Dr. John K. Chapman a.k.a. Yonni

Correspondent Rebekah L. Cowell

Hook?

Living in a quiet house off of Martin Luther King Road Jr. Blvd., with two large black lab-mix dogs, Boo and Bubba to keep an eye on things, Dr. John K. Chapman, or as his friends call him, Yonni, is winding up a meeting with C.J. Suitt of Sacrificial Poets. The room is lined with bookshelves that house historical non-fiction books on the Civil Rights Movement and many other social justice struggles. Chapman receives the next generation of freedom movement organizers and activist academics in a simple living area, as his health keeps him close to home. Finishing his conversation with Suitt, Chapman hands me a rare book to keep me busy, “The Free Men” by John Ehle, a first hand account of the Chapel Hill civil rights movement.

Chapman is one of the foremost leaders in documenting Chapel Hill's racial justice struggles. Chapman He is chair of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro NAACP History Committee and is a member of the Town of Chapel Hill's Sustainability Committee, focusing on social justice. and Chapel Hill-Carrboro's NAACP History Committee chair. In 1995, he earned a master’s degree in history from UNC. He titled his thesis, “Second Generation: Black Youth and the Origins of the Chapel Hill Civil Rights Movement.” Building on this work, he discovered and documented the struggles of black workers at UNC in his dissertation, “Black Freedom and the University of North Carolina, 1793-1960.”  For the past fifteen years, he has been a leader on campus and in the community challenging institutional racism, fighting for labor rights, environmental justice, and honest history and commemoration.
Despite his devotion to research, writing, and grassroots organizing, Chapman says the most important thing to him is strengthening relationships with his children and friends. He has two daughters in graduate school at Carolina, Sandi and Joyce, and a stepdaughter in New York, Naimah. Chapman stays in touch with friends from high school, graduate school, and long-time friends in the activist community. Still, this interview is about Chapman’s political development and social justice work, so that is what we discuss.

As a white man who has with a Harvard degree, Chapman has forged an uncommonly close bond with the black community of Orange County, serving first as a grassroots organizer before becoming an academic historian. His 2006 dissertation, Black Freedom and the University of North Carolina 1793-1960, published in 2006, has been implemented is used in university history classes, the local public schools, and by the state NAACP. It stands as a 200+ page document to further future racial justice research and organizing. 

Dr. Sherryl Kleinman, faculty member of UNC's Department of Sociology calls Chapman a forbearer of truth. “He [Chapman] brings historical truth to UNC, Chapel Hill and the Town not only by documenting racism, but also by bringing people together to recognize and celebrate the contributions of black people.” His leadership of a campaign from 2002-2005 for a “moratorium and dialogue” on the Cornelia Phillips Spencer Bell Award and the university’s 19th century support for “white supremacy,” resulted in the retirement of the Bell Award and its replacement with three Chancellor’s awards for the “advancement of women.” Chapman’s research demonstrated that Cornelia Phillips Spencer, though a beloved university icon and an advocate of higher education for white women, was instrumental in the white supremacy campaign that overthrew bi-racial Radical Reconstruction in the 1870s and forced the university to close until 1875. The Campaign for a Moratorium and Dialogue prodded Chancellor Moeser to call for the first public discussion about the university’s historical involvement with slavery, 19th century white supremacy, and Jim Crow. Sherryl Kleinman (?) said, “He changed forever the way we think about the university and the racial justice challenges we face today.” (check with her to see if something like this is ok—someone told me she said this)
Chapman was born to an impoverished unwed mother in California, but grew up in affluent Shaker Heights, Ohio. A middle aged, well to do couple adopted him at the age of eleven months in 1948. He was adopted at the age of eleven months old by a middle-aged couple. “There were no black people living in my neighborhood,” he said, unless you counted the service workers. although black maids, cooks, and yardmen worked in private homes every day.” Chapman recalls vividly, “Every morning, the trolley coming in from Cleveland would have a whole line of service workers get off: maids, butlers and cooks, who would then pass the white businessmen with briefcases who were leaving Shaker Heights to go to Cleveland, on that same trolley.”

Chapman calls his childhood privileged. He also says thinks being abandoned given up for adoption by his teenage mother as a young toddler, demanded of him to that he protest unjust authority from his gut. The efforts of his outspoken, powerful mother to make him conform to her standards had the same effect. “I had a need to be in control, and to question,” he said. 

By ninth grade (1961-62), Chapman was beginning to take note of the Civil Rights Movement and the southern sit-ins by black youth. Hearing stereotypical slurs from his parents at the dinner table, Chapman recalls thinking that the community he and his parents were a part of was prejudiced. 

Chapman asked his parents to let him go to Mississippi during the summer of 1964 to work with civil rights organizers. “My mother was very upset,” said Chapman, “so to counteract that request she arranged a dozen kids like myself from similar backgrounds (Episcopal Youth Group), to go to South Dakota to work on the Standing Rock Indian Reservation.” 

In those six weeks on the Sioux reservation, Chapman says he learned about oppression and paternalism. “I saw hostility from the Indian youth our age,” he said, “which at first I didn't understand, but soon learned it was because we were patronizing them with our do-gooding do-gooder attitudes.”

Raised with his mother's maximum “noblesse oblige,” or the responsibility of helping those “less fortunate,” Chapman witnessed firsthand the importance of grassroots work to right wrongs versus writing a check for charity. Chapman went back home that summer with “a deep anger.”

“I felt I had been lied too by everyone about history and about the hypocrisy our government practiced at home and abroad.

Graduating in 1965, Chapman headed to Harvard where he earned his degree in History. “I believed that this skill [History] would help me make the world a better place.” In Chapman's senior year, he became involved in Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), a student organization tackling current issues, including the Vietnam War and University Expansion, i.e. Harvard’s gentrification of nearby working class communities of color.

Influenced by the message, “workers as the leading force for change,” Chapman took a job in the Harvard kitchens in 1969 to build a “worker-student alliance,” turning down an offer to teach at an elite private school. “I was learning what things look like from the point of workers and how to put myself in their shoes.”

From the Harvard kitchens, Chapman went to Atlanta, Georgia where he attended the Atlanta Area Technical School. “My goal was to organize workers for racial justice and labor rights,” he said. “To do that, I had to be a grassroots organizer with some type of service job.”

Armed with technical training, Chapman chose Chapel Hill in 1975 as his next point along the journey.

“I worked at North Carolina Memorial Hospital as a Certified Laboratory Assistant for ten years,” he said. While there, Chapman was integrated into  developed solidarity with the Chapel Hill black community, as he joined grassroots organizing efforts and advocated employee rights as a chair of the Employees Forum at Memorial Hospital and took down oral histories from elderly community members.

“The way institutional racism worked in this “Southern Part of Heaven,” said Chapman, “was astonishing.” Chapman recalls becoming especially disturbed when he read coffee table books about the “Light on the Hill” that didn't present an accurate or respectful historical accounts of the civil rights struggles movement in Chapel Hill, the university’s part in Jim Crow, and black accomplishments and struggles. “Nothing was being done to recover the history of the black community in Chapel Hill and at the University.”

As an historian, Yonni says history is an important force in understanding how the injustices we face today developed historically. what the problems where and how they developed, He chose to go back into the field of academics, this time to research records and oral histories to create an accurate account for Chapel Hill's black community.

He received his Masters in History from UNC in 1995, writing an extensive account of the Chapel Hill civil rights movement from the point of view of the black youth leaders. “The '90s was a decade of resurgence of black activism on campus,” said Chapman, who played a key role in the UNC Housekeepers Association's case (The cases three principle goals: higher wages, fairer treatment, and beneficial training programs).  “Yonni's [Chapman] greatest contribution to our case was figuring out the legal and historical argument,” said civil rights and NAACP lawyer Al McSurely. Chapman's diligent research in the university archives had uncovered years of injustices to university service workers and it was his deposition that led the university to settle out of court. “Yonni's great contribution to the black community has been to uncover their stories,” said McSurely. “He's presented their history to the public and the university, whether appreciated or not, and learning these facts goes a long way to opening better communication between the races.”

“Surely most history professors are committed to the idea that studying the past is important to understanding the present and even shaping the future,” said Sally Greene, Chapel Hill town councilwoman. “Yonni [Chapman] takes this premise directly to the community. Yonni believes--more strongly than perhaps anyone I know—that meaningful social change cannot be sustained without a solid understanding of historical precedent.”

Chapman's goal is to change  bend the institutional culture at the university and throughout the community toward justice, a long, step by step struggle led by black workers, social justice organizations, and activist academics, like himself, that he believes has begun to bear fruit.  omething he believes he and students, workers, and historians have begun to do. 

“Yonni was central in organizing a day of events to commemorate the Freedom Riders of 1947, and in having a marker established in Chapel Hill to recognize those who refused to ride Jim Crow,” said Kleinman. “The Freedom Rider marker is the only marker that really acknowledges that there was Jim Crow in Chapel Hill and that there was biracial resistance,” said Chapman. He who believes the marker campaign will lead to other public acknowledgments of the civil rights movement here racial justice struggles. 

Chapman has encouraged the NAACP History Committee and a broad range of social justice groups to organize more extensive efforts to promote black history and commemoration at UNC, in Chapel Hill, and throughout the public schools. Chapman says a more comprehensive effort is needed, now that the first steps—retiring the Bell Award and erecting the Freedom Rider marker—have established movement building models and relationships. He calls this a “truth, justice, and community reconciliation” strategy. To achieve a just and sustainable community, Chapman believes, “the truth of injustice and freedom struggle must be acknowledged; serious restorative justice measures must be undertaken; and community reconciliation must be embraced. There can be no lasting peace without justice.”

In the public schools, Chapman believes, leadership must acknowledge the injustice in the way local authorities implemented desegregation. As throughout North Carolina, this process destroyed historically black institutions, decimated black educational leadership, and replaced the nurturing cultural and educational environment of the black public schools with a white, racially hostile regime. One way to promote quality education for all, Chapman believes, is to bring the culture and educational wisdom of Lincoln High School back into the public schools through honest local history in the curriculum and extensive commemoration of the achievements of black public education throughout the school system.

Also, Chapman hopes to see a broad campaign at UNC to acknowledge the university’s role in slavery, white supremacy, and Jim Crow, including commemorations of the Lenoir Cafeteria workers’ 1969 strikes, the struggle of black Chapel Hill workers and white UNC academics who fought the white supremacy movements of the 19th century, the black and white organizers of the CIO union at UNC in the 1940s, the 1967 Black Student Movement’s “22 Demands,” and the struggle of for a freestanding Black Cultural Center in the 1990s. (maybe this underlined section could be printed as an opinion column in the News on the same day as your sketch. It could be the hook?)
Looking forward, Chapman is working primarily through the NAACP’s History Committee. Our next project, he thinks, “will be a coalition effort to gain a civil rights memorial for Chapel Hill and a comprehensive program of black history and commemoration on campus, in the public schools, and in the town. 

He continues  to be an active member of the town's Sustainability Committee. “Through the language of sustainability, I'm working on creating more understanding in the broad Chapel Hill community about social justice, and the black community. Many people are beginning to understand that the world views social justice as one of the three foundations of sustainability, along with ensuring environmental integrity and sustainable economic development. This is written into the mission and policies governing the Chapel Hill Sustainability Committee, but it is difficult to implement because hierarchical power relations breed institutional injustice.”

As Chapman passes the torch politically and academically, he works hard to ensure that the lessons he’s learned from forty years of social justice experience are accessible to future generations. He invites many young people and other friends in the community into his home for long talks. Mostly, Chapman receives endless students into his home, as he passes the guard torch. “I have to pass on information in a way so that people can carry this work on,” he said. A relentless task that does not end with commemorative markers. 
Comments by yc:

1. I like your writing and the way you approach this sketch. Although I’ve made extensive edits, this doesn’t imply disappointment, criticism, or disapproval. I’ve tried to do two things: create a guide to what I think is important and suggest the kind of precise political wording that I try to use. For instance, I always try to make very clear that the leading and most critical work of challenging institutional racism over many years has been the achievement of black community, labor, and student organizations. This has to be emphasized, even in a sketch about me, because our cultural glorifies the contributions of exceptional individuals and white people, generally. What I’ve done is important in new and unique ways. I could never have played my specialized activist/academic part if it had not been for the foundation laying and ongoing work of organizations like the Housekeepers Movement, the Black Student Movement, RENA/CEER, the NAACP, and others.

2. As a movement builder, I’d like the article to concretely advance the social justice agenda in our community. 

3. I do have a focus on young people, but I don’t really have a steady stream of “students” coming to my house. CJ is a local black youth and I have many visitors who are different ages.

4. “Civil rights” is a misnomer for the struggle today. We have civil rights; we don’t have justice. I don’t focus on “civil rights,” although that was the focus of my thesis. Some academics today use the phrase “the long civil rights movement” to encompass racial justice struggles before and after the early sixties. It’s good to widen the focus, but “civil rights” is a narrow and misleading term.

5. Although we’re focusing on my political development, work, and vision, I would prefer not to come across as a narrow political activist. Family, friends, community, doogies, nature photography, woodworking, and my health struggles are all central to my life. The personal is political.

6. It may be very important to have a “hook” at the beginning of your article. Why should readers who don’t know me want to learn about me? I have thought of a couple of ideas, but I’m not sure. One idea is to cite a series of significant developments in which I’ve played a major role—the university’s settlement with the Housekeepers Movement in 1996, the anti-Klan decoration of Saunders Hall in 1999?, the retirement of the Bell Award and resulting honest history efforts—UNC’s Virtual Museum, courses at UNC about local black history, etc., the Freedom Rider state highway marker and heightened interest in recovering and honoring local black history, the vote of the Sustainability Committee to recommend that the town suggest to UNC that it offer a site at Carolina North for the county Waste Transfer Station. Who is this guy who has had a hand in so many significant social justice issues and who seems to have a lot of respect and influence with black grassroots leaders as well as members of the Town Council? How did this unusual leader develop? What can we expect next from him and his co-workers?

7. So, you wrote a good rough draft. I edited it and made it much longer. Do you think you can distill this down to 400 words, replacing my words with your language, and keeping what’s most important? In any case, this can be a guide to my perspective in whatever you do. I like and respect your perspective, but you’ve asked for my priorities and views. 

8. Oh, and I meant to mention that all of your sources are white, so far. That’s misleading and I hope you can work in some quotes from Nate Davis, Michelle Laws, CJ, Reg Hildebrand, or Fred Battle.

9. What about a small picture?

10. Note my idea for an Opinion column the same day.

