GREENSBORO TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSION

TRANSCRIPTION OF THE TESTIMONIES OF LEAH WISE, MICHAEL CURTIS AND DR. LARRY MORSE,

ALL OF WHOM WERE INVOLVED IN VARIOUS EXPRESSIONS OF CITIZENS’ RESPONSES TO NOVEMBER 3RD, 1979 AND SUBSEQUENT EVENTS.

THIS PANEL SPOKE WITH THE COMMISSION AT THE HEARINGS HELD AT NC A & T UNIVERSITY ON AUGUST 27TH AND 28TH , 2006.

Muktha Jost: First to my left is Ms. Leah Wise. She is the director of the Southeast Regional Economic Justice Network, and was involved in monitoring the hate group activity n the ’80s, and was involved in organizing a progressive response to November 3rd, 1979, and the Coliseum march, which was February 2nd.

Next to her is Mr. Michael Curtis, who is the Judge Donald Smith professor of constitutional law and legal and constitutional history at Wake Forest Law School. He was on the Human Relations’ Citizen’s Review Commission after November 3rd, 1979.

And next to him is Dr. Larry Morse, who is an economics professor @ NC A & T State University since 1976. He was a member of the Citizens for Justice and Unity and subsequently a moderator at a community gathering in December, 1979, and a co-chair of the march and vigil in the early 1980s against Klan demonstrations. He was a Human Relations Commissioner two years ago and worked to support the Truth and Reconciliation process.
Ms. Wise, would you like to start?

Leah Wise: Sure.

MJ: Thank you.

LW: Good morning everyone, and good morning to the commission. I am particularly inspired to be here, challenged to be here. I think this is an extraordinarily important process for healing, and for learning about—you can’t hear? Sorry. Can I hold this thing? Is this better? No? Oh, okay, saw somebody shake their head up there.

Nov. 3rd, 1979 was a milestone moment in movement for social change and justice in this region and in the country at large, and I am choosing to spend more time today talking about trying to galvanize a response to it than to talk about the personal impact, because I had many friends, colleagues, and peers who were involved in the demonstration. Seeing the movie, the film this morning was a very difficult piece because it reminded me of the contradictions that we felt, I felt personally, and others felt as we moved with this challenge, in part because it was my daughter’s birthday was on November 3rd. She had had a gymnastic competition that day, and she was a close friend of Cesar Cauce, and I heard the news of the massacre just before we went out to dinner. And so it was that situation of horror, and anger, and fear, having to counter that with joy and celebration. And as we moved to build a response, a community response, that duality of emotion trailed us the whole way.
So, I want to begin by talking about, first of all, one of the reasons why I say this is such a milestone movement is because Nov 3rd really kicked the movement community out of their sectarian rut, which is one of the things we had fallen into. And folks began talking who hadn’t been talking to each other because of ideological differences all over the country. But, sort of immediately phone calls were happening in the deep south, with people in Detroit, with people in New York—I mean, everybody saw this as something so dangerous, such a wake up call, that all the differences we had had—it was time to put them down. That is, except the CWP. And that was the biggest challenge that we had. Well, one of the biggest challenges we had. It was a unifying event because in part people saw this right on the heels of the attempted assassination of Mrs. Lowry in Decatur, Georgia; there already had been a grouping of people with Rev. C.T. Vivian, Anne Braden of the Southern Organizing Committee, Marilyn Clement from the Center for Constitutional Rights in New York, Lucius Walker from the Inter-religious Foundation for Community Organization in New York, to pull together a national anti-Klan network. And so, that mechanism had already begun to be in place. But they had only had one conversation about that coming into being at the time of this massacre.

So, I was a part of those conversations that began to talk about the need for an urgent response. At the same time, I was part of local organizing in Durham, NC, where I lived. I became the chair of the Triangle Vigil Committee, which started off with mainly white folks affiliated with Duke in some way, or in the progressive community. And soon, with great effort, Pat Bryant, who had been a local journalist, former tenant organizer, and I moved to push that work more in the black community. And what we came up against was the challenge that the media presented to us. And I want to lift up the media as one of the first culprits in this, making the community’s response difficult, because they played the role in creating this image that this incident was a communist vs. Klan shootout. I recall the newspapers on the day following, Nov. 4th, of huge, long stories of the individuals who had been murdered or injured. And behind those stories was, “Well, who were these people? They look like the best and the brightest; what were they doing? What were their convictions? How did this occur?” And boy, on Nov. 5th, all of the sudden the story was, “Communist vs. Klan shootout,” and that humanity disappeared. And so, within the community, we had to confront that anti-communist fervor compiled with the kind of fear the Klan has evoked throughout history, particularly in the African American community. 

And so, organizing in Durham, the big challenge was to demonstrate that this was an incident that involved and touched the lives of everybody who were justice-minded people, every African American, and not that if you were to organize a response to this, that you were a member of the CWP, or a, quote-unquote, “communist sympathizer.” And so, that was what we were up against, to kind of break that stigma. The only person involved in the incident that retained credibility within the community was Dr. Michael Nathan. He was a very well-renowned pediatrician in Durham; everybody—well, that’s a broad statement, but, most folk in the community who knew him loved him. And, in fact, from my understanding, he was not a member of the CWP until his deathbed, and he was given this, quote-unquote, “honor.” So even that, to me, that was a strategic mistake, because he had the community’s love and heart, and it could have been a way to crack open that, but rather, the CWP was in a place of elevating the party. Now, I don’t want to go too long into that, but I think that dynamic was there, and I think it was a strategic error. 

Secondly, another major opposition that we encountered in doing this, before I get into the details of the story, came from the Community Relations Service of the United States Justice Department. They played a role in red-baiting the initial organizers. We, within about two weeks’ time, tried to do a demonstration in Greensboro. For some reason, I’m thinking November 28th, around that date, I’m not really remembering it accurately, but the CRS came with a dossier on Lynn Wells, whom I had known when she was an activist in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee; she’d been involved in other activities since that time. Basically, they red-baited her, and the core group of ministers who were in support of that effort backed out, and so, that demonstration, you know, went “poof.” In response to that, there was an effort, then, to call together a large meeting, and the conference took place in Atlanta. It was the first activity of the National Anti-Klan Network; it was attended by about 400 people from across the region, some from outside the South, but mostly from the South, to talk about and strategize how to do a demonstration. It was agreed upon there that the demonstration had to be in Greensboro, despite the difficulty; that to do it in Raleigh or somewhere else in the state just wasn’t appropriate. We had to break the silence of Greensboro.  We sat up; we had an all night meeting. I’m talking about, we were there until 6:30 a.m. in a meeting room. There must have been about 16 of us. Two members of the CWP were there, folks from the SCLC, folks from what became the steering committee, trying to negotiate how we would do a demonstration and what would be the principles.  So, the biggest challenge was that the CWP insisted upon their right to [speaker gestures quotes with hands] “defend themselves.” SCLC insisted that it be a non-violent march, and that they do the security for the march. And it took us a good twelve hours to come to a compromise where the CWP would agree to not publicly announce that they thought they had the right to defend themselves and to carry weapons in the demonstration. We also agreed that we thought it was important to put forward the public image of a very broad-based effort. And so, in order to do that, the agreement was that Jim Lee, who at the time was in Warrenton, NC, was at WVSP radio station, but who had had a key role in the Malcolm X Liberation University that had been here in Greensboro, that he would travel the hundred mile distance to come to Greensboro and try to begin to meet with some key leaders in the city, in order to begin to pull a local base, and once that was in place, we would collectively announce a march for February 2nd. And this was the day following the, you know, Greensboro Sit-In revelries, and so the date was intentionally picked for that reason also.

So, Jim traveled that way. And I know ya’ll said don’t name too many names, but I want to name a few names, because it’s important to lift up those people who were willing to stand against the terror, to stand against the repression. Jim met with Rev. George Brooks, of Mt. Zion, who convened a meeting of ministers for him to talk with. There were other ministers at the time; Rev. Hairston is one that I remember. John Marshall Kilimanjaro played a very key role. I don’t remember his name, but there was a banker at American Federal, Henry Frye, Willena Cannon, Fred and Celestine Hunt, Cleve and Gwen Sellers -- these were all community people who came together to try to pull together a community response, and to figure out how we could pull off a demonstration in Greensboro. Martha Woodall was a journalist at the Greensboro Daily News at the time, and Susan Kidd was a local TV reporter at the time who also was very supportive in trying to cover the work. 

Well, in the course of trying to organize these events, along comes the City of Greensboro that says, “Well, sorry, we did give you the indication that you could have had the Coliseum, but, in fact, we’re not going to give it to you.” So it took a whole legal effort to get the City of Greensboro to allow us to use the Greensboro Coliseum, and that legal effort was led by the Center for Constitutional Rights. But, in addition to those efforts by the media, by the City of Greensboro, and by the federal government to squash any attempt by the public to protest the horror of these events and to assert a different image of race relations in the country, there was also the challenge of what I would call the aggressive opportunism of the Communist Workers Party. And why do I say that? Because I think that, in the role of, first of all, having just been declared a communist party from the Worker’s Viewpoint Organization; it’s important for those that were not in the movement community to understand that that had very big significance. To them, that meant that they were the leaders of the working class. And so, the martyrdom and victimhood took on a very special role, and what it did was also take on a role where they were beyond criticisms. So, in every effort where—not in every effort, but in a lot of efforts where we tried to do stuff as a united front, the CWP, invariably, would come up with, you know, reneging on agreements. It was really hard to get them to compromise, and to trust the rest of the community to have their back. And so, the challenge was constantly trying to, it was sort of like, and the movement community is like a family. People have had relationships for numerous years, many of us had friends who were in the CWP. Sometimes the ideological differences challenged those friendships, but we were all like family, and you know how families do. You know, you got folks who love each other some days, and angry at you the next. But, in this case, it was like trying to have a public face of seeing how important it was to support the victims and at the same time wanting to ring their necks. For an example, we had a mass meeting at Union Baptist Church in Durham. We had a plan in that meeting to have 20 organizations to get up and give two minute talks in support of the march—this is a week before the march in Greensboro. Well, two of the CWP representatives got up, took 20 minutes of the time, that bumped 10 people; you know, it just smashed the purpose of the mass meeting. The week before the demonstration we had a press conference. Publicly, the CWP representatives reneged on the agreement that they would not carry weapons at the demonstration. And so, that, you know, we had had all these buses lined up—half the folk that had planned to come said, “Well, forget that. We ain’t goin’.” So, these were some of the challenges in trying to build a broad response with a group that was victimized. I think the other thing that occurred that was another example of that is that we had a steering committee meeting of the Feb. 2nd mobilization committee in Durham, this was around January 16th I think. It was held at St. Joseph’s AME church, and we had asked each organization present to please stand to identify one spokesperson and to stand and identify that organization. There were three ministers there from Greensboro. The CWP members stood up and identified themselves as twelve organizations. The ministers walked out. 

So, it was like this kind of stuff that was like, “Well, heck,” you know? It was very frustrating, it was very painful, and at the same time, in the public arena we are having to fight this anti-communist image every time you talk to the media, or try to mobilize, particularly in the African American community. 

What I do want to say, though, around what has resulted, I think, in a very positive way, which, I would say, would be enduring impacts of this event is that we now have learned some serious lessons about how to build effective and sustaining collaborations. We moved on to form organizations: the National Anti-Klan Network, which later became the center for Democratic Renewal; there were others, like Klan Watch that began to study the far right, both the Klan and the Neo-Nazis, to understand and to develop an analysis of their political expression, their scientific expression, their theological expression, and their terrorist faces, and to see how this far right expression was a growing force in the United States, and how it was pulling the political center of the country to the right. We see that, as you know, today. 

At the same time, at the February 2nd mobilization, it was used, you know, everybody had an agenda. Ben Chavis had just gotten out of jail. He got up on the podium flanked by four bodyguards and basically announced himself as the leader of the movement. He was now back. You know. Well, today we are in a better place. People have spent time, a different organizing model than a cadre model of developing local leadership, of training people to lead their own struggles, but also, to bring some ethics of accountability, of being open and above board, of allowing all to participate, of intentional relationship building, and of working on internal democratic practices within movement organizations, for those organizations that are working not just for the masses, but of the masses. So those are some of the things that I think have been enduring legacy of this horrific experience. That North Carolina got exposed to the nation for the very anti-labor and racist culture of the state that it had that was not the image prior to 1979, which meant that for a while, there was a little bit more attention to the region, to try and to work to do more social change. However, I think, particularly in the workplaces, it’s been such a no-no in this culture to encourage people to organize for justice in workplaces. It’s like, civil rights was okay in the community, but if you apply it into the workplace, forget it. So that is what I will start with as an opening remark. Thank you. I no doubt have gone over time, so I apologize.

MJ: Thank you, Ms. Wise. I think if it’s okay with the other commissioners, I’d like to give the others the opportunity to share their perspectives before we do the questioning. Mr. Mike Curtis?

Mike Curtis: Well, back in—is this on? Yes. Back in 1980 I was a practicing lawyer, and I was one of the members of the Citizens’ Review Commission. This was just a group of citizens who, after work, came together to consider what had happened on November 3rd, and then to make recommendations. As a result of that, I think, I ended up on a number of panels at Duke University and elsewhere in connection with the November 3rd thing, and I got to feeling that, boy, I never wanted to be on another panel at all. Well, ‘cause some of the things I had to say were things that people did not particularly want to hear. And this is basically what I had to say that people didn’t want to hear, was that in looking into the events of November 3rd, it was more complex than the fundraising letters, say, I got through the mail from the groups that, you know, I generally often support; that it was a more complex event. For example, before November 3rd, the Klansmen had been meeting in China Grove. They were watching a racist movie called Birth of a Nation. According to the CWP, they went in and basically broke up the meeting. They burned the Klan flag and so on. And then, subsequently, they challenged the Klan to come to this “Death to the Klan” rally. It was my perspective that none of this justified what happened to the victims of this awful tragedy, but that it contributed to the tragedy; that violence tends to beget violence. And, you know, I have no sympathy with the views of the Klan, but I do have the belief that we need to respect a system of free speech. And at that time, and still, at this time, in this country, it extends to all sorts of groups. And so, supreme court precedents protecting the right of free speech for Klansmen have been applied to protect the right of the NAACP, for instance, when it was under challenge in Mississippi and elsewhere. So I know many people don’t agree with this perspective, but this is my perspective, that you have to have this broad system of free speech. It’s not consistent with a broad system of freedom of speech if you go into a group when they’re not engaging in violence at the time and use lead pipes and clubs and so on, as the CWP said they did, to break up their meeting. It is an attack on freedom of speech, even though it is an attack on freedom of speech for a group that has horrible ideas. So, part of the reality of Nov. 3rd was, this was more complicated, and it was more complicated because of the, really the tactic of violence that the CWP followed. Now, they weren’t shooting people, as happened in this awful thing in Greensboro and China Grove, but they were pursuing a tactic of violence, and that was not a justification for what happened, but a contribution as a matter of cause. And I think that’s an important lesson, I think and hope, that a lot of people, including some people involved, have learned from the event. 
There were things that were disappointing to me in connection with the city’s response to the group that I was on. This was a group of citizens, after work, we had no investigators, we had no subpoena power, people did not appear under oath; I think that the group made some useful suggestions, but it was far from a perfect effort, of course. The city’s response was, when people asked for an investigation of this, was, well, it had all been done. They would point to our little group as having done it all. Well, that didn’t seem to me to be accurate, you know, this sort of group can’t be the final word on this sort of thing. We were, in a lot of ways, critical of the way the police operated, but we did not find, and I still don’t find, to this day, you know, though I must say I haven’t studied it in detail since this time, that the police wanted what happened to happen. The CWP, for instance, had told the police that they didn’t want them anywhere around, and the police mentioned that. Well, that is no excuse for police not being there, in my view, because you cannot turn the management of these dangerous events over to groups, you know, that are involved in the events. It seemed to me that it was, often, the tactic of that time that, you know, police should have a low-visibility presence. It seemed to me, and I think, to members of our group, in light of the fact that you had this confrontation in China Grove, which unfortunately this city had not looked into prior to this event—in light of the fact that you’d had that, and that danger, you needed a much more substantial police presence. We recommended, and I think this city has subsequently done it, that there should be laws, both at the local and state level, that said you can’t bring weapons to political demonstrations, and I think that’s been done. That could have been done before. Had it been done before, it would have given a basis for taking action, and really would have affected people in both groups, I assume, that would’ve helped to prevent the tragedy that occurred. So, that was, I would say, basically, my role in it and our role in it as a group.
When I would go to public forums and express this view, the response I often got was, “Well, this is the standard line of the, I don’t know, the sort of reactionary white group. This is the sort of line that was used against Martin Luther King,” and so on. Well, the great thing that Martin Luther King did, and the wonderful contribution that Martin Luther King made, was that he taught and practiced non-violence. And so, we had a huge social transformation that occurred without a race war happening. There was a lot of violence. And there was a lot of violence aimed at the demonstrators, and there were awful things that went on during that time. But the practice of non-violence, I think, his message about that, was right. So, basically, I don’t think that you can look at this, if you’re interested in looking at the full truth, which I know this group is, I don’t think you can look at it without looking at the background. And it’s needless to say, about the background of the Klan, that the Klan has a long background of violence, and bigotry, and hatred, and that sort of thing, so I’m saying very little about that, but there’s just no doubt about it. But, you have to look at the other part of the background. And I think, also, we need to learn from the background and what we need to learn from the background is that tactics of violence, not respecting the rights of even groups we abhor to associate and express themselves as long as they’re not violating the law, these are mistakes that we shouldn’t repeat. The other recommendations—our group had recommendations about things like housing, and education, that sort of thing—I feel really pretty dismal about all of this right now, but a lot of this is beyond the City of Greensboro. It seems to me we’re now seeing a time in the country where, basically, the tax base, which is absolutely necessary, if you’re going to have social, you know, any sort of social safety net, not only for people but for middle-class people, if you’re going to have a decent system of public education, all that sort of thing—all of this is being undermined in the interest of gigantic tax cuts that tend to benefit, you know, the top one-tenth of one per cent; repeal of the inheritance tax, which benefits people with estates over millions of dollars, all of this sort of thing going on—these things, it seems to me, make it very difficult to help average people, middle class people, poor people, and have the sort of society that we want to have. And then, in addition to that, the thing that makes me feel dismal about this, is that really the other thing we’re seeing today, is the mobilization of, really, fear and hatred of people who are different to obscure what’s really going on in the economic area, and in this, really, great transformation of our society from a more democratic one to, really, a more aristocracy of wealth. And, of course, a big part of this is aimed at people who are gay, and other people who are different. And I am sorry to say that some ministers in all sorts of churches, including some ministers in black churches, are cooperating with this movement, which I don’t think, really, is in the interest, the real interest, of the people in their congregations. So, it seems to me to be a very sad event to have people’s attention distracted from all the unfortunate things that are happening in the country today while people are taught to be fearful and angry and hateful toward people who are different for whatever reason.

MJ: Thank you, Mr. Curtis. Dr. Larry Morse?

Larry Morse: Thank you. I was out of town on the weekend of November 3rd, and learned of the killings from the 11 o’clock news. Had I been here, I’m not sure whether I would have been at the march. I might have been. I want to share three of my principle connections to Nov. 3rd; they’re all post-Nov. 3rd involvements and I’ll take them in chronological order. I was a member of Citizens for Justice and Unity, a group that sprang up in the immediate aftermath of Nov. 3rd. The group, composed primarily of whites, wanted to express our horror and outrage and indignation at the killings. In late December, 1979, on a Saturday or Sunday, we had a rally, an afternoon rally at the governmental plaza. I served as moderator. As I recall, our message was twofold: we were horrified by the killings, and wanted the killings never to happen again, certainly not in our city. Citizens for Justice and Unity continued to meet on a monthly basis; I can’t recall for how long we stayed together, but eventually the group withered away. 

My second connection to November 3rd came in the spring of 1987. When citizens of Greensboro read in the paper that the Klan had been granted a parade permit for June 7th, there was a significant, massive and immediate community response that resulted in the creation of the Coalition for Unity and Justice. Dr. Tommy Young and I served as co-chairs. The Coalition pursued two strategies. The first was to go to the City Council and ask them to instruct the city manager to rescind the Klan’s parade permit. We came with some 6000 signatures; there was a parade of eloquent speakers from the floor; a team of attorneys had been put together by the NAACP, but in the end, Council elected to follow the legal opinion of the state Attorney General—that the Klan’s amendment rights needed to be respected. The fact that the Coalition was able to garner some 6000 signatures in such a short period of time, I think was clear evidence of the outrage on the part of the citizenry that the Klan would again be on our streets. I suspect that the Coalition, its stand was a factor in the city’s decision to limit the Klan’s parade route. I will say that three members of Council stood with us steadfastly. They were Earl Jones, Lonnie Revels, and Dorothy Bardolf. But they weren’t a majority. They were moral, but they weren’t a majority. A second strategy consisted of the events of the weekend itself, of June 6th and 7th. We had a community march for unity and justice on June 6th; a two, full-page, “This is not Klan country” paid ad with over 2,100 supporters’ names in the Greensboro News and Record. Ministers were encouraged on Sunday morning to preach services that addressed bigotry. There was a silent vigil at the Klan parade, and we held a peace festival and love rally for racial unity in ? Park. Several leaders, despite the fact that the predominant view expressed by the officialdom of Greensboro was that the citizens were to ignore the Klan and just stay home. Nonetheless, some of the leaders marched with us on June 6th. The ? Park event was well-attended and the silent witness occurred without incident. 
My final connection I will share as a member of the city Human Relations Commission 2003-2004. The Truth and Reconciliation Project sought the Commission’s endorsement. To gain a better understanding of the Project, the Commission invited the Project to send representatives to what turned out to be a very candid and productive meeting. The non-defensiveness and sincerity of those from the Project impressed resident commissioners. In the end, however, despite my best efforts, and other supportive commissioners, we were unable to garner enough votes for an endorsement. Thank you for allowing me to participate. 

MJ: Thank you, Dr. Morse. I’d like to ask the other commissioners if they have questions. I’ll give you the opportunity first, before I start my questions.

I have a question for Mr. Curtis. Did your group make any recommendation, and I do understand this was some time back, also, in your investigation, whether you were given the information about Eddie Dawson, and whether you made any recommendations about the city and the police handling, or having a policy for informants? He was the police informant who also worked for the FBI.

MC: Yes. It’s standard, if you practice law, and say, you represent somebody who’s been searched, and so on, that you can’t get identities of informants, and the courts won’t let you in the typical criminal case. The police did not give us the identity of their informant, that later, turned out was Mr. Dawson, and we didn’t really know anything about questions that were later raised about whether or not Mr. Dawson had really, had a provocative role, beyond simply being there as an informant in the issue. So we really did not look into that. We did ask Mr. Dawson to come and testify, but he declined. But when we asked him to come and testify, we didn’t know he was an informant. 

MJ: Okay.

MC: I might say one other thing about our report. We were critical of the city on the question of freedom of speech. We were critical of the city in terms of its approach—well, first the city had considered and, fortunately, didn’t pass, an ordinance that would have required potentially huge bonds for any group that wanted to parade. And we were critical of that. That could have been used to prevent any sort of controversial group that, you know, if people were very hostile to them, from parading. And also, with reference to the Coliseum, we were critical of the role the city took there, on free speech grounds. 

MJ: Okay, thank you. Dr. Morse, I was wondering, with the groups that you were involved in, you know, since the first trial, and in the second, and the third, where they found the police liable, and the Klan, there was always a string of new information, or new evidence, and also more confusion about what really happened that day—whether the first shots were hostile, and who really fired the third, fourth, and fifth shots. So, as new information came out from the trials and the hearings, did your groups, did you make any effort with the city to, kind of, bring in, maybe, another group that would inform the community of these new developments so they would kind of reconsider and be, you know, more fully informed about the event?
LM: I would say no in the case of Citizens for Justice and Unity, and also no for the Coalition for Unity and Justice. In those instances, they were community outpourings to an event—either the killings themselves, or the Klan coming back to the city, and it was about wanting to express outrage—horror, in one case, and essentially outrage and horror in the second case. I would say, in the case of the instance of the Human Relations Commission, that what I, and some of my fellow commissioners saw was that this Project itself would be about the process of bringing more light to what had happened, and to realizing that it was an extremely complicated situation. And so, my goal, in that case, was, this process needed to go forward, and we needed it if we were going to have better understanding, and if we could, then move to some healing. 

MJ: Well, I also have a follow-up question on your group’s efforts to have an injunction passed against the Klan march. And, you know, essentially, you were asking for the restriction of their free speech, of their right to demonstrate, and in your statement you’ve explained your rationale for that, you know, what perspective you were coming from that even though they have the legal right to do that, that your group was concerned, and had thousands of signatures to not have the march. And could you explain that, your group’s perspective?
LM: Yeah, there were two pieces. One was, I think, a moral conscience, and that was what, I think, was on the minds of many of us who signed the petition, the 6000 who signed—that a group like this, reprehensible as it was, having done what it had done in our city not many years ago—they simply didn’t deserve the right. They shouldn’t be on our streets. The attorneys that the NAACP lined up, and who presented their case for why the right should not be observed for the Klan, I believe their fundamental point was that their presence on the street, documented by their history and documented by their appearance here in ’79, was that they were a threat to public safety. And that, for those reasons, that the civil authorities of the city had a right to protect the citizenry, and that these people should not be, from, they felt that there were legal grounds for saying they did not have the right for free assembly. 

MJ: Thank you. Ms. Wise, I have a question for you. You mentioned a little bit about the resurgence of the Klan in the ’80’s. Could you go in a little bit more detail about what was happening in the ’80s as far as the Klan was concerned, as far as your group was collecting information, as well as how much of that was, maybe, related to Nov. 3rd. What was your group’s conclusions? What special reference, maybe, even, to what was going on economically at that time?

LW: Well, following, I guess it was around ’82, I think, I became the director of Southerners for Economic Justice, which had come into being to support some of the union organizing efforts, particularly in the textile industry in the communities where the organizing efforts were happening. And, what had begun to happen, I think it was really highlighted by, in 1979, the blowing up of the steel mills in Youngstown, Ohio, which was really the trigger of the trend of deindustrialization that began happening in the country, where plants were leaving, many moving south first, and when they could work it out, move beyond the borders to Mexico, Central America, Asia. And so, in SEJ, we began to track the incidents of plant closings, and had a little map with pins on it, you know, like, where this was beginning to happen, in part because we were involved in meeting with other national groups, they all were like, resenting us because, like, you know, we were taking all their jobs, versus that there was a trend that was impacting our region as well. At the same time, we began to notice, part alerted by the National Anti-Klan Network, a number of incidents of Klan violence that began occurring. One was in Statesville, when Rev. Lee had a cross burned and shots into his house after he protested an attempted lynching in that town, in the jail. And then we had incidents, one in Durham, where a policeman who had filed a discrimination complaint had also been the target of a cross burning and shots into his house. And across the state we began to see incidents where black workers, who either were promoted to, quote unquote, “white jobs,” or who had protested discrimination became targets, and then, those targets moved to interracial families, to children in parks, playing together interracially. We began to also track where those incidents were occurring, and these incidents paralleled the Klan holding different kind of rallies in different towns. So, it wasn’t necessarily that each of these incidents was done by a Klansperson or a Nazi, but that, after, every time, once there had been a rally then a flurry of these events were occurring. And so, to us, we saw this parallel because they were happening in the same counties. And so, I remember though, when we went into Statesville to, we, first of all, formed an organization called North Carolinians Against Racist and Religious Violence, and again, had the challenge of trying to cut through this anti-communism that got associated with anybody concerned about the Klan. And also, at the time, we started monitoring the different groups in the state, there were about six Klan and Neo-Nazi organizations in the state and they were burgeoning in their activity, particularly Glen Miller’s Carolina Knights, which changed names a number of times, but they got money from the orders, when the order attacked the FBI and had the Brinks robbery or whatever it was, anyway, right away, you could see it in Glen Miller’s demonstrations. All of a sudden, they had all these uniforms and walkie-talkies, and all this kind of stuff. So, there was like, a national hookup in addition to all these activities beginning to happen in the state. And so, the fact that these were occurring in the very places where joblessness had occurred, and people were, you know, ticked off. There was no response. There was no Warren legislation at the time where there was special federal benefits for dislocated workers. People were just, “poof,” out. So, they were real, especially the white workers, were real easy prey for the Klan, who would come in and say, “Well, the reason is those folk got your job,” or, you know, it was this kind of, this is an organization to assert your rights. And some folk fell prey to it. 

MJ: Did your organization find any connection between Klan and police, kind of similar to the time of the Civil Rights movement, during the ’70’s and ’80’s? 

LW: Well, there was, first of all, those of us, myself, coming out of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, we all had experience with COINTELPRO, so none of us, particularly, looked to the police as our saviors—

MJ: Sorry to interrupt, but for the sake of the audience, could you explain what COINTELPRO is, please?

LW: [Finishing Muktha’s question] COINTELPRO was? This was an effort, under the Justice Department, or FBI—led by Herbert Hoover—to plant agent provocateurs in various movement organizations to, basically, spark illegal activity, or riots, or whatever, and to also, um, to basically send information into the government. And so, there are all these records, now, that people can get from the Freedom of Information Act about some of the reports. A lot of the stuff was made-up stuff, but, anyway, it played a very disruptive role in the movement, certainly within the Black Panther Party. There’s been a lot said about that. But, at any rate, so, one of the things at the time when we were trying to organize was the role of the SBI, which was the investigation bureau for the state. And they came to us wanting to be able to send their people to our meetings, and, at the same time, they were monitoring the Klan and the Neo-Nazi meetings, so they said. Well, Glen Miller, who was the head of one of these groups, later on, it became known that he, in fact, was an informant, which means he was paid public dollars. Secondly, he went into a witness protection program; you know, after all this stuff, those—well, I don’t want to start cussing here, but—what they did in the community. But this kind of convoluted use of informants is a part of the messy history, I think, of law enforcement in this country. And certainly in terms of, for the most part, what I see, is that it’s been used against progressive peoples’ organizations trying to struggle for justice. 

MJ: Okay. I have a question, and this is for all the three of you, and I ask this question because of the communities that you’re backed by and your contact with and understanding of the communities. We have been encouraged to get the facts out about the event, and what happened after the event. So, if you have a fact that you would like to share that you feel the community doesn’t know yet, or if you’d like to know something that you feel you haven’t had the opportunity to find out, I would like to—it may be a simple detail, or it could be something bigger, but what you consider a fact about Nov. 3rd and after, if you could share that with us. Or, if you want to take a couple of minutes while the other commissioners can ask you some questions, and then, at the end of that, if you’d like to share with us what you would like to know about it, as well as what you already know for a fact that you want to share. Thank you.
Mark Sills: I have just a couple of brief questions. First, for Mr. Curtis, as an attorney, but also as a legal scholar, given what you know academically and professionally, in looking back on the Citizen Review Committee, would you conclude now that the city was fully forthcoming and that there was a serious desire to find the truth? Or would you concur with Rev. Brown’s opinion that the Review Committee and other such investigations were really just delaying tactics? How would you characterize that?
MC: Yeah, well, as a matter of principle, I’m reluctant to challenge people’s motives. I would say, in terms of our work, the city was very cooperative with us, in terms of making police officers and other people available, you know? They were very cooperative in that way. We didn’t get information about Mr. Dawson, which later came out as a result of these trials, and so on. Had we had more information, we would have been in a better position, I think, to deal with the situation. So, I guess that’s my answer.
MS: Alright, fair enough. Dr. Morse, I’m just curious how you would characterize the decision not to, the Human Relations Commission, not to endorse this commission. Do you have any sense of the basis upon which that decision was reached?

LM: What I saw in the Commission discussions, and it was part of our discussion at a retreat, it was the discussion over several meetings, leading up to and following the meeting that we’d had with folks from the Project, is that on the Commission there was an array of attitudes and beliefs about what the Project was about that, I think, mirrored the array of, what I took to be the array of the beliefs in the citizenry in general. And so, the commission itself was, in that way, I believe, a cross section of the community. There were those of us who had great faith and great hope that this Commission would do what it was setting out to do, that we would have some healing from it, and it ranged from there to those who were very suspicious, those who, I believe but would not directly say, in the back of their minds were troubled by, still, what they saw as a communist connection. That’s in the community; it’s not surprising that it was in a commission of, made up of citizens from the community, and so, that’s what we saw, and, when the votes came down, those of us who believed in the Project, we were a minority.

MS: Thank you. 

Barbara Walker: I have a question for both Dr. Morse and Mr. Curtis. In your tenure on the committees on which you served, you know, the Human Relations committee and others, and the community relations—well, I forget the names of the committees right now—were you furnished documents by the police department that showed their activities on Nov. 3rd? 

MC: You know, this was 25 years ago. 

BW: I know.

MC: And my memory is we were furnished lots of documents, and we were pretty much furnished documents we asked for. Did we ask for every document, you know, you would have asked for if, you know, it had been your full-time job and you could devote full-time to it and you, you know, spent your days thinking about, well, should we do this? Should we do—I’m sure we didn’t ask for every document that would have been useful. I don’t recall any document that we asked for that we didn’t get, but a Citizens Review Group meeting after work a couple times a week is not the same as some sort of full-fledged investigation, you know, by people who have the time and the energy to pursue every lead, and so on. 

BW: Dr. Morse? 

LM: The two citizen groups I worked with, in ’79, and in ’87, were not about studying the issue. We were about responding to the killings in ’79 and responding to the Klan coming back in ’87. And the Human Relations Commission, our immediate task was not, was to deal with the request that had come from the Project of, would we endorse? And so, we were not about the issue of pursuing what had happened. The Human Relations Commission had done its own study a number of years earlier. I’ve read that, and I would say it was largely a time-filler and it was a holding action.

BW: Thank you—

LM: Let me just, let me add—

BW: Excuse me. 

LM: —one thing about, it’s not documents, but it’s one thing about the police. When we marched on the 7th, excuse me, on the 6th, the day before the Klan march, we assembled in the parking lot across from the downtown campus of GTCC. And before we stepped off, a massive, and I would say, personally, frightening array of police in riot gear came out from the GTCC building across the street. I could only think, “Why weren’t they there on Nov. 3rd?

BW: Thank you. Mr. Curtis, back to my question, were you told of or were you aware of a police operational plan for Nov. 3rd? 

MC: Yes, we were told about a plan, we were aware of a plan, but, you know, it’s 25 years—and the plan’s referred to in our report, I think—but, you know, that they expected certain things to happen at certain times, they had plans to be there at certain times, and, you know, that’s basically my memory of that, but, boy, this is a long time ago. I might say, with reference to the police, the police are human beings like the rest of us. The police make mistakes like all the rest of us. The police learn from mistakes like we hope all the rest of us do; at least we hope they do, and, often, they do.

BW: But you never saw, actually saw, the operational plan, is that the case?

MC: You know, at this time I can’t tell you whether, what we saw and what we didn’t see.

BW: Alright.

MC: It’s just been too long ago.

BW: Thank you. 

MJ: Do any of the other commissioners have questions? Okay. I have one question, and then you can, if you’ve come up with your facts that you want to share…Are you aware if the concerned citizens group—and this is for Dr. Morse, but if the other two, if you have any information on this, please feel free to share—if the concerned citizen’s group had a position on the need for a private or a special prosecutor for any of the trials? And then, if you did, tell us what actions your group took regarding that.
LM: I’ll go back to an earlier answer: our focus was different. We were not, in ’79, clearly, were in the contemplations, so that was out of the question, but for the Coalition for Unity and Justice, we had a single focus, and that was the dignity of the community that had been terrorized by the Klan marching in our streets, and that’s what we assembled for, and in a month’s time, I think, did an amazing job of doing a lot of things to organize the community and then have a creative response to this group coming back to our city.
MJ: Okay. Thank you.

MC: Yeah, I was just going to say, in civil actions, generally, of course, any person who is wronged can bring a suit, and there were civil actions growing out of these events. In, back then, I think we still had, and maybe we—do we still, Percy and Bob would know—do we still have special private prosecutions in, yeah. So you can have a private prosecutor. I think there are serious questions about whether it’s a good idea to have private prosecutions, but you can have private prosecutions, but as far as I know, nobody asked for a private prosecution.
MJ: For the trials.

MC: For the trials, yes. At the time of the criminal trial, I thought, although the lawyers who are here know much more about it than I do, I just watched it from a distance—

MJ: They’re next.

MC: Yeah, but, I thought that the prosecutor, who’s a friend of mine, Mike Schlosser, he’s a good person, I thought he shouldn’t have sought the death penalty, I thought he should not have charged the case quite as he charged it, and I thought, seeking the death penalty, which means you eliminate from the jury anybody who has conscientious scruples against the death penalty, was not the right sort—you know, while that might be good for run-of-the-mill things, it seemed to me it wasn’t a good idea for this case. But the lawyers who are more familiar with it, I think, have a different perspective. 
MJ: Do you think the outcome would have been different if he hadn’t asked for the death penalty?

MC: I don’t know, but I do think, you know, if I were the prosecutor in that case, what sort of people would I want on the jury? Would I—you know, I would want people who were more progressive and liberal on the jury, which isn’t the prosecutor’s typical ideal jury. And if you seek the death penalty a lot of those people disappear from the jury. A lot of black people are conscientiously opposed to the death penalty. And a lot of white people are conscientiously opposed to the death penalty, so I thought it was, I thought that was not a good idea. But there are people here who know much more about this than I do. 

MJ: Thank you.

BW: May I return to your remark, Dr. Morse? You said that you were working to try to bring about a creative response to what had been going on. Could you enlighten me a little bit about what you considered a creative response?

LM: I would say that on June 6th, the creative response was to create our own march. We marched the same route that the Klan would march on Sunday the 7th. Despite the police presence, which we knew would be there. We had our own internal security, organized by Cleve Sellers. I believe that for those who wanted to be a personal witness, to stand in silence when the Klan marched by, and to have gone through non-violent training, that was a creative response. I was among the witnesses. To have organized a picnic and rally in Nogo Park, that was well away from downtown, to take citizens away from giving an audience to the Klan, even as curiosity seekers, to give them a sense of at least some support. I believe that was constructive. To ask the ministers on that Sunday to speak about bigotry, I think these were positive responses.

BW: Thank you.

MJ: Thank you. If you would take just a quick minute, if you had anything to share, about what you’d like to know, or what you already know.
LW: Well, I’ll start. First of all, in terms of something I know—Jim Lee did a tape of the national mobilization that took place on February 2nd, and also, in addition to the speeches that were done there, interviewed a number of people who were present there. So, it might be a detail of information that you all would benefit from; so, you can try to contact him. I asked him if he knew, readily, where it was; he said he had to take some time to dig it out, but it exists. Anyway, in terms of what I’d like to know, I keep thinking about the, you know, this incident sits in the history of incidents that have occurred in this state. Even since, like, I think about the Imperial Foods fire that happened down in Hamlet, and the reaction of the business community, you know, like, “Oh, it’s gonna blow over,” so when people struggle for new health and safety regulations, there was real silence and opposition. In this case, I really want to know, well, who was calling the shots? What was the conversation, and who was in it, of the city, quote-unquote, “fathers,” that really tried to abort any effort to address this with any integrity And to have a different message conveyed in the community. All I see that happened from, you know, authorities, was just, “Squash it. Keep it silent and act like it’s going to go away.” I want to know, you know, was there any backbone in any of the folk in the business  community or in the political leadership of Greensboro?
MJ: Okay. Thank you.

MC: Well, just on one thing. I’d say on our work, I didn’t feel that there was any very strong effort to squash us. When we decided that we wanted to look in partly to to what happened on Nov. 3rd, there were people who were unenthusiastic about that. And that was conveyed to us, but when we said, you know, “Well, we want to do that,” you know, nobody tried to stop us from doing that or tell us we couldn’t do it or anything like that. 

MJ: Thank you. Dr. Morse?
LM: I don’t know that there are specific facts. I think that this is a piece of a web in which in this country we have, unfortunately, an all-too-violent history of opposing the rights of workers. We have Haymarket; we have the Pullman strike, we have the sit-ins in Detroit, and in our own city, we have people who were at the gates of the textile mills trying to organize workers who were victims of gunfire. Some wounded, some killed. I agree with Ms. Wise. I don’t know that we need to—that it’s going to come about from naming names who in the city knew, who in the city planned, if there were a plan. We’ve got to become a better society, and we’ve got to be able to find ways to respect the dignity of all of us; the dignity and rights of workers. And I look to you. I look to this Commission. 

MJ: On behalf of the Commissioners, I would like to thank the three of you for coming here this morning and for sharing your perspectives. Thank you very much.  

Transcribed by Matthew Shelton, April 10, 2006


