Black Workers and the University of North Carolina: Origins of the Housekeepers

Movement/UE 150

Adapted from a presentation by Yonni Chapman 4/8/99

From the earliest days of the university, black workers—first as slaves and later as

wage laborers—have been the backbone of the workforce. They have worked at the

worst jobs, for the lowest pay, with the least opportunity for advancement. Most UNC

administrators have expected them to stay in “their place” and make no effort to assert

their dignity and human rights. 

Today, the "menial" jobs once filled exclusively by black workers are staffed by Latino and Asian workers, as well.  Although there are low paid white workers, the "nickel and dimed" jobs at the University are filled mostly by workers of color.  Thus, there is now diversity, but still no justice. 

The UNC Housekeepers Movement (1990-1997) was only the most recent effort on

the part of black workers to demand respect and justice. It has been one of the most sustained and successful labor movements in the history of the university.  What follows is the essential historical background for the struggles of the low paid UNC workers today, when they are organized system wide in UE 150, a local of the United Electrical Workers Union.

1600s—The English king granted eight “Lords Proprietors” huge tracts of land in

America for commercial development. These lands, called “Carolina” by the English,

belonged to Native Americans. They were killed or pushed back into the mountains by

the British settlers. African and Native American slaves, as well as white indentured servants. provided much of the labor to develop these lands. Thus, slavery, genocide, and bound labor were the economic and cultural basis for the European settlement of North Carolina.

1776—During the American Revolution, the British offered freedom to slaves in North

Carolina who joined their side, and thousands responded. This was, in fact, a massive

slave revolt.

1793—Wealthy landowners, including slave owners in Orange County, donated land for

the university. Slaves working for a building contractor cleared the land and built the

first university buildings. Later, slaves cooked meals, washed clothes, hauled water, and

built fires for the students.

1800—From the beginning, Chapel Hill was a slave society. The Census of 1800 for Chapel Hill recorded 14 white families, including 4 professors, 48 students, and 63 slaves.

1829-35—“Walker’s Appeal” was published in the North by a former North Carolina

slave. It called on the slaves of the South to revolt. Copies of the Appeal were

discovered among the slaves in Chapel Hill and throughout North Carolina. Following

this, the North Carolina legislature passed laws making it a crime to teach a slave to read

or write and disenfranchising free black voters.  Leaders of the University were instrumental in passing these laws.

1860—The census showed that Chapel Hill’s population had grown to almost 1200: 53%

white, 39% slave, and 8% free black. The growth of the University had allowed many

white residents, including a number of professors, to accumulate large holdings of slaves.

The university president, David Lowery Swain, owned 36 slaves.

1865-66—When Union troops entered Chapel Hill and freed the slaves, the second great

rebellion of black workers took place. Slaves left their masters, tried to take control of

land, and bargained for wages. Blacks organizing for their political rights in Chapel

Hill were attacked by a white mob.  Nevertheless, Orange County freedmen, including Jordan Weaver of Chapel Hill, participated in the statewide Freedmen's Convention in Raleigh in 1866.

1867-70—The North Carolina KKK, led by Col. William L. Saunders of Chapel Hill,

unleashed a campaign of terror to disrupt and destroy the bi-racial coalition that

supported Radical Reconstruction. The Klan, and a boycott by the white elite, forced the

University to close in 1871.

1875—The University reopened after the defeat of Reconstruction. The Executive

Committee of the Board of Trustees was led by William L. Saunders and other white

supremacists who were leaders of the Democratic Party.

1890s—Once again, a biracial coalition of black and white farmers, the Populists, drove the Democratic Party from power and instituted democratic reforms.  Once again, the white supremacists responded with terror.  The Wilmington “Race Riot” of 1898 was only the most bloody of the terrorist attacks on Populist governments.  With the power of the peoples’ movement broken, Blacks were completely disenfranchised in 1900, and the era of Jim Crow segregation began. Black workers in Chapel Hill were driven out of skilled trades as well as politics.  University men such as Josephus Daniels and Hugh Waddell were prominent in the leadership of the white supremacy movements.

1913—Silent Sam, the Confederate war memorial, was donated to the University by the

Daughters of the Confederacy and the UNC alumni. This statue celebrated the cause of white supremacy and represented an effort by the University to enshrine the values of the “Lost Cause” in bronze and stone.

1920s—Janitors formed the first visible labor organization at UNC, the Janitors

Association.  In1922, the University named a classroom building, Saunders Hall, in honor of the leader of the North Carolina KKK. 

1930s—In August, 1937, black workers demonstrated in the streets of Chapel Hill and

Carrboro against racist treatment. White vigilantes fired into the crowd and Blacks

returned the fire. The University joined with local police departments to buy a machine

gun to quell future riots and anticipated strikes. The Congress of Industrial

Organizations (CIO) organized a union of janitors, housekeepers, and laundry workers at

UNC. Many students supported the union and helped with organizing.

1947-60—Cold war McCarthyism suppressed support for labor and student

radicalism at UNC.

1960-64—The first phase of the Civil Rights Movement unfolded in Chapel Hill and

across the South, shattering Cold War fear and ushering in an era of renewed activism on

the part of black workers and students.  In Chapel Hill, the movement was led by black Lincoln High School students.

1969—The Black Power and labor phase of the Black Freedom Struggle erupted in

Chapel Hill with two massive strikes of cafeteria workers. The workers received extensive support from the Black Student Movement, as well as other progressive students, faculty, and townspeople.  State police quelled the strikes, but the workers and their allies won significant reforms.

1978-80—Renewed labor activism and black freedom struggle developed in North

Carolina and Chapel Hill. Three thousand black students and workers marched in

Raleigh to “Free the Wilmington 10.” The Klan stepped up recruiting across the South.

Strikes erupted in North Carolina textile mills. In Greensboro, the Klan and Nazis

assassinated five anti-racist labor organizers at an anti-Klan rally. The five were

prominent in labor struggles in the mills and Duke University. They were members of

the Communist Workers Party (CWP). UNC Housekeepers, disciplined for not coming

in to work after a snowstorm, sought organizing assistance from CWP labor activists. At

a meeting with supervisors they were told they “should have crawled to work.” They

formed the first UNC Housekeepers Movement, staged a walkout, and negotiated for a

long list of demands. This movement could not be sustained.

1991-98—Building on the anti-discrimination victory of Keith Edwards, the first black female police officer at UNC,  the university housekeepers and their lawyer, Al McSurely, filed a mass grievance against the university and organized the second UNC Housekeepers Movement. Students formed a solidarity group to support the housekeepers, and organizations including the Chapel Hill-Carrboro NAACP, the Black Student Movement, and the Black Workers for Justice supported the growing movement.  In 1996, the housekeepers negotiated an out of court settlement with UNC, winning significant concessions over a three year period, including the right to “meet and confer.” In 1998, the housekeepers voted to join UE 150. They began organizing on all sixteen campuses of the university system.

