't know, probably I did need it. I don't know, I don't know. 
You know, I can remember once, it wasn't, you know - 1 can remember once, I 
don't know how this discussion got started in our class. I was in fourth grade, and 
we had an assignment, and apparently a lot of people hadn't done well on this 
assignment. The teacher said, well, how many of your parents graduated from 
high school. And I raised my hand. Proud of the fact that my mother graduated 
from high school. She did. She told me, she said "Put your hand down. Your 
mother did not graduate from high school." And I just, little moments like that, I 
think that's symbolic sometimes of just that feeling of comfort that came with 
saying and not saying things, and not being accountable. And I don't think there 
was any accountability during the era that I was at Northside, in terms of what 
teachers could and could not do. I mean, beat kids and I mean, whop 'em, back 
then. And I think with that privilege came some, just verbal abuse that I think was 
not, as an arrogance, verbal abuse I guess, that I didn't appreciate. And I'm 
surprised that you don't hear that more from people. 

RG: What I hear is that you respected your elders. You didn't talk back to your elders. 
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SH: I did talk back. 

RG: The older person was always right. There was never any question. 

SH: OK. Yeah. 

RG: This is what I hear from the people I've interviewed. But that's not what you 
liked. 

SH: No, I talked back. And probably that I couldn't get away with it kind of (?), but 
anyway that's my memory of that environment. Yes, I'm sure there's a great 
community school, and I think some great things came out of that. But I certainly 
thought the teachers overstepped their boundaries. Definitely. I felt the same way 
about Lincoln High School, the teachers overstepped their boundaries. 

RG: I would imagine that you felt that way -

SH: That teachers overstepped their boundaries. Consistently through. When I got to 
middle school I had Betty King as a teacher, and Betty was distinctly different. 
She was nurturing, and strong, but she didn't have that arrogance and that putting 
some kids down and uplifting others. I thought that she treated, consistently 
treated all kids equal. And I saw her as more a part of the community that I came 
from. Whereas James Peace and his wife, and James, who I respected a lot, I 
almost saw them as outsiders to my community, to my reality, but Betty was part 
of the community that I was part of. And she was particularly nice to me, too. She 
always had that incredi - she knows my family, but she's always been such a very 
nice person to me, even as a kid. But she didn't have that arrogance and that 
boundary issue that I saw with a lot of the teachers. What they could say and what 
they could do, and judgments that they could pass on some kids. 

RG: Would you say that Northside was performance-oriented? Competitive? 

SH: See, I was so young there, I mean, that's first through fifth grade, that I don't 
know that I have a fair perspective of that. Well yeah, in terms that I would have 
remembered it during that period of time, I would say yes. I mean, we had definite 
assignments, and as I said, you had to get them done. We had science fairs, and 
you had to have a project. We had school plays that were expressive, and 
everybody participated. So I think teachers had a reasonable bar for you to reach. 
But I suppose compared to what I know as good educational technique for 
teaching, were very different. I mean, the knowledge base was very different then. 
So it's kind of hard for me to evaluate whether - cause I inevitably find myself 
getting into what I know now as an appropriate educational technique versus what 
was done then, and that's not a fair judgment, you know. Because didn't have the 
knowledge base; nobody had the knowledge base. It wasn't, I mean, they did what 
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teachers did during that period of time. I'm sure white teachers did some of the 
same things. 

Well, let me go back and try to be more specific about that question. My 
understanding is you had an assembly every week, maybe every two weeks, and 
that during those assemblies, students put on some kind of performance. That at 
the PTA students put on some kind of performance. 

Absolutely. 

And that the children loved it. 

We loved it. We loved it. I mean, it was the thing that you looked forward to from 
year to year to year. And parents came out, and absolutely, my grandmother 
would come to all those things. Each class had a production. All the other students 
came to watch that production. And I absolutely believe in that. And I absolutely 
believe that that's a good thing that should still be in the educational system. I 
think it builds self-esteem and just sense of expression and all those things that 
you get from experiences like that. And I have never, never understood how that 
left the educational system. I thought it was such a wonderful, wonderful 
experience. And they were, there was a sense of pride and competitiveness in 
those various productions. 

But I'll tell you, there was one production - you talk about a scarred memory. 
The symphony had an annual presentation that it did for the schools that kids in 
the school system - it was at Memorial Auditorium on UNC's campus, and we 
had to practice. They would play their music and then they would play one 
number where the audience joined in and sang, with the symphony. And this is 
some of that rigidity that I was talking about. We practiced those songs forever. 
You had to learn the words, and sing them, and then you'd get the whole school 
together and we had to practice together. And we practiced and practiced and 
practiced. Then when we would go, the white kids sat down in front, and we'd 
have to sit, we consistently sat in the back. We never got a chance to sit on the 
floor level. All the black kids had to sit in the back. But, everybody stood up to 
sing at the same time. And I think the school system had a music teacher that 
traveled from all the schools, white and black. And I just remember that as a very 
distasteful experience. First of all, having to go there and sit in the back was not a 
good experience. But also, it was like, why did we have to practice those songs? I 
mean, we had to practice a week, we had to remember and do the words, and you 
had to stand up in front of the class and sing the song and say the words. And we 
had to go to assembly and practice the song, and it was like "You know those 
white people are gonna be there, and you gotta be perfect." 

And you had to dress up on that day. I mean, you had to dress up to go to the 
symphony. And you'd go, and the white kids would be dressed in normal clothes. 
And it was bizarre. And again, that ability that I had to step back and say "This is 
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bizarre." I kind of still do that to this day. But I just thought it was so bizarre, 
even back then, just looking at the white kids. We all dressed up, and we go sit in 
the back, and they sit in the front. And then we've spent all this time practicing 
the song, and they probably sang it one time. And it sent that message that you're 
not equal. And if something in your life doesn't tell you otherwise, you get in 
serious trouble. You get into very serious trouble, and I think that's one of the, 
you hear this reality a lot with the way some people looked at black male students, 
and they tend to do reasonably well with their white counterparts in grades one 
through five, but then in grade six there's this big dropoff. And I think one of the 
things that has happened is that they've gotten all of those Not OK messages. And 
it's a cumulative effect, that at some point, you got so much of that, that you 
begin to believe the messenger. If you haven't had those things outside of the 
messenger that say the messenger is wrong. And fortunately, I had good 
messengers outside of the, of that message. That tell me you're a decent person, 
you're good. But for kids who didn't get that message, you get in trouble with 
yourself. And that's kind of, that symphony experience was one of the most bitter, 
symbolic experiences that I've had in my life. And if you interview some of the 
boys (?), I wish you'd ask them, "What did you think about that? When you guys 
used to go to the symphony. Practicing those songs all that time. And then having 
to dress up. And then go sit in the back." 

RG: Well the answer may have already been given, that nobody has talked about it, 
except you. 

SH: Yeah, that is interesting. 

RG: That nobody wants to bring that up. 

SH: That's an interesting dynamic, that repressed reality. That's an interesting 
dynamic. 

RG: Things that are painful, sometimes the best way to deal with them is to get it out 
of your head (?). 

SH: To go away. And I've never had that ability. But I think most of us kind of have 
this mixture of experiences, and that's just from that side of things that I 
remember. This ain't right. And why I've also had such strong feelings about 
racial issues. And why, when I got to Chapel Hill, that I was still outspoken, when 
I got to Chapel Hill High. I said this is not right, it's right. Something is 
fundamentally wrong with this picture. That two schools have integrated, and you 
have taken all the traditions from the white school, and you've said to black 
students "You have to accommodate to this reality. You take their mascot, you 
take their prom traditions, you take all of that, and you do it the way they do it. 
And we trashed your realities." And that was the core of the uprising. That we had 
met and met and met, and we talked about it, and my class was getting ready to 
graduate. 
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RG: Can we go back and set the time. I hate to interrupt you, but let s set the time 
here. You went to Frank Porter Graham, you left Frank Porter Graham -

SH: Went to Lincoln. 

RG: Went to Lincoln for -

SH: Eighth grade. 

RG: Eighth grade, and ninth grade, and then tenth, eleventh and twelfth you were in -

SH: Chapel Hill High School. 

RG: Chapel Hill High, ok. 

SH: I went to Lincoln, I went to Lincoln - Frank Porter Graham was actually a 
reasonably positive experience for me, because I had Betty King. I, at that time 
there was a principal there who was Mr. Edmund, who was - we rubbed each 
other the wrong way. But I had Betty King, and she just kind of nurtured me 
through that experience. It was a reasonably good experience with me. Eighth 
grade at Lincoln High School - boy , that's a difficult time in most, because 
you've begun to get into your puberty and just all your adolescent stuff. So I'm 
not even sure how you can go back and label that as a good experience or 
whatever. But it was an OK experience for me. I played in the band. I was not an 
athlete so I didn't have the Coach Peerman experience. That was such a strong 
influence that I have to tell there's an inadequacy, that you almost felt a little 
inadequate, because you couldn't play for his team, or you chose not to. And -

End of copy 


