Public Hearing #1—“What Brought us to November 3, 1979?”
Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Committee

Statement:  Ms. Nettie Coad
Commissioner:  On behalf of the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission, I would now like to invite Ms. Nettie Coad to join us:

[Next] Commissioner:  Thank you Ms. Nettie Coad for being here with us this afternoon at our very first public hearing.  Ms. Coad is a trainer/organizer for the Partnership Project and she has been a social activist for thirty years in the Old Asheboro Neighborhood.  You have been invited by the Commission to share with us today the climate in the seventies for poor people in Greensboro.  Your own efforts in organizing, especially in housing and education, the Klan presence in Greensboro, and poor people’s access to public money.  If you could start with your experience organizing for housing in Greensboro.  

Ms. Coad:  Thank you Ms. Jost.  And I have chosen to have you ask me questions because there is so much that has happened in these past thirty years that I’ve been involved, or thirty-five years, that it would be hard for me to try and share a story.  But I am willing to answer questions.  Early in nineteen seventy, with my children finishing high-school and going off to college, there was so much undone work in my community.  There was just almost as if this community was being forgotten.  Services were not being rendered by the city.  There was white flight at that time.  I lived on Sevier Street, which was about six or seven blocks from where I presently live, and I had lived there since nineteen sixty-two, and I had seen quite a bit of decline in the community, as neighbors left and properties became boarded up or overgrown with weeds, cracked sidewalks.  And it was just so unpleasant.  At night when I would be away from home at a ballgame with my kids or something and return home, it was dangerous just to walk on the sidewalks, either they were overbrush or cracked sidewalks.  And it was dangerous, the park that we had that children had to play in was smelling and filled with debris.  My neighborhood just seemed like a forgotten land.  People who didn’t really matter in the city, and I didn’t want to feel that way.  So, consequently, my neighbors and I began organizing to bring attention to the things that we felt needed to be done.  This organizing effort took great form because everybody felt the same, had the same interest and the same desires.  And from that we began to organize and, you know, go down to city hall, home meetings, or wherever we could go to bring attention to what was going on in our community.  So this was really a beginning effort that expanded across the city.  After a couple of years of our organizing, we met some young organizers from who had come into Greensboro to help the organizing efforts from an organization called ACORN, and that’s an Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now.  We learned much from them, we had people to help us understand information about codes [?] and information about services that we weren’t receiving and who to talk to, and just to help you learn how to take care of your own community.  Not a voice for us, but to help us lift our own voices.  And pretty much this went across the city to seven neighborhoods, and a lot of work was done through these seven neighborhoods, a lot of relationships were built, a lot of similarities through what was going on in our communities, we became quite a force in the city through our organizing efforts.  We had to do this because the climate in Greensboro was one that sort of disassociated itself from declining communities, and things just kept declining rather than you have people who were concerned about the total city, concerned about every body.  It seemed that that wasn’t the kind of atmosphere that we were living in.  Integration of our kids had taken place, and you know my kids were going off to school at different schools, and I saw quite a difference in the education that was happening at one school versus another school, and it just seemed that the kind of lifestyle I grew up with, the kind of home life we had was being invaded, and there was just so much chaos going on.  That was the climate in this city at that time, and it meant that you had to speak up for yourself, you had to organize, you had to do something to bring attention to the discomfort to the really just people writing off communities.    
Commissioner:  You mentioned that you felt your home life was invaded, could you talk about that a little bit more?
Ms. Coad:  Well, my children being in different schools, one in an integrated school, well one primarily remaining at Dudley, which still had its culture and its history and its teachers at that time.  And I saw a difference in my child that was gone away in the integrated school and coming home and learning things and felt real good about his education and loved his school, but seemed to begin to elevate himself, you know, above his upbringing.  And I’ve experienced that throughout his life, you know, it just seemed like, I don’t know, I sensed that little something there.  It didn’t really change him at that time, it didn’t take on the control, but as years went on I saw this happen with more and more kids in the community where families lost control of their children, you know, didn’t seem to have the ability for their kids to just feel good about what they had to offer or what they were teaching them or whatever, you know, there just came that period of invasion of our home life, of our culture, you sensed that, you felt it, and it was in our children.  

Commissioner:  Could you highlight some of the ways in which you tried to bring to the public attention what was going on in your neighborhood, and the response from local government to that activism?

Ms. Coad:  Well, the situation was so dire in many instances; there would be overgrown lots with weeds as much as twelve feet high, there were specific houses in the neighborhood that just stood out.  There was one neighbor who lived on Asheboro Street at the time, a German person who lived in a place that was just overgrown, weeds that were twelve feet high, he had some kind of ledge out with a lot of jugs and jars and things on it that he would just keep out there, and it looked, it was so bad, so horrible, and that was just one place.  But as whites would move out, there properties would become overgrown and you know started, houses became boarded up, and it was just an eyesore, and we were trying to live in this community.  It was as though people that left didn’t care, you know.  So we had to try and bring attention to this, and we on one occasion, we even brought some of the debris, and weeds and everything to city hall to a City Council meeting, just to bring about some awareness.  We did this consistently, we had to do this, where do you go to address these kinds of issues?  We felt the city fathers.  So we did this consistently until, you know, eventually we did get heard.  We got, we became identified as a heard community development neighborhood.  In the meantime, this didn’t just happen, the organizing effort with us learning from ACORN and organizing our community. I mean, we had about all the neighborhoods in the Southeast area, just from here on out Asheboro Street, Gorrell [?] Street, Washington Street, Market Street, all of these neighborhoods were organized as one.  And this was how we were beginning to bring attention, because we worked with each other, we brought attention to what was going on in our neighborhoods, and we did whatever it took to get that attention.  So we were building quite a force.  At that time there was no representation in these neighborhoods, in terms of a district system, a political system.  So all of these neighborhoods along with six others in the city were instrumental in bringing attention to the voting poll and getting things done such as the district system, such as an elected school board, the defeat of the downtown convention center that Joe Koury finally built with private enterprise, the Four Seasons Mall and Convention Center.  So a lot of things happened that helped our city, as a result of all of these communities really trying to bring attention, starting out to bring attention to the blight and the chaos that existed.  This was the kind of climate we were living in, you had to really organize and fight in order to get attention and to get anything done.  And this is what was going on in Greensboro, along with the integrated school system that worked well for some and didn’t work for others.  So it was almost like there was always something you had to do in order to survive.

Commissioner:  What can you tell us about the presence of the Klan in the seventies in Greensboro?

Ms. Coad:  In the nineteen seventies, I was working in a retail distribution center, and one of my co-workers was a Klansman, and we worked side by side, got along, talked with each other, he had a young child who had polio, and many of our co-workers always would talk with him about his child, and send things to the child, and we cared for each other.  We talked, conversed, constantly.  But there would be Klan marched in downtown Greensboro, and I would go, and he would be one of the Klansmen.  He was very bold in his beliefs, in his Klansmanship, and it was sometimes frightening, because this is somebody I could talk to, but who would not be a friend to me.  And I would ask him, one time, I’ll never forget it, if I was, if I said “This is my friend,” you know, talking to somebody else, and I said “If I was in trouble, he would help me,” and he said “Yeah if you were drowning, I would throw you a rock.”  And I couldn’t, you know, sometimes you think about that kind of relationship, that kind of feeling about other people, even though we could talk and get along at work, there was that disconnect in terms of humanity.  I do know that after the Klan, after the November third shooting, there was a lot of Klan activity, there were note passed, there were phone numbers - this was on the job – there were phone numbers that you could go and dial up and you’d get a Klan message, and it just seemed like a lot of Klan type of activity was happening in our community, especially during the trial of the Klansman who were involved in the shooting, and it was fearful like.  You know, to go to the phone, and have this recording if you dialed that number.  And this number was being circulated throughout the city; you could hear people talking about it anytime.  These phone numbers, and it wasn’t just one it was more than one number, but I remember it very vividly.  
Commissioner:  And you could dial this phone number to get information about the Klan?

Ms. Coad:  You’d get information, a message from the Klan.  

Commissioner:  Okay.

Ms. Coad:  And the only one message I listened to had something to do about, I think, I think it had something to do about if you wanted to join, something about membership.  I wouldn’t dial; I wouldn’t ever call that number again.  

Commissioner:  Okay.

Ms. Coad:  Or any of the other numbers, but different people talked about them, that did try it.  

Commissioner:  What can you tell us about the feelings in your community, reactions to November Third itself?

Ms. Coad:  November Third left a paralyzing fear on lots of people.  I was coming home from work one evening shortly after the November Third, not an incident, the November Third killings.  And I was driving down Murrow Boulevard, and I heard a shot, it could have been a car backfiring, I will never know.  But I knew that I was shot, from about the time I came under the bridge at Murrow Boulevard until I got to Market Street, I was still alive but I couldn’t believe it.  That’s how fearful I was that something could happen.  It just gripped me, and then I started shaking, my foot was shaking, you know.  But I knew I was dead, because I had been shot.  That was the kind of fear that existed in this community.  People didn’t talk about the incident; I don’t know how we could ever have gotten to any truth because people were afraid to talk about it.  People that I knew didn’t talk about it.  The only accounts we got of the incident came out of the newspaper.  It wasn’t like we could talk to the people who this happened to and get some information.  It was such a gripping fear that if you read it in the paper, then that’s the information you got.  And I guess that’s what people had to go on, what they read.  Truth or not, that was what existed at that time.  And I will tell you it was many years before I had an opportunity to hear that much about the November Third shooting at all, until two years ago, there were beliefs I held, because I had no way of knowing anything different than what I read in the paper.  Maybe a longer than that, I think some work was going on at Guilford College, around an understanding of the incident of November Third, and I began to hear things other than what I had read in the paper.  Now, I am a community activist, been working in my community all these years, and yet people that were killed were friends of people that we were working with.  We were working with people from ACORN that were part of our lives, part of our families, and these were friends of theirs.  And what I know about that is that just as ACORN was working in our neighborhood, to help us eliminate some of the inequities and injustices, so were those people who got killed.  I learned, I did learn so many of them were working with friends that I knew at Cone Mills, and it was about the same kind of thing.  I think that the only difference in ACORN working in our neighborhood and the CWP or whoever other organizations were working with people were what they were called.  I think that’s the only difference.  You know I, until this day, I know that organizing efforts have to go on, I know that people have to come together in order to make a difference.  Because if you don’t, you get trampled on, if you don’t nobody knows you’re there, if you don’t you’re just forgotten.  And these were the efforts that were going on, and it just behooves me today to think about the fact that here were people working with us, making such a difference in our lives, in our communities, and you know, and and and so many of them are gone.  I couldn’t understand that, I never have understood it.  Anyway.  
Commissioner:  Could you tell us in the seventies, what was the access to public funds by people in your community and for your activism efforts?  
Ms. Coad:  You know, a lot of things that I didn’t understand, redlining was one of those, and I didn’t even understand to know what redlining was.  You know, you go to the bank to try and borrow money, you can get it from the loan company but not from the bank.  And you know, back then the loan company, interest rates were probably two or three times higher than the banks, and so this is what you had to resort to.  But in terms of things that went on in the community that cities or municipalities ought to be doing for neighborhoods, I saw such discrepancies there, because in this particular city,  I like to look into things when I’m trying to gather information about programs and policies that will serve my community.  And what I learned looking at the HUD programs, was how you access the resources, and what kind, what blight means, and what community development target areas, what criteria do you have to meet.  And learning that I realized that here we were in neighborhoods that certainly were not in as dire condition as the one I was living in, yet the HUD program was operating there.  So this was another little bit of arsenal in our bag, to bring attention that if you’re doing it, if you’re using public dollars to work in neighborhoods that are not as blighted as others, isn’t that against the policy of the HUD program.  So just these kinds of things finally brought attention, along with our marching down to City Hall, and our coming together and calling on politicians, it finally allowed the HUD program to come into the neighborhoods that we were involved in at that time.  The part about that that wasn’t so good for us, was that in order for, because our neighborhoods were so huge, we were working from in Southeast Greensboro, there were so many of us and so many areas to cover, the city decided that the HUD program, the target area would have to be divided into segments that the program could handle one at a time.  So this was, my neighborhood was broken into four different target areas.  And what this really did was to dilute our strength and our power, because every year you had all of these neighborhoods vying for funds from one pot, and each one hoping to get their needs met, so we were in essence fighting against each other.  This kind of logic is what the program really, how it affects communities, especially poor communities like this.  So here we were, all these neighborhoods, struggling every year to get a little piece of the HUD funds that came out.  That was a divider, rather than a uniter.  We were together, now all of that power that we had together began to be diffused, simply because we were divided by political lines. Or, I would call it governmental lines.  But those were the kinds of things that just fragmented our community during that time.  We still exist, and we’re still struggling, those same communities, and actually we’re still existing with some of those same problems that we had twenty-five years ago, twenty-six years ago.
Commissioner:  Ms. Coad, I would like you to take a few seconds to think if there is anything else you would like to share with the commission.

Ms. Coad:  The thing that I do know is that, over these past twenty-five, thirty years, it has been a struggle, and it has been a struggle of people struggling, trying their very best to have a decent life and a decent community.  But there seems no where that your voice can be heard and that somebody will listen, and really believe, have faith in you and walk with you.  So, as a consequence, a lot of things don’t get done.  Also, I’ve seen over the years when things happen, like the November Third murders, where with this community tries so hard to suppress rather than to open up, and to hear people.  And so it is my hope that this evening, and these two days will bring more recognition and more understanding than that.  I’ve been, my neighborhood, people in my community have been struggling for so long, and you just get tired of the struggle, you really do, you know.  And, not only that, but when the answers, when you struggle, when you know in your heart, what could make something better, and you don’t have the power to be heard, then it doesn’t get better, because the answers that come and the solutions that come don’t really fit the problem, don’t always fit the problem.  I can’t honestly sit here and say that progress hasn’t been made because over the years it has.  Collective collaboration and people working together make things happen, just as it will for you in this truth and reconciliation process.  Yes, many things got done, as I told you, we organizing brought forth a lot of things.  There are many people in this room today that have struggled over these years, or even longer than I have.  And we’ve got many many stories to tell, and it’s hard for me to sit here and pick out a few things.  I will just say that some of the same things that existed twenty-five years ago, thirty years ago, the same kinds of mentalities, the same kinds of suppression, some of the same people are in power, some of the same decisions get made that keep poor people, people from being able to have a better life, have equity in their communities.  And I just hope that somehow through all that is said and done, we can be heard, you can be heard, the commission can make a difference.  
Commissioner:  Thank you.  I’d like to invite the other commissioners, if they have other questions for Ms. Coad.  

Commissioner 1:  I would say that I was very interested in your remarks about the invasion of your home and your life, and you mentioned, almost in passing I thought, that a couple of your children or one of your children went to an integrated high school, and another one, went to one that had not yet been integrated, and you found them as they grew and developed, doing so in different ways.  Can you elaborate on that? 

Ms. Coad:  Yes, I think that my younger son going to the integrated school was on sports teams, so they went to school early, and set a climate so that integration went pretty smoothly.  I think what it did was to give him false hopes, because when it came to go to college, he chose a college that I definitely didn’t want him to go to.  Because as his mother, and as a person living in this community, I knew what he had to face, but he didn’t.  He got a false sense of hope, a false sense of reality.  So he goes off to this college, and that’s when reality sets in.  Now my other son graduated and went to Virginia State.  Perry went to Chowan College, the climate wasn’t the same at Chowan as it may be today, not that it wasn’t a good college, because we loved it when we went to see the campus, but for him, I just felt that he would have done better at another school.  And, you know, he didn’t stay there.  So, you know, he believed in the school that this would be a good place for him to go, rather than in his mom that honey, no, I don’t think that that’s a good place for you to go.  Other kinds of things began to happen, you know, and they are still with him today.  He just got a false sense of what the world is really like, and my other son didn’t.  That’s what I meant by that.  What he chose to do with his life, how he chose to move forward, I think he got a false sense of reality.

Commissioner:  That’s very sad.

Ms. Coad:  Uh-huh.

Commissioner:  And each of these children, no longer children, have progressed along the track that was more or less set, one way or another, in high school.  

Ms. Coad:  And at home.  You have to, the home meant a lot to my children, and it still does.  But my, you know, our culture and my beliefs and the way we were brought up, was something my children could hold on to that would sustain them, and I knew that, and I don’t see our children being able to have that, that’s what I mean by our culture being invaded, you know.      
Commissioner:  Thank you.

[Next] Commissioner:  Ms. Coad, could you elaborate on your experience as a community organizer immediately following the events on November 3, 1979.  What impact did that event have on the capacity of the various neighborhood associations or organizations in the city to work together?

Ms. Coad:  The incident of November the third had a lot to do politically in this town.  I told you we were working with ACORN.  This, in 1980 I went to the Democratic National Convention as an alternate delegate.  And this was due to the, our ability as organized neighborhoods to bargain and to bring attention to our efforts and to the power that we had at the polls.  November third just brought a diffusion into this community in the efforts of our organizing, in the, even in the teamsters union, in the union organizing, and a lot of the organizing that was going on across this city, and in other cities, sort of got, I don’t know what word to use to tell you what was happening, but I do know that these efforts were getting politically invaded, and it left neighborhoods to begin to have to start fending for themselves.  I can’t tell you all that was going on with the CWP at that time or with ACORN or with the union, but I know that was a collaborative effort going on in many ways, and it’s just seemed to be some political pressure was being brought to bear.  I know that Wilbur Harvey was the president of the AFL-CIO at that time, and I know some charges were brought against him and he had to go make time.  I know that a lot of the people that I knew who were part of my family, who were with ACORN who were friends, I don’t know, there were some things happening in this community that were circumventing some of our organizing efforts.  And to put my finger on it, to tell you exactly what it was, I don’t know, but I know that it happened.  I know that our power was diluted through some political intervention in this, in this city.  And it happened after November third.  So I, you know, a lot of things were happening to dissuade people, to silence people, and to stop efforts.  Does that answer?  That’s the best answer I can give you.  
Commissioner:  Yes, thank you very much.

Ms. Coad:  Any other questions?

[Next] Commissioner:  On behalf of all of us, I would like to thank you for coming here this afternoon.  Thank you Ms. Coad.

Ms. Coad:  Thank you for having me.  
