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A Quilter of Community: Reverend Brenda Howard Tapia
Reverend Brenda Howard Tapia was born in Davidson, North Carolina on August 27, 1949, and died there February 4, 2020.[endnoteRef:1] After growing up in a small, segregated, southern town, she left to educate herself before returning to share what she had learned with the community.[endnoteRef:2] She dedicated her life to the goal of “racial equality and justice” on Davidson College’s campus.[endnoteRef:3] Throughout her thirty-five years as chaplain, she created and supported a multitude of programs benefitting a variety of underserved groups, building a more “diverse, equitable, and welcoming campus.” [endnoteRef:4] As director of the “Love of Learning” college preparatory program, in partnership with community leaders like Bertha Maxwell Roddey, she bridged black students’ barriers to higher education.[endnoteRef:5] Her documented support of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ) students began soon after she arrived, culminating in the presentation of the NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt and continuing beyond her death.[endnoteRef:6] [1:  “Remembering Rev. Brenda Tapia, a Voice for Equality and Justice,” Davidson College, 6 February, 2020. https://www.davidson.edu/news/2020/02/06/remembering-rev-brenda-tapia-voice-equality-and-justice ; O, Peggy, “Rev Brenda Lovell Howard Tapia” Find a Grave, 22 March, 2022, https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/237997274/charlisa-michelle-ponder.]  [2:  OHI-0152_TapiaBrenda_20101001, interview by John David Merrill, 1 October, 2010, transcript, Davidson College Library, Google Drive Folder RG-07, Davidson College Archives, 2. ; “Remembering Rev. Brenda Tapia,” Davidson College.]  [3:  Bruce Henderson, “Rev. Brenda Tapia, who polished ‘diamonds in the rough’ at Davidson College, dies,” Charlotte Observer (Charlotte, NC), 10 Feb. 2020.]  [4:  “Remembering Rev. Brenda Tapia,” Davidson College. ; Hillary Green, “Rev. Brenda Tapia and the Archival Record” (PPT, Davidson College, 30 October, 2025).]  [5:  Hillary Green, “Sisters in the Struggle: The Academics, Pt. 2” (PPT, Davidson College, 2 December, 2025).]  [6:  Susan Warren, “Campus prepares for AIDS memorial quilt,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC), 17 October, 1994, 5.] 

[bookmark: _Int_FJt6Uq32]When Reverend Tapia joined Davidson College as assistant chaplain and minority student counselor in 1985, she saw exclusion and bigotry plaguing campus.[endnoteRef:7] No clubs, student groups, or college organizations unifying LGBTQ students existed on campus; “[LGBTQ students] couldn’t get support.”[endnoteRef:8] Contributing to this exclusion was the school's religious background. The college has been affiliated with the Presbyterian Church since its founding in 1837; in 1985, “the denomination declared lesbian and gay full church membership unconstitutional.”[endnoteRef:9] Furthermore, overt anti-LGBTQ groups, “including the Catholic Campus Ministry, the Fellowship of Christian Athletes, and Intervarsity Campus Fellowship” were authorized and funded by the college.[endnoteRef:10] The incompatibility between the school and its students’ sexualities became all the more clear. 	Comment by Craig, James: reread this sentence [7:  “Remembering Rev. Brenda Tapia,” Davidson College.]  [8:  “A Brief History of the LGBTQ Community at Davidson College” (Printed Archival Document, Davidson College, April 2013), 1-2. ; Jane Campbell and Heather McKee, interview by Lucy Walton and Courtney Clawson, 12 March, 2021.]  [9:  “History & Traditions,” About Davidson College, Davidson College, accessed 13 December, 2025, https://www.davidson.edu/about/traditions-history. ; “Timeline of LGBTQIA+ History in the PC(USA): 1970-2019,” Sutori, PC(USA), last modified February 19, 2019, https://www.sutori.com/story/timeline-of-lgbtqia-history-in-the-pc-usa–JiBbvQQSWSTGX8WQcgLG8SY7. ]  [10:   Katie Dagenhart, “A Personal Challenge,” Wildcat Handbook, Davidson College, 1984, 49-50.] 

Even before the Presbyterian church’s official ruling, LGBTQ Davidson students in the 1960’s, 70s, and 80s were completely isolated from and unsupported by their peers.[endnoteRef:11] In 1986, an anonymous student published a piece in the college newspaper, The Davidsonian, titled “The silent minority.”[endnoteRef:12] They described Davidson as “the worst place on earth to come out,” rank with “stifling, elitist conformism and homophobia.”[endnoteRef:13] The author implored their classmates, faculty, trustees and president to accept the existence and presence of gay students. They were unable to “get together (...) to talk with each other and share [their] feelings and problems,” to find the community Davidson was meant to provide. [endnoteRef:14] This plea for basic decency was met with a mocking April Fool’s Day letter to the editor.[endnoteRef:15] The authors, “The North American Man-Boy Love Association,” compared homosexuality to pedophilia and incest before suggesting LGBTQ students “come out of the wardrobe and ‘fess up.’” [endnoteRef:16] The fact that such a grotesque, menacing response was published in the college’s public newspaper speaks to the commonality and acceptance of such discrimination. Imagine the harm queer students endured in their day-to-day lives with letters such as this setting the bar for decency so low. Moreover, the College Administration failed to censor this published, traceable, derogatory letter. We can assume that penalties for other infractions would be similarly negligent. Unsupported by the institution meant to guide students through their formative years, the Chaplain’s Office, including Reverend Tapia, stepped in.	Comment by Craig, James: isn't this date after the church's official ruling?	Comment by Mowery, Sabrina: reword/ break up into 2 sentence	Comment by Craig, James: if its a title its a proper noun, make sure to capitalize	Comment by Craig, James: double check your quotation/quotation marks [11:  Queer Alumni of Davidson College, conversation with author, 8 November, 2025.]  [12:  “The silent minority,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC), 7 February, 1986, 13.]  [13:  “The silent minority,” 13.]  [14:  “The silent minority,” 13.]  [15:  The North American Man-Boy Love Association, “Letter to the editor: Free love,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC). 1 April, 1986, 7.]  [16:  The North American Man-Boy Love Association, “Letter to the editor: Free love,” 7.] 

[bookmark: _Int_HdDYfuE2][bookmark: _Int_BZZF5OtS]The Chaplain's Office, the College Union and the Housing Office sponsored a “Gay Support Group,” advertised in the Davidsonian two weeks after “The silent minority" article.[endnoteRef:17] In the original anonymous piece, the author requested the college help by forming a “committee [promoting] awareness of gays and their problems at Davidson.”[endnoteRef:18] The Support Group made good on the student’s request; their voices were finally being heard. This can be attributed to Reverend Tapia, who dedicated herself to hearing and listening to everyone around her, from the voice of God to the students she invited to share her kitchen table.[endnoteRef:19] Tapia herself was no stranger to exclusion and silencing. While at North Mecklenburg High School in Charlotte, she was one of the first non-white students to attend.[endnoteRef:20] At Howard University, she faced colorism and “racism (...) because of her dark complexion.”[endnoteRef:21] Tapia’s life work was preventing others from suffering the way she had. The college, through its exclusion of LGBTQ students, was silencing their students, so she, through her position, uncovered and elevated their voices.	Comment by Mowery, Sabrina: article or letter?	Comment by Craig, James: should be plural if you're referring to all the gays [17:  “Gay Support Group,” advertisement, Davidsonian, 18 April, 1986, 13.]  [18:  “The silent minority,” 13.]  [19:   OHI-0314_TapiaBrenda_20101006, interview by Jonathan Chisholm, 6 October, 2010, transcript, Davidson College Library, Google Drive Folder RG-07, Davidson College Archives, 1. ; John Rogers, “Remembering Rev. Brenda Tapia,” Davidson College.]  [20:  “Remembering Rev. Brenda Tapia,” Davidson College. ]  [21:  “Remembering Rev. Brenda Tapia,” Davidson College.] 

Furthermore, her place within the Chaplain’s Office fostered compassion under the leadership of Reverend Rob Spach. Reverend Spach returned to his alma mater as chaplain in “the summer of 1993.”[endnoteRef:22] Shortly after he arrived, Reverend Spach, calling on his own experiences, asked the Davidson community to “stand up to fear, falsehood, and prejudice” in support of the LGBTQ community.[endnoteRef:23] In this Davidsonian op-ed, he courageously admitted his own failings and reflected on how he learned from them, providing a model to all his readers.[endnoteRef:24] Reverend Spach’s unwavering support for Davidson’s queer students also shone through in his private communications. After a student proudly took credit for intentionally homophobic actions, he appealed to the student’s religion and humanity, imploring them to reflect on their opinions and actions.[endnoteRef:25] These examples illustrate the approach he took to his role as chaplain, guiding all of Davidson College, including his colleague, Reverend Tapia. They worked together in the Chaplain’s Office for twenty-seven years, from 1993, when Reverend Spach was hired, to 2020, when Reverend Tapia passed away.[endnoteRef:26] Looking back on his tenure at Davidson, Reverend Spach was proud to have spent his time on campus creating spaces and programming “where members of the LGBTQ+ community know that they are respected, affirmed and loved.”[endnoteRef:27] Both Reverend Spach and Tapia dedicated themselves to compassionate, accepting work, benefitting all of Davidson College. 	Comment by Mowery, Sabrina: speak more on their collaboration	Comment by Mowery, Sabrina: who was he? [22:   Severine Stier and Dahlia Krutkovich, “The Reverend Rob Spach Oral History Interview One,” transcript, Davidson College Archives, 1 April, 2019, 7 https://digitalprojects.davidson.edu/jewishidentity/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Reverend-Rob-Spach-Pt.-1-Transcript-.pdf. ]  [23:   Rob Spach, “AIDS and religious faith: Preparing for the Quilt,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC). 31 October, 1994, 8.]  [24:  Rob Spach, “AIDS and religious faith: Preparing for the Quilt,” 8.]  [25:  Rob Spach, email message to Scott Vermillion, 27 September, 1995.]  [26:   Severine Stier and Dahlia Krutkovich, “The Reverend Rob Spach Oral History Interview One,” 7.; “Remembering Rev. Brenda Tapia,” Davidson College.]  [27:   Danielle Strickland, “Chaplain Rob Spach Looks Back On 30 Years of Service,” Davidson College News, Davidson College, 23 June, 2023, https://www.davidson.edu/news/2023/06/23/chaplain-rob-spach-looks-back-30-years-service. ] 

The Gay Support Group advertisement incited further debate on the presence and support of queer students. Arguments against the support group included suggestions that homosexuality goes against the college’s statement of purpose, is comparable to the activities of Neo-Nazis and the Ku Klux Klan, and “chip[s] away at even the most basic tenets of society.”[endnoteRef:28] One author even suggested that gays students have brought mistreatment upon themselves by attending a school with “ties to the Church.”[endnoteRef:29] Letters in support of the group ask homophobes to reconsider the validity of their, compare homophobic policies to segregationist ones, and call upon the college’s responsibility to “promote the intellectual and social development of all its students,” regardless of sexual orientation.[endnoteRef:30] Tensions ran high with no reprieve in sight. The Davidsonian, as an independent student newspaper, was obligated to publish perspectives on all sides of the argument, and administration could not prevent students from sharing their opinions without backlash and arguments on free speech. Disagreements continued, exacerbated by current events. 	Comment by Mowery, Sabrina: girl this transition sucks	Comment by Mowery, Sabrina: it still sucks [28:  Grant Morain, “Davidson should not support Gay movement,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC), 25 April, 1986, 9. ; John Engel, “Will Main Street ever be the same?,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC), 9 May, 1986, 15.]  [29:  Grant Morain, “Davidson should not support Gay movement,” 9.]  [30:  Peter Wright, “Discrimination against homosexuals narrowminded,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC), 2 May, 1986, 14. ; Andrew Yon, “Morain’s views on homosexuality outdated,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC), 2 May, 1986, 14.] 

The AIDS epidemic began “break[ing] into our society’s consciousness” around 1985, rooting itself in connection to college campuses.[endnoteRef:31] College students were “considered to be a population at risk (...) because of their behavior patterns,” including unprotected sex and drug use.[endnoteRef:32] Davidson College received American College Health Association (ACHA) president, and chairman of their “College AIDS Task Force Committee”, Dr. Richard Keeling in January of 1989.[endnoteRef:33] He spoke directly to Davidson faculty and students, disabusing them of the notion that Davidson’s “small, safe, protective campus” would protect them from contracting AIDS.[endnoteRef:34] He drew on survey data from ACHA, suggesting that “we should not any longer be waiting to see if HIV comes to campus (...) HIV is here.”[endnoteRef:35] In his attempt to convey the seriousness of the situation, Dr. Keeling stated that “once [an individual] gets this disease, (...) none of their aspirations of the world can be fulfilled.”[endnoteRef:36] Although he was speaking purely to inform, Dr. Keeling villainized queer students, as they were the population most closely associated with AIDS. In addition to being hated for their sexuality, queer students could now be wrongly blamed for posing a health risk to everyone around them. 	Comment by Mowery, Sabrina: add concluding sentence? [31:   Rob Spach, “AIDS and religious faith: Preparing for the Quilt,” 8.]  [32:  George Gill, “Study Gauges Spread of AIDS Virus at Colleges,” Guidepost, 9 September, 1988, 2.]  [33:  Nusrat Khan, “AIDS activist warns of dangers to college students,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC). 23 January, 1989, 4.]  [34:  Nusrat Khan, “AIDS activist warns of dangers to college students, 4.]  [35:  Karen Garlock, “AIDS Can Be An Unseen Danger On Campuses, Says Health Official” Charlotte Observer (Charlotte, NC), 18 January, 1989, 97.]  [36:  Nusrat Khan, “AIDS activist warns of dangers to college students,” 4.] 

Gary Mason, former assistant dean of admissions, and friend of Reverend Tapia, died of AIDS less than a year after Dr. Keeling’s visit.[endnoteRef:37] His death was recognized in The Davidsonian, including a memorial service held in the College Union.[endnoteRef:38] Reverend Tapia advocated for his death to be formally acknowledged by the paper and coordinated his service.[endnoteRef:39] She later organized a talent show raising money for AIDS activism, dedicated to Mason and his broad reach across campus.[endnoteRef:40] He had even contributed to this event by “organizing the very first staff/talent show,” creating a template for his friend Reverend Tapia to follow. [endnoteRef:41] In honoring Mason, Reverend Tapia served as both a leader within the Chaplain’s Office and a friend fulfilling her spiritual and community building practice.  [37:  Davidsonian, “Obituary,” (Davidson, NC). 11 October, 1989, 20. ;  Johnathan Chisholm, OHI-0314_TapiaBrenda_20101006, 1.]  [38:  Davidsonian, “Obituary,” 20.]  [39:  Davidsonian, “Obituary,” 20.]  [40:  Matthew Elrich, “True talent: Moonlighting for the Names Quilt,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC), 3 October, 1994, 10.]  [41:  Matthew Elrich, “True talent: Moonlighting for the Names Quilt,” 11.] 

Beyond Davidson’s campus, alumni were similarly divided regarding the College's attitudes and actions regarding AIDS and LGBTQ students, as documented by their writings in the College’s annual journal, including a “Forum: AIDS at Davidson.”[endnoteRef:42] This discussion ramped up following Davidson graduate and former alumni director Zach Long’s death from AIDS in 1991.[endnoteRef:43] Some authors lamented the marketing of AIDS as “a social disease of homosexuality” rather than a genuine medical condition akin to cancer, equally deserving of treatment and sympathy.[endnoteRef:44] One author eloquently expressed their solidarity with Davidson as a whole: “I hope we can find active ways of expressing and dealing with [the fact that our college community has AIDS].”[endnoteRef:45] This letter also demonstrates the deep connections alumni maintained with the larger college community. In the very same forum, alumni blamed individuals for their infection status, the result of “a ‘life style’ of their own choice.”[endnoteRef:46] The implication that sexuality is a choice is homophobic and blames the individual for their sickness, rather than the disease. Another alumnus went so far as to equate AIDS (a disease) with homosexuality (a sexual orientation) and contaminated drug needles (physical items) before claiming that “95 percent of AIDS (...) could be eliminated by choice.”[endnoteRef:47] These words demonstrated to all of Davidson the lack of support they might find if they found themselves in need. Reverend Spach published a piece of his own, adapted from a sermon he and Reverend Tapia preached on campus, recounting their own experiences with AIDS and the stigma surrounding it.[endnoteRef:48] He assured readers that fear is natural; but the “prejudices [produced by fear] don’t have to control our lives, (…) to make us feel helpless or defensive.”[endnoteRef:49] Beyond assuring kindness and aid from the Chaplain’s Office, Reverend Spach encouraged others to genuinely consider their positions and reasoning behind them.	Comment by Mowery, Sabrina: missing a citation? Go back and see what journal year/season this is	Comment by Mowery, Sabrina: fix
editor found it confusing [42:  J. S. Stockdale, “Forum: AIDS at Davidson Part II,” Davidson Journal Summer 1992: 2. ]  [43:  Rob Spach, “Forum: AIDS and Faith,” Davidson Journal Spring 1995: 5.]  [44:  John R. Dykers, Jr, “Letter to the editor: A Terrible Tragedy,” Davidson Journal Summer 1992: 2.; Samuel B. Johnson, “Letter to the editor: Dear Jerry:,” Davidson Journal Spring 1992: 3.]  [45:  Samuel B. Johnson, “Letter to the editor: Dear Jerry:,” 3.]  [46:  Patrick M. Williams, “Letter to the editor: By the Sword,” Davidson Journal Summer 1992: 3.]  [47:  John H. Crichton, “Letter to the editor: Sodom and Gomorrah,” Davidson Journal Summer 1992: 3.]  [48:  Rob Spach, “Forum: AIDS and Faith,” 5.]  [49:  Rob Spach, “Forum: AIDS and Faith,” 5.] 

[bookmark: _Int_JoZp33Nn]Reverend Tapia was key to the Chaplain’s Office work, finding and helping others find “courage, (...) compassion and servanthood.”[endnoteRef:50] In addition to her regular work within the Chaplain’s Office, preaching, counseling, and organizing events, Tapia worked to specifically support LGBTQ students by creating safe spaces that were accessible to everyone.[endnoteRef:51] This work included the formation of an “informal committee to discuss the unusually high amount of tension” on campus, associated with the Friends of Lesbians And Gays (FLAG) organization and the continuing AIDS crisis, among other issues.[endnoteRef:52] The group worked to foster open, clear communication, so that everyone on campus would feel safe and respected while having their opinions heard. Similarly, Tapia served on a crucial committee working to further this goal of mutual respect.	Comment by Craig, James: try not to use lone this, always try to say like "this idea" or "this work" or something [50:  Rob Spach, “Forum: AIDS and Faith,” 5.]  [51:  Sherry Nelson (formerly Malushizky) in discussion with the author, 7 November, 2025.]  [52:  Kevin Miller, “Committee Formed to Deal With Campus Tensions,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC). 11 November, 1991, 1.] 

[bookmark: _Int_jJhIIQ02][bookmark: _Int_QJkFMhyS] Davidson’s “AIDS Memorial Quilt Host Committee” was formed in 1993, co-chaired by Nathanial May and Sherry Nelson.[endnoteRef:53] May, class of 1995, was President of the Union Board, and advised by Nelson, Assistant Director of the College Union for Programs.[endnoteRef:54] This committee was comprised of Davidson College students, staff, faculty, and community members.[endnoteRef:55] Reverend Tapia served as a “Panelmaking Co-coordinator” alongside “Reading Co-Coordinator” Reverend Spach, and Georgia Ringle, Health Educator and “Education Co-Cordinator.”[endnoteRef:56] Bringing the quilt to Davidson was a momentous point for the college in its journey with AIDS, and in Reverend Tapia’s community building efforts. 	Comment by Mowery, Sabrina: talk about Nat May and sherry [53:  “The Davidson College AIDS Memorial Quilt Committee Presents The NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt,” program, Johnston Gym, Davidson College, Davidson, NC, November 1994; Sherry Nelson (formerly Malushizky), conversation with author, 20 April, 2026.]  [54:  Sherry Nelson (formerly Malushizky), 20 April, 2026.]  [55:  “The Davidson College AIDS Memorial Quilt Committee Presents The NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt,” November 1994]  [56:  “The Davidson College AIDS Memorial Quilt Committee Presents The NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt,” November 1994; Sherry Nelson (formerly Malushizky,) 20 April 2026.] 

The NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt is a tangible representation of the lives lost to AIDS, physically remembered by those who knew them. Each panel, representing at least one life lost, is three feet by six feet— the size of a grave.[endnoteRef:57] The quilt is meant to convey the need for “mindful[ness] of the deep personal losses AIDS brings, and the grief and love expressed in these panels certainly accomplishes that.”[endnoteRef:58] Cleve Jones, executive director of the NAMES Project, began organizing the quilt initiative in 1985.[endnoteRef:59] At its first display in the National Mall in Washington, D.C. in 1987, the quilt was “larger than a football field and included 1,920 panels.”[endnoteRef:60] Across its North American and international tours, panels were added at every stop, as community members came together to remember everyone they had lost.[endnoteRef:61] Davidson was one such contributor.[endnoteRef:62] The quilt, at its last whole display, in 1996, “covered the entire National Mall.”[endnoteRef:63] Stewardship of the quilt was transferred to the National AIDS Memorial in November of 2019.[endnoteRef:64] [57:  “The History of The Quilt,” National AIDS Memorial, accessed 20 April, 2026, https://www.aidsmemorial.org/quilt-history.]  [58:  Ellie Perzel, letter to Rob Spach, 17 November, 1994.]  [59:  Cleve Jones, afterword to The quilt: stories from the NAMES project, (Pocket Books, 1988).]  [60:   “The History of The Quilt.” ]  [61:  “The History of The Quilt.”]  [62:  Mary Clare Jalonick, “In Memory...502 panels of the nearly 30,000 panel AIDS Memorial Quilt displayed on campus,” Davidsonian, (Davidson, NC) 14 November, 1994, 1-5.]  [63:  “The History of The Quilt.”]  [64:  “The History of The Quilt.”] 

Each panel of the quilt is handmade, deeply personal, and variable, as the only stipulation is their size and purpose. Some included individuals’ clothing, quotes, and, in at least one case, their ashes.[endnoteRef:65] Many panels included messages; one panel read: “You held me up so many times. Now I will hold you up to heaven forever.”[endnoteRef:66] Anyone reading these words could come to know the love and loss shared between individuals, even if they never knew or saw them. The act of sewing each panel gave friends, family, lovers, and survivors the time and space to actively process their grief. Traditional quilts are made of a decorative top, batting, backing, and binding, sewn together by hand or machine. Each one is as simple or complex as one chooses to make it, but even the most basic takes hours of work and many hands. Quilts are most often made in community creating their own work in a communal space. [endnoteRef:67] The panels of the memorial quilt were no exception, with an extensive network of volunteers continuing to support the project.[endnoteRef:68] Each individual memorialized was remembered by at least one person; although by becoming part of the quilt, they were known by so many more.  [65:  Sherry Nelson, 7 November, 2025.]  [66:  Mary Clare Jalonick, “In Memory...502 panels of the nearly 30,000 panel AIDS Memorial Quilt displayed on campus,” 5.]  [67:  Hillary Green, “Beyond the US: Diasporic Intellectuals,” (PPT, Davidson College, 9 October, 2025).]  [68:  “The History of The Quilt.”] 

Reverend Tapia coordinated the creation of Davidson’s own panel, and the collective memory of it, to be added to the quilt. This panel memorialized the known Davidson alumni lost to AIDS at the time.[endnoteRef:69] Although Tapia did not sew or quilt, she was a community builder, making her the ideal guide through this process.[endnoteRef:70] An event as emotionally weighted as this required someone with Tapia’s compassionate, purposeful touch. Every visitor to the quilt was given a chance to sign, “express[ing] their grief and understanding by leaving their names.”[endnoteRef:71] The relatively simple, quick act of signing brought people to tears, necessitating Reverend Tapia’s support. Her work supporting LGBTQ students over the years meant she knew just how significant it was for Davidson to host the quilt, and to leave their mark on it just as it affected everyone who saw it.  [69:   “VP student life, Student Counseling Center and Health Services AIDS Exhibits Box 2 Counseling and Student health, AIDS exhibit- faculty and alumni” (Printed Archival Documents, Davidson College, n.d.).]  [70:  Sherry Nelson, 7 November, 2025.]  [71:  Mary Clare Jalonick, “In Memory...502 panels of the nearly 30,000 panel AIDS Memorial Quilt displayed on campus,” 5.] 

[bookmark: _Int_wR8vzPt3][bookmark: _Int_HF4f9R85]Similar to creating the quilt, bearing witness to it provided the space and community to process all the feelings it stirred up. Understanding the AIDS epidemic changes when you look out on an expanse of fabric graves, summing up someone’s entire existence into 18 square feet. This understanding was only possible thanks to the AIDS Memorial Quilt Host Committee, who brought this experience to Davidson in November of 1994.[endnoteRef:72] The Johnston gym, a space students knew well and considered their own, hosted people they had never known, and would never get the chance to.[endnoteRef:73] At each display of the quilt, volunteers methodically unfold the panels while the names of the memorialized are read aloud.[endnoteRef:74] One of the readers wrote to the Chaplain’s Office regarding how “the emotions [of reading would] stay with [her] for a long, long time.”[endnoteRef:75] Each of the 2000-plus visitors and 452 volunteers contributed to this incredible, harrowing experience.[endnoteRef:76]	Comment by Craig, James: similarly to [72:  “The Davidson College AIDS Memorial Quilt Committee Presents The NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt,” November 1994.]  [73:  “The Davidson College AIDS Memorial Quilt Committee Presents The NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt,” November 1994. ]  [74:  “The History of The Quilt.”]  [75:  Ellie Perzel, 17 November, 1994.]  [76:  “The NAMES Project Host Committee, Letter to the editor: Thanks to NAMES Quilt volunteers and visitors,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC) 14 November, 1994, 7.] 

Hosting the quilt was only the beginning of Davidson’s relationship with the NAMES project and improving support for the LGBTQ community. In 1996, a contingent of students and staff led by Nelson and Ringle made the trip to view and volunteer with the quilt at its last full display in D.C.[endnoteRef:77] Nelson recalled this trip as a healing experience following the suffocating silence surrounding AIDS in the 80s. [endnoteRef:78] In 2001, the Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA) was founded, and the quilt made another visit.[endnoteRef:79] Strides continued to be made in support of Davidson’s queer students, including the founding of support groups, the dedication of office spaces, and the continued discussion of improvements that needed to be made.[endnoteRef:80] Although the quilt represents only a few steps on an endless staircase, each one is worthwhile. [77:  Susan Plummer, “Letter to the editors: AIDS Quilt trip next fall,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC) 22 April, 1996, 7.]  [78:  Sherry Nelson, 7 November, 2025]  [79:  “A Brief History of the LGBTQ Community at Davidson College,” 1. ; Lindy Baldwin, “Organization brings AIDS Quilt to campus,” Davidsonian (Davidson, NC) 24 October, 2001, 2.]  [80:  Sam Hotchkiss, “Students struggle with coming out,” Davidsonian  (Davidson, NC) 16 November, 2005, 1.; “A Brief History of the LGBTQ Community at Davidson College,” 2.] 

Reverend Tapia paved a path for the quilt to come to Davidson, and for the continued improvement that followed. Her compassionate, dedicated work, in partnership with Reverennd Spach, Nelson, and Ringle, among others, formed Davidson College into a more thoughtful, compassionate, open space. The space she helped create was suited to host the quilt and continue such work even after the last panels had been folded. Today, Davidson proudly hosts a variety of LGBTQ student support groups and extensive archival records on the quilt’s visit. Reverend Tapia passed away in 2020, but her model of compassionate, understanding care has continued to persist, benefitting all members of the Davidson College community.[endnoteRef:81]  [81:  “Remembering Rev. Brenda Tapia,” Davidson College.] 


To learn more about Tapia’s life and legacy firsthand, please contact Sherry Nelson, close friend of Tapia and Director of Davidson Arts and Creative Engagement, at shnelson@davidson.edu or Georgia Ringle, Former Health Educator in Davidson College’s Center for Student Health and Well-Being, at gcsringle@gmail.com. Throughout their time together at Davidson, Tapia, Nelson and Ringle worked to create safe spaces and support systems that still endure today.
Mowery can be reached for comment at samowery@davidson.edu.
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