The Free Men by John Ehle

For a brief moment in 1963 and 1964, the university town of Chapel Hill, North Carolina, became a central focal point in the Civil Rights movement. Through a mounting series of marches, sit-ins, and other nonviolent protests, a few brave young people protested the hypocrisy of their supposedly liberal town, where businesses claimed to be integrated but essentially ignored equal rights wherever they felt justified doing so. As the youth struggled to maintain nonviolence and press for human dignity, and as business owners demanded their own rights to serve who they chose, a conflict emerged that laid bare generational and class differences that many would have rather ignored. The struggles in Chapel Hill were indicative of the greater conflicts in the country at the time, but the outcomes were singular to the experience of this small university town. 

In The Free Men, John Ehle presents an intensely emotional issue in astonishingly balanced prose. Out of print for four decades, it is now reprinted in order to shed light on an obscured portion of North Carolina’s, and America’s, history. The Free Men is a portrait of those men and women, both young and old, who were caught up in a struggle greater than any individual to achieve equal rights for all.  

Book Club Questions- The Free Men by John Ehle 

1. Why would John Ehle choose to approach this book through the principal players of John Dunne and Pat Cusick? Do you think that his style is effective in telling the story? 

2. The students and their supporters were adamant in the continuation of nonviolence, a position that inspired uncharacteristic violence in some of their opponents. Why would supposedly rational community members such as store and restaurant owners respond violently to the movement? 

3. Could Chapel Hill be seen as a microcosm of the greater south, or was it an environment unto itself, which responded to the protestors in a singular way?  If it was not indicative of the south as a whole, why is it important that the story be told at all? 

4. In the Chapel Hill movement, an astonishing number of people were jailed or given harsh probation sentences. Did these judgments mean that the movement was a failure? Was any form of progress made through the nonviolent tactics of the protestors? 

5. Why would the student newspaper, the Daily Tar Heel, be the only source of complete news on the Chapel Hill protestors? Were they more balanced than their larger circulation competition, or were they equally as biased, if only in a different direction?  

6. Do you think the police of Chapel Hill were against the protestors or simply overworked, overwhelmed and unable to completely handle the situation?

7. During the Holy Week fast, the protestors on the lawn received a variety of responses both positive and negative. At one point, John Dunne received an Easter Egg from a young woman with the message, “It’s harder to give a gift like this than it is to throw one; take this as a token of my appreciation.” Why would it be harder for her to show appreciation rather than disdain? Do you think this woman’s views may have been shared by others in the community, afraid to support the protestors? Did the lack of support for the protestors come from apathy, fear or a combination of the two? 

8. Was Judge Mallard justified in his treatment of the defendants and the other attendees of the special court sessions? Do you think he based his sentences on legal precedent, or did he bring personal bias to the bench? Why would he, out of all the other state justices, be appointed to preside over both special sessions? 

9. The business owners of Chapel Hill and the judges that supported them argued that the protestors were wrong because they were breaking the law, while the protestors argued that they were obeying a higher, moral law. Do you think that the protestors were right? Why did they submit to the law and seek to go to jail as an attempt to abolish those laws? 

10. The events that took place in Chapel Hill are not widely recognized today, being overlooked while areas such as Birmingham and Little Rock are studied frequently. Does the lack of knowledge of these events reinforce the hypocrisy that was in place in 1963 and ’64? For what reasons would the Chapel Hill movement be ignored by educators and historians? 

11. Why wouldn’t the university take an official stand on the Civil Rights protestors in Chapel Hill, especially when so many of their own students were heavily involved in the movement?

