‘Fess Up, Silent Sam!

Challenging Institutional Racism in the Southern Part of Heaven

By Dr. John K. (Yonni) Chapman
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Elaine Massey, a University of North Carolina housekeeper,

holds a “Fight UNC Institutional Racism” poster at the annual

demonstration honoring Martin Luther King’s birthday in Chapel Hill. 

The Place We Start From 

in Chapel Hill
There are a few phrases that developers, UNC administrators, and town boosters often use to describe Chapel Hill and the university: the town is the “Southern Part of Heaven,” and UNC is the “University of the People” or the “Light on the Hill.” These promotional slogans are frameworks that guide and limit our thinking. They frame in some things and frame out others. In particular, these celebratory frameworks limit critical thinking about injustice. For many, especially those of us who are privileged in terms of race, class, and gender, the first step toward a stronger commitment to justice is learning to see our community through the eyes of those who are demeaned, disfranchised, exploited, and oppressed. We must ask the question “for whom?” Critical thinking can help us acknowledge our privilege and challenge the celebratory slogans. Chapel Hill is the “Southern Part of Heaven, for whom? UNC is the “Light on the Hill” for whom? 

If we decide to look outside the normative framework imposed on us by unjust power, we will learn that black residents, low-wage workers of color, and many others in Chapel Hill feel “stepped on, abused, ignored, and confused, made to suffer and told we’re to blame.” This is a truth among those who feel the crushing weight of injustice the world over. Learning to see things from the viewpoint of oppressed and/or exploited people is not easy if we have not shared their experiences. On the other hand, the method is not complicated. We don’t need to read a lot of books or develop expertise in the history and current practice of injustice. What we must do is “listen to the voices crying to be free” and ask ourselves “can we be the promise that we promise to be?” This is difficult. Taking this on requires a strong commitment to justice. We will have to accept feeling uncomfortable as we go among people we do not know and learn to listen with humility.

If we make these commitments, we will also learn that suffering people are not ignorant or powerless victims. Where there is oppression, there is resistance, as we say in the social justice community. Black workers and students at UNC have a long and inspiring history of challenging institutional racism. Black residents of Chapel Hill have always fought injustice, and their struggles continue today. Moreover, many white people have stood in solidarity with black freedom struggles as allies and supporters. Together, we have forged a culture and history of resistance, fairness, and democratic striving that parallels and challenges the culture and history of injustice founded on slavery, Jim Crow, and “color blind” institutional racism. 

We can choose to answer the call to make a greater commitment to justice, or we can decide to stay in our comfort zones, stay on the sidelines, and accommodate injustice. One reason to make the first choice is that it is becoming ever more clear that without justice, there can be no peace or genuine sustainability. A second reason is that it is a way to share in the best traditions of humanity. It is uplifting to be part of a collective effort that nurtures the power of the human spirit to resist oppression. For me, Labi Sifre’s song, Something Inside so Strong, expresses this empowering spirit:

The higher you build your barriers,

The taller I become.

The farther you take my rights away,

The faster I will run.

You can deny me. 

You can decide to turn your face away. 

No matter, ‘cause there’s

Somethin’ inside so strong, 

I know that I can make it.

Though you’re doin’ me wrong, so wrong,

You thought that my pride was gone. 

Oh, no.

Somethin’ inside so strong.

Oh, somethin’ inside so strong.

The more you refuse to hear my voice,




(wai, wai, wai, wai)

The louder I will sing.

You hide behind walls of Jericho.




(wai, wai, wai, wai)

You’re lies will come tumblin’.

Deny my place in time.

You squander wealth that’s mine.

My light will shine so brightly

It will blind you. ‘Cause there’s

Somethin’ inside so strong.

I know that I can make it.

Though you’re doin’ me wrong, so wrong.

You thought that my pride was gone.

Oh, no.

Somethin’ inside so strong.

Somethin’ inside so strong.

Brothers and sisters,

When they insist we’re just not good enough.

Well, we know better.

Just look ‘em in the eyes and say, 

“We’re gonna do it anyway.

Gonna do it anyway.” ‘Cause there’s

Somethin’ inside so strong.

I know that I can make it.

Though you’re doin’ me wrong, so wrong.

You thought that my pride was gone.

Oh, no.

Somethin’ inside so strong.

Today in Chapel Hill, in the urgent and longsuffering efforts by the NAACP and others to end the “minority achievement gap” in our schools; the ongoing labor protests of low wage workers of color employed by the university and the town; the Rogers-Eubanks Neighborhood Association’s 37 year struggle to end environmental racism; the outcry against racial profiling and harassment by local police; and the rising opposition to gentrification and the destruction of the black community, we challenge the legacy of slavery and Jim Crow every day. 

The Road We’ve Taken; The Present is Our History 

Systemic Institutional Injustice

Learning to “listen to the voices crying to be free” is a first step. Reclaiming and studying our history is also necessary. The history of the university and Chapel Hill is not what we have been led to believe. That’s why the title of this pamphlet is “Fess Up Silent Sam!” Silent Sam is UNC’s Confederate monument, erected in 1913. It is a prominent feature of the university’s commemorative landscape, which has been, until very recently, a nearly relentless celebration of white supremacy.  Gaining command of a more truthful and accurate history gives us powerful new ways to envision healing and hope, for ourselves and our communities. 


Institutional racism and exploitive power relations have dominated Chapel Hill’s historical development. Before the early 1700s, there was no European settlement in what became Orange County. Native peoples farmed, hunted, and built communities here, until British colonial power killed or enslaved thousands, drove the remnants far into the mountainous west, and took the land. This was the foundation that the Trustees built upon and perpetuated when they established the university and the town in 1793.


Most European settlers in Orange County owned no slaves, yet the wealthiest slave owners in North Carolina controlled the first public university from the beginning. While the Trustees were nearly all members of North Carolina’s ruling class, the gentry, professors and administrators also owned slaves, and most of the students came from slave owning families. Nearly all of the income of the university came from slavery in the form of tuition, contributions, and the sale of slaves gained through escheats. Another significant source of income came from the sale of Indian lands in Tennessee contributed to UNC by prominent Revolutionary War veterans. Stolen land and labor funded the slave owners’ university. The state legislature only began appropriating tax dollars to UNC after Emancipation.


From its founding, the university was the most prominent public or private institution promoting and extending slavery in North Carolina. It trained the children of slave owners to become masters; provided them with a centralized networking resource; and promoted the dominance of slave owners in government, law, and economic development. Thomas Ruffin, for instance, became Chief Justice of the N.C. Supreme Court, a wealthy plantation owner, a leading trustee of the university, and a slave trader.


Following Emancipation, university trustees and graduates led the effort to suppress black freedom and the biracial politics of Reconstruction. Archibald Murphy was the leading author of the notorious Black Codes that attempted to re-impose slave like conditions on African Americans. When Congressional (Radical) Reconstruction overturned the Black Codes and passed constitutional amendments ensuring voting rights for black men and equal protection under the law, university stalwarts led the White Supremacy campaign to overthrow biracial political power in North Carolina. Former trustee, William A. Graham, directed much of the movement. His son, John W. Graham, led the political arm of the white supremacy campaign in the North Carolina legislature; Col. William L. Saunders (Saunders Hall) led the Ku Klux Klan terror campaign from his home in Chapel Hill; Saunder’s neighbor, Cornelia Phillips Spencer (Spencer Hall), was probably the key figure in the former gentry’s propaganda onslaught. 


In the mid 1890s, when the biracial power of Populists and Republicans (Fusion Movement) once again overthrew elite political power in North Carolina, leading university men, such as Josephus Daniels and Charles B. Aycock, spearheaded the second White Supremacy campaign. This movement culminated in the Wilmington Riot of 1898 and the disfranchisement amendment to the North Carolina constitution in 1900. Jim Crow was a very conscious elite project led by UNC men.


Until forced to desegregate by court orders and the civil rights movement, the university remained a Jim Crow institution well into the 1960s. Although it proclaimed itself an “equal opportunity employer,” university labor practices have maintained Jim Crow patterns up to the present. While UNC has embraced diversity in admissions and public service as a guiding ethic, it has perpetuated injustice in employment and its relations with the local black community.


Throughout its history, the Town of Chapel Hill has been the junior partner of the university. ???? (flesh out)
Black Freedom Struggle and Resistance to Injustice

From the beginning, slaves resisted and protested their bondage in Chapel Hill. Although the historical record is generally censored and dismissive, it is clear that slaves ran away from the university and other masters, earned whippings for insubordination, and generally abandoned their owners when the Union Army declared them free in April, 1865. 


George Moses Horton crafted the most prominent written protest by a UNC servant, or any slave in the United States. He was a slave from Chatham County who had an exceptionally sharp mind and an irrepressible creative muse. He taught himself to read, studied literature, and became adept at composing poetry. University students purchased his clever love poems to woo their sweethearts. With the money he earned, Horton paid his master a monthly rent in lieu of labor, while saving with the hope of eventually purchasing his freedom. At some point, UNC rented Horton and he became well known in Chapel Hill, yet he could never purchase his freedom.

Of all the hundreds of slaves who lived in Chapel Hill, only George Moses Horton speaks to us directly out of the past.  For much of his life, Horton supported himself by writing and publishing poetry. In this way, he became the first black professional writer in America. Caroline Lee Hentz, a novelist and professor’s wife, tutored Horton in poetry and helped him publish his first poem. “Liberty and Slavery” appeared in Hentz’s hometown Massachussetts newspaper, the Lancaster Gazette, on April 8, 1829.  This was the first poem written by a slave to protest slavery in America. Later that year, Horton published a book of poems, The Hope of Liberty. This was the third book published by a black author in America, the first book published by an African American in the South, and the only book published by a slave.

(quote from poem?)

Despite Horton’s accomplishments, brief mentions in the most recent officially sponsored histories of the university give no indication of the poet’s historical significance.  An account of Horton’s activities in the only book length study of Chapel Hill refers to him as “the drunken poet.”  Following student protests in 2004 of the university’s failure to acknowledge responsibility for slavery and White Supremacy, as well as its failure to celebrate the contributions of African Americans, UNC belatedly named a dormitory for Horton.

Following Emancipation, in 1865 and 1866, former slaves called two political conventions in Raleigh. Jordan Weaver, a freedman, property owner, and preacher, represented Chapel Hill in both conventions. Former slaves throughout North Carolina organized Black Leagues to combat white terror and joined forces with white farmers and workers to overthrow the gentry’s political power. For a brief historical moment, a biracial Council governed Chapel Hill, and Radical Republicans controlled the North Carolina legislature and the university. African Americans established their own churches and schools in Chapel Hill. They reunited their families and established their own homes and farms. Relentlessly, in countless ways, black people forged their freedom.


Despite the presence of the Union Army and the Freedmen’s Bureau in North Carolina, the effort to maintain newly won rights and expand black opportunities, was a constant struggle. From 1868 to 1870, Radical Republicans controlled the state legislature. In 1870, following a ferocious White Supremacy campaign based on Klan terror, media slander, and entrenched political and economic power, Democrats recaptured the legislature. 
(complete history)
Following the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., on April 4, 1968, black rebellions, revolts among black college students, and strikes by black workers erupted across North Carolina and the nation. King’s murder was the spark that ignited black determination to challenge the Jim Crow practices and institutions that had changed little since the civil rights enactments of the early 1960s. These rebellions marked a heightened determination by black people to continue the struggle and unleashed a new phase of the black freedom movement.

