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Preface

 


This book's title, 27 Views of Durham,
is only a slight exaggeration—in fact, you'll find
twenty-eight (instead of twenty-seven) perspectives of life
in the much-storied Bull City. The views span neighborhoods,
decades and generations, racial and cultural experiences, to create
a sense of place.

Some of the views herein celebrate the city;
others its grit. Some views expose its complicated past; others its
still complicated present. Some shine a lens on a community
evolving; some focus on the price of that change; others zero in on
the imperative of change.

27 Views of Durham is not a guide in
any traditional sense. It is more a literary montage: a composite
created from a variety of genres—fiction, essays, poems, an oral
history, even a Durham anthem. Our hope is that the book gives
readers insight into life in Durham today and in the past, and into
how twenty-eight of its inhabitants think about their
home.

 


—Elizabeth Woodman

Eno Publishers

 


 


 


​ Introduction

 


Steve Schewel

 


Durham’s greatest writer died last year having
written precious little about Durham. Born in a small town in
eastern North Carolina, Reynolds Price came to Duke as an
undergraduate, earned a Rhodes Scholarship at Oxford, and returned
to live, teach, and write for half a century. He wrote thirty-eight
books in all—novels, memoirs, plays, essay collections, short
stories, poems, children's books, theology, meditations on the
writer’s craft, and reflections on the spinal cancer that left him
wheelchair-bound for the last years of his life.

Forty years ago, as a Duke sophomore from a
small Southern town myself, I was lucky enough to take a class on
John Milton from Mr. Price. Just to hear him read from Paradise
Lost in his deep, resonant voice was reason enough to be there.
I remember my dismay when he wrote “too flowery” in the margin of
one of my essays. Otherwise, I hid in the back of the class,
squeezed out a “B,” and worshipped him silently from
afar.

So imagine my happy surprise over the years
when he acknowledged me, spoke to me with interest, and recommended
me for graduate school and even the Rhodes (I didn’t come close),
or when he hailed me loudly across campus or outside the Regulator
Bookshop from his wheelchair. Mr. Price insisted I call him
“Reynolds,” but I never did. As a Southern boy raised to respect my
elder and betters, I never could.

Everyone in Durham who read fiction knew
Reynolds Price was here in our midst, a great writer and a good
man. It seems fitting to introduce this collection, 27 Views of
Durham, by remembering him, though ironically he wrote little
about his adopted hometown. Mr. Price set his best novels, Kate
Vaiden and the Rosacoke Mustian cycle, in the eastern North
Carolina of his childhood and still others in England and Eden and
Greensboro and Galilee.

Mr. Price is hardly alone in this literary
neglect of our city. With notable exceptions such as Lewis Shiner,
Carl Kenney, and Katy Munger, few writers have published fiction
set in Durham. Ernest Seeman is also among those exceptions, and it
took him thirty-seven years to complete his novel.

Seeman wrote what could be called the
definitive twentieth-century Durham story. Born and raised in
Durham, Seeman became head of Duke University Press in the 1920s
and was known for his radical views and sympathy for labor. That
worked out well for him until the great General Strike of 1934, the
largest labor action in American history, swept the South. Hundreds
of thousands of textile workers walked the picket lines from
Alabama to Virginia on behalf of restored wages, better working
conditions, and the forty-hour workweek. In Durham, more than 7,000
textile workers went out on strike, pouring from factories like
Golden Belt and Erwin Mills and parading down Main
Street.

At Duke, a group of students lit bonfires to
support the strikers and wrote a satire lampooning the factory
owners and their allies at the university. When Ernest Seeman came
to the students’ defense, the university administration gave him
the sack.

So Seeman left town and eventually landed in a
cabin in Tennessee where he began work on his Durham novel. At age
ninety-one, he finally handed his 700-page manuscript over to his
editor, who chopped it in half and got it published as American
Gold, its name evoking brightleaf tobacco and the fortunes it
spawned.

The truth is that American Gold isn’t
so much a novel as a series of vignettes, vivid portraits of poor
country folks, black and white, and exotic outsiders, lured in and
chewed up by the tobacco and textile machines of Durham in its
Gilded Age.

At the end of the book, greed and the tobacco
factories’ “enchanted machines” themselves triumph over human
decency. Still, Seeman’s autobiographical hero can’t help
himself—“his love for his home town was as futile as the blind
unreasoning attachment of parents for a mindless and degenerate
child.”

Like Ernest Seeman, many writers today see
Durham from the bottom up, and they can’t help themselves either.
They love this place. Essayist Pierce Freelon writes in this volume
about returning to his native Durham with his young family, "I
earned the dual privilege of being both a Durham explorer and
ambassador."

Durham isn’t quiet. The city that Seeman
described as “gibbering, sobbing, crooning, shrieking, rattling” is
still and always with us. It doesn’t give a moment’s peace. This
can be taken quite literally. Just read Pam Spaulding's vignettes
in "Boom"—the thud of the wrecking ball, tearing down one mall to
put up another, and the crash of box trucks that regularly fail to
clear the top of the downtown train trestle. Maybe the noise
explains why there are more novelists living right now in one
quiet, bucolic square mile of nearby Hillsborough than Durham has
produced in its history.

While few have captured Durham in fiction, our
city attracts more than its share of journalists and bloggers,
essayists and advocates, historians and slam poets. They embrace
the clang and clamor. They want to argue, to proclaim, to laugh out
loud, to write late into the night, slouching blear-eyed toward
their word-counts and deadlines.

True, the sweet rum smell of toasting tobacco
no longer hangs in the air downtown, as it did for more than a
century. The factory machines aren’t clanging anymore. Now our
writers take their arguments to Durham’s new farm-to-table
restaurants. They have their pick of fair-trade coffee shops when
they look to settle in someplace with their laptops. They harangue
each other at a food truck rodeo or over a local craft
brew.

Last year Bon Appetit called Durham
America’s “foodiest” small town, and the Daily Beast named
it the “most tolerant” city in the nation. Both Black
Enterprise and Money Magazine listed it as the number
one place to retire in America. Recently Forbes said Durham
was the best mid-sized city for jobs, and Businessweek cited
Durham as the third best city in America to ride out the
recession.

Notwithstanding the surprising emergence of
Durham as a cool place to live, our writers

know that just over the centerfield fence at
the gorgeous Durham Bulls Athletic Park, right next to the striking
and popular Durham Performing Arts Center, loom the spanking new
courthouse and the massive phalanx of the jail, as Dawn Baumgartner
Vaughan writes in the opening of her essay, "Durham,
Unvarnished."

Juxtaposed with the cool is the persistent
reality, present and past, of poverty and discrimination. Here is
one measure that isn’t advertised by the Chamber of Commerce: Urban
futurist Richard Florida recently ranked cities according to their
wage inequality, and Durham came in fifth in the nation. White
flight is resegregating Durham’s public schools. One quarter of
Durham’s children live in poverty. Neighborhoods east and south of
downtown are filled with boarded-up houses and vacant
lots.

Like Ernest Seeman before them, our writers
love their city but refuse to flinch from its reality. Among the
27 Views, Carl Kenney’s story is most emblematic of Durham’s
double nature. He writes of a cozy coffee shop on a cold winter’s
day, a prosperous but stricken community waiting anxiously for a
friend—a homeless man—to come in from the streets alive.

Jim Wise writes in these pages of Durham’s
repetitive history of sheer foolishness and the failed attempts to
break that pattern. But he isn’t disheartened by the failures.
Rather he defends the effort. “In Durham,” he writes, “civic life
is a participant sport and everybody's eligible to play. And
welcome too.”

The folks who make up “everybody” in Durham
are changing all the time. In American Gold, when the
tobacco magnates need laborers with “clever hands” to roll
cigarettes, they bring “a big cargo of Jew hands—Russkies . . .
little gnomish chattery women with their funny boots and soutached
garments . . . who could lick the brown cigarette papers” faster
than anybody. The influx of Jews struck fear in those concerned
about the “twin pillars of world stability—southern womanhood and
white supremacy.” Seeman writes that to the town’s “pure and sacred
Anglo-Saxon soil came the Jew’s fears, the Jew’s wit and wisdom. To
the sordid social silt of East Stogie Street arrived the Yiddish
newspapers, the battered old silk hats and long greasy beards, and
wild unworldly eyes of the rabbis. . . . The ringing singings of
the Jewish anthem and the fervent Asiatic chantings and wailings."
Then come the “the smart set” cracking “kike jokes” and the
“age-old Shylock slanders and sucking-the-blood-of-Gentile-babies
vilifications.”

I came to Duke as an undergraduate in 1969
under what I now know to have been a “Jewish quota.” But today
Durham has a large, growing, and well-educated Jewish community,
two vibrant congregations, and a sleek new Jewish Community Center.
Durham’s Jews live in a city that longtime Mayor Bill Bell likes to
describe with pride as a “city without a majority.” That is, with
the influx of Hispanic and Asian residents, neither Durham’s white
nor black citizens make up a majority of the population.

While Durham’s Jewish community may be
prospering far from East Stogie Street, another group of immigrant
laborers has followed them to Durham a hundred years later. These
are the immigrants from Latin America, many of them undocumented,
who have traveled to Durham fleeing poverty in their own country in
pursuit of a better life, such as the family Rodrigo Dorfman writes
about in his essay, "El Nuevo South."

One quarter of the kindergartners in Durham
Public Schools now speak Spanish as their first language, and in
some schools that number is as high as 50 percent. These children
and their families are learning to make their way in a difficult
new world. The adults may be working atop the scaffolding, putting
the finishing touches on the brand new courthouse, or working in
the kitchens of the fabulous downtown restaurants. Most do not yet
partake of the “participant sport” of Durham’s civic life—but that
time is coming.

It has already come for the most
internationally acclaimed writer living in Durham, Ariel
Dorfman—playwright, poet, memoirist, and novelist, as celebrated
for his human rights activism as for his writing. The descendant of
European Jewish immigrants to South America, Dorfman as a young man
worked in the administration of Chile’s socialist president,
Salvador Allende. When Chilean generals backed by the CIA overthrew
the Allende government, Dorfman was forced into exile, and since
1985 he has been a professor at Duke. His themes are tyranny,
torture, exile—and how to fight against them.

Like other recent Hispanic immigrants to
Durham, Ariel Dorfman had to navigate the world in two languages.
For him, Durham is “the place where my English and Spanish cease to
war with each other.” Like other writers in these pages, he argues,
cajoles, confronts, wrangles, runs toward the action on the street
and not away from it—a quintessentially Durham trait. Here is how
Dorfman describes Durham in a phrase: “Home at last.”

While Dorfman had to flee his home to find a
new one in Durham, another distinguished writer and activist, Pauli
Murray (1910–1985), had to flee Durham to find her voice and her
future. As a young African American girl growing up in the West
End, she felt the bitter sting of racism visited daily upon her
capable, educated family. Determined to fight back, she graduated
from Hillside High School in 1926 and left for New York to attend
Hunter College. In 1938, she applied to law school at the
University of North Carolina with the support of the NAACP, but was
turned down because of her race. She went on to graduate from law
school at Howard, the only woman in her class and the only graduate
to receive a prestigious fellowship to Harvard—only to be rejected
by that university, this time because of her gender. She became a
cofounder of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), a friend and
colleague of Eleanor Roosevelt and Thurgood Marshall, and a leading
legal scholar for the civil rights movement. An early feminist, in
1977, at the age of sixty-seven, she became the first African
American woman ordained as a priest in the Episcopal
church.

It is in her 1956 memoir, Proud Shoes: The
Story of an American Family, that this remarkable woman comes
to terms with her Durham childhood. The book turns on the death of
her grandfather, the family patriarch, in 1919. Young Pauli’s
response to this event serves as a Durham writer’s reminder of the
ever-present hard truths beneath our city’s prosperous new cool—and
a reminder, too, that in Durham people have always fought
back.

Murray’s grandfather was buried in the family
plot behind their home, separated only by an iron fence from the
white Maplewood Cemetery where many of the dead were Confederate
soldiers. Murray writes that “every Memorial Day or Decoration Day,
the cemetery hillside was dotted with cross-barred Confederate
flags. As a Union veteran, Grandfather was entitled to a United
States flag for his grave, so every May I walked proudly through a
field of Confederate flags hugging my gold-pointed replica of Old
Glory . . . and planted it at the head of Grandfather’s grave.” She
continues:

 


This solitary American flag just outside the
iron fence which separated it from the Confederate banners waving
on the other side was an act of hunger and defiance. . . . It bore
mute testimony to the irrefutable fact that I was an American and
it helped to negate in my mind the signs and symbols of inferiority
and apartness. . . . It was only a few feet from the main highway
between Durham and Chapel Hill. I wanted the white people who drove
by to be sure to see this banner and me standing by it. Whatever
else they denied me, they could not take from me this right and the
undiminished stature it gave me. For there at least at
Grandfather’s grave with the American flag in my hands, I could
stand very tall and in proud shoes.

 


On November 20, 2011, Pauli Murray’s one
hundred and first birthday, Mayor Bell proclaimed Pauli Murray Day
in Durham, and the community unveiled a state historical marker
near the spot where she stood as a child in her proud shoes. The
marker memorializes the achievements of one of Durham’s most
accomplished daughters, an exceptional activist on the national
stage and a writer who reveals a harsh, critical chapter in
Durham’s past.

The inequalities of race and gender that Pauli
Murray faced down are still with us, if diminished by the ongoing
struggles of the civil rights and women’s movements. In 2012,
Durhamites faced down another inequality—the vote on Amendment One
which proposed a state constitutional ban on the marriage of
same-sex couples. While more than 60 percent of North Carolina
voters approved it, the amendment suffered a crushing defeat in
Durham where seven in ten voters opposed it, a margin of nearly
30,000 voters. As journalist Barry Yeoman, a gay man, writes in
these pages, living in Durham during the Amendment One battle was
“the redemptive aspect of this struggle,” a redemption that Pauli
Murray surely would have appreciated.

Yeoman writes of Durham, “I have never seen a
community mount such a forceful, unified, creative response to a
collective threat. I have never had so many neighbors tell me,
'Your battle is mine too.' The results of that Tuesday's election
might solidify the sense of otherness with which I view my state
and country. But my patriotism to my city has never been
stronger.”

Welcome to 27 Views of Durham. In these
pages you’ll find plenty of people standing tall in proud
shoes.

 


—Steve Schewel

Spring 2012

 


Steve Schewel is cofounder and
president of the award-winning Independent Weekly. He is a
writer and visiting assistant professor at the Sanford School of
Public Policy at Duke University. He is a member of the Durham City
Council and past member of the Durham board of education. A
longtime youth soccer coach, he is an avid runner and reader, and
fancies himself a pretty good cook.
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​ A
Sense of Place

 


Jim Wise

 


Our fifteen-year-old had just come home after
two weeks at camp in the mountains, and her eye happened to fall
upon that morning's paper.

—They’re still arguing about
that stupid flag?!!

And who says Generation Y doesn't attend to
current events?

Fatherly pride aside, yes, it was 1998 and
they were still arguing about that flag—they being the
Durham City Council and that flag a 600-square-foot
Star-Spangled Banner that, flying high above a restaurant from a
seventy-foot pole, got ticketed for two counts of flaunting the new
sign ordinance.

This had been going on almost a year. They
were still arguing. The argument showed no sign of ending,
and, indeed, it would go on to unintended consequences, not so much
for flags as for the city council. And therein lies an illustrative
tale about our bully, gritty, and quirky hometown where tolerance
(we're willing to put up with a lot) is prized but, still, has its
limits.

What was going on was this:

In July 1997, city authorities told the
restaurant manager his flag was ten times bigger and thirty feet
higher than what the law allowed. When he refused to become
law-abiding, he got a $25 fine and complained to a council member,
who complained to a committee, which concluded it would not change
the ordinance just to accommodate Old Glory, and in no time at all
the city's sleuths had cited three more flag-waving institutions.
Veterans and other folk as well were becoming upset.

At this point, the rest of the city council
members chimed in. There were thirteen of them, so there was a
great deal of chiming to do, and it took some time to let every
voice be heard, which is very important in Durham sometimes, like
when an election is coming up, which is every year for something or
another. Two months after the issue came to light, with flags
furled, the council voted to leave the law as it was.

The sign ordinance had been enacted nine years
earlier to keep Durham beautiful, but many citizens felt that a law
meant to curb billboards had no business with the American flag.
The council's thorough debate and eventual vote had kept the sign
ordinance in the public mind and the letters-to-the-editor columns,
where it remained through the fall election as candidates of all
persuasions covered their rhetorical chests, not to mention their
rear ends, with affirmations of their deep-felt
patriotism.

While that was going on, another diligent
civil servant spotted another sort of sign scofflaw: a plastic cow
that had, since 1963, stood atop a suburban convenience store on
Chapel Hill Road. The store was best known, of course, as the “Cow
Store.” It seemed that the ordinance outlawed signs on top of
places of business, but those already standing when the law took
effect got a ten-year reprieve that was just about to run out.
Looking ahead, city planners had some interns out taking names and
pictures of non-compliants soon to be.

With Save the Cow a ringing refrain, the city
council duly took the cow under consideration along with the flag
and carried both into the new year. In February, the city created a
subcommittee to talk about the sign ordinance. In May, with one
rogue councilman’s encouragement, the restaurant where the flag
flap began defied the law and raised its banner again. The
restaurant was fined $200 and the manager lowered the flag again. A
month later, the subcommittee that the council formed recommended
an ordinance amendment to exempt the U.S. flag. The council voted
against it.

The council did, however, approve an amendment
that let the plastic cow remain in place as a local historic
landmark. The owner, however, was notified that his sign beside the
street was three feet too high.

On Flag Day, June 14, the restaurant broke the
law again and was fined $300. Then the Veterans of Foreign Wars,
American Legion, Military Order of the Purple Heart, and Marine
Corps League told City Hall they were going to raise an illegal
flag of their own as a symbol of solidarity (the ordinance didn't
say anything about solidarity) at the American Legion Post, and if
the city did anything about it they would sue for a violation of
the First Amendment.

Undaunted, the city wrote the American Legion
a ticket; the Legion made a federal case of it. Then an alert
citizen discovered that the flagpole atop the city’s tallest
building and most of those on public school grounds were too big,
too.

So was the one at City Hall itself.

This was about the time our fifteen-year-old
got home from camp.

A year after the whole mess had begun, the
city council finally got the message and let flags fly up to 260
square feet and flagpoles stand up to seventy. But while public
attention had been riveted on the flag flap and cow controversy,
the city council had voted itself a 37 percent pay raise, and once
the public caught on, it got upset about that, too. Perhaps with
visions of torch- and pitchfork-bearing peasants dancing in their
heads, the City Hall Thirteen reduced their raise to nine percent,
but it was too little and too late. The elected leadership had
dithered over flags and cows while dope was dealt, potholes
proliferated, and Raleigh Realtors recited the latest reasons why
clients new to the area would never want to live in
Durham.

Understand, this was not the first act of
theatrical absurdity to which the city had treated taxpayers in
recent memory. There had been loans to nonexistent small
businesses; an investment in high-tech garbage trucks that proved
an expensive lesson in
the-more-you-add-on-the-more-there-is-to-go-wrong; an interminable
indecision on what to do when the city dump ran out of room; a
consultant paid to assess whether city employees were sufficiently
sensitive—all just went to show that any time Durham put its
official best foot forward there was plenty of ammunition to shoot
it with and somebody was locked and loaded.

Before the sign ordinance was even written,
one local worthy pointed out that Durham had a big, tall water
tower in full view of the freeway coming into town from the
airport, and figured there ought to be some expression of civic
pride up there to let incomers know just where they
were.

But of course! said the booster set, so the
City Hall Thirteen took up the cause. They talked and thought and
thought and talked some more, week after week.

What should Durham have to say? “Welcome to
Durham”? “Welcome to Durham, North Carolina”? “Enter at Your Own
Risk”?

And what about the color scheme? Should it be
Duke blue on white, white on Duke blue, North Carolina Central
University maroon on gray, or vice versa? Durham Bulls orange and
blue? All-American red, white, and blue? After due diligence, the
municipal parents opted for “Welcome to Durham” in blue, using the
New Gothic Bold type style, but then some Bull citizens objected
that there was no mention of “City of Medicine,” the then-current
slogan for building civic self-esteem. At that point one council
member said the whole idea was “mindless boosterism”; and another
said, “Welcome to Mayberry”; and a third suggested that further
research was called for. The council took another vote and agreed
to forget about it.

Eleven years later, the water tower—by then
embarrassingly rusty—finally got a new coat of paint. Plain,
utilitarian white. First, however, the tank's surface had to be
sanded smooth, and to keep from making a mess the whole water tower
was covered with a great big sheet of plastic. So for months the
water tower became a tall, round-topped structure encased in sheer
plastic. It stood erect beside the highway, proclaiming something
to the passing throngs best left to the imagination.

But the point of all this is, when someone in
Durham says she's mad as hell and not going to take it any more,
you might want to look out. Our town may be tolerant but, as said
above, there are limits and in 1998 they had been reached. The
flag, the cow, the raise, combined with long-festering inanities,
galvanized the hoi polloi to whack the city council down to size.
From thirteen members to seven, to be specific, on the assumption
that six fewer voices to be heard would, if nothing else, get
council meetings over with quicker than had been the custom.
Council members advised caution, if not further research, and
claimed it would be a lot of bother to put the proposition out for
a vote in time for the November election day. And did the taxpayers
really want to pay for a special election, over nothing more than
seven seats at City Hall?

Yes.

In a special December referendum the voters
voted, and the city council went through a crash diet; and so it
remains, thinner if not necessarily in fighting trim to this very
day. A federal appeals court eventually dismissed the American
Legion lawsuit over flag flying, affirming a municipality's right
to rule that size matters, but the cow stands historically tall
atop the convenience store—later turned into a taqueria.

Yes, that summer day, they were still talking
about the flag.

Yes, our town can resemble a loony bin where
the loons are running things.

It hasn't been just the city council. School
board meetings were for a time so nasty you'd have thought Jerry
Springer was the chairman, and their cable broadcasts became local
teenagers' must-see TV. The county commissioners fired the county
manager, then turned around and hired him right back after the next
election. And so it goes. Civic leaders get so worked up over drugs
and gangs, they create task forces and hire consultants, streets
are paved so
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