
	
  

“This is ‘Him:’” The Life of Joseph Allen Vaughn 
Brian Neumann 

 
When Joseph Vaughn enrolled at Furman University in January 1965, he insisted that his 

presence was not “part of any great movement, not…any sort of monumental precedent;” it was 
simply “the fulfillment of his dream” to get the best education possible.1 He assured his white 
classmates that he wanted “the same things that you want” and had “the same dreams and 
aspirations that you have.”2 In the years ahead, the empathy, enthusiasm, and equality in these 
words came to define his time at Furman—and his life.  

Joseph Allen Vaughn was born into a single-parent household in an impoverished 
Greenville neighborhood in 1946.3  His great-grandfather Crawford Vaughn had been born into 
slavery, probably near Reidville, South Carolina, and moved to Greenville County after the Civil 
War; the family spent the next seventy years as farm laborers and mill workers.4 When Vaughn 
was five, his mother Clara Vaughn married James Adkinson, a 27-year-old tire worker and 
World War II veteran, and Vaughn’s half-brother James Otis Adkinson was born in 1953.5 

Vaughn attended Greenville’s Sterling High School, the state’s oldest public black high 
school and a center of Civil Rights activism.6 Throughout the early 1960s, his classmates led the 
sit-in demonstrations that desegregated the city’s lunch counters, libraries, and public parks.7 
Vaughn excelled at Sterling, graduating third in his class and serving as president of the student 
body, vice president of the National Honor Society, president of the French and Physics Clubs, 
and a member of the student newspaper and yearbook staffs. As president of both the Greenville 
and Southeastern NAACP Youth chapters, he met national Civil Rights leaders Martin Luther 
King and Roy Wilkins.8 

In October 1963, the Furman University trustees voted to consider applications from “all 
qualified applicants.”9 The following spring, Vice President Francis Bonner asked Greenville 
civic leader Sapp Funderburk to find an African-American high school student with a history of 
leadership and academic success and a “personality that could handle the pressures of 
desegregat[ion].”10 After speaking with Sterling guidance counselor Xanthene Norris, 
Funderburk quickly identified Joseph Vaughn; in a letter to Bonner in May 1964, Funderburk 
wrote simply and confidently “In my judgment, this is ‘him.’”11  

When the trustees voted to delay desegregation, Bonner arranged for Vaughn to spend a 
semester at Charlotte’s all-black Johnson C. Smith University. Furman officials monitored his 
progress, commenting on his “excellent” course work and extracurricular activity and sending 
him material about his “situation for next semester.”12 Sometime in November 1964, Bonner 
secretly approved Vaughn’s application for admission, and the following month the trustees 
officially reaffirmed their non-discriminatory admission policy.13  

Vaughn enrolled at Furman on January 29, 1965, and started classes the following 
week.14 His enrollment, by all accounts, was “routine” and uneventful, and though he later 
described his first semester as “an adjustment for Furman as well as for me,” he “never perceived 
any problems.” In his relationships with teachers and students, he sought “to be accepted as Joe 
Vaughn, and not as a black student.”15 As a friend and classmate later explained, Vaughn “was 
not concerned about desegregating Furman. He was concerned about attending Furman…It was 
his dream to attend Furman, and he was living his dream.”16 In his own words, Vaughn wanted 
above all “to be a student”—to obtain “a quality education” that would enable him to “be of 
significant service to my people, my community, my state, and my country.”17 



	
  

Vaughn majored in English and minored in French, and, as he had in high school, he 
excelled both socially and academically. Never one to “sit back and watch things,” he joined the 
Pershing Rifles, the Color Guard, the Baptist Student Union, and the Collegiate Educational 
Service Corps, and served as Vice President of the Southern Student Organizing Committee. He 
served as chairman of the “Talk-a-Topic” committee, which organized forums to discuss race 
relations, the Vietnam War, and the student rights movement.18 He acted in at least two school 
plays—“The Firebugs” and “Pygmalion”—and, upset about the lack of school spirit on campus, 
he joined the cheerleading squad his senior year.19 Despite his busy schedule, Vaughn later 
confessed to feeling “cheated” by the lack of social opportunities on campus.20 

Though Vaughn did not see himself as part of “any great movement,” he expressed a 
passionate belief in equality throughout his time at Furman. After years of spiritual searching, he 
concluded that Christianity too-often stood in the way of progress and equality in American 
society; though its values were “valid,” in practice it was “inadequate” and “inapplicable to 
present situations.” He converted to the Baha’i Faith, which actively sought to eliminate 
prejudice and injustice and (in Vaughn’s words ) to “revitalize mankind spiritually, break down 
barriers between people, and lay foundations for a unified world based on justice and love.”21 
His senior year, as vice president of the Southern Student Organizing Committee, Vaughn led 
seventeen students and four Greenville citizens in a peaceful protest of the Orangeburg 
Massacre. The demonstrators marched in front of the Greenville Federal Building carrying signs 
that condemned racial prejudice and police brutality. As Vaughn explained to Mayor David 
Traxler, the “sympathy march” had three primary objectives: to protest injustice, to defend 
African-Americans’ right to free expression, and to defend the dignity and equality of all 
people.22 Two months later, Vaughn led another interracial march through downtown Greenville 
in memory of assassinated Civil Rights leader Martin Luther King.23 

Vaughn graduated Furman cum laude in 1968 and took several graduate educational 
courses at the University of Georgia and the University of South Carolina.24 He worked as an 
English teacher in the Greenville County School System from 1969 until 1982, and he quickly 
earned a reputation for activism and involvement. At Hughes Middle School, Vaughn chaired the 
English Department and led several programs with the district’s Drug Education Steering 
Committee. To encourage and develop students’ individual passions, he taught several “special 
interest programs” on creative writing, drama, and modern dance. He believed that teachers must 
do more than “give out information;” they must help their students with “value clarification and 
value formation.”25 One of his students remembered that Vaughn “reached out to every student” 
and “saw potential where we didn’t see it…Joe took responsibility for each and every one of us.” 

26 
Vaughn was a tireless advocate for teachers, fighting for higher salaries and greater 

representation. He served as president of the Greenville County Association of Teachers and in 
1981 was elected president of the South Carolina Education Association.27 Vaughn, colleagues 
remembered, was “never intimidated,” and his activism often brought him into conflict with 
district leaders. In the mid-1970s, Superintendent Floyd Hall transferred Vaughn to Mauldin 
High School, where he hoped Principal Marilyn Hendrix could more easily “contain” him. 
Although Hendrix described Vaughn’s teaching methods as “unorthodox,” she realized that 
students loved the joy and humor that he brought to the classroom, and she gave him the freedom 
to be himself. Forty years later, Hendrix remembered Vaughn as a “committed,” “enthusiastic” 
teacher whose words could “move crowds.” His co-workers, like his classmates at Furman, 



	
  

described Vaughn as a “smart,” “happy,” “outspoken” man with a joyful sense of humor and a 
“love of life.”28  

Though Vaughn retired from teaching in 1982, he remained a vocal social and political 
activist. He served on the Governor’s Task Force on Critical and Human Needs and on a Blue 
Ribbon Task Force on the South Carolina Educational Improvement Act.29 He died in Columbia 
on May 31, 1991, at the age of 45.30 Fifty years after Vaughn desegregated Furman—and almost 
twenty-four years after his death—friends, classmates, and co-workers remember a man and a 
life filled with joy, humor, wisdom, compassion, and a passionate belief in equality. Vaughn 
came to Furman “to be a student;” instead, he became a symbol. He wanted to be “just another 
regular guy;” instead, for the lives he touched and the school he loved, he became much more.  
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