Statewide significance of events in Chapel Hill


The physical assaults, arrests, and subsequent trials and sentencing of the Freedom Riders in Chapel Hill focused statewide and national attention on the Freedom Rides and the tactic of non-violent non-cooperation. 


In Chapel Hill, the Freedom Ride sparked widespread debate about Jim Crow, normally a subject not discussed openly. The organizing to prepare for the Freedom Rides and the organizing subsequent to the Chapel Hill incident nurtured a growing liberal interracial movement in the community and on campus. In particular, Rev. Charles Jones was raised to prominence and was able to use his position to organize for racial justice in the years ahead. This helped create a white base of support for the civil rights movement of the 1960s in Chapel Hill and throughout the state.


Because the Freedom Ride was part of an effort to challenge Jim Crow throughout the Upper South, the Chapel Hill incident cannot be evaluated in isolation from the larger campaign. Although the Chapel Hill incident was the spark that ignited statewide debate about the Freedom Ride and Jim Crow, it gained much of its power as an issue from the fact that it was part of a larger movement.  In Chapel Hill, the Freedom Ride galvanized active support in the white liberal community while provoking segregationists to show their true colors. In other communities with large black populations, Freedom Rides galvanized debate within the black community and nurtured active support for challenging Jim Crow by non-violent direct action rather than simply through the courts. In these ways, the Journey of Reconciliation helped prepare the way for the non-violent movement of the 1960s. In fact, the 1947 Freedom Rides provided a direct blueprint for the far larger Freedom Ride campaign of 1961.


Finally, the incident in Chapel Hill resulted in the arrest and sentencing of several Freedom Riders, including Bayard Rustin, one of the most prominent leaders of the 1960s civil rights movement. Rustin chose to serve his time on a North Carolina chain gang. As a result of the reports he wrote about North Carolina prisons and the chain gang, North Carolina’s chain gang was abolished and the prison system reformed.

