TRANSCRIPT

Willena Cannon
    Public Hearing #3 of the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission

                             September 30, 2005       Greensboro, North Carolina

[Italics: Commission members]
Regular Text: Willena Cannon

[Would you like to start with your statement, followed by some questions from the Commissioners?]





Yes, and I have some questions that I will leave with the Commission. 

I want to say this: I have part of my statement written, and part of it is not. I have notes.  I put aside today for doing just that, but mostly today I have been trying to work with the 

Katrina victims. They are being told today that they have to leave their hotel by Monday morning. No matter if they have no place to go. They have to leave there because of the Furniture Market. They have to vacate those rooms. So I have been working with that. So bear with me.

I want to thank the Commissioners for taking on such a momentous task.  You will long be remembered by the community, and by the end of this endeavor you will never forget the trials and tribulations you have gotten and will continue to get. When you expose this system,  by accident or by design, there will be pressure for you to bear. I just want to let you to know that.

----

With that said, let me move to November the 3rd.  I went to Windsor Center along with Joyce Johnson, to welcome marchers that was coming from the Raleigh-Durham area, from Chapel Hill.  And we were singing and waiting for the marchers to come by, and we planned to join in with them. But meanwhile, people from Chapel Hill would come straight down to Windsor Center and would not get lost.  

While we was there, the police came.  And after being harassed for three weeks....A lot of the signs they have talked about, that was put up on some of the light posts,...I put them up, along with election signs and garage sale signs and many other signs.  We put up posters about the march and conference.  So, the police was harassing me all during these weeks, about putting up signs. They said nothing about the other ones on those posts.  So once I saw him come, I said something like, “You know where you are supposed to be; just go on in and don’t bother me.”  ‘Cause I had actually had enough. So I want to put that out.  I knew they knew where the march was gonna start. They had a permit .  There was a group of people to meet with some of the CWP and marchers who weren’t CWP, to meet with them and talk about how this was going to be carried out.  So it wasn’t a matter of the police asking me for directions.  For me it was another opportunity to do some harassing, so I did say that.

After that, my sister Annette came to Windsor Center, to pick up my two small children. All three of my children was at Morningside.  She was supposed to have gotten them, the two smallest ones the day before, but she didn’t.  So she was coming to collect them that day.  And they weren’t with me at Windsor Center, so she was saying, “How do you get there?”      You know, it was kind of strange.  She had been in Greensboro since 1964 and didn’t know how to get in Morningside, but Klans knew how to get in, when they was from other cities and not even  from Greensboro.  But anyway, I got in the car with her and left Windsor Center, to go show her how to get in and to collect my two youngest. And when we went through there, I talked to people. They was putting on banners. It was a festive mood.  A lot of people....Believe me, there was a lot of community people there, not just the CWP.   If you see the film, you’ll see Miss Greenlee, that was the Morningside resident council president, and a lot of other people who lived in Morningside. They couldn’t come forward.  Once people was scared, and there was reason for that. A lot of times, you may lose your jobs. A lot of things would happen to you. So  people kept quiet.  But it wasn’t just CWP; it was the community.

Anyway, we, my sister said, “ O my goodness, this is really big and a lot of people are here.”  She had dropped off her husband, my brother-in-law, on her way to get me, so we went to go get him, to bring him back, and show him what she had seen: that this really was a big march, and not just what was at Windsor Center. But when we came back through, I mean everything was scattered, couldn’t see anyone....she said...oh, shots...let’s get out of here. I got out and jumped out at Dunbar Street and ran up to the area where people were.  And to this day, and I’ll admit this, I’m not really clear on it.  But I really thought a policeman told me to get down, there was shooting.  At any rate, I was looking around.  I never did get down.  I could see at the end that vans were stopped and people were laying in the street. 

Pretty soon I heard Nelson.  And then I went over to where Jim Waller was laying down, face down, and Nelson turned him over, and he kinda had his head on my knee and he was bleeding. When I went to jail later I had Jim’s blood all over my hands. I actually saw that Jim was alive and then saw the light go out of his eyes.  He was dead, and Nelson was talking to him. I could see....Then I saw Paul. And I thought big eyes or something, that he was shaking.... And then I saw San.... Seeing the surroundings.... I never did see Sandy. I found out later that she was behind the building.  Then I heard Nelson. He was telling the people that this whole thing was a set-up, and what he felt about it. And knowing the years that police always would beat on Nelson, or really kind of....They went for him most of the time. So I ran around to where he was. He was telling people what was going on. The police crowded in. And actually one had him down on the ground, with their boot against his neck, and was pulling on him. All I could think of was, oh my God,  they’re going to break his neck right here. And I could hear the papers saying later that he was acting wild or whatever and broke his neck. I could think about all that. 

The guys around this whole thing, the people from that neighborhood, did not like what was going on and they was saying stuff, but wasn’t moving to stop it or get involved. So actually I just jumped in on the police. I knew these black men would not let the police handle me.  Once I jumped in, they were handling me and then these guys started coming in; they were moving in, and the police was forced to stop it because of that. And that stopped that whole scene, right there. And then they said we were arrested.  I asked why was I arrested, and they said they didn’t know why but would think of something by the time we got there. I was put in a car and carried to, not to jail, but down to the police station, in the basement.  They were trying to get me to answer, asking me what was my name. I told them, “Look, you know what happened because you  was involved in some of it. You knew what was going on.”  

Then they said, “Look, Willena, if you don’t tell us, answer our questions, we can’t help you.”  I said, “Well, you know my name already.”  And to be honest with you, I was angry with myself because I was answering them. I figured that they knew all of this and was gonna interrogate me a long.  So what I did was focus on what had happened that day, and then focus on some of my childhood, around the Klans. And actually I remembered when we were coming to the police station, the female policeman said, “Oh, I think there was children killed, too.”  And  I remembered that at least my son and lots of people’s children, neighbors’ children, lots of children was there, and all I could think of was children killed.... Excuse me... [Paused, overcome by emotion]  And for the first time in my life I blanked out, and I was out from around 12 to 5:00. And when I woke up, I saw a two-way mirror. They came and let me out.  

After that, I saw people hiding and people scared...people I had been knowing all my life were scared to be around us.  My family,.... To me it was... [cries].  I’m so sorry.  It just took me back to years in South Carolina.  Not just the Klans.  The police, the mayor, the Klans...over, for years, over and over.  This was 1979, and this is still happening.  And I was naive enough to believe that I was in the north, but it was the same as South Carolina.

Anyway,.... [Long pause.  Sound of footsteps and chair scraping indicates point at which Nelson Johnson joined her on the stage, to console her.]

....

I will just move to another part.

-----

I want you to examine about the conspiracy. I say, what is a conspiracy? I think it is an agreement between people to perform together an illegal, treacherous or evil act.  Now with that in mind, let’s see if a conspiracy really happened.  Is it there....

And I have five or six questions that we can ask.  I want to ask those and leave them with you.

1.  Eddie Dawson, a police informant and a Klansman.  And, by the way, nobody talks about him at all.  The police, the Da__nobody talks about Eddie Dawson.  As if he didn’t exist.  Given a copy of the parade or march permit.  The question is why.  What for?  What did he need it for? Why would the police department give a Klansman a copy of the permit? That’s one question that the DA never asked.  Incidentally,  the newspaper didn’t ask that either. In fact, the DA never mentioned Eddie Dawson’s name. The police department never told Rev. Johnson a copy had been given to a Klansman. By any decency at least they had to do that.  So that’s another question. Why didn’t they tell him that, hey, the Klans have a permit and they know the route of your march.

2. And why was there confusion among the police officials about when and where the march was to begin?  I would like to ask Captain Ball, are you saying that the police can’t read a march permit, and the Klansmen can? That the police are illiterate and confused?  Or really was this a part of the conspiracy? Not to be there....

3. Why was the police, once they came out of confusion, sent to lunch a few minutes before the Klans came?  This was a real revelation to me. I’ve been marching in Greensboro since 1963. The police would never leave you alone, whether you wanted them there or not. They were there, all the time.  Sometimes harassing.... There were good policemen, and I want to be sure to say that, that have been helpful.  But there were always policemen there, to help or hinder or both. This was the first time that I had ever been to a rally where there was no policemen there. They were there and then they were sent away for lunch. So, I mean....That has got to be a big question.

4. The next is, why were the Klan and protestors (I say protestors, because there was more people there than just the CWP), why they were allowed to mix without police presence? Could it be because they didn’t want to stop the Klans from killing people? I mean that’s a serious question.  You’ve got to ask why weren’t they there.

5.  And another one...how is shooting....The Klan said they were protecting themselves. How shooting a man in the back, running away from the scene, can be considered as a proportion of self defense? How do you kill somebody running away from you, if you are defending yourself?  These to me are serious questions.

6. NC law permits concealed handguns but not long guns.  This is why guns are visible stored in trucks.  You see...I know in South Carolina, Klans had them all the time on racks  in their trucks.  That is why they have them in those windows, because it’s against the law to cover them and hide them. Police need less than a probable cause to stop a motor vehicle. The standard says “a reason and articulable belief that laws are being violated.”  Once the police,  Police Cooper, saw that the guns were put into a car and the trunk was closed, and the Klans drove off,  why did they not stop the car with the weapons?  The police had sufficient facts at the very least to pull the car off the road, if not outright arrest all occupants, with improper storage of long guns outside of visible range.  

And I’d like to say right now: the judge said that was part of their uniforms. The judge that heard the case, he is a person who supposedly upholds the law and not talk about hidden long guns being part of somebody’s uniform. So we need to find out why was that.  Actually if Cooper or any of the law enforcement had carried that out, we wouldn’t be here today.      So, that’s a very serious question, too.  

  

I wasn’t asked to testify or either asked what happened.  The DA subpoenaed me.  And after 

he and Mike Schlosser talked about that Communists in Vietnam was the enemy that he fought against, and that American people hated Communists...and then have him to be the person that’s going to protect you....  And he also said that charges may be brought against some protestors, and so to me, that was a legal lynching right there, that I didn’t want any part of. So that’s why I didn’t participate in that, and I don’t regret that decision today.  Especially some of the things that have come up since, and especially Judge Long was the person that was conducting that.  I wouldn’t want to go under him if he thinks that Klans shooting was calming shots, and that guns were part of their uniform. That tells me a lot about Judge Long, and not being part of his courtroom.  I felt safer not being a part of it. I might be in jail if I had been a part of it.

-----

I learned at least two things from November 3rd, two important revelations:

1. That greedy, rich, powerful people that own manufacturing corporations will do anything, I mean anything, to get more money and more money.  They will buy you off or they’ll smear you or have you killed.  And this is the next thing..   Someone benefitted from those five people being killed.  And, think about it.  Who benefit from their death?  Here in Greensboro, especially San, Jim, and Bill. Where did they work? What was the company’s safety record before Jim, Bill, and Sandy?  What was their safety record during that time and what was the safety record afterwards? I don’t know....I do know an Afro-American was killed, squeezed to death, five or six years ago, in these plants...  So these questions have got to be asked. I mean, somebody benefitted.

Another question: When you think about how many people who were at Morningside Homes, all the children..., and nobody got seriously hurt that wasn’t CWP members.  How can you shoot into a crowd...? So I say to you, people were singled out for what they were doing, trying to make things better, for poor and people without and black people. 

I was a Communist then.  I don’t think Communism is the answer.  But I sure don’t think Capitalism is either. You can look around and see the mess we’re in now.  This nation is in a big mess.  So Capitalism isn’t  either.  So we could talk about what is.  But I want to say this.  I learned a lot from Communism.  One of the things, and I think folks know that from my book, I used to think all white people was a problem. I know that’s not true.  I learned from Communism__classism.  And rich people and their drive and greed.  I did learn that, and that is what we see.

2.  The second [revelation] was the power of the media.  That day, after it happened, the newspaper came out that evening and said “massacre.”  (I think it’s on one of the films.) The next morning it came out ( I heard somewhere that two FBI’s came from Atlanta,...I know I’m supposed to be more specific) and the next day the headlines was changed to “shootout.”  And people who were there from the community and people who saw on TV looked at this thing and saw what it is and knew it wasn’t a shootout.  But because they was fed with the media day and night about shootout, they began to say it...and then turn around and apologize.  Th e media fed that day and ight, so the people was saying that. The only way you could get away from that is to get a distance from North Carolina.  People who were saying “massacre,” they weren’t open or exposed to all the propaganda in the newspaper, with the “shootout” line. 

That was one example. Another one was that sometime after this happened, we was out in the community, talking to people.  Nelson was there too. And he was talking to this lady for a while, and then somebody called him.... And she made a remark to me that he was a nice young man; he was very articulate and so intelligent, that he was going places.  He was not like that Nelson Johnson!  So I said to her, have you ever met Nelson Johnson, and she said no, and she didn’t want to.  And I told her that she had just finished talking to him. I told her that this was just what the newspaper said about him. And then she got mad and said that the people downtown and the newspapers hurt people and tell lies about people, and about him, that they’re spreading that. So then  I reminded her that she had bought into that, and was kinda spreading it, and to try to learn from that, not to believe things she read in the paper.  Actually, I told her not to believe most of the stuff she read in the paper.

----- 

And the consequences of November 3 .  (I’ll be briefbecause I’ve got to get out of here.  My son is getting married and having a wedding  practice in a few minutes.) 

JOBS.  Loss of jobs.  Nobody would hire me. People who wanted to....  I had, and I’ll call his name, Lefty Williams, was a black male who had an educational supply business., and he was looking for somebody to deliver.  He said, we can’t hire you  I’d lose all my contracts. I’ll tell you what I’ll do.  If you tell me somebody else to hire, I’ll  hire him. It was like he was trying to do me a favor.  He was trying to say I’m with you, but I would lose my business.  I couldn’t get mad with him. That was true.  If I was driving here anywhere, he would lose business.

And I remember I got a job...Roy’s Hamburger. I worked there two days.  The second day I worked there a policeman came in.  I didn’t pay much attention. The manager told me an hour later to punch out, that he didn’t need me the rest of the day. So I came in the next day, and he said, “Well, I don’t need you today either.  Just call in before you come in, and find out what the schedule is.”  I did that for four or five weeks, and he never scheduled me. I just figured that the police might have told him who I was...what had happened.  I had no more job.

I couldn’t get a job.  I was on welfare, for the first time in my life.  And I really understand people on welfare, and the whole system saying that you LIKE this.....People are dehumanizing....  Anyway,...

I didn’t get a job until 1990.  And it was a company... Genetic Designs.  I had to go back to my science/biology minor, and use that, separating red blood cells.  Not something that I normally do or like to do. But I did that for a while. I was afraid I was going to get AIDS.  I actually left that [job].

The Housing Coalition is the first job I’ve had, other than the Beloved Community Center (which didn’t have much money...they gave me a stipend.).  The first job that I could live off of was with the Housing Coalition.  So all of that time my children suffered from that.  They suffered from the constant referral of the situation in the newspaper, from other children.  It was a nightmare for our children.

My son Kwami started going into people’s houses, and he was sent to jail.  He was in the impression that once he was caught (he went into six people’s houses...no guns, no nothing, and had just turned 17).  That was wrong, so I’m not trying to say it was right. But he was under the impression that he might have to make a couple of months, once he was caught.  Because he said that the Klans kill people and then they make no time. He really learned the reality when they gave him two life sentences.

                                                               -----

So I go back to the Katrina victims.  It’s a shame and a disgrace that this country deal with people, poor people and black people, in this city November 3, 1979, and now, and they continue to still do that. I don’t know what our mayor or city leaders are going to do about these people that they’re getting ready to put outside,  that got to be out by Monday.  We’re going to meet Monday and try to figure out something. But this is a system, it is not just a few people that deal. And one thing Jeff said. And Jeff is my friend, but I talked to him afterwards. But the fact that we went to China Grove to confront the Klans.... People always tell me that the Klans have a right to show “Birth of a Nation.” That’s their right. Why would you stop that right? Me as a black person don’t have a right to protest showing hanging and lynching of black people?  Where is my right?  I’m sixty-five years old, and I’m sorry.  But if the Klans go to show that crap tomorrow, I’ll be there.  Thank you.

Questions:

[I know you have an accasion, a very special occasion.  But, quickly, could you tell us your involvement with Morningside before November 3rd?]

I been in Morningside so many years.  I worked in Neighborhood Youth Corps and I would go into Morningside to deal with kids who dropped out of school, who had babies.  I was in the Drug Action Council. I’d see people who needed food.  I knew people there. That was one of the places in Greensboro that me as a female would not have no problem walking at night.  I know a lot of people who have problems with that.  But I knew a lot of people in there, a lot of people oin there. I worked with them getting housing, dealing with landlords, any kind of issue that they had. And knew people in there.  

My children, especially Kwami, knew about everybody in there, because he’d pass out leaflets when we’d go in, especially when he was the only child I had.  To keep from getting a babysitter, he’d go with me and pass out leaflets, talk with people, so he learned a lot of people in there.

[What are the economic conditions today, compared to 1979, especially in the last few weeks with the Katrin victimis?]
I think it’s worse today.  You see so many people  homeless, whether they from the coast or here.  There’s a struggle with that.  Even that....Homeless people here say, “Willena, we need a place to stay. We need this....”  It’s almost pitting.  And it’s true; they do. We do need jobs. It’s really bad. The rich people have gotten richer, and the poor is getting worse.  That’s the difference.  It’s worse.

[You also mentioned  that neither Communism nor Capitalism is the answer, but you led me to believe that there are some other suggestions that you have, or answers.]
I’m not sure, but I will never stop searching. I’ll be honest with you.  I’m very interested in Castro and Socialism.  But the only problem with that, with this free country, I can’t go over there to check it out. 

[You mentioned some of the difficulties that your son Kwami had after November 3.  Could you talk about the impact on other family members or friends, immediately following?]

My sister was the director of St. James Day Care Center. When Nelson was arrested, she was afraid that they were going to do something with him. So when they let him out the next day, she stopped the car almost in the middle of the street, and ran up and hugged him...glad to see him.  Tears was running down her face.  The newspaper took that picture, and it was taken to her boss, and saying that he had to fire her.  I’m not sure who, but that was a big problem. Reverend. Johnson got some of the black ministers together, and they talked to Reverend Graves. He didn’t want to do it.  But he’s here, and he could talk about what,... how....  He saved her job.  She was out of work for about a week; then she kinda went on back to work.

But it was like anybody who was around you...they were villains....  They got dealt with or were afraid they’d be dealt with. So they’d....kind of like....When I went back in Morningside, they’d say, “Look, I believe in what you’re doing and I’ve known you for years, but I’m scared. Please don’t come here, or don’t come now.  Come another time. I gotta go.  I’m scared”.  I got that from people that I’d been knowing for years. And the thing is, it hurt, but I understood it. Cause they’re dealing on me, and I know they would  be dealing on them, too.

No jobs, and that kind of thing.  A lot of times you can’t say names, but you know the system is in behind it.









[Was there ongoing surveillance, and how did that happen, and to what time did that continue?]
I know that there was times that a phone would be tapped, because a certain way/sound on the phone, that you knew you were being listened to. I know that there was occasions that, whatever the conversation was....  One in particular: I think Signe called Nelson to pick her up from the airport.  That conversation was on the phone.  When he picked her up at the airport and, coming back, a large truck ran them off the road, actually ran them in a ditch.  They got out of the car and ran, and then it got back on the road and left.

So those kinds of things happened.  And some other things that I’m not, that people would talk about but ask you not to say.

The sheriff department was heard, one of the sheriffs was heard, when he was taking the Klans back to their cells, “Why did you all miss Nelson Johnson?”  Stuff like that.

[Have any of the relationships that you lost as a result of November 3, 1979, been mended? And, if so, could you tell us how, as we seek reconciliation around this issue.]

A lot of people that wasn’t clear have gotten clear through the years...really what happened. And some of the questions that I am leaving with you today, that they had those questions and still do.  So that point to them that there’s something wrong here...and actually [they have] come forward to say that they do understand that.

The other ones that was afraid, they knew all the time that there was police collusion

with this, and wanted to be out of the way, so the police wouldn’t see them,  and definitely not seen with one of us. So that has kind of leveled off, so they feel OK to come. 

I think the city could really grow and actually be a leader for the nation, to show how it can come forth and we can talk about what happened. And then there can be forgiveness and healing.  I actually do not__and I did__ I do not hate the Klans. I don’t. To me they are just some people that are being used.  It’s really the system that scares me. Because they can use anybody, and they can do that again. And if you notice, I don’t know of an incident in this country anywhere where Klansmen has actually gone to jail and spent time for killing any black person, from slavery to now.   I know there’s this old man that they’ve found guilty, but out walking around. He’ll probably make no time.  Go through the system a long time. He’ll be dead before they actually give him any time.  People have to take account of what happened, and make sure it doesn’t happen again. Yvonne said good leadership will keep that from happening.  I’d say good leadership, but leadership that’s not involved, will keep that from happening.

[I know you have another appointment.  So, I’ll try to be quick.  Since the November 3rd tragedy, have you had any experience of reconciliation in your life?]

I guess....  If you’re talking about with Mike Schlosser, because he said that. No, it  hasn’t been any. My son got in trouble, and used him.  And I was supporting my son. It had nothing to do with what he’d done, and actually I talked my son away from him. But there was no reconciliation. I guess he thought that the fact that I came in with my son, that there’s no more...that everything was okey dokey.  It’s not. He needs to tell the story and really seriously tell the truth; then it could be that.  And I want that.

[Do you have anything else you would like to tell the Commission?]

Yes. I don’t know if there has been any mention of talking to Emily Mann any kind of way.  But this thing with Eddie Dawson, it should not stay hidden.  No kind of way. And any way that you can get that information...That really linked the FBI, the city officials, whoever was involved, and the police.  And that should be really looked at.  And I don’t know.... I remember the third trial. I don’t know if you can get a transcript.  A lot of stuff came out there. That’s it.

  ###
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