John Apple: Fatalistic Suicide 


John Apple (a pseudonym) was born on August 7, 1937 in rural North Carolina, south of Greensboro. His father, who was illiterate, owned a small farm and considering the circumstances and the social environment, he was quite a successful farmer. Although neither he nor his wife was given an opportunity to read, they both pushed John to be successful in school.  As with any parent, they wanted a better life for their only child. Although they could not help him in school, they would frequently take him to the Carnegie Negro Library overlooking Greensboro. Because of a Supreme Court decision, Plessy vs. Ferguson, John and his parents were not permitted (by the law of the land) to enter the “white” public library.  In 1954, after the Supreme Court decision Brown vs. the Board of Education, when the court ruled that separate was not equal, John and his mother visited the “white” public library.  They saw their first and last visit as an adventure. Soon after their visit, late at night, they were awakened by a burning cross on the land in front of their farmhouse.  At age 17, John got the message – do not use the white public library.

The event of the burning cross became a catalyst for Mr. Apple’s interest in the civil rights movement. He was a high school senior on December 1, 1955, when Rosa Parks was arrested for refusing to give up her seat on a bus to a white passenger. On the following day, Martin Luther King proposed a citywide boycott of public transportation at a church meeting. John read the papers with interest.  Very little is known about Mr. Apple’s direct involvement with the civil rights movement. He would not discuss it.  The only information available includes a story of Mr. Apple’s participation in a peaceful civil rights march that turned violent. Mr. Apple was beaten with a baseball bat and did not receive appropriate medical intervention. Thereafter, he walked with a limp that progressively became worse with time. The injuries that took six months to recover developed into chronic but unpredictable arthritic pain. One positive outcome existed: He was deemed 4-F by the draft board and could not be accepted in the military to fight in Vietnam.

After his recovery, he was admitted to North Carolina Agricultural and Technical College (known as A & T) where he was a stellar student with a double major in Math and Animal Husbandry.  While a junior, he became aware of and attended a secret civil rights planning meeting. Because of his injuries, he would not participate but became an observer on February 5, with approximately 300 A & T students. The Woolworth’s sit-in was another momentous event in Mr. Apple’s life which gained much less notoriety than he expected.  It took over 40 years for the public to realize the significance of the event. 

Very little is known about Mr. Apple’s life after his graduation. He tried unsuccessfully to follow in his father’s footsteps in farming. The knowledge he acquired within his study of Animal Husbandry appeared to have incited racial indignation within the surrounding white community. He sold the farm and moved to Greensboro where he moved from job to job. Eventually, his math skills opened a door for an accounting position at the Sears Department Store offices in Greensboro.  He was married and had three children.  Within a 30 year span of time working for Sears, his wife passed away.  His children had families of their own and all had a great affection for their father and grandfather. 

After his retirement, he collected Social Security and a small Sears’s pension. Progressively, he became frail and moved into his daughter’s house with his beloved grandson who was named John after his grandfather. Mr. Apple and the grandson had a special bond.  However, this strong relationship could not help the progressive and debilitating effects of the physical damage he sustained during the civil rights protest. The family had no choice other than admitting him into a nursing home because they could not provide Mr. Apple with the care he required. 

His grandson was a daily visitor and noticed that Mr. Apple was much less talkative and somewhat depressed upon his admission.  Throughout his adult life, he had grown accustomed to being addressed as Mr. Apple. At the nursing home, he was called “Mr. Johnny” or worse “Johnny” and he hated it with a deep passion. It was like calling him boy. His grandson believed that in his earlier years, Mr. Apple would be much more assertive and demand that people call him Mr. Apple.  However, being dependent on the staff for much of his daily needs he was fearful of retaliation.  He feared that he would be beaten and starved by the white staff.

During his regular visit with his grandfather, an aide entered his room without knocking and in a sweet syrupy and infantile tone of voice, asked “Would you like some ice cream, Johnny?”  Mr. Apple was mortified.  He was profoundly embarrassed to have his grandson witness this infantile and mortifying interaction. Although he loved ice cream, he rejected the offer and turned his head away from the white aide.  After the aide left, Mr. Apple looked forlornly at his grandson and said, “I’d rather be beaten with a baseball bat.” Mr. Apple, who was physically frail, but mentally sharp, acknowledged that he couldn’t live independently and feared the consequences of protesting his treatment.  Within days, Mr. Apple shut down. He stopped talking, accepting visitors and refused to eat. According to his grandson, he died within the week.
