John E. Fleming

John Fleming was born in Morganton, North Carolina and attended Olive Hill High School. He was a leader in the school and community. He served as the President of Olive Hill and the North Carolina Student Associations. In 1960 following the student sit-ins in Greensboro by A and T College students, he helped organized a sit-in at the local Woolworth. As a result, the city of Morganton agreed to desegregate all places of public accommodation. He graduated in 1962.

John attended Berea College, Berea, Kentucky where is majored in history. While a student, he helped organize a group of students and faculty to participate in the March from Selma to Montgomery. Upon graduating early, he attended the University of Kentucky while working for the Kentucky Human Rights Commission. He joined the Peace Corps in 1967 and served in Malawi as a visual aids supervisor for the Ministry of Agriculture. 

 In 1969, John traveled to over 14 countries in Africa and Europe before returning to the States where is then married his college sweetheart, Barbara Durr. They moved to Washington, DC where he worked for the SNCC founder, Marion Barry who would later become Mayor of Washington.  Following employment at Youth Price Inc., he worked as a program officer for the United States Civil Rights Commission chaired by Father Theodore Hesburgh.

He completed his graduate doctoral studies at Howard University working under the direction of Dr. Rayford Logan in 1974. He then served as a senior fellow for Ford Foundation sponsored  Institute for the Study of Educational Policy. While there, he published many articles and two books, THE LENGTHENING SHADOW OF SLAVERY and a major a study of Affirmative Action in higher education.

In 1980, he was invited by the Ohio Historical Society to develop a join State/Federal project, the National Afro-American Museum and Cultural Center at Wilberforce, Ohio. The museum opened in 1988 with Governor Richard Celeste and President of Senegal Abdou Diouf helping dedicate the building. During his tenure at Wilberforce, John served as President of the Ohio Museums Association and on the Board of the American Association of Museums. A lifelong member of the Association for the Study of African American Life and History, he served on the ASALH board, was elected Vice President and later President. During this time he did post graduate work at the University of California in Berkeley.

Upon leaving Wilberforce, he was the founding director of the National Underground Railroad Freedom Center in Cincinnati and later served as director of the Cincinnati Museum Center where he administered the Cincinnati Children’s Museum, the Natural History Museum and the Cincinnati History Museum.  He served a director of the “Civil Unrest” exhibition that documented the riots in the city in 2001. Later he became the executive producer of the 12,000 square foot, “America I AM” exhibition with Tavis Smiley that traveled to ten venues around the country. 

He planned the International African American Museum in Charleston, South Carolina from 2009 to 2011. John then became senior historian for the development of the Mississippi Civil Right Museum that opened in Jackson in December 2017. John is currently the director of the National Museum of African American Music that is scheduled to open in Nashville, Tennessee in 2019.

Over his career, he has published three books and over 48 articles and chapters in books.  He was appointed by the President Bush to serve as a member of the Presidential Commission that recommended to the President and Congress the establishment of the National Museum of African American History and Culture which opened in Washington in 2016.  He was awarded lifetime achievement and distinguished service awards by the Ohioana Library, Ohio Museums Association, Berea College, the National Peace Corps, the Association of African American Museums and the American Association for State and Local History. In 2016 he was elected Vice president of the largest professional organization dedicated to preserving local and state history. In 2018 he will become the first African American to serve as President of AASLH.

He currently serves as a Berea College Trustee.

John and Barbara moved to Yellow Springs in 1988. Barbara served as an administrative at Central State University and has published three mystery novels. Their two daughters graduated from Yellow Springs High School. Tuliza Fleming has her doctorate and serves as Curator of Visual Arts for the National Museum of African American History and Culture and Diara Spelmon is a lawyer and lives with her family in Atlanta.

Locally, John is a member of the 365 Group, the Wheeling Gaunt Sculpture Committee and an early founder of the James A. McKee group. He volunteers at St. Vincent de Forest where he also serves on the board. He is a member of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity and Sigma Boule` of Sigma Phi Pi.
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