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Mar. 13--Nobody can say for sure why Charles Plinton took his own life at age 25; he might not have known exactly
himself.

All his mother, Frances Parker Robinson, knows for sure is that he was a changed man after what happened to him in
Akron in 2004 when he was just months away from earning his master's degree.

Plinton was accused of drug trafficking, acquitted by a jury of his peers but suspended by the University of Akron,
which made its own decision about "responsibility" regardless of the verdict.

"The last thing on his lips was 'I should have my degree,' " said Plinton's mother. "Akron just killed him."

About two months before Charles Plinton took his own life, he visited Lincoln University outside Philadelphia, where
he had earned his undergraduate degree and chatted with his old guidance counselor, Nancy Kenner.

She hadn't heard about all that had happened in Akron; he didn't tell her.

She couldn't believe he killed himself, even when she saw the funeral program with his face on it.

"Not Chuck Plinton," Kenner said. "Not 'Good-and-Plenty,' like we called him. He was just a lot of fun."

She has counseled students whom she believed were considering suicide, but Plinton seemed all right to her. She wishes
she could have that brief meeting back.

"At least I could have sat in here and talked about what had happened in Akron and where he was with that," Kenner
said.

His family said he had other troubles, too. He'd failed a test he needed to pass for a promotion in his job and he had
some girlfriend problems. He'd considered taking his life at least once before, while in high school. And he had been
depressed.

Illness in African-Americans

Experts say that 90 percent of suicides have undiagnosed mental illness, which is especially a problem among
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African-Americans because of cultural taboos and religious stigmas, according to the American Association of
Suicidology:

-- Depression is more pronounced in African-Americans.

-- African-Americans are less likely to use drugs during a suicide crisis. Routine blood tests ordered after Plinton's death
showed no signs of drugs or alcohol in his body.

-- Some African-Americans express little suicide intent or depressive symptoms during suicidal crises.

Maria Gooden, an administrator at Lincoln University, disagrees somewhat with that last point.

African-Americans do express depressive symptoms, but they have to be understood in their cultural context, said
Gooden, who has a Ph.D in clinical psychology and has done field research on suicide in the black community.

An employee might get into more disagreements than usual with co-workers; a student might stop going to classes and
choose to just hang out.

"Increased TV watching, that's a biggie," Gooden said.

The loss of control over a situation generally affects African-Americans more profoundly than the general population,
Gooden said.

That's why dramatic turnarounds where someone who had been depressed suddenly appears full of energy and
confidence may be a sign that they've made a final decision and feel in control of their lives again.

Brother fears copycats

Plinton's older brother, David Sanders, agrees that it's a difficult discussion to have in the black community.

"The only thing you don't want to be labeled as is crazy," Sanders said.

But he's also concerned that young members of the family's house of worship will conclude from his brother's tragedy
that suicide is the best way to get attention.

Close to 600 people attended the funeral.

"It was a beautiful homegoing," Sanders said. "It was very festive and he was sent out like a king. I was just hoping that
no one else would become a copycat."

Robinson said that her son was a proud man who wanted to stand on his own, but she hopes that others will seek help.

"Depression needs to be addressed in our congregation," she said.

She and her surviving son want to start that conversation.

John Higgins can be reached at 330-996-3792 or 1-800-777-7232 or jhiggins@thebeaconjournal.com
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