BlackBerrySpeak.com is on holiday.  Our next issue - January 17, 2005.
Registered Readers will receive news and article updates during our hiatus.  So Register Now.
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WATCH NIGHT SERVICES
 
Many of us who live or grew up in Black communities in the United States have heard of "Watch Night Services," the gathering of the faithful in church on New Year's Eve. The service usually begins anywhere from 7 p.m. to 10 p.m. and ends at midnight with the entrance of the New Year. Some folks come to church first, before going out to celebrate. For others, church is the only New Year's Eve event. Like many others, I always assumed that Watch Night was a fairly standard Christian religious service--made a bit more Afro centric because that's what happens when elements of Christianity become linked with the Black Church.  Still, it seemed that predominately White Christian churches did not include Watch Night services on their calendars, but focused instead on Christmas Eve programs. In fact, there were instances where clergy in mainline denominations wondered aloud about the propriety of linking religious services with a secular holiday like New Year's Eve.  
 
However, there is a reason for the importance of New Year's Eve services in African American congregations. The Watch Night Services in Black communities that we celebrate today can be traced back to gatherings on December 31, 1862, also known as "Freedom's Eve." On that night, Blacks came together in churches and private homes all across the nation, anxiously awaiting news that the Emancipation Proclamation actually had become law.  Then, at the stroke of midnight, it was January 1, 1863, and all slaves in the Confederate States were declared legally free. When the news was received, there were prayers, shouts and songs of joy as people fell to their knees and thanked God. Black folks have gathered in churches annually on New Year's Eve ever since, praising God for bringing us safely through another year.
 
It's been 141 years since that first Freedom's Eve and many of us were never taught the African American history of Watch Night, but tradition still brings us together at this time every year to celebrate "how we got over.


from BlackBerrySpeak.com
UNC Retires Bell Award, Last Awardee Was Segregationist!
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has retired the 10 year-old Bell Award, the school's highest award for women, after determining it commemorated a woman, Cornelia Phillips Spencer, who supported white supremacist ideas.  Spencer, best known in North Carolina as the woman who tolled the South Building bell to signal the reopening of the university in 1875 after a political shutdown, also played a key role in closing the university in 1871, ending a Reconstruction effort to open the university to black students.  Former UNC student Yonni Chapman began a protest of the Bell Award after researching Spencer's background.  Chapman has called on the university to research the background of all the university's named buildings and awards.  Black Voices
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Chapel Hill published "Remarks on Racial Justice" by Yonni Chapman. Chapman has many excellent and widely-applicable suggestions on how to confront racism. Ask Chapel Hill for a copy at WILPF do Jean Wagner, 311 Burlage Circle, Chapel Hill NC 27514. Philadelphia serves on the board of Juneteenth. Catonsville participated in "A Walk Through Baltimore's Racial History," a sad reminder of the history of this city where slaves were bought and sold. Santa Cruz worked on getting out the vote in November in favor of a proposition that mandates drug rehabilitation instead of prison for nonviolent drug offenses, and cosponsored a speaker on the failure of the drug wars and their racial aspects. 
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Way-Back Machine
Activists say a North Carolina icon who was supportive enough of black freedom in the days following the Civil War should not have an honorary award named after her by the university there, reports the Herald Sun.
Currently, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill gives out the award in the name of Comelia Phillips Spencer to a local woman of distinction. Activist Spencer is best known for ringing a bell or mark the re-opening the university in 1875 after Reconstruction.

Some local activists want a moratorium on the so-called Bell Award because they say Spencer was a racist. They say she lobbied to close UNC when Reconstructionists were in power, and only celebrated its reopening when a more “racially divisive regime” came to power.

"She certainly wasn't ringing the bell for black freedom," says Yonni Chapman. "She certainly wasn't ringing the bell for the farmers and the workers. She was ringing the bell for white supremacy."

Chapel Hill News

Letters to the editor, Jan. 5
Correcting the past would be fruitless

You recently published Yonni Chapman’s letter on Dec. 29. In it, he said that the real goal of his campaign to abolish the Bell Award was to end the university’s “institutional racism.” 

If that is truly the goal that has motivated both his campaign and your decision, I suggest we just close UNC today. The history and continuing reality of institutional racism are so painful that few of us could bear the ramifications of what it would truly entail if we started abolishing anything that ever promoted racism at UNC and anyone who has ever harbored a racist thought and also contributed to the university. 

We need to acknowledge the fundamental truth of a racist America and try to build a university that moves beyond this historical reality now. This means acting on present-day concerns and honoring new historical figures. Trying to “correct” the past is a monumental and fruitless job. These actions, I hope, would address Chapman’s concerns without destroying the lasting heritage of the first public university, flawed though it is. 

This would also honor Cornelia Phillips Spencer, a woman who, no one disputes, loved, served, and cared about the university as few other people ever have. 

-- E. Perry Good, Chapel Hill

Letter, UNC action show sexism at work

Yonni Chapman, whose campaign against the Cornelia Phillips Spencer Bell Award has resulted in UNC’s decision to abolish it, has fought for what he claims to be his true cause in a mighty strange way. 

In a recent letter (CHN, Dec. 29), Chapman declared that he never meant to “attack Spencer as an individual, but to expose institutional racism.” Chapman spoke out in response to an opinion piece in which I called UNC unfair in singling out Spencer as a “racist.” 

Chapman’s letter illustrates the reasons I find his claim of innocence regarding his bashing of Spencer disingenuous. It also highlights the reasons I oppose UNC’s decision to abolish the Bell Award. First, Chapman continues to attack Spencer. He says he sees “nothing courageous” about her. By simply branding her a “white supremacist” — as most white Americans of her day were — he obscures her many fine human qualities and contributions. 

While Chapman notes that Spencer “joined with” many “racist” male university leaders in her quest to restore conservative Democratic rule, the leaders he refers to remain faceless and nameless. If Chapman’s real goal is to expose institutional racism, UNC’s “history of slavery, white supremacy and racism,” then might he not shed light on these UNC leaders? Surely he could do better than attack a woman who was never allowed to be part of the university in any institutional capacity during her lifetime. 

Chapman says that if UNC chooses not to go forward in “acknowledging and eradicating” its racist institutional past, Spencer “will have been made a scapegoat.” Chapman, however, must admit that Spencer has already become a scapegoat. 

Both Chapman and UNC have acted in a sexist and misogynist way in removing Spencer as an “icon” while male “icons” remain unchallenged. The truth is she probably wouldn’t even be under attack if she weren’t a woman, a woman who primarily revealed her warm, forceful personality through her writing. She was stone-deaf, never spoke publicly, and had difficulty engaging in normal social conversation. Spencer has been an easy target, ironically, because she wrote so much and so well. 

Emily Dickinson said of George Eliot’s “Middlemarch” that Eliot had written “a little book of granite.” Spencer’s writings, her most lasting contributions, if not granite, do inspire and enlighten. Read them, and decide for yourself whether or not Chapman’s campaign to “expose institutional racism” has been misguided and misdirected. 

-- Spencie Love, Chapel Hill
