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CHAPTER  ONE

CIVIL RIGHTS, CHAPEL HILL, AND THE QUESTION OF ORIGINS
The making of the United States--like the making of the modern world--is beginning again:




O, let America be America again--




The land that never has been yet--




And yet must be--

And the central question of our history is the question of our future: what kind of a nation do we want? 

                                       



Vincent Harding


What has become known as "the Civil Rights Movement" was a quickening and a transformation of the black freedom struggle in the United States.  Not in three hundred and fifty years of slavery and limited freedom had black people succeeded in organizing such a widespread social insurgency.  It changed them and it changed America.


For African Americans the struggle brought new rights and opportunities.  More importantly, it was a massive experiment in self-determination.  "Sambo," the submissive Negro, died a thousand deaths as black Americans asserted a new identity based on dignity, equal rights, and justice.  Attitudes of deference and dependency withered as African Americans struggled to find their own authentic voices and organized themselves into a powerful social force.


The Civil Rights Movement also challenged the entire nation to acknowledge and eliminate ongoing patterns of unfreedom in the "land of the free."  By placing this contradiction at the center of public debate in new and powerful ways, African Americans broke through the barrier of fear generated by post-war McCarthyism.  The Civil Rights Movement of the early 1960s in the South set in motion a much broader black freedom struggle throughout the nation.  This movement, in turn, stimulated a flowering of democratic protest among all those groups for whom America was "the land that never has been yet."


All of this is to say that the Civil Rights Movement was a process of profound historical significance. Nevertheless, its history and its legacy do not reside in generalizations, useful as these conceptual tools may be, but in the actions of human beings.  For the movement grew out of the lives of black people and their allies in communities all across the South.  And it is only by studying the process of change at these more intimate levels that we can gradually gain an appreciation of how people actually made history, how they changed their communities, and how they changed themselves.  


Throughout the South, local movements engaged the citizens in contests over deeply held values and traditions.  In most communities these struggles never resulted in actions that broke into the historical record.  But in every instance, the choices people made for and against change had important consequences for those involved and for their communities.  At the same time, each was a part of something bigger that changed the nation and the world.  Yet we know virtually nothing about the great majority of these local efforts.
 

*

The community that is the focus of this investigation was a small, picturesque town in 1960.  Nevertheless, Chapel Hill had a big reputation, for it was known far and wide as the home of the University of North Carolina, one of the most influential institutions of the South.  Of the town's 12,573 residents, roughly nine thousand were white university students.  Of the permanent Chapel Hill population, 1,290 were African Americans while roughly 2300 were white.
  

The black community in Chapel Hill comprised about four hundred families, counting a hundred or so families in Carrboro, the adjoining mill town.  Many African Americans, however, lived outside these towns in unincorporated areas.  All of these families sent their children to the same schools, worked for the same employers, shopped at the same stores, and attended the same churches.  Thus, while there were half a dozen black neighborhoods in Chapel Hill and Carrboro, there was one black community.


 By most demographic measures, the black community in Chapel Hill was comparable to black communities in small towns throughout the state.  Like these other towns, Chapel Hill did not have a strong black middle class and most of the black residents were poor.  In larger cities, most African Americans were poor as well, but there was also a significant black middle class.
  

The university, North Carolina Memorial Hospital, and white families--on average the wealthiest and most educated in the state--were the main employers of black labor.
    Black family incomes in Chapel Hill were even with those of North Carolina's large cities, and they were significantly higher than black incomes in most small towns and rural areas.  Nevertheless, the median income for African American families was less than half of that for white families.  This was primarily because two-thirds of black men and 85 percent of black women labored at unskilled, low-paying jobs.  Although a significant number of black men held somewhat better-paying jobs as craftsmen, African Americans held only nine out of 170 sales positions and four out of 598 clerical positions.  Of the 315 "managers, officials, and proprietors" in Chapel Hill, none were black.  And out of the 1721 "professional, technical, and kindred workers" in the town, only forty-four were black.


Like employment, housing for African Americans followed patterns of strict segregation, and opportunities were accordingly limited.  Public accommodations and education, as well, were segregated, although by this time some token desegregation had occurred.  Thus, in terms of race, Chapel Hill was like most small towns in the South in many ways.  This was the conclusion, in fact, reached by Rev. Robert Seymour, a Southern Baptist minister who arrived in Chapel Hill in 1959.  His observations confirmed the impersonal statistical evidence.  He noted that the town's liberal reputation in terms of race was "more fiction than fact:"


Culturally, the town was very southern.  The university community accepted segregation in stride and without challenge until change was forced upon it by the federal government.  Negroes lived in one section of Chapel Hill and served the campus as cooks and janitors with low wages.  Restaurants were open to whites only.  The local movie theater did not even provide a balcony for blacks.  Negroes and whites were worlds apart here, just like everywhere else in Dixie. . . . Local black public schools were so inadequate that graduates legitimately could be denied admittance to the university because they were simply unqualified.  Prejudice dictated community mores as if they were climatically controlled.  This was the South, the Old South, and this was the way Southerners lived.
 

Since black youths are the focus of this study, it is useful to note a few pertinent facts about them.  Although the 1960 census reported only sixty-eight students at Chapel Hill's all black Lincoln High School, youths from Carrboro and the surrounding countryside swelled total enrollment to around two hundred.  There were thirty-five black students at the university in the fall of 1960, of whom six were undergraduates.
  


*


What set Chapel Hill apart during the early 1960s, other than the university, was its Civil Rights Movement.  While some of North Carolina's larger cities generated more powerful movements that preceded Chapel Hill's, no other small town produced a comparable struggle.
    


The first high tide of the movement began on February 28, 1960 when a group of black high school students staged a "sitdown protest" at the Colonial Drug Store.
    The next day, seventy-five to one hundred black youths picketed in front of Colonial Drug and several other segregated businesses on West Franklin Street in the black community.  On Tuesday, March 1, the youths established a protest organization with the assistance of adult activists in the black community, several black college students, and a group of white liberals from the Community Church.  The new group, the Chapel Hill-Carrboro Committee for Racial Equality, conducted a highly organized campaign of picketing, boycotts, and negotiations for over two months.  


Protest activities were confined to the black business district on West Franklin Street where the main target, Colonial Drug, stubbornly refused to desegregate.  Two other businesses in the area, the Bus Station Grill and the Dairy Bar, removed their lunch counter stools and announced equal standup service for all.  A fourth, the Village Pharmacy, integrated its booths.  In addition, five restaurants in the white business district agreed to serve black UNC students following consultations with the Mayor's Human Relations Committee and the Chapel Hill Board of Aldermen.  Most restaurants and lunch counters, however, remained completely segregated.

  
Protest activities were already winding down when Dr. Martin Luther King visited Chapel Hill in May to speak at the university.  Enthusiasm for the protest movement had faded in the face of limited results, disagreements over how to proceed, and intimidation.  Following King's visit, all protest activities were called off, although the Committee for Racial Equality called upon citizens to continue boycotting segregated businesses.  


This first thrust of the movement was followed by an ebb that lasted nearly three years.  Segregation in Chapel Hill had proven a stubborn opponent, and civil rights efforts were forced to a lower level of activity until the spring of 1963.  


The most significant campaign during this period targeted Chapel Hill's two movie theaters.  Picketing by the Committee for Open Movies, an interracial organization led by white liberals, continued intermittently from January, 1961 until March, 1962.  The protests maintained a moderate and hopeful tone throughout, and they were ultimately successful.


Then, for over a year following the desegregation of the movies in 1962, there was no organized protest activity in Chapel Hill.  Not until April, 1963 did signs of a movement renewal disturb the village calm.


The second high tide of the Civil Rights Movement in Chapel Hill began in the spring of 1963 and persisted until the spring of 1964.  This upsurge came in two waves.


The first wave developed when Harold Foster, the leader of the black youths during the effort in 1960, joined forces with white radical college students affiliated with the Student Peace Union.  In May, these youths formed a new protest organization with widespread support from the black community and white liberals.  The new protest organization, named the Committee for Open Business (COB), challenged segregation broadly, with its main focus on public accommodations.  It employed increasingly aggressive tactics as it became clear that negotiations and voluntary approaches would not bring about complete desegregation in Chapel Hill.  From picketing the COB moved to street demonstrations, and from street demonstrations to civil disobedience.


In July, following the first large-scale arrests of demonstrators and strong criticism of civil disobedience from the governor and local media, a split developed in the COB.  Many white liberals and some of the more moderate black leadership opposed the militant tactics favored by most of the black youths and COB Chairman, Harold Foster.  In early August, 1963, the organization fell apart due to these disagreements.  This split was followed by a second ebb period of limited activity.  This ebb lasted only four months.  It was followed by the second and final wave of the new high tide.  


Although a new organization dubbed CURED (Citizens United for Racial Equality and Dignity) was formed to try to find an organizational home broad enough to accommodate all views, this effort failed.  In the fall of 1963, local black youths and their white university allies formed a chapter of CORE (the Congress on Racial Equality) with the assistance of veteran activist Floyd McKissick of Durham.  This organization was established with the express intent of leading a campaign of non-violent direct action to complete the desegregation of Chapel Hill.  Also that fall the Chapel Hill movement gained the full time assistance of Quinton Baker, leader of the NAACP Commandos and one of the most experienced youth activists in Durham.  Baker had been helping out in Chapel Hill intermittently, but now he devoted all his energies to the local effort.  In this way, activists in Chapel Hill gained a tremendous wealth of movement knowledge as well as increased contact with movement activists throughout the state.  Members of the CORE chapter in Chapel Hill rapidly developed links to movements in nearby cities and towns.  They travelled to these areas to support the local activists, and activists from around the state travelled to Chapel Hill.  


The second wave began in December, 1963.  In conjunction with the trials of demonstrators arrested in July, Chapel Hill CORE launched a campaign of massive civil disobedience.  Following two weeks of nightly sitdown protests and hundreds of arrests, a new local organization was formed to lead the movement.  The Chapel Hill Freedom Committee included the entire CORE chapter as well as a number of veteran activists from other civil rights organizations.  This organization renewed protests against segregated businesses after Christmas.  A series of violent attacks against the demonstrators and the failure of the Board of Aldermen to enact a public accommodations ordinance brought the situation to a head in mid-January.  


At this time, national CORE vowed to make Chapel Hill the focus of its work in the South if complete desegregation did not occur by February 1.  Governor Sanford offered his full support to town officials to resist "civil disorder."  Massive demonstrations in early February targeted not only segregated businesses but the entire town.  On one basketball game Saturday, traffic was brought to a standstill in Chapel Hill as hundreds of demonstrators blocked streets with their bodies.  Later in February, students at Lincoln High School went out on strike.  Nevertheless, in March, following the conviction of hundreds of demonstrators and the sentencing of nearly all the movement leaders to active jail terms, the movement died without achieving its goal of making Chapel Hill the first open city in the South.
   


*


In trying to get at the question of the origins of the movement in Chapel Hill, how it unfolded, and what it meant for the people involved, we are immediately confronted with two different and seemingly contradictory traditions of historical interpretation.  One tradition sees the movement developing primarily out of the initiative of white activists with the black community of Chapel Hill as a supporting cast.  The other tradition sees the movement developing from the initiative of local black activists.


The first historical tradition reflects the views of many white observers of the movement.  Those quoted below were engaged in journalism, business, and politics, but their viewpoint was not limited to these professions.  Nor were those who shared these views of one mind politically.  Some were liberal and sympathetic to the movement, while others were extreme conservatives committed to segregation.


John Carswell, for instance, the proprietor of the Colonial Drug Store, did not believe that the movement in Chapel Hill was an authentic expression of the feelings of local black residents.  Apparently, the FBI convinced him that the protests were the work of communist agitators from Berkeley, California.  These outsiders, Carswell believed, "picked a lot of gullible teenagers in high school. . ." to start things going, and then moved on.  Carswell's drug store was the main focus of black youths over the entire course of the Chapel Hill movement.  And yet, he seemed to maintain in a 1974 interview that the youths had no reason to target his business.  "[I] resented the fact that they would turn against me. . . ," he said, "the one that had been good to them."
 


Nor were segregationists like Carswell the only white people who believed that outsiders must have been responsible for the protests, or at least for their excesses, because black people in Chapel Hill had less reason to rebel than African Americans elsewhere.  Chapel Hill was considered by many to be the most liberal town in the South, and it had a long-standing reputation for enlightened race relations.  In particular, the University of North Carolina had become known as both the most prestigious university in the region and the most progressive, largely as the result of the leadership of Dr. Frank Porter Graham from 1930 to 1949.  Moreover, Chapel Hill appeared to be largely free of the kind of racial conflict that frequently occurred between African Americans and white workers in other communities.  Indeed, the white laboring class did not live in Chapel Hill, but rather across the tracks in Carrboro.  When protests did erupt in Chapel Hill, and particularly during the massive civil disobedience campaigns of 1963-64, many white observers asked "Why here?" 


The Chapel Hill Weekly, which had initially been sympathetic to the movement, promoted this theme in August, 1963 after the movement returned to the tactic of sitdown protests and street demonstrations.  Stating that "Chapel Hill's record of progress is unmatched by any southern town," the paper asked "Why Chapel Hill?"  At the same time the paper characterized those who led the Chapel Hill movement as individuals with "a lust for power, for revenge, or a neurotic need for martyrdom."  The paper stated that those who supported this "depraved leadership" were "pawns," and called for new leadership to step forward.
   Jim Schumaker, the editor of the Weekly, contended in 1974 that "It was a white movement.  I don't think there is any doubt about that. . . :"

There was no black leadership. . . . In nearly every march they had, there wouldn't be nearly as many blacks as whites. . . . There wouldn't have been a movement without the white leadership.
 


Collier Cobb, Jr., a prominent businessman and part owner of the Weekly, attributed the movement to "these outsiders coming in here and causing so much trouble."  He added that "they were concentrating on Chapel Hill when Chapel Hill wasn't supposed to be concentrated on."
   


Roland Giduz, whose negative vote on the Board of Aldermen doomed the attempt to gain a local public accommodations law, and whose newspaper reports interpreted the movement to the public, believed the "whole movement--the heart and soul of it--was overwhelmingly white."  In his view it was "sparked by university students" who "picked up some participation in the black community."
 

Governor Terry Sanford, a moderate Democrat, asserted that "Chapel Hill, from the time I had been a boy, had been the leader in the South, let alone the state, of advocating openness and fairness and an end to discrimination.  So of all places in the most progressive [Southern] state, that was the most progressive community."  The governor's program was voluntary compliance without federal intervention, and he believed that demonstrations in Chapel Hill, which had been the leader in voluntary compliance, sent a message to other communities that even if you tried to do the right thing "they" would not be satisfied.  He felt Chapel Hill was "a rather unlikely place of confrontation."
   And he felt the movement there was "ill-advised" because it challenged the town government and "ill-timed" because it would adversely affect the democratic primary for governor.  And he blamed all this on the "immature" leaders of the movement and the influence of national CORE officials.    


What all of these observers had in common was that they did not believe--or would not acknowledge--that the movement in Chapel Hill was motivated and guided by the needs and longings of the black community and the perseverance of local black activists.  This view, however, was not shared by black movement activists, their white university allies, or the black community itself.


Harold Foster, a black teenager from Chapel Hill, was the elected leader of both the 1960 protest organization and the COB in 1963.  In his view, the Civil Rights Movement came out of "a local spontaneity."  It was initiated in 1960 by black youths from the Pottersfield neighborhood.  

It had started out in Greensboro and had spread to other areas where there were students.  We did it strictly as a local thing, "If this is what's happenin', Jack, we better be down with what's happenin'."  Like I said, people from Pottersfield were known to be the leaders, the vanguard, and that's where we carried that right on through, even to the sit-ins.  Where we had been the leaders in football, track, the sports, and academics, so were we in the Civil Rights Movement.
 

James Brittian, another black youth from Chapel Hill, was the elected representative of the Lincoln High School students on the leadership body of the Chapel Hill Freedom Committee in 1963-64.  In his view, local black youths were the backbone of the movement.  Brittian noted that the original core of the COB was "ten whites and forty young black males," with increasing numbers of young black women becoming involved as the demonstrations progressed.
 


According to Braxton Foushee, a young black hospital worker who had grown up in Chapel Hill, "the group" from Pottersfield exercised its leadership in the movement through an informal process.  They would gather views from the various people involved in the movement and then retreat to their traditional meeting place on the Rock Wall at the corner of McDade and Cotton in the heart of Pottersfield:

At that time [1963], we had an office.  We used the old Mason Hall on the corner of Sunset Drive and Rosemary Street, which is now bein' used by Howard Lee. . . . We saw each other every day.  I mean, day in and day out. . . . We had a chance to sit and talk with people, to get different ideas, and then come right back to the Rock Wall and sit up there and say "Hey, look man, what do you think we ought to be doin'?"  And so we would finally decide what we would do, and once we had agreed to the strategy we would take, then Harold [Foster], most likely, would be relatin' it to the mass of people.  And he did nothin' to betray our ideas.
 

John Dunne and Pat Cusick, two white university students, and Quinton Baker became the most prominent public figures in the movement in the fall of 1963.  These were the "free men" who are the focus of John Ehle's book.  Yet Foushee, who participated in the movement and later became an alderman in Carrboro, contended that Dunne, Cusick, and Baker "came on the scene late in the demonstrations."
   


Although Cusick and Dunne had helped initiate the renewed protests of 1963, they knew few African Americans or white liberals at that time.  It was not until the fall of 1963, when Foster resigned from the movement leadership, that they came into greater prominence.  Foster, however, continued to live in Chapel Hill while going to work and school in Durham.  And as Cusick, Dunne, and Baker assumed more leadership of the Chapel Hill movement, Foster continued to consult with his Pottersfield friends and to exert his influence:

After I resigned, my role in the movement in Chapel Hill was behind the scenes.  Everything that was going on I was reported to on--the whole move by Cusick and them [to establish a CORE chapter].  And it boiled down to whether they should support them or not.  And I always told them, "Yes.  Support, support."  I couldn't be there, but "support."
  

For their part, Cusick and other white activists who were now part of the leadership acknowledged that it was a black, community based movement.  John Dunne contended that "in all of those marches, in all of those sit-ins and so on, between 60 and 98 percent, depending on the event and the phase of the movement, were local Chapel Hill residents who were black and had been there all their lives."  And he added, "I wasn't that movement.  I was a symbol, I played a role."
  

This outlook was also evident in Pat Cusick's description of the CORE chapter that formed in the late fall of 1963. The group was "basically under twenty-one, basically black, non-university," he said.  "It was the core of the movement from the summer which was basically Lincoln High School."  And when the Chapel Hill Freedom Committee was formed in December, "it was basically the high school students once again."  Only the name had been changed so that a few activists on the staff of national civil rights organizations other than CORE could justify staying in Chapel Hill to help out.
 

Cusick believed that despite the opposition of many white liberals and some moderate blacks, Harold Foster's power in the movement was "genuine" because "power was thrown from the bottom up."  And Cusick believed that his power in the movement, and John Dunne's, and Quinton Baker's all came from the same source:


One of the problems I had with [John Ehle's] book. . . , it's the totally wrong perspective.  It was the high school in Chapel Hill that was the movement.  And Harold was their spokesman.  And there were. . . others of us that were in the Committee. . . . But we weren't leading them.  We were their spokesmen.
  


Finally, the historical tradition that saw the movement coming from local black initiative also came from black adults in Chapel Hill who were not part of CORE or the Freedom Committee.  The editorial opinion of the Chapel Hill Weekly that blamed the continuing demonstrations on outsiders who were "professional civil rights leaders" enraged Mrs. W. P. Tolliver.  In a letter to the Weekly printed on February 16, 1964 she wrote:


Your editorial of Sunday, February 9, should be answered by one of the Negro citizens of this town--a Negro adult citizen.  


We Chapel Hill Negro citizens are not "pawns" in the hands of the professional civil rights movement.  The Negroes in Chapel Hill, as every place in the South, have been done injustice for many years--yes even in this "liberal" town and we have taken enough and can't take much more.

     
We want 100% desegregation in all of our town and we don't need Reverend Shuttlesworth to tell us that--we know that very well ourselves. . . .

   
 Yes, Chapel Hill Aldermen and Chapel Hill businessmen: Your advice to "wait a little longer"; your shunning of facing the real problems!  We are tired of your subtle and not-so-subtle discrimination in employment, in housing and in all areas of the life of this town!  Yes, "your" Negroes are fed up. . . .

    
We are happy to have the Chapel Hill Freedom Movement to take the lead in this town--or better still start the lead, but let's be realistic about the whole thing: there will be a Freedom Movement in Chapel Hill led by adult Chapel Hill Negro citizens long after Quinton Baker and John Dunne are gone--simply because this is OUR fight, this is OUR hurt, and this is OUR town.


Now tell me when will your editors and Aldermen and merchants stop and look in on what is really happening?
  

*


Some readers may have made up their minds at this point as to which of these traditions they believe.  Of those who believe the Chapel Hill movement was led by outsiders and whites, I do not ask that you discard what you know, only that you open yourself to seeing the role of these activists in a new light.  What the evidence reveals is that outside leaders empowered local black youths and represented the interests of the black community.  For these reasons they were embraced by the local community.  In every case, these outside leaders were only able to carry out their leadership roles because of the ongoing endorsement of local black youths.  


Of those who believe that the local movement developed from the striving of the black community and the leadership of local black activists, I ask openness as well.  For the Chapel Hill movement, more than most other local struggles, did rely on the skill and energy of leaders from outside the community, both black and white, and it is important to ask why this occurred and how it affected the movement. 


My view is that the Chapel Hill movement grew out of the needs of the black community and that local black activists recruited and, if necessary, trained leaders from the outside to assist them.  How this happened is the focus of my thesis.  Before proceeding, however, a word of explanation may be helpful for readers anxious to get to the story of the Chapel Hill movement in the 1960s.


To understand the role of black youths in the origins of the Chapel Hill Civil Rights Movement, it is necessary to appreciate both the legacy they built on and the history they made themselves.  To do this means that consideration of the movement itself must be put off for awhile, until the long years of preparation that gave birth to the movement have been examined, if only briefly.  


The second chapter reviews the black experience in Chapel Hill from 1793 to 1937.  There is very little known so far about individual black residents during this period, so I have included several anecdotes and a biographical sketch of Elizabeth Cotton to give a feel for black life in Chapel Hill during the early twentieth century.
   The third chapter outlines the historical dynamics of the 1937-1960 period which gave birth to the civil rights generation.  In this chapter I have tried to open some windows on how the movement actually grew out of the lives of specific individuals in Chapel Hill.


Let us move on, then, to a brief consideration of the long history of slavery in Chapel Hill, the struggle for black rights and opportunities during Reconstruction, the gradual narrowing of black freedom leading up to legalized segregation, and the gradual widening of black opportunities leading up to the revolt against Jim Crow.  In particular, let us focus, to the extent possible given the sources, on the choices made by black people in Chapel Hill, that is, on their freedom.  For African Americans fashioned their own lives out of what was possible.  They learned to appreciate their necessity, and turned their lives toward freedom.  And they forged a culture of struggle that depended as much on memory and song and stealth as on confrontation.  What could not be achieved by day might be achieved by night.  And what was beyond the reach of a single life span could be claimed by a second generation.
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