Advisory Member Yonni Chapman Targeted for Re-Examining History

"I guess we hit a nerve," was Yonni Chapman's response to the controversy

stirred up by his critical examination of the role played by Cornelia Love

Spencer at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill during

Reconstruction. A long-time GJF Advisory Member and history grad student at

UNC-Chapel Hill, Yonni had investigated and organized opposition to the

"Bell Award" given in Spencer's name to women of distinction at the

University.

Cornelia Love Spencer was widely revered as one of the few women in North

Carolina in leadership positions. She rang the bell, reopening the

University in 1871 after a five-year closing.

What Yonni found, though, about Spencer was disturbing:

· "Spencer was a prime mover in the forced closing of the University by

white supremacists in 1871.  She was a leader in the campaign to overthrow

the biracial coalition of Republicans that controlled North Carolina

politics briefly during Reconstruction.  She opposed black voting rights and

defended the Ku Klux Klan.

· "When the University reopened in 1875, the Executive Committee of the

Board of Trustees was made up of men who led the campaign of violence and

race baiting that overthrew the Reconstruction government and reversed its

democratic reforms.  Prominent among these men was William L. Saunders,

leader of the North Carolina KKK." (from publicity flyer for Bell Award

Symposium)

He joined others at the University and within the local community who formed

The Campaign for Justice and the Bell Award and called for the retiring of

the Bell Award. A spirited debate on the issue took place at a symposium

organized in October at the Center for the Study of the American South. Two

months later Chancellor James Moeser announced the retirement of the award,

in part because many outstanding women candidates were refusing to accept it

because of the taint of slavery.

However, only a few days later, Chancellor Moeser rescinded his decision

after meeting with irate members of Spencer's family, now directors of the

Martha and Spencer Love Foundation, a major contributor to the University.

One of the directors, great grandson Charles Love, is CEO of Burlington

Industries, a major textile corporation in North Carolina.

Under threats that the Foundation would direct its money elsewhere, Moeser

has apologized to the family and appointed a committee to deal with the

Spencer legacy.

Meanwhile, the Campaign for Justice and the Bell Award was featured on the

website Stormfront.org, posted by the violent right-wing group the National

Alliance. One member posted his picture, another stated that, "He should be

treated as a traitor and swiftly executed."

The connection between the white supremacy of the past and the present

right-wing threat is not lost on the committee. At present local police are

refusing to prosecute and are treating the threat as "protected speech."
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