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UNC quiets uproar over Spencer, award
Family of 19th-century figure, chancellor work on honor for women
DAVID PERLMUTT
Staff Writer
The controversy over Cornelia Phillips Spencer's 19th-century racist writings appears to be short-lived at UNC Chapel Hill.

Spencer is best known to generations of students as the woman who rang the bell atop South Building to signal the university's reopening after a nearly five-year shutdown during Reconstruction.

Earlier this week, Chancellor James Moeser met with some of her descendants, upset about his decision to retire an award given in her honor after the chancellor became aware of racist views she wrote in letters and newspaper pieces. The Bell Award was given to a woman with notable contributions to UNC.

Thursday, he sent a letter to Charles Love of Charlotte, Spencer's great-grandson, outlining several initiatives that include appointing a campus committee to recommend "how best to honor women at Carolina." If the committee decides the recognition needs to be an award, he will ask the committee to consider one that would honor the Phillips, Spencer and Love families.

"Cornelia Phillips Spencer was part of a very distinguished family that's been a part of this university's life for seven generations," Moeser said Friday in an interview. "There are a number of ideas to create a recognition for contemporary women at the university and honor this family.

"We could make it multi-generational and name it the Phillips-Spencer-Love Award. That will be up to the committee."

The Bell Award had been given since 1994 to honor Spencer, who also was an eloquent advocate for women's education and better public schools for black and white students.

Her family was concerned she was being singled out, since the legacies of other historical figures who held similar or more virulent views -- and were honored at UNC -- were not scrutinized.

Love, chairman of the Martha and Spencer Love Foundation, asked that if the award was abolished that his great-grandmother's name be removed from a dormitory on campus. He also threatened to redirect money the foundation had pledged to renovate the Love house near downtown Chapel Hill for UNC's Center for the Study of the American South.

Love couldn't be reached for comment, but Moeser said the family has pulled its requests.

"After we met, I think we had a much better understanding of each other," Moeser said. "I am delighted that the family will remain connected to the center."

During the current and past controversies, groups have asked the university to remove the campus Confederate soldier statue called "Silent Sam" and names from buildings honoring men who espoused racist views.

Moeser said there would be no "erasing of history or sandblasting of names from buildings."

Silent Sam, he said, will soon be joined by a new memorial on the same green, a gift of the 2002 class. It will honor "unsung heroes," slaves who built the university, he said.

UNC historians are also in the midst of building a virtual history that will include all sides of the university's past.

"We're going to celebrate and understand our history," Moeser said. "This is a university that celebrates its diversity."

Moeser said he wasn't surprised by the Spencer controversy.

"There is a lot of emotion around it, and the history is complex and very easily misunderstood or misinterpreted," Moeser said. "... We tend to look at the past through a contemporary lens and that's the appropriate thing to do. But at the same time, you have to understand the past contextually and consider the mores and values that were the norm of a particular period."
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