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Introduction: Time to Talk

	America is an idea—a beautiful one. Democracy is an experiment, an ongoing one. Both 
ideals require telling the truth so that justice at home and abroad isn’t blind. Both 
require reliable information disseminated widely, so that our passionate engagement and 
active, intelligent participation in the political process aren’t rendered victims of power, 
privilege, and the silent protection of those who have abused their power and flaunted 
their privilege. Even then there are no guarantees.  
--H. L. Goodall, Jr., 2007, The Researcher as Detective

In 2004, the first Truth and Reconciliation Commission in the United States was installed in Greensboro, North Carolina to examine the impact of a tragedy twenty-five years earlier, one that sparked a worldwide cry for justice.  Five people were murdered on November 3, 1979 when the Ku Klux Klan and American Nazi Party fired into a crowd of protestors one Saturday morning.  Television crews captured the shootings on video, from start to finish, yet none of the killers ever served time for the crime. That tragedy—known as the Greensboro Massacre—exposed what many believed to be the inadequacy of judicial, political, and economic systems in the United States.  Before examining that disturbing day, it is important to recognize that the particulars of November 3rd were not a staple of most people’s day-to-day conversations when Greensboro’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission was launched.  In fact, many people had never heard of November 3rd, while others had long purged the violent episode from their memories. Why, then, would talking about an event that occurred 25 years earlier be desirable or even necessary?  As is often the way, not talking about something, does not mean it ceases to have impact.  Indeed, the effect of November 3rd was felt far and wide in the social, political, and economic fabric of the Southern city.  Trust of the police and local government was perilously low, racial tensions persisted, and political protest had been effectively silenced.[footnoteRef:1] Despite repeated attempts, the city was faltering in its efforts to envision a new identity following the collapse of its textile industry that had long formed the community’s economic base. [1: Greensboro, North Carolina fared poorly in these features of community life in comparison with other cities across the country according to the Harvard-based Saguaro Seminar’s Social Capital Benchmark Studies released in 2001 and 2007 and available at www.cfgg.org. ] 

Former Greensboro mayor Carolyn Allen and co-chair of the task force formed to initiate a truth and reconciliation process, believed a thoughtful, sustained inquiry into the causes and consequences of November 3rd could improve the city’s affairs she had seen decline over the previous 20 years—relationships between Blacks and the police, trust of city leaders by citizens of all races, and communication between residents (Cose, 2003).  An alliance of Blacks and whites mobilized to establish the Greensboro Truth and Community Reconciliation Project (GTCRP), a grassroots organization that would eventually lay the foundation for the United States’ first Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC).  The TRC was to be a process and a tool by which citizens could feel confident about the “truth” of the city’s history in order to reconcile divergent understandings of past and current city priorities.  
In looking at the experiences of Greensboro’s citizens during this process, on-lookers from around the country and throughout the world asked if truth and reconciliation commissions could work for their communities as well. They wanted to know in what ways can and do people depend upon one another to assert the common good and transform a pain-filled past into a more hopeful, prosperous future?  
Communities that have experienced pain, suffering, and lingering resentment often point to the less than full exoneration of past wrongs as contributing to a gripping, existential mistrust and even cynicism among the populace.  To correct the painful condition, citizens and leaders alike seek guidance in how to constructively resurrect past issues in order to implement reflective responses for the benefit of all citizens. These matters point directly to the ethical posture and communicative processes that undergird democratic action. It is people who imagine, construct, and sustain their communities by interacting, dreaming, and struggling with one another over conceptions of how to best live together.  TRC processes invest resources to encourage deliberation that confronts conflict, welcomes differing views, seeks deep understanding, and constructs a future path to restore the well-being of the community. In doing so, TRCs recognize that it is communication that awakens people’s critical awareness, reflection, and action, not legal records, detailed reports, or judicial proceedings.  
With respect to communication, it is difficult to overstate its importance in a society that aspires to be democratic. The relative absence of communication is to that extent an approximation of fascism. If we think in terms of communication among individuals, groups and constituencies within a society, a democracy should be expected to promote an interest in and familiarity with one another. Any failure to do so is equivalent to promoting or at least tolerating a degree of isolation that breeds suspicion, distrust, even hatred… A democratic society simply can not tolerate such conditions, not if it seriously desires to advance and strengthen its democratic character. (Ryder, 2008, ¶ 3).
What came to light in the truth and reconciliation process was that the honest conversations needed following November 3, 1979 were diverted toward image management and blame, rather than a scrutiny of the underlying factors contributing to the tragedy, factors that persisted and plagued the city.
In 1979 and for many years after, the trauma led many to believe that the most reasonable course of action was to forget or suppress the details and features surrounding November 3rd.  Fear, uncertainty, confusion, distress, and pressure from others to remain silent prevented a full accounting of the shootings. 
It was not until the TRC was launched that many people in the community would or could finally share their stories.  With time, more residents, law enforcement officials, and protest participants were willing to speak, but even 25 years after the fact, the Truth Commissioners admitted that some people were still scared to publicly share what they had always known.  
In the unsettled times of the 21st century, or perhaps because of them, Greensboro’s citizens of different political persuasions, ethnic identities, religious affiliations, and racial associations joined together to strengthen the quality of their interactions as they, by necessity, confronted conflicting views and understandings of their community.  They revealed alternative discourse pathways to influence new alliances and affect important cultural shifts.
My involvement with the TRC coincided with the public announcement of its formation in 2003. I attended community meetings, initially alongside a group of 12 graduate students at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro in the Department of Communication Studies, and later with hundreds of other students and fellow community members who learned of Greensboro’s history with me over the next many years.  We read past accounts of the Greensboro Massacre, researched other episodes of protest and violence in the South, reviewed and edited TRC planning documents, drafted outreach materials, organized volunteers, helped coordinate special events, conducted surveys, interviewed city leaders, sat with fearful community members, ushered guests into the TRC hearings, and transcribed testimonies.  Though we were initially unfamiliar with Greensboro’s activists and complete history, it was clear that our city had a unique opportunity to address a past wrong by talking about it to  reconsider the facts that could lead to new understandings.  Greensboro, like many of its sister cities in the South, has had a checkered record of healing poor race relations, often denying the ramifications of systemic conditions that continue to keep blacks in a disadvantaged position economically, educationally, and politically.
This writing aims to contribute to the scholarly literature surrounding TRCs and add a distinct dimension few publications feature; here is documented the community’s involvement, disorder, and celebration during the process.  In other studies of TRCs, what is instead often the focus of research inquiry are the events, testimonies, and public documents, absent the community’s voice (Verdoolaege, 2008).  Immersing myself in this project brought forward insights I could not have anticipated at the start; it was an effort inspired by “stumbling into possibilities” (Poulos, 2009, p. 66).  This research method permitted me to take a sustained view into the norms, practices, routines, and values embedded in the community. It reflects a research tradition initially used to study foreign cultures (Geertz, 1973) but is now the inspiration for new ethnographies studying people closer to home (Goodall, 1999; Poulos, 2009: Towns, 2007).
In the process of researching and writing this book, I learned a lot from more seasoned activists and their “radical” ideas.[footnoteRef:2]  Throughout, they held fast to their deepest convictions that the community benefits when there is more, not less deliberation, inclusion, and equality.  [2:  I rely here on Paolo Freire’s definition of radical (1973) as someone who is “critical, loving, humble and communicative” in working to resolve or lessen social injustices.] 


Overview of the Book

The purpose of this book is threefold.  First, there is need to preserve the historical significance of a people’s effort to seek truth and work for reconciliation.  Greensboro’s TRC, unlike any other Truth and Reconciliation Commission prior, convened and operated without government sanction.  Despite the perseverance of Greensboro’s citizens to solicit local government involvement, the resistance by elected bodies prevailed, leaving the grassroots project to fend for itself financially and in every other way.  This situation started out as one that put the TRC supporters in a disadvantaged position to fully engage the community in its process.  Once underway, however, the operation of the project sans government support was heralded as a point of pride.  Alex Boraine, deputy chair under Archbishop Desmond Tutu on the South African Truth Commission, proclaimed his support for the Greensboro model as a new means by which to carry out future Truth Commissions, noting that the moral suasion of the people was stronger than any possible government mandate for truth and reconciliation (Covington, 2007).
The second purpose of this book is to show a variety of discourse models for other communities to use in seeking to redress past harms.  In Greensboro, there continues to be a need for training to facilitate conversation that cuts across social class and racial lines, but training programs by themselves are not enough.  Supporters of the truth and reconciliation process did not, for the most part, instigate large scale programs to talk about race. Instead, they relied on many small group settings and creative forms of expression to prompt discussion.  These informal, inexpensive avenues to dialogue yielded impressive results for the community organizers and are valuable tools to encourage deep conversation on difficult subjects.
Finally, this book attempts to demonstrate the power of community action to promote participatory democracy.  As scholar James Darsey (1997) asserts, our country is not lacking in opportunity for civil discourse, but rather people have refused radical engagement with the deeply important and meaningful issues of our times.  As a result, our communication has faltered, tending toward the bland and safe that purposefully avoids conflict.  As a nation and as individuals, the retreat from public discourse has proven dangerous.  When diplomacy, for instance, is forsaken, conversation ceases to be a meaningful arbiter of peace and all too often, cultural or military or other kinds of conflict ensue.  Absent trust, the willingness of citizens to actively engage the ideas of others evaporates.  What follows is a democracy that ceases to exist as a vibrant pathway to equality and justice for all.  
In Greensboro, the recognition that our future as a democratic society depends upon an engaged citizenry was the fuel that kept the GTCRP supporters connected to a process whose outcome was uncertain.  The community members poured their faith into the belief that individual and collective actions could shape a new, more promising future.  Thus, Greensboro’s foray into truth and reconciliation serves to deepen our understanding of the role of communication in community organizing.
The understandings, interpretations and conclusions in this volume emerged from more than six years of contact and study of Greensboro’s Truth and Reconciliation process. Together, the experiential data collected from weekly meetings, home dinners, coffee shop chats, interviews, and sustained observations, along with the methodical study of archived legal records, media materials, and commissioned reports, form the basis of this book’s argument that ordinary people can accomplish the extraordinary, independent of government cooperation.  
This book and Greensboro’s TRC reveal how some stories of our past have been submerged under veils of civility.  Howard Zinn artfully showed in A People’s History of the United States (1980) that the failure to document historical tragedies does not mean they did not happen.  The quest to conceal the roots of citizen uprisings is real, but so too, is the enduring passion of social change agents to set the records straight. This book, then, should be read as a resource and case study of how citizens in one community used its TRC as the gateway to understanding the past by discussing the enduring problems of the present to conceive a plan for the future.  

A Note about the Facts

	Since November 3, 1979, people around the world have learned about the Greensboro Massacre through accounts in thousands of newspaper articles, books, a nationally-touring play, and television and film documentaries.  Initially, the facts that emerged were incomplete, but over time and through the relentless work of the survivors, other activists, researchers, journalists, and filmmakers, most of the details of that tragic day have come to light.  In 2004, when the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission embarked on its mission, its goal was to refresh the set of facts by incorporating the history, context, and personal stories surrounding the event and trials in order to make its judgments and recommendations. 
	This book, then, contains little original information about the events of November 3rd.  For that, readers are encouraged to turn to the many articles, books, and other documents listed in the bibliography.  To do so is to get immersed into the United States history of social action, political forces, race struggles, and labor movements. 
	Of all the documents, the one most used to situate the events and history contained in this volume is the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Final Report that is available in its entirety at www.greensborotrc.org and cited throughout here as (Final Report, 2006).  Quotations from the testimonies provided at the TRC’s public hearings are referenced throughout this book and are available at the same web site.  

* * * *

Chapter 1:  The Greensboro Massacre, November 3, 1979

November 3rd, 1979.  Radicals with the Communist Workers Party (CWP)[footnoteRef:3] were taking their positions at their long planned and well publicized anti-Klan rally.  The event was designed to recruit new textile mill union members residing in Greensboro, North Carolina’s low-income neighborhood of Morningside Homes who were frustrated with the low wages and poor working conditions at the mills.  The CWP believed that once they had built strong and vibrant unions, they would have in place the structure for an even larger movement, one powerful enough to overthrow the government and the capitalist system that left poor and Black people with so little.  Their strategy was to use the support of local labor unions to agitate mill workers who opposed the Ku Klux Klan’s (KKK) messages of hate and separation of the races. The CWP wanted to bring an end to the exploitation of workers for the profit and well-being of textile mill owners who were the state’s largest employers. To do that, they had to shut down the influence of the Klan. [3:  The Communist Workers Party (CWP) was the new name of Jerry Tung’s U.S. Maoist organization, based in New York with branches around the country, started in 1973 first as the Asian Study Group, then the Workers’ Viewpoint Organization (WVO) and finally the CWP.  By 1985, the CWP dissolved and was replaced by the short-lived New Democratic Movement.] 

What made the KKK so powerful was not its membership numbers which had declined through the years, but its documented history of violence and spread of terror among African Americans in the South and their white supporters. The KKK ignited fear and condemned multiracial cooperation of any kind in order to promote its message of white supremacy.  The CWP considered the KKK’s intimidating practices and vile speech as major obstacles to its union building campaign.  
The Communists believed that the lingering racism that the KKK promoted and the extreme class stratification that marked the South were both intolerable conditions caused and sustained by the capitalist domination of the masses.  For the CWP, the solution was to seize the economic and political power away from the reigning city leaders—those who had tolerated and according to the CWP even encouraged Klan activity—and put it into the hands of the working class.  
The CWP members were largely university-educated activists, deeply influenced by Marxist theory, and avid readers of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Mao Tse Tung. Their leader in Greensboro was Nelson Johnson who had established roots and a reputation as a prominent Black student leader at North Carolina Agriculture & Technical State University before becoming a community grassroots organizer.  Johnson was a thorn in the side of local law enforcement officials who found themselves the target of many of his campaigns against police brutality.  Johnson’s high profile in previous protest actions, some with outbursts of violence, led the city’s police to consider him reckless in his radical pursuits.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]By the late 1970s, Johnson’s activities were noteworthy as well to fellow civil rights activists including Sandi Smith, Willena Canon, Joyce Johnson, Claude Barnes, Ed Whitfield, and Signe & Jim Waller, all of Greensboro. Others from Durham, North Carolina joined with Johnson’s racially diverse CWP coalition—Marty and Mike Nathan, Sally and Paul Bermanzohn, Dale and Bill Sampson, and Cesar and Floris Cauce.
Earlier that year, the WVO/CWP joined local residents to face-off against the Klan in China Grove, a small, rural community located just over an hour’s car drive from Greensboro. Following that July confrontation, the CWP redoubled its efforts to challenge and defeat the power of the Klan.  They applied for a Greensboro city parade permit for November 3rd and staged a press conference just days before on the steps of city hall.  They publicly taunted the Klan to come to Greensboro using insulting, inflammatory rhetoric as a tactic to disgrace the Klan and agitate parade supporters.  
On Saturday morning, November 3, 1979, the CWP members and their supporters gathered on the east side of Greensboro shouting “Death to the Klan!”  It was the same aggressive rally cry the CWP had used in door-to-door canvassing efforts and on flyers posted all over town to build interest in the demonstration.  The crowd numbering 40 or 50, urged residents to come out of their homes and go to the march starting point at the corner of Carver and Everett Streets. As they waited to begin the march there, the demonstrators sang songs and chanted slogans—“People, people have you heard? Black and white is the word” and “Death to the Klan.”  The air was filled with anticipation, camaraderie, and righteous anger against the Ku Klux Klan’s vicious and racist practices. A white sheeted effigy of a Klansman swung from a rope with a sign that read, “KKK Scum.”  Among the adults were half a dozen children wearing khaki colored, military-like uniforms and red berets.  The protest march organizers were busy with the last minute duties of fastening flyers to their flatbed truck equipped with a large speaker, attending to the needs of the media, and passing out placards for people to carry.  Across the street, news crews were setting up their equipment to report on and televise the event.  
Then, a caravan of nine cars slowly drove up, one of the first sporting a rebel Confederate Flag on its front license plate. The cars were filled with 37 Ku Klux Klan and American Nazi Party members, many holding shotguns in their laps.  As they neared the spot where the crowd stood, a Klansman in the lead car yelled out, “You wanted the Klan, you Communist son-of-a-bitch, well you got the Klan!” A demonstrator cried out, “Here comes the Klan!” and with that, the television camera crews jumped into action to record what would happen next. 
The Klan and Nazis leaned out the car windows, slinging racial epithets and slurs while the marchers—Communists, supporters, and neighborhood residents—screamed back with insults of their own.  The shouting escalated, and in a matter of moments, the scene turned violent.  The marchers used their sign sticks and feet to hit and kick the cars. From the caravan, a single gunshot was fired. More gunshots followed as the white supremacists clad in jeans and flannel shirts, and smoking cigarettes, jumped out of the cars to unload more weapons and take aim at the protestors.  The marchers fled.  Some took cover to dodge the bullets while others grabbed guns of their own to fight back.  Spray from 1,000 projectiles filled the air—the shots came from shotguns, semi-automatic rifles and pistols before the nine car-caravan of Klan and Nazis drove away.  
88 seconds after the first shot was fired, five of the protestors, all union organizing leaders, lay lifeless on the ground.  Four died instantly: César Cauce, Dr. James Waller, Sandra Smith, and Bill Sampson.  A fifth, Dr. Michael Nathan, survived two more days in a local hospital before he too died.  Ten others were injured, including eight protestors, one Klansman, and a local news photographer.  
As the carnage unfolded, people shouted for the police who seemed to be absent from the scene.  What people could not know at the time, but learned later, was that undercover police officers were in fact in the thick of the action.  They had photographed the caravan members stowing guns in their cars and then followed behind in an unmarked car, communicating with some police officers by radio transmission.  Detective Cooper, one of the officers in the police car behind the caravan, failed to intervene because he said he was just one officer in plainclothes, in an unmarked car who surely would have not survived the ordeal without back-up.  
In addition, there was a paid Klan informant, Eddie Dawson, at the lead of the caravan who had earlier provided details of the group’s activities and plans to his “handler,” Detective Cooper.[footnoteRef:4]  Finally, not present but also fully aware of the Klan-Nazi plans that day was an undercover agent employed by the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms, Bernard Butkovich, who had attended the pre-march meetings of those groups specifically to gather information surrounding their violent actions.[footnoteRef:5]  Considerable intelligence work had been completed, yet not a single warning from the police was issued to neighborhood residents or protestors, nor was any action taken to intercept the violence.     [4:  Eddie Dawson was a paid informant for the FBI from 1969 to 1976. In 1979, the Greensboro Police Department hired Dawson to provide inside information on the Klan, despite his documented history of criminal activity and race-based violence.
]  [5:  Bernard Butkovich’s identity and role were revealed for the first time in a July 1980 Greensboro Record newspaper article that reported he was at the meeting where the United Racist Front formed on September 22, 1979 and where the decision was made to attack the WVO/CWP on November 3rd (Woodall, 1980, p. A1-2).
] 

No police assistance came until after the caravan had sped off, but a two-man police unit located five blocks away drove toward the melee and was able to catch the final vehicle in the caravan, a golden yellow cargo van.  The officers arrested 12 Klansman and Nazi’s who had in their possession four shotguns, a bloodied hunting knife, three revolvers, two sets of brass knuckles, a five-foot length of chain, and ammunition.
As the demonstrators emerged from their hiding places alongside journalists who had likewise sought cover from the gunfire, fear and anger intermingled. “Stunned protestors wandered around the intersection, hovering over the bodies of their loved ones, trying to tend to the wounded” (Final Report, 2006, p. 186). And then, a rage took over that was focused on the absence of the police.  Floris Weston [then wife of deceased Cause] recalled, “…I immediately knew that we had been set-up.  I didn’t have any facts.  All I had was my gut and my belief that something was wrong and that someone had helped this to happen” (Final Report, 2006, p. 186).
Nelson Johnson, cradling Jim Waller as he took his last breath, said, “I knew in the depths of my soul that we had been set up” (Final Report, 2006, p. 188).  He stood up and started shouting those sentiments at the police.  The police ran over and demanded that Johnson stop.  When he refused, the police wrestled Johnson to the ground, stomped on his neck to keep him pinned down, and then arrested Johnson for inciting a riot.  
Media accounts of the rampage filled the airwaves and eyewitness newspaper accounts were distributed all over the world.  The mass media stories detailed in graphic and written forms the seemingly unthinkable:  how two extremist, racist groups had fired upon the protestors in broad daylight, leaving for dead the leftist revolutionaries who had challenged the Klan and Nazis to show up at what would be recorded in City of Greensboro documents and remembered widely as a shootout.  
The repercussions were vast. City officials braced themselves for more, unwanted hostility and violence by declaring a state of emergency for that zone of the city. Doing so allowed them to conduct searches for weapons, close access to certain neighborhoods and college campuses, step up surveillance efforts, enact a neighborhood curfew, establish a “rumor control center” that fielded 3,000 phone calls in a three day period, and solicit support of uniformed troops from the National Guard.  City officials broadcasted warnings on radio and television for citizens to stay away from CWP organized activities, including a funeral march scheduled for a week later.
	To maintain its standing as a business-friendly and family-oriented place, Greensboro’s city leaders immediately launched an aggressive campaign to ward off the inevitable negative publicity. Business and civic leaders demanded the local media tone down the event coverage in order to bring calm back to the city.  They further proclaimed that what happened on November 3rd could have happened anywhere for the attack was waged by outside groups.  The city’s leaders declared the City of Greensboro was the innocent victim caught in the middle of the extremist groups’ ideological warfare.  Greensboro, said the mayor, took the high road by holding the hand of civility, bringing to light the prowess of the local police to keep order in a difficult time, and thereby united the entire community in the aftermath of the tragedy.
In consideration of the severity of the racially charged dispute, the city received assistance from the Community Relations Service (CRS) from the U.S. Department of Justice that had been established by the 1964 Civil Rights Act.  A CRS “conciliation” team was dispatched to Greensboro to work side by side with the city’s leaders to calm feelings of fear.  
	In the mills, some workers failed to show up on the following Monday.  Fear of confrontations led to additional security guards being posted at the textile mills, though their charge was primarily to protect key management officials, not the workers.  
Black community leaders attempted to assuage the widespread fear by speaking out in their congregations about the lapse of judgment by the police, and by extension the city, in protecting the interests of African American residents.  There was no further violence, yet the residents of Morningside Homes were traumatized and then made to feel responsible for the violence by having to abide by strict curfews, explained resident Candy Clapp.  The lack of proactive action by the City added to Black community mistrust.
	The CWP widows’ attempts to bury their husbands and friends were thwarted when all the area funeral homes declined to manage the arrangements. Eventually, white Presbyterian minister Z Holler, who did not know the survivors, intervened to help and a funeral procession was planned.[footnoteRef:6]  CWP members planned to carry weapons for self-defense at the funeral march based on their assertion that the police were unable to protect them on November 3rd.  Demands and pressure from both the CWP and the police with differing positions ensued until a compromise was struck and the CWP agreed to carry unloaded rifles.   [6:  Z. Holler’s first encounter with Nelson Johnson and the other survivors was in 1979, but it continued through the years.  In 1991, he co-founded with Johnson and Barbara Dua, the nonprofit Beloved Community Center.  Later, Holler was named a co-chair of the local task force of the Greensboro Community Truth and Reconciliation Project with former Mayor Carolyn Allen and Reverend Gregory Headon. ] 

	 City officials responded to the CWP funeral plans with security procedures of their own.  500 National Guardsmen were called in to supplement 400 state and local law enforcement personnel stationed along the funeral route.  A 24-hour state of emergency was declared and an influx of FBI agents arrived in town.  All cars with out-of-state license plates were searched, as well as vehicles considered suspicious.  A CWP contingent from Durham of 35 people faced arrest for possessing weapons during a state of emergency.  In total, crowd estimates at the funeral march ranged from 500 to 800, along with nearly 1,000 law enforcement officials and 200 reporters (Waller, 2002).
Just over a month after the shootings, the Klan held a fundraiser for the legal defense of the men charged in connection with the deaths.  Approximately 100 Klansmen and their families raised $217.  Renee Hartsoe, whose husband was charged with murder, expressed confidence that the Klan would get a fair trial because “people in Greensboro are pretty much on the Klan side…It is bad that it happened but white people need to wake up” (Final Report, 2006, p. 232).
	The national outcry over the violence by anti-racist activists was immediate.  More than 300 organizations rallied around Greensboro to address the enduring racism and unrest across the country.  The Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the nation’s largest civil rights organization at the time, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), the Interreligious Foundation for Community Organizations (IFCO), and the National Anti-Klan Network, among others, sponsored and mobilized marchers for a February 1980 rally in Greensboro.  That event, with crowd estimates of 7,000 to 10,000, is credited as the catalyst for establishing new collaborations and hate-group watchdog groups such as the National Anti-Klan Network and Klan Watch (Wise, 2005).[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  The National Anti-Klan Network was later renamed the Center for Democratic Renewal.  Klan Watch became Hatewatch and is maintained by the Southern Poverty Law Center (www.splcenter.org) which in 2010 reported on the activities of 1002 hate groups in the United States.
] 

Greensboro’s citizens likewise were outraged and demanded answers.  How could November 3rd have happened? Where were the police? What was the city doing to protect its citizens?  In response, five reports were issued in the year following the shootings to help explain what had happened.[footnoteRef:8]  The historical record was being written, but without the knowledge, details, and depth of the undercover and informant operations, that historical record would be distorted from the very beginning. [8:  Some of these reports are archived and available at the Civil Rights Greensboro Digital Collection, http://library.uncg.edu/dp/crg/.] 

 The first report was a 92-page Greensboro Police Department’s Internal Affairs Division Administrative Report that was completed less than three weeks after the event.  Six months later, two more reports were issued.  One was 21 pages long, prepared by the Citizens Review Committee appointed by the city’s Human Relations Commission. The citizen group conducted an investigator-less examination of the shootings.  The other report was an assessment of the planning and operations of the Greensboro Police Department by an independent consulting firm, McManis Associates, hired by the city.  The fourth report came out in October 1980, and contained a 28-page summary analysis by the Human Relations Commission that looked at the contents of the earlier Citizens Review Committee and McManis Associates reports in order to present its own findings and recommendations. 
The fifth and final report was released in November 1980 by the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights and its North Carolina Advisory Committee.  Titled “Black White Perceptions: Race Relations in Greensboro,” the 51-page report included the views and comments of 25 citizens  including Klansman Virgil Griffin and National Socialist Party of America (Nazi Party) leader Harold Covington.  The report concluded that Greensboro was a polarized city with two distinct societies, one with economic and political power, and one with neither.  White citizens who were interviewed for the report generally recognized Greensboro as a city that was making progress with regard to race relations in terms of a decline in violence, desegregation of schools, and increased social and cultural interactions. Black citizens pointed out the persistent problems of inequity.  
The Trials

At the same time as the reports were being assembled, the groundwork was being set for what would eventually be three court trials.  In December, 1979, six KKK and Nazi Party members were indicted for first degree capital murder.  In the spring of 1980, the CWP protestors were in trouble as well when six were charged with inciting a riot and/or resisting arrest, charges that were eventually dropped.  In August 1980, charges against 14 KKK and Nazis were brought to trial in North Carolina State Court.
Based on te television videotapes that showed Klansmen and Nazis shooting and killing the protestors, as well as eyewitness accounts, nearly everyone believed that some or all of the Klan-Nazis would be held accountable for the deaths of the protestors. The all-white jury listened to testimony and viewed videotapes in a courthouse located in downtown Greensboro. They did not hear testimony however from any of the CWP survivors who were convinced that the trial was a sham by the state of North Carolina intended to protect the law enforcement officials not the November 3rd protestors.  The survivors, who had wanted but were denied a private prosecutor to assist with the case, expressed concerns that the Greensboro District Attorney’s office in charge of the prosecution had made legal strategy decisions and public comments that belittled the position of the survivors. Further, that same office had pending charges against some of the demonstrators.  That is, District Attorney Mike Schlosser was in charge of prosecuting the Klan in one case and prosecuting the CWP protestors in other actions.  During the trial, the prosecutors did not call on government-paid intelligence agents Eddie Dawson or Bernard Butkovich, which was another example to the CWP of the effort to cover up government complicity in the shootings.  The prosecution team countered that Dawson and Butkovich were deemed hostile witnesses who could have hurt the case.  Six months after the trial began, the jury deliberated for seven days before issuing their unanimous verdict that the Klan and Nazis were not guilty of the crimes charged against them for murder and rioting.  
The critical issue considered by the jury in that first trial was whether the Klan and Nazi members acted in self-defense when they fired into the crowd.  An FBI analysis that examined the gunshot sound waves taken from television footage recordings concluded that the first two shots fired came from the Klan.  But the analysis could not ascertain where shots 3, 4, and 5 originated from, ultimately leaving the jurors to think that those shots may have come from the protestors.  According to Assistant District Attorney Jim Coman who like the other members of the prosecution team had an adversarial relationship with the survivors, the verdict was a surprise in light of the videotape evidence, but one that pointed to the CWP’s culpability: 
There would have never been this incident if it weren’t for what they [the CWP] did: for 
inviting the Klan into a housing project and to pass out guns and have kids there in the middle…To me, the conduct of the CWP—as reprehensible as the Klan was—that they won’t even admit they did anything wrong, for me, they bear much more responsibility for what happened (Coman, 2005). 
The jury’s decision reflected their view that the CWP protestors were the first aggressors who hit the Klan/Nazi cars with their signs and sticks, which in turn provoked the gunshots.
	Lead prosecutor and District Attorney Mike Schlosser blamed the verdict on the survivor’s lack of cooperation when they refused to testify at the trial and further, disrupted the proceedings with reckless abandon.[footnoteRef:9]   The instigator, he said, of all that CWP action, was Nelson Johnson. “Nelson Johnson is the wheel spoke and hub. He is a plague on this community” (Schlosser, 2005).  To wit, Schlosser had defended the bond amount that was set for Johnson for his role in inciting a riot on November 3rd, a bond amount double what was set for any of the Klan or Nazis who had killed people that day. [9:  On the first day of the trial, widow Marty Nathan stood, introduced herself, and began shouting that the trial was a sham and a farce.  After she was gagged and removed by the bailiff, widow Floris Cause likewise began shouting and  released a vial of foul smelling skunk oil onto the floor.  Both were sentenced to 30 days in jail (Waller, 2002). ] 

The verdict sent shockwaves throughout Greensboro.  A fire was set downtown as a citizen expression of dismay at the protection of racist murderers.  Protests were waged in nearby Chapel Hill and Durham, North Carolina.  A wave of opposition to the verdict surfaced in newspaper letters to the editor, resolutions from churches, and public meetings.  
With this swell of community outrage, efforts were launched for federal intervention.  Initially, the U.S. Justice Department stated it had no jurisdiction in the case which created another layer of suspicion among the CWP survivors and citizens in Greensboro who were not convinced that justice had been served.  With growing public protest, federal officials begrudgingly initiated a Grand Jury investigation in 1982 that heard testimony from 150 witnesses, including the survivors who had previously been silent.  The November 3rd survivors remained angry and convinced that the Justice Department could not impartially investigate the activities of FBI agents and government-paid informants who the survivors said were provocateurs in the events of November 3rd.  The survivors’ position on this point led them to collect more than 1,100 petition signatures and a request for a special prosecutor, but their contention of a conflict of interests was denied by the U.S. Assistant Attorney General (Waller, 2002).
In January 1984, the federal criminal trial began with a secret jury selection, an unusual move that was requested neither by the defense nor the prosecution but enforced by the judge so that potential jurors could speak freely and without fear (Final Report, 2006, p. 287).  Once again, the jury was all-white, a situation made possible, as was the case in the first state criminal trial, because preemptory challenges allowed then were used to dismiss Blacks, without cause, from serving on the jury.  In the federal criminal trial, the attorneys for the protestors relied on law that would prove racial hatred was the prime motivation for the crimes that took place.  In this case, unlike the first state trial, the jury heard from Greensboro Detective Jerry Cooper who followed the Klan-Nazi caravan to the parade and Eddie Dawson on his role as an informant with the Greensboro Police Department.  
Three months after the second criminal trial began in 1984 and amidst a climate of anti-communism rhetoric, the jury found all the Klansmen and Nazis again not guilty, this time because the jurors did not believe that racist ideology was the impetus for the confrontation, but that hatred of communism was the cause.  In addition the jurors believed that the caravan would have moved through the area without incident if the CWP had not made the first hostile move.  
	The last opportunity for justice, reasoned the CWP survivors, was to pursue a federal civil rights trial that they had filed originally in 1980, before the start of the second criminal suit.  However, the civil trial had to wait until the criminal proceedings concluded and then it was mired in a motion to dismiss, judicial inaction, and a stay of all discovery.  Finally, in 1985, the trial began, focusing on several complaints:
·  The defendants violated the plaintiffs' (survivors) right to assemble, to life, and to equal protection of the laws.
· Law enforcement and their informants officially encouraged and participated in a conspiracy to cover up the incident.
· The city had a policy and practice of improperly controlling informants and of encouraging the violation of equal protection of the laws.
· Wrongful death, conspiracy, and assault and battery claims.
In essence, the claims boiled down to two major issues.  The 63 defendants—19 Klansmen and Nazis, 36 Greensboro Police Officers and other Greensboro officials, four Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms agents, three FBI agents, and the City of Greensboro—were accused of conspiring to deprive the victims of equal protection to protest, and then they concealed those very actions.
At the heart of the civil trial was the argument that the CWP members and their supporters were not protected by law enforcement for expressing their unpopular political, economic and social views surrounding labor organizing and racist violence.  The suit sought monetary damages on behalf of 16 plaintiffs including the surviving spouses and wounded protestors.  In this case, a different standard of proof was in place for the jury, known as “the preponderance of the evidence” rather than the requirement of “beyond a reasonable doubt” used in criminal proceedings.  That is, the jurors would need to decide if the evidence they heard was more likely to be true than not.  
	The protestors’ six-member legal team assisted by dozens of law students, lay activists, and nonprofit civil liberties organizations collected more than 200 depositions and analyzed 100,000 pages of documents that were bound into 20 volumes.  For the first time, the public heard from witnesses under oath about the detailed activities of the Greensboro Police Department, FBI, and Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms, even though the organizations’ covert associations with the Klan and Nazis had been exposed back in 1980.  Eddie Dawson testified that after he obtained the parade permit from the Greensboro Police, he and other KKK members planned their attack.  He admitted inciting the demonstrators with his shouts.  And, he revealed how the police department kept him from testifying at the state criminal trial when Dawson threatened to expose department officials.
	Meanwhile, public opinion remained decidedly against the Communist Workers Party.  In a survey commissioned by the survivors’ legal team, two-thirds responded that they would not award money to the victims even if the KKK and Nazis were found to be at fault and/or if the police were culpable (Final Report, 2006, p. 305).  
	The federal civil rights trial lasted three months.  Deliberations by the jury lasted 11.5 hours with a verdict handed down on June 6, 1985.  This time, the jury was comprised of one African American and five whites, one who was not a native Southerner.  Though the decision was far from what the survivors thought adequate, the jury found Greensboro Police Detective Jerry Cooper and his boss, Lt. Paul W. Spoon, along with police informant Eddie Dawson, and three Klansmen and two Nazis liable for conspiracy to commit assault and battery leading to the death of Dr. Michael Nathan.  In November of that year, the City of Greensboro agreed to pay the full jury award of $351,000 on its behalf and that of the Klansmen and Nazis to Michael Nathan's estate for his wrongful death (Final Report, 2006, p. 307). An additional $40,000 was awarded but never paid for the injuries sustained by three victims: Dr. Jim Waller, Dr. Paul Bermanzohn and Thomas Clark (Final Report, 2006, p. 308).  
	Despite the judgment, the police did not admit wrongdoing.  No reprimands were issued, nor were policies of police action re-evaluated.
	The judicial proceedings connected to November 3rd took a toll on Greensboro, stretching out more than five years.  In three separate trials, the focus had been on assigning guilt and meting out punishment.  The outcomes of all three trials were by the end barely acceptable, in large part because they lacked the vital human need for people to talk with one another.  There was constant media coverage, a string of political activism projects, interviews, and courtroom drama.  Yet, the greatest deficiency in the managing of the events of November 3rd was the near-absent conversation among residents in Greensboro about what had happened, their feelings about labor and racial inequities, and their vision for the future based on community and government cooperation.  The residents of Morningside Homes suffered without the benefit of counseling or the opportunity to speak of their trauma.  The survivors, intent on making political advances faced obstacles in telling their complete stories, obstacles from outside their control and also of their own making.  Even city officials were adversely affected.  In being ever vigilant about image control, they steered themselves away from an open, honest examination of what happened on November 3rd and what changes should have been considered for the future to ensure the safety and well-being of the community.  The cumulative impact, then, was the painful lack of substantive discussion and deliberation about this significant episode in Greensboro. 
Amid the political rancor that preceded and followed November 3rd, there was little mention as well of the people who were gunned down that day.  The CWP Five, as they would be known among the protestors, were accomplished young adults whose lives were noteworthy. The Truth and Reconciliation process thus had among its goals to reclaim the humanity of those who died on November 3rd as well their spouses and friends who survived.   


Comments may be forwarded to the author at spomajovanovic@uncg.edu.
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