Harry Amana
Conducted by Tom Bowers on Nov. 20, 2007, in Carroll Hall.

(45:47)

(This is an accurate account of the interview, but it is not a transcript.)

Track 1 (7:22). Before coming to UNC, he was teaching at Temple University in Philadelphia and was the media coordinator for the American Friends Service Committee, a Quaker organization headquartered in Philadelphia. In 1978, he saw a posting for a job with the Southeastern Black Press Institute, a Rockefeller Foundation-funded program at UNC that was run by Sonja Stone, head of African-American Studies. He had worked at a black newspaper, the Philadelphia Tribune, for three years. He had written a critical column about the black press and submitted that with an application for the UNC position. He came by train from Philadelphia to Raleigh, and the route from Raleigh to Chapel Hill was dismal—a long, dark passage. When he got to the Carolina Inn, it seemed like an antebellum slave mansion, and he saw a black man in a servant’s uniform. His first reaction was to question why he came to Chapel Hill in the first place. He said to himself, “I am never going to come back here again.” He was interviewed by a large committee, and during the interview, he realized that the position called for fundraising, and he did not want to do that. Don Shaw asked him if he would be interested in a faculty position in the School of Journalism. He interviewed at the School in the fall of 1978 and was offered a job. 

Track 2 (4:01). Despite his original impressions of Chapel Hill, his impressions changed after he talked to Sonja Stone and some students, including Allen Johnson, Ernie Pitt and David Squires. The South was always a place that his family and friends talked about and how different it was—they could not drink out of certain water fountains and had to sit in segregated sections of buses, theaters and churches. He met more students during his interviews at the school, including Sam Fulwood. He came on a 3-year contract as a lecturer, which he figured would give him enough time to assess the situation. He also figured he could break the contract if needed, and he wanted to see how his 7-year-old son would handle not seeing him on a regular basis. His son grew to like Chapel Hill and graduated from UNC in 1993. After the first contract, he got a 6-year contract, and his position was eventually changed to associate professor. 

Track 3 (4:51). He was the first minority faculty member in the school, but that was not a big adjustment because it had been the story of his life. His high school and college (Temple) were almost entirely white. He had not had a black teacher. When he enlisted in the Army, he traveled by train through Raleigh on the way to Ft. Jackson, S.C. In Raleigh, he was refused service in a restaurant. Columbia, S.C., was worse because soldiers were segregated. He had been in a lot of situations where he had been the first or the only minority person. It never crossed his mind that he was in an unusual situation at UNC. “It was the way the world was for me at that time.” As long as he was around good people who were committed to change, he was fine. He met a lot of people at UNC who were strong and committed to change. Faculty members, including Carolyn Stroman and Genna Rae McNeil, were also strong advocates for change and black pride.

Track 4 (4:48). He recalled what teaching was like in his early years at the school. He had been teaching, so there was no adjustment. The difference was in the students—UNC students were more polite and less challenging of authority than Temple students. “They just sat there and shook their heads and absorbed everything.” In Chapel Hill, people from town were open to interviews and coming to class. Temple was a white school, so the racial composition of the classes was not really different. At UNC, he found it difficult to assign a crime beat unless he sent students to Durham. He found the news writing course a little different because of the coordination among the teachers and the standard format. He lived on Ephesus Church Road in Chapel Hill the first year because it was convenient. 

Track 5 (8:38). Instead of three years, he stayed for 28. It was the only job he ever had for more than three years. In 1983, he went on leave to work at the Philadelphia Inquirer from the summer through December. He owned a house in Philadelphia, had gotten married, and Howard University was trying to hire him, so the cards were stacked in favor of his leaving UNC. Howard’s offer was not good enough, however, and some of his friends on the Howard faculty told him he should stay at UNC. He was also doing special assignments in the summer, including the Academy for Future Journalists at Northwestern University. He moved his family to Durham. He also liked the freedom that Dean Richard Cole gave him to pursue his own initiatives, especially programs for minority students interested in journalism. He was doing more than teaching, and that was more and more exciting every year. He was a General College adviser and worked with black faculty members and students. “I was at home, and it was fun and work.”

Track 6 (8:14). He also went on leave to go to Clark University in Atlanta, which wanted to expand its journalism program and combine with Atlanta University. He was part of a group that evaluated the existing program, and he was asked to launch a new program. He did not like administrative work, but he was talked into taking the position of director of the media arts program. That was the last half of 1989 and all of 1990, and they wanted him to stay. He left because administrators did not deliver many of the things they promised him. Atlanta University had a graduate program, but it had dire financial problems that drained Clark. UNC offered him financial incentives to make sure he stayed. He loved Atlanta while he lived there. 

Track 7 (4:59). He talked more about the Atlanta experience. He recalled his experiences on a month-long inspection tour of South Africa for the American Friends Service Committee. It was before the elections, and more than a 1,000 people were killed the month he was there. When he got back, he helped the AFSC by talking to journalists and congressmen in the United States. His group also talked to officials at the United Nations. 

Track 8 (2:54). He talked about his activities in retirement. He splits his time between Durham and Philadelphia, taking advantage of cultural opportunities and managing his properties in both cities. He is writing for a Web site called “Seeingblack.com.” 

After the interview ended, Harry and I realized we had forgotten to talk about his work with the Black Cultural Center on campus, including the design for the new Sonja Haynes Stone Center. He found that to be extremely rewarding.

