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Our next speakers are Dr. Millicent Brown and Dr. Michael Roberto.  Dr. Millicent Brown is an assistant professor in the history department at N.C. A&T State University.  Her introduction into issues of segregation and educational equity began with her role as a child in Millicent Brown vs. School Board District 20, City of Charleston, SC, which was South Carolina’s first desegregation case in 1963.  Dr. Brown grew up in an activist household as the daughter of a NAACP official who was president at both local and state levels and who has active since the 60’s in civil rights work , especially focusing on police brutality and educational equity.
Dr. Michael Roberto is also an assistant professor in the history department of N.C. A&T State University and a resident of Greensboro for more than 25 years working as a journalist part of that time working with the Carolina Peacemaker and the News & Record.  A contemporary world historian, his primary teaching fields also include world history and the history of socialism.  He has his B.A. degree from Adelphi University, his Masters from the University of Rhode Island and a Ph.D. from Boston College.

We have invited Doctors Brown and Roberto to help us understand better the regional and world context in which Greensboro continues to grapple with its’ history.  Thank you for joining us today.  Dr. Brown, do you have a statement you would like to start with and then we can follow it up with some questions?

MB:  Yes I do.  Thank you very much.  The events of November 3, 1979 were unknown to me for sometime after the murders occurred.  Once I did learn of what had happened in Greensboro, the Klan’s actions became what were for me just more of many horrific events of my youth and adulthood.  I am a student of and lifelong participant in civil and social justice movements, born literally in the midst of tremendous social unrest and aspirations for transformed social relationships in this nation and around the world.  At mid century, when I graced the earth, I simply joined in with thousands of others through the actions of my parents and their peers who knew they had to make the world and better place.  Neither the home in which I was born nor the time frame was of my doing, but both circumstances made me keenly aware of the necessity for speaking truth to power.  
Using all available resources to discredit continued prejudice and especially the legally sanctioned aided and abetted application of injustice.  I listened as elders in my community rallied around Septima Clark when she was fired from the public school system for admitting members in the outlawed NAACP in 1955.  I heard my father cry on the telephone in the middle of the night when told of Medgar Evers ruthless assassination for his efforts to organize Mississippians to vote in 1963.  The same year I watched my father, family members and friends arrested for trying to use public beaches, pools, tennis courts, and lunch counters.  And personally confronted as a minor the criminal justice system that considered peaceful assembly an affront by throwing us in jail after one of the largest protest marches my hometown had ever witnessed.  Some years later I canvassed neighbors in rural Mississippi encouraging poor farmers to register to vote, and in 1969 saw there a local father of eight gunned down in a parking lot for daring to question the authority of the authorities.  I am therefore no stranger to the circumstance which brought us to the events of November 3, and have struggled personally over almost 40 years to find the best way to make sense of all the trying times and deliberately difficult barriers erected for being treated as being human.   
Not until this commissions creation had I been directly involved in any attempt to revisit the past.  With hopes of adding a degree of accuracy and fairness to the historical record, upon which many future communities and students will rely.  I hope the community appreciates how important a role the process of reconciliation with past events can have in confronting the centuries old abuses and discrimination that shadow all of our lives.  As an educator I am dependant upon such revisiting of issues, reexamining of perspectives, and recognition of injustice to help young people have any sense of why they must continue to strive for a better environment, no matter how harrowing and deceptive the past may have been.  

My recollection of the shootings of three young men in Orangeburg, SC, in 1969 by authorized troops called in to keep protestors in their place.  The sight of the armored tanks on my aunts from lawn have made me even more committed to my espoused principles but in a way that is eerily connected to why I have asked to testify here today.  

A dear friend who was shot at and barely escaped death on the campus of South Carolina State College in the summer of 1969 would, like myself  go on to graduate school and seek a professional expression of his talent and political will.  After 25 years and assuming the position as the editor of the oldest news paper in the state of South Carolina, by the late 1990’s this former radical, rabble rouser, insurgent, trouble maker, wrote the definitive analysis and retrospective story of the fatal shootings of the three students at South Carolina State, Smith, Hamilton and Middleton.  His controversial and eloquently offered account called upon his journalistic strength and personal witness.  This stath conservative newspaper, in standing by the new account of the tragedy virtually reversed its own earlier version of the events.  Reluctantly but in good faith, the newspaper, and in fact, the community had to admit by endorsing the new interpretation that the way they had seen the events and the faith that they had had in the nation guard was undeserved.  It took years to undo the false claims of self defense offered by the militia  and police forces.  And that retraction means that students and scholars will forever have a more enlightened and critical view of how police power and that of the media can be used illegally and immorally, even if at the time, some thought what they did was best.  

As a historian, I can not over emphasize the importance of offering, for the historical record, as many attempts to reevaluate the accuracy of all our interpretations, to assure those who have suffered at the hands of abused power, that their stories are not without merit and to remind generations, now and in the future that there is no timeline or limit on understanding the most noble and the most vile of human interactions.  No single historical event is without its dissonance and differences.  When we deny all voices the opportunity to be heard and create illusions that issues are by gone because we do not want to wrestle with the problems they bring to our collective consciousness, we are living the kind of lives that young people throw in our faces as reasons for not becoming civically and politically engaged.  We can not always hear what we want to hear, or as poet and social critic Audrey Lord said, “What’s most important must be spoken, made verbal and shared, even at the risk of having it bruised or misunderstood.”  
The questions asked today, at this phase of the commissions work, seek some present and future meaning in the continuing dialog about horrible, mean spirited, power hungry acts of cruelty.  Some have admitted that blame can be put in all corners for a less than perfect struggle over who has the right to assemble, organize, confront issues, using what language and which means.  As these ideas have been revisited, it is of utmost importance that the circumstances drawing the 1979 organizers to one of the poorest neighborhoods in the community, where those as much a part of the permanent underclass as they now famous Gulf State hurricane victims lived, where they faced institutionalized imprisonment of race and class.  In Greensboro and through the county, state and country, people continue to live in those same circumstances.  In a state that refuses to unionize or to build affordable housing for low income families, or to provide housing for the homeless before it builds baseball stadiums and high priced condominiums on a street named in honor of Dr. King.  

There have been and will be other incidences like Orangeburg, November 3, the Dudley High School rebellion and why, because the high incidence of black school dropouts and continued unwarranted deaths at the hands of the police, like Darrell Howertons or Gil Barbers, are ongoing reminders that the deaths in 1979 were not the only fatalities in this community.  And that this community must face up to and prepare for certain pain and discomfort to address in ways that will transform our city and our lives.  
Thank you.  

Thank you.  (audience applause)  I’d like to ask a couple of  questions and then Dr. Roberto can read his statement.  You mentioned in your statement that there were some strengths of segregation that were sort of thrown out, “the  baby with the bath water.”  I think those were your words.  Could you describe some of those as well as explain how they would have affected education today for African American children?  
MB:  The expression “throwing baby out with the bath water” simply meant that as we look to what had to be done, and that is the erasure of legalized discrimination, a lot of communities around this country failed to appreciate the kinds of support systems, the kinds of integrity, that went into all black schools.  And as the rhetoric became more and more about inadequacy, people did not always carry with it recognition of excellence, aspirations for excellence, belief in young people and also what I think is most important, that teachers actually loved the children they taught.  We had to get rid of segregation, there is no question but as we moved without reason, in many cases, as to how to accommodate that, we did not take the strengths of the past the way I think we should have.  Especially the idea that as you had teachers being asked to teach students that they did not know, they did not know their parents, they did not shop at the same grocery stores or live in the same neighborhoods.  We began a very trying part of U.S. history without drawing on the strengths that went into a valid educational system.   

Could you give us a snap shot of education today for African American children?

MB:  Sadly I can, not because I know all there is to know about Greensboro’s system, but because as I study and visit around the country, the statistics are quite dire.  I don’t know what city you go to and not hear the same things.  Unfortunately, you’re talking about drop out rates that in any other way in time would be deemed an epidemic.  Something like 50% dropout rate from high school  of young black males.  The concern is A) that that is a horrible statistic, but my concern is that it is not shared as being something that is of great importance for everybody.  So, whether we’re talking about Greensboro or the rest of the nation, we’re talking about disposable children and until we begin to understand that they’re all our children, we will suffer tremendously from the effects of it.
In the spirit of looking forward or looking ahead, as someone who’s involved outside the university community in civic organization and other social organizations, what suggestions can you make for the community to be more inclusive, to pull in more leadership from minority communities?
MB:  I think we must continue young people about civic engagement, for sure.  We have to do it with the kinds of panels and commissions assembled here.  We say, we have made errors in the past and are trying to see how we can forgo repeating some of those errors.  But, I think that we have to not be so quick to identify a few people who speak for the community.  We must do many innovative things to pull in regular folks onto boards, commission, comities if you will because we are often too happy and comfortable because we’ve identified five black people that everybody knows and they show up on everything.  We’ve got to understand that that’s not acting in good faith and if we have to find other ways to find other people, we are going to have to start doing that.  The community is not going to get engaged when you’re only relying on ten names that represent them.  It has never worked and I doubt that it ever will.  The seriousness for which all of our community problems are addressed; we talked about education, what’s going on in schools, the high dropout rates, and not just dropout rates, but really the very poor level of education period.  Somehow we have to be big enough to put that on the front page of the newspaper and have continuing coverage and to say as a community, “no, it’s not good enough.”  And not worry about whether or not it’s not just good enough for “that” persons child, but whether it’s good enough for my own.
Okay.  Thank you.  
Dr. Roberto, do you have a statement you would like to share with us?
MR:  I’d just like to begin by saying that I’m happy to be sitting next to my friend and colleague because she has delivered the article and I think what I have here is one big footnote.  

The testimony offered in these proceedings has covered a wide range of topics and circumstances regarding the tragedy of November 3, 1979.  Since I am a professional historian and a former journalist who lived in Greensboro for the past 25 years, I hope my statement to the commission this evening adds to the findings.  

So, I begin by offering a historical view of the conditions here in Greensboro here in 1979, but against the backdrop of those more general to the United States at that time.  Regardless of anyone’s subjective views of the Communist Workers Party, local history of this period clearly shows that the CWP had addressed conditions and a corresponding set of social relations within and outside the textile mills that were approaching an advanced state of decay.  From a historical stand point the industry was indeed dying.  This explains why owners squeezed workers, denying them adequate raises and more voice in the workplace.  Ignoring workers suffering from brown lung disease and relying on traditional divide and conquer tactics, especially race to quash all opposition, all of which, conversely became the basis for the early appeal for the CWP among mill workers and the organizations initial, if limited success in organizing.  When mill owners and misleaders shut down this activity, the CWP turned its attention to the Klan, then on the ascendancy as a result of the deteriorating social conditions that stemmed from the steady yet almost imperceptible decline of the local and regional economy.  

I would argue that we must view these events in the context of general socioeconomic and political conditions then emerging across much of the U.S. in the 1970’s.  The main reason for the downward turn in domestic conditions was the end of American hegemony over the world market, bringing dislocation and downsizing to domestic markets and in turn signaling the beginning of a protracted period of adverse labor relations in many of the nations cities and smaller communities; relations that have persisted into the present.  Since U.S. producers no longer controlled international markets, the sustained  profitable domestic production of the previous three decades ended.  Other factors added to what soon became a crisis in the national economy.  The rise of OPEC marked the beginning of the end of cheap energy, while the military defeat in Vietnam and the hostage crisis in Iran signaled to the rest of the world that U.S. political power was now subject to counter veiling global forces. As a result unemployment, prices and interest rates rose, therefore driving down consumption and real wages.  Many historians and other social scientist now agree that these conditions have characterized the trajectory of U.S. development since the late 1970’s.  Such are the forces that have, that have since then fueled growing economic inequality in America.  
According to the New York Times this past June entitled “The Rich are leaving even the Richest Far behind” from 1990 to 2002, for every extra dollar earned by those in the bottom 90 % of the population, each tax payer in the top .01% or 1/100 of 1% earned an extra $18,000.  The top 1% of Americans receives more than the bottom 40%.  In 1995, 358 billionaires were worth 760 billion dollars, the same as the poorest 20% of the world’s peoples.  In the early 1990’s, the top 1% of the U.S. population owned 60% of the stock and 40% of the wealth.  Compare this to the late 1970’s, when the top 1% owned 13% of the wealth.  Looking at recent income figures for CEOs, the numbers are themselves jarring.  For example, in 2003 the ratio of CEO to worker pay was 300 to 1.  A year later, in 2004, it spiked to 430 to 1.  By the way, this sort of statistical analysis, these statistics, this sort of statistic is utterly mystified in local census reports, which I looked at today to prepare for this meeting tonight, where the top income bracket in these statistics is $50,000 or more. So, the top bracket goes from people who may conceivably be living from pay check to pay check at $50,000 a year to those making 430 times what the average worker makes. 

 It’s crucial to recognize how these structural changes have torn at the social fabric, giving rise to the politics of resentment and right wing populism that mushroom throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s in various parts of the country.  So, for example, recently demonstrated in a quite compelling and readable book by Thomas Frank entitled What’s the matter with Kansas.  Must we consider conditions in Greensboro in the late 1970’s as an indication of this trend, and if so, should we consider November 3 itself as a harbinger of things to come? 

 In Greensboro, national developments were reflected by the loss of thousands of textile jobs in the 1980’s.  In the same period, the Reagan/Bush administrations waged a vigorous assault on the welfare state on all except the rich.  Federal funds to the city declined.  Determination or diminution of many federally funded programs made life harder for poor and under paid workers.  Small and medium sized businesses suffered.  By the late 1980’s, and I had to sort of think about this in my memory, but I seem to recall that downtown Greensboro in the late 1980’s consisted mainly of boarded up buildings.  Block grants for projects and entitlement programs also declined.  In short, the public sector ceased to be a viable force in local life and as usual, African Americans bore the brunt of the downturn.  I recall the leadership Greensboro study that found black women, many of them single mothers, could not find employment because they had access to neither cars nor adequate public transportation.  Still, Jesse Jackson reminded Greensboro residents during one visit that most of the 29 million people across the country, then living in poverty, were white.  In the mid 1990’s, Clinton’s so called economic boom brought anything but renewed prosperity to the city of Greensboro’s working people.  NAFTA, the epitome of neoliberalism, sounded a death nail for North Carolina textiles.  Now, free trade with China has virtually ruined the states furniture industry, thus adding to the almost catastrophic loss of manufacturing jobs.  Twenty five years after the tragedy in Morningside Homes, the net result of all of these developments as been to widen the gap between the wealth and poverty in Greensboro.  According to city figures, even during the period of the Clinton boom shows rising poverty among the city’s residents.  For example, between 1990 to 2000, overall poverty went from 6% to 12%.  Interestingly enough the white poverty rate increased slightly as black poverty declined from 20.7% to 18.4%, but here in the 10 year period poverty among the 18-64 age group went from 37% to 59%, thus revealing the plight of the working poor in this city.  Since the late 1970s income inequality has increased in NC.  The gap between the top 1/5 of families and the bottom 1/5 of families grew by 69% since the late 1970s.  The gap between rich and poor increased faster here in this state than in all but 11 other states, while that between the rich and the middle class increased here in all but in 18 states.  But once again, these statistics leave out the super rich.  
It is clear from all of this that the paradox of wealth and poverty that characterizes American society since the late 1970s is also true for Greensboro as well.  This is our history and we must study it, not only in our schools and universities, but also at city hall.  For this reason alone, it is vital for city officials to come to their senses and study the history of November 3 and its aftermath.  To connect the past and the present makes for sound political thinking.  When elected leaders turn their backs on history, they let the media off the hook.  Perhaps more ominously, the smiling faces of elected officials who are obsessed with image, who limit politics to the market, who define social development according to economic growth, maybe signaling a polite and friendly book burning. Thank You.  (Applause).
MJ: Thank You.  Could you also…In your statement you talked about your experiences working for both the News and Record and The Peacemaker.

MR: Yes

MJ: Could you tell us a little bit about those experiences and specifically about decision making, and objectivity or bias in the process of what stories get published, and maybe even compare the two if you can.

MR: Well you know a good journalist is like a good historian.  You go out and get the story.  You mass; you collect as many facts as you can collect and you talk to as many people as you can.  You put it all together.  You analyze what you have, and then you write it up.  And there are…there have been throughout the years, many fine journalists and reporters at the News and Record.  But I also found that when the story gets to the editorial desk, something happens.  And the reason for whatever changes come down in the story could have something to do with the whim of the editor, the editorial policy of the newspaper, or some other agenda.  So I think…you know it’s important to be fair to the people who go out and get the story, but it’s also very important to try to understand who pulls the strings and why, when it comes to news judgment, when it comes to playing the story on the front page or A10, when it comes to taking news stories and turning the stories over to the editorial department, because a sound editorial department writes good editorials based on solid news.  And also, it’s important, every time you write a story, I don’t care what it is, the story has to have a…the story has a history.  Most stories have a history.  You disconnect the breaking news from the history, and you lose the context of the story, and ultimately the real value of many stories is often lost.  
MJ: Thank you.  At this time I invite the other commissioners if they have questions for the panelist. (Pause)  Thank you very much for you time.
MR: Thank you. (Applause)

