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     FROM SIT-INS TO EAT-INS:  COMMEMORATING CHARLOTTE’S 1963 DESEGREGATION 
 

Charlotte made national headlines in May 1963 when Chamber of Commerce members led by Mayor Stan 
Brookshire voluntarily joined with African American leaders to go two-by-two and desegregate Charlotte’s leading 
restaurants.  This “eat-in” came three years after the sit-in movement had opened lunch counters. It helped set 
the stage for the nation’s landmark 1964 Civil Rights Act which decreed that segregation in all “public 
accommodations” must end. 
 

Charlotte Civil Rights activist Dr. Reginald Hawkins triggered the action, leading a march on May 20, 1963 from 
Johnson C. Smith University to the old Mecklenburg County Courthouse and declaring “We shall not be pacified 
with gradualism; we shall not be satisfied with tokenism.  We want freedom and we want it now.”  His call echoed 
a spirit of revolution honored in Charlotte history when on May 20, 1775, forefathers signed the Mecklenburg 
Declaration of Independence declaring freedom from England.  Restauranteur James “Slug” Claiborne suggested 
Brookshire’s response and former Davidson College president Dr. John Cunningham, leader of what is now 
Charlotte Mecklenburg Community Relations, organized the activities. 
 

The successful desegregation on May 29-31, 1963 pushed Charlotte into the national spotlight.  The city’s 
progressive action contrasted sharply with the massive resistance then going on in places such as Birmingham, 
where police chief Bull Connor turned fire hoses and police dogs on young Civil Rights protestors that same 
month.  It was a key turning point in Charlotte’s emergence as a major Southern city.  
 

Groups across Charlotte are joining together in May 2013 to mark the 50th anniversary. 
Organizers include Levine Museum of the New South, Mecklenburg Ministries, The May 20th Society, Charlotte 
Mecklenburg Community Relations and Merts Heart & Soul.  With assistance from Charlotte Center City Partners, 
Charlotte Chamber, Queens University, Johnson C. Smith University, Community Building Initiative, Special 
Collections at UNC-Charlotte’s Atkins Library and the Carolina Room of the Charlotte Mecklenburg Library. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

SCHEDULED EVENTS 
 

Sunday, May 19, 2013, 2:30pm – History Makers panel discussion.  1963 Participants & historians share their 
stories.  Organized by Levine Museum of the New South at 1st United Presbyterian Church, 201 E. 7th St. 
 

Monday, May 20, 2013 at 10:30am - March from Johnson C. Smith University to County Courthouse reenacting 
May 20, 1963 march led by Dr. Reginald Hawkins demanding desegregation. 
 

Monday, May 20, 2013 at 11:30am – Annual Noon Commemoration of Mecklenburg Declaration in uptown 
including cannons, reading of declaration, and a celebration of Mecklenburg County’s 250th anniversary. 
 

Monday, May 20, 2013 at 7:30pm – The May 20th Society 8th Annual Speaker Series featuring Pulitzer Prize 
author Isabel Wilkerson, Warmth of Other Suns, who will connect her research on 20th century African American 
history with the Charlotte 1963 history.  7:30 lecture, McGlohon Theater in Spirit Square. 
 

Wednesday May 29, 2013 – “Eat-in” Event for media in late morning will mark the historic desegregation, 
featuring some of today’s civic leaders.  It will kick off two days in which Charlotteans are urged to invite someone 
of a different race to lunch.  Coordinated by Mecklenburg Ministries’ “Friday Friends” program. 
 

Thursday evening May 30, 2013 – “From Sit-ins to Eat-ins” Community Festival hosted by Mecklenburg 
Ministries’ “Friday Friends” at Levine Museum.  Music and munchies set the mood on 1963.  Participants in the 
2013 Eat-in reflect on history, share what they’ve learned and suggest hopes for future. 5:30 – 7:30 pm. 
 

Throughout May  –  Mecklenburg Ministries encourages churches, temples, mosques and other faith 
organizations to draw upon this history in sermons and other communications. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
CONTACTS:   Tom Hanchett, Levine Museum: tom@historysouth.org   

Maria Hanlin, Mecklenburg Ministries:  maria.hanlin@meckmin.org  
Julie Lentz, May 20

th
 Society:  Julie.Lentz@enproindustries.com 

Willie Ratchford, Community Relations Committee: wratchford@ci.charlotte.nc.us 
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SIT-INS to EAT-INS 

History Makers panel discussion   
 

Sunday, May 19, 2013, 2:30pm 
At 1st United Presbyterian Church, 201 E. 7th St.   FREE. 
 
Charlotte’s “Sit-ins to Eat-ins” commemoration will kick off with a History Makers panel discussion 2:30pm Sunday 
May 19 at First United Presbyterian Church, 201 E. 7th Street in Charlotte, organized by Levine Museum of the 
New South.  FREE. 
  

Panelists will offer perspectives on the May 1963 desegregation of Charlotte’s leading restaurants.   Protests 
organized by Dr. Reginald Hawkins spurred Mayor Stan Brookshire to accept a proposal by young restauranteur 
James “Slug” Claiborne: Charlotte’s Chamber of Commerce and Community Relations office arranged for white 
and black leaders to quietly eat together, opening the restaurants to all.  The success made national headlines, a 
year before the 1964 Civil Rights Act required such desegregation -- an important turning point in Charlotte rise as 
a leading New South city. 
 

The discussion will include questions and remembrances from the audience. 
 
Info: Levine Museum of the New South (704) 577 - 5103 
 
 Panelists: 
 

Reginald Hawkins Abdullah Salim, Jr.   Marched alongside his father as a teen in 1963, experienced the bombing 
of his family’s home, became the first black youth to integrate Charlotte’s YMCA, and helped launched the Black 
Student Movement at UNC Chapel Hill.  Now an attorney based in Maryland. 
  
Jack Claiborne  Covered Civil Rights in the 1960s, a long-time reporter and editorial writer for the Charlotte 
Observer.  Author of Discovering North Carolina: A Tar Heel Reader and The Crown of the Queen City: A History of 
the Charlotte Chamber of Commerce. Brother of “Slug” Claiborne.  
  
Evan Faulkenbury  Author of a UNC-Charlotte MA thesis on Reginald Hawkins’ Civil Rights activities culminating in 
Hawkins’ pioneering 1968 run for Governor of North Carolina. Now completing his history Ph.D. dissertation at 
UNC Chapel Hill. 
 
Patricia A. Albritton  Board Chair of Charlotte Mecklenburg Community Relations Office.  Sharing perspectives on 
its early desegregation work in the 1960s – and on the challenges that Charlotte still faces today. 
  
 



 Jack Claiborne, who covered Civil Rights for the Charlotte 
Observer, recalls the context of Charlotte’s 1963 desegregation of leading public accommodations: 

 

In 1963, the year that Alabama Gov. George Wallace pledged to defend "segregation today, 
segregation tomorrow and segregation forever, the year that Dr. Martin Luther king Jr. wrote the 
eloquent "Letter from the Birmingham Jail," the year that Birmingham Police Commissioner 
"Bull" Connor turned dogs and fire hoses on marching black children, the year that the Kennedy 
Administration sent to Congress a massive civil rights bill calling for equality in public 
accommodations and hiring, in that year Charlotte voluntarily desegregated its hotels and 
restaurants. Here’s how it happened.  

On May 20, about 65 African Americans, most of them students at Johnson C. Smith University 
marched from the Smith campus through midtown Charlotte, clapping and singing on their way 
to the Mecklenburg Courthouse where they staged peaceful fifteen –minute demonstration. The 
students were led by Dr. Reginald A. Hawkins, a Charlotte dentist and Presbyterian preacher, 
who spoke from the courthouse steps, saying: "Segregation is a sin and we cannot comp0romise 
with this sin." He warned Charlotte leaders that if something wasn’t done to end segregation, 
future marches might not be so peaceful. Noting that May 20 was the day Mecklenburg declared 
its freedom from British rule, Dr. Hawkins said, "There is no freedom as long as all of us are not 
free." 

In response, Charlotte Mayor Stan Brookshire called a meeting of Chamber of Commerce 
leaders and urged them to coordinate a voluntary desegregation of hotels and restaurants. Eleven 
of the Chamber’s fifteen-member executive committee approved a resolution to that effect. The 
next day a resolution asking that all businesses serving the general public be open to people of all 
races, creeds and color, was approved by the Chamber’s 39-member Board of Directors. 

Chamber leaders immediately began meeting with hotel and restaurant operators seeking their 
compliance. Among white restaurant operators there was concern that serving blacks might drive 
away their white customers. James W. "Slug" Claiborne, a 30-year-old cafeteria operator, stood 
up to suggest that the Chamber use sit-in tactics: Let every Chamber director invite a black 
counterpart to lunch, disperse themselves evenly across the city, and do it all on the same day. 
That would leave no place for offended whites to flee. His proposal was adopted and on May 29 
and 30, teams of white and black lunched at hotels and restaurants throughout the city without a 
whiff of public protest. The action won Charlotte rave reviews from the Kennedy administration 
and from other cities in the country.  



 
 
 

Key news coverage:  
Charlotte Observer and national press 
 
 
 

Charlotte articles courtesy of Carolina Room of the Charlotte Mecklenburg Library 

National articles courtesy of Special Collections, Atkins Library at UNC-Charlotte 

 
 
Provided by Tom Hanchett of Levine Museum of the New South  
(704) 577 – 5103  tom@historysouth.org 
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Letters between  
Dr. Reginald Hawkins  
& Mayor Stan Brookshire 
 
In April of 1963, Mayor Stan Brookshire brokered the desegregation of key restaurants and 
hotels as Charlotte hosted an International Trade Fair.   
 
But once the national press was gone, the businesses reverted to segregation.    
 
Civil Rights leader Dr. Reginald Hawkins, who had worked with African Americans to call off 
protests, wrote a strongly worded letter to Brookshire on May 11, 1963: “…Negro citizens are 
not for talk and promises alone, they are demanding action now.  The affront by the innkeepers 
to you, the Community Relations Committee, myself, and all others concerned in attempting to 
desegregate the hotels and motels is the very type of bad faith the Negro citizens warned me of 
during the meeting that was held to postpone the demonstrations.”   
 
He continued: “ …unless we come to a full realization and act we shall continue to have 
demonstrations led by me or someone else.” 
 
 
Tom Hanchett of Levine Museum of the New South provides these copies of the letters,  
from the Mayors Committee on Community Relations papers, Carolina Room of the  
Charlotte Mecklenburg Library.   
tom@historysouth.org  (704) 577 – 5103  
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Photos of  
Dr. Reginald Hawkins  
& Mayor Stan Brookshire 
 
Collection of the Carolina Room of the  
Charlotte Mecklenburg Library 
 
 
 
Provided by Levine Museum of the New South 
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