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TRANSCRIPT BEGINS
Our next speaker is Winston Cavin. He is a Durham native and he was a 26 year old reporter from the Greensboro Daily News—now the News & Record—on November 3, 1979. He was given the Death to the Klan assignment a couple days in advance and covered the CWP press conference to learn more about the events. He at that time wasn’t aware of the China Grove affair. Sometime after that he moved to Dallas, Texas— not to Dallas, North Carolina— and then he moved back to Raleigh and is now the Metro Editor, I believe...
WC: The Night Metro editor

Alright. The Night Metro editor for the News & Observer. So Mr. Cavin would you give us some idea of what you want to say to the Commission and the public today.
WC: Thank you for having me here today...  [Unintelligible]
Audience: Can’t hear!

WC: I’m sorry about that.  You can see why I’m not in broadcast...[unintelligible] This is the main one?

Audience: Yes

WC: Ok. Everything ok now?

Ok. Again thank you. Before I read my statement I’d like to say again that I am here today less as a journalist and more as a witness of the tragedy and for probably the first time publicly since 1979 I’ll be talking about this in a more personal way. Until this time, in all the interviews I’ve given and the articles that I’ve written I’ve stuck to kind of chapter and verse of what I witnessed and I want to talk a little more from my heart today.
What happened on and after November 3rd, 1979? What a tough question.  I was a 26 year old reporter. I had been at the paper for three years. Before that I had worked in Winston Salem, Charlotte and Durham.  In Greensboro I had covered a variety of topics including police and courts, city hall, education, along with a wide variety of general assignments. I had responded to many crime scenes involving murders, fatal accidents, other traumas. I had seen my share of dead bodies, but in each case they were dead before I saw them until November 3rd 1979.

I was assigned to cover the Death to the Klan rally as a part of a Saturday shift that would include two other stories. I was to spend about an hour at the rally, write a story of 10 to 12 paragraphs and move on to the next assignment. The only preparation I had was covering a CWP press conference on, I believe Thursday November the 1st, in front of City Hall, where Nelson Johnson and other CWP leaders were seeking publicity for their event—handing out leaflets and the like.  I wrote a short story about the upcoming march. 

I was aware of the CWP’s campaign to organize textile workers in Greensboro and surmised that the death to the Klan rally was an attempt to generate support in African American communities. I was not aware however of the previous confrontation between CWP and KKK members that summer in China Grove. In hindsight, I wish I had known about that event. 

There is some controversy about whether CWP organizers changed the time or the location of the November 3rd march at the last minute. I arrived at the Community center—at a community center – I believe the Windsor Center—it’s been a few years—shortly before 11 AM. Upon entering I ran into a reporter from a Winston Salem TV station who told me the march had been moved to Morningside homes. I did not know her well and don’t remember her name today. However, following her tip I went to Morningside Homes and met with people there. I noticed that four television stations were present: the three triad network affiliates and one from Durham.  I asked the cameraman with the WTVD crew, why they were covering this story and he replied, “Most of these people are from Durham.” 

As I wandered through the gathering crowd, everything seemed fine. There was a somewhat festive atmosphere. It was a slightly warm day for November and a man was seated playing a guitar and singing— I believe they were freedom songs from the civil rights movement—as other CWP members prepared signs and practiced slogans for the march. Residents of Morningside Homes and passersby lingered to see what was going on.  Suddenly, I was standing on the curb in front of the Communist Workers Party crowd when I heard an agitated voice exclaim, “There’s the Klan!”— like that. I looked quickly to my left and saw several peoples approaching slowly up the street. There was a Sedan followed by a white van— or a van followed by a small light blue sedan. The men in these vehicles were carrying guns. Revolvers, antique six shooters, a variety of handguns. Within seconds I heard the sounds of people hitting and kicking metal. I looked to my right and saw bystanders attacking the vehicles with fists, sticks, and feet, kicking the cars.
 I immediately ran to the other side of the narrow street—I  suppose its Everett Street—I immediately ran to the other side of the narrow street and stood behind a large, brown ford sedan…probably a Fairlane  or a Galaxy. I don’t really know. Which  parked in front of a laundromat. It was parked backwards so its rear end was facing the laundry mat and its front end was facing the street. Then the shooting broke out. I crouched behind the Ford’s trunk and saw men getting out of the vehicles and firing rapidly. The driver of a small Powder blue car which has been identified by Judge Long as a Fairlane. The driver got out casually, walked to the back of the vehicle, opened the trunk, and handed out long guns to his friends: rifles, shotguns, etcetera. Several of them stood behind that trunk and fired away. At the time they seemed to be shooting wildly or randomly into the crowd.

I heard screams everywhere. Gunfire. Screams. Gunfire. Screams. Engines gunning as the shooters fled... That eerie silence.  I could smell gunpowder in the air and heard the groaning of people who were dying. I was in shock but did what many people do after surviving or witnessing a tragedy: I went on automated pilot. I ran across the street to the courtyard, scribbling notes like mad as I tried to comprehend what was happening. People were screaming, crying. There were bloody victims lying on the ground. A woman cradling her husband’s head in her arms, the sounds of people gurgling their last breaths, unable to speak.

I remember thinking, “Where are the cops?” “Where are the cops?” Soon I heard sirens approaching and hoped that order would soon be restored. Colleagues from the News & Record soon arrived and I felt some relief having friends amid all of this chaos. I continued working the story until late that night as any professional would. 

I’ve been asked about my newspaper’s reaction.  I think it was noble. That afternoon my editors met with the Mayor and City Manager to make sure the lines of communications were open. The city leaders asked the newspaper not to quote, unquote, enflame the situation. We promised to cover the event— they did—the editors— I wasn’t in on that conversation by the way. The editors promised to cover the event responsibly. I think we did.

I’m also asked if the coverage of November 3rd has changed over the years and I think it has. In the beginning there were some voices in the media as well as in the public blaming the CWP for what happened. I think that has changed. This is my perception. I think the documentaries on the History Channel and A & E have contributed to a softer view of people who were, in fact, victims of a shooting rampage. Why has this happened? I think it is because over time people look at events in a different light. Reporters who initially searched for someone to blame and found the CWP a fitting target have taken a longer, more mature view. Scapegoating is really an attempt to make an ugly memory go away.
The shootings and their aftermath have affected me for all these years. My father insisted that I keep a shotgun in my house—I hated guns before November the 3rd, 1979—because he, my father, thought that some bad people would come after me.  I was, after all, a witness. Nothing like this happened, but I was afraid at night and despised having a gun in my house. 


I knew it was a story that I could never get away from.  I helped cover, along with the News & Record staff, the aftermath of the funeral march through the criminal trial and the outrage that followed the verdict. I testified at the 1980 criminal trial and at the 1984 federal civil rights trial. I was never called to testify in a civil trial. I felt fortunate I wasn’t killed.  On that day I was a long haired, dressed down— I was long haired, dressed down, and looked a lot more like a member of the CWP than anything else. During the shooting I noticed that Nelson Johnson had ducked behind the same car with me. I began to freak out. I thought they would come and kill him. I couldn’t escape. I just had to hang on. Apparently they didn’t see us.

I’ve suffered survivor guilt along with other psychological affects including anger and profound sadness. At times I blamed the Communists for bringing it on themselves: “They started it. They were spoiling for a fight. What were they thinking?” At the same time, I felt such resentment towards the shooters. The CWP may have been—the CWP people may have been a little off-center but they were human beings who were murdered in cold blood. There was no resolution to it. Over the years I’ve realized that assigning blame is too simple to be true. I hoped to find some reconciliation within myself as part of this process. 
And let me just add again that I’m speaking here for the first time in public from a more personal standpoint. I have made a very conscious effort since that first day to compartmentalize what I saw versus what—what I saw and heard versus what I have been told versus what I’ve seen on TV versus what was testified. I have even heard some things this afternoon that are different from my recollections. So I try in every interview and forum, including testifying, including here, to stick to what I know happened or what I saw happened. And by definition if I’m hiding behind a car and observing, I’m not seeing the whole picture. But I’m being as honest as I can from the heart. 

And we appreciate that. That’s what we hope that all our testifiers will do and I’m sure they will. I’ve got a couple questions I’d like to ask you. Did you write any follow up stories at all on that event or about that event?

WC: I would have—for that Sunday paper the feeling at the newspaper was that because  I was reluctantly a part of the story that I couldn’t— as you may know I was the only newspaper reporter there—there were other reporters there. But I couldn’t really write the main story because I was a part of the story. So the city editor Jack Scism  wrote the story gathered from myself and other—and many other reporter’s notes and sources.

And I did write a companion piece—which was—it was a side bar. It was— I’m sorry. I’m getting a little nervous. I wrote a companion piece with my picture in it sort of as a column, sort of a personal—a first person account—sort of like what I’m doing today. A first person account of what I saw and heard. Since that time I did help cover the funeral march a week later—the following Sunday—I guess the eleventh.

After that time I had been officially served notice that I was going to be a witness in the criminal trial and thus I could no longer cover any stories about the shootings. So after the funeral march, that was probably the last story I wrote about it.

The uh... you mentioned in…your...

WC: At the—I’m sorry—at the News & Record— I’m sorry to interrupt you—I’m trying to be precise. On the 20th anniversary in 1999 I did write a story for my current paper, the Raleigh News & Observer. But I’m talking about at the time. Once it was official I was going to testify, I could no longer cover stories.

Sure, right. You mentioned in you statement that several of your colleagues from the News & Record came and you felt somewhat better about them being there. Do you remember who they were?
WC: Uh, Martha Woodall, who is now a feature writer for the Philadelphia  Enquirer. She would be a good witness if you were to contact her. [Unintelligible] She did right after the fact. She could testify to much of the aftermath. She was the first reporter from the News & Record I distinctly remember seeing. Others I can’t really recall specifically.

But neither Mr. Smallwood or Mr. Scism came down?

WC: Not to my knowledge.

Alright. In the stories following the event—and I suppose or believe that there were several in the paper, in our local paper, about that— Did you notice a change in the wording?  For instance, from “the shooting” to “the shootout,” or anything like that? 

WC: I do recall—I don’t know exactly when it happened— but there did seem to be a change in the terminology that was used. I can only speculate as you can here from what you heard this afternoon where some reporters might have gotten the idea that there was a shootout or gun battle as opposed to a—I  think I called it a massacre in my first day story. Yes. I can’t really give you an answer. Yes, it did seem to go from a massacre to a shootout. I don’t really know why or how it happened.

What effect, if any, do you think that the coverage on November three had on people’s perceptions or memories of the event and the players?
WC: I think the media overall did a responsible job covering this unspeakable, unforeseeable tragedy. It was certainly a challenge to all journalists there that day to do a good job and be professional. But I think what you’re getting at is the impact of those videotapes and this was   26 years ago it probably had a bigger impact than it would today because now you see all kinds of violence on TV all the time. So I think despite the best efforts of fine journalists to present a fair and balanced--- to borrow a phrase
(Unintelligible aside). To present a fair account of what was going on…and it was a very complex situation. Let me try to gather that thought back. I think everybody did the best they could to do a fair job and to be objective. The sheer power of those video tapes was overwhelming. I’m sure to the general pubic and probably to journalists as well. And as I have said, it is not easy for me to distinctly separate what I had witnessed and what I’ve seen on those horrible tapes. So I think the impact of those tapes probably had an overarching effect, especially visually, to where no matter how good a reporter might have been on a script so to speak, or along with the videotape, it was just drowned out—because, by the sheer power of the video. Let me repeat that because I don’t think it made much sense. I think the raw power of the video tapes—the sights and the sounds on those—may have unintentionally colored media coverage despite the best efforts of the press. 

Do you think that the perceptions of the public—the reading public, the viewing public- and the people who were not there- changed  overtime, or influenced somewhat by the way the reportage  went?  And of course the videotapes were, were graphic, shall we say.
WC: I don’t really know the answer to that. There has always been this divide in Greensboro that still exists today between one side which feels that this was not really about Greensboro, that many of the participants on both sides were not from Greensboro, it just occurred here by some twist of fate, and the best thing to do is just to forget about it and move on. There are still people saying that today. On the other side you have people who are still trying to prove a point about 1979. And on the other side you have people like the people here today who feel that this uh -- 26 years later that we are all collected here as a community trying to come to grips with what has happened and try to gain some understanding about what has happened. Whether --I think, whether the Commission can arrive at the truth with a capital T is going to be difficult because so many people have original perceptions of what the truth is. I’m focusing more on-- My hopes are pinned a little more on the reconciliation aspect. I hope that this process will- and even within myself- help me and the community come to some sort of terms—some sort of closure, if that’s possible—not forget what happened, but try to come to some sort of understanding about it and move forward. So I don’t know if that answered your question. But what I’m trying to say is that I think there was a rather quick divide between the “yes, just ignore it and maybe it will go away” opinion and the “let’s investigate this thing to death” opinion and I think that divide continues today.

You just answered my next question. The... uh... Do you think that a lot of the stories that were printed at that time and before that time and after for that matter... were.... Did race ever play a role in the selection of the stories, or the way the stories were written?

WC: Honestly, I don’t think so at all.

Not in the balance that carries over to the reporters who were assigned to their various stories?
WC: I don’t think there was ever any consideration along those lines. We didn’t have as diverse a staff in those days as we do now at both the News & Record and where I currently work, but I don’t think there was ever any consideration in assigning people or stories based on race at all. 

You already answered my question about the relationship between the newspaper powers and City Hall, saying that the Mayor and others came and asked them to-- not to be inflammatory—if indeed they could not be inflammatory.  Do you think there was any sort of demographics— you know, papers measure the demographics all the time from what I’m told and they—the stories that appear, the direction that the paper takes, quite often is a reflection of the demographics that they view. Do you think there were any shifts in leadership, or viewership, or listening audiences that would have affected the way the news was reported then, or now?
WC: I really don’t think so. Maybe I’m a little Pollyanna about my own profession. 

I don’t think that – newspapers do study demographics, but it’s not quite in the same way as the manufacturers of JELL-O. They don’t---You know, we don’t talk about aiming everything at likely readers. We’re trying to bring in as many people as possible to read newspapers—especially today because readership is somewhat in a decline. So I don’t think there was ever any effort to play to a certain point of view because that’s what most of our subscribers agree with. I certainly don’t believe that at all. 


Ok, I believe you said—you can help me with this—I  could be wrong about this.
I believe you said that when you saw the Klan approaching in their cars that you saw the men, or some of the men in those cars, carrying guns—you know, in their hands or wherever.
WC: In their laps. Yes I did. I saw several of them with uh... handguns. I mentioned an antique gun. There was one that sort of stuck out in my memory because it sort of an ivory handle, or pearl handle. It was long. It looked like something you would have on a wall as a collector’s piece, probably from the 1800’s. But the point of that was that, that’s how—when I knew to get to the other side of the street and get cover. Because when I saw the guns and realized who these peoples were in the cars and then saw the moving and kicking that was going on—that’s why I skedaddled—t  to get safety.
So all the guns—only the long guns, I guess, were in the trunk of the car.
WC: As far as I could tell, yes. 

And did they-- do you know if any of the men who had those  guns in their hands, the hand guns, shot before they got the long guns out of the trunk of the car?


WC: From my own memory I don’t know. I don’t... you know, I don’t know if they did or didn’t...

By this time I’m sure things were a little confusing. 

WC: Yes. This all unfolded pretty rapidly. Especially at the very beginning it seemed that—in   hyper speed, really. One minute it was this rather pleasant little gathering and the next minute there was this sort of menacing looking men with arms and then all of this...moving and kicking going on and I could smell danger very quickly and it just seemed to [unintelligible] like that. 
Did you hear any remarks about— from the Klan about the CWP people—, they were  organizers—were they taunting them or calling them names or anything of that nature? 

WC: The only one I can really remember is—there was a man in the passenger sides of one of these vehicles—I  can’t really remember which one it was—I could speculate but I’m not going to—did utter a slur.  If I could say it? 
(Pause, unintelligible answer.) 
WC: “You nigger lovers”—and that was about the time I crossed the street. But I did hear a man in one of the cars say this to a group of CWP members—call them that. 


Alright. Let me see if any of the other Commissioners have questions.
Yes. I have a couple questions. When you were given the assignment to cover the November 3rd event, what was your expectation as to what you would be covering and what you would find that day? 
WC: I fully expected, as did everyone, that it would just be a political rally and a march.  I expected what Nelson Johnson and other CWP leaders had said at the press conference would take place: a march—a demonstration, a march, and then maybe some sort of speak in or something. But, uh...people always ask me, “Didn’t you think the Klan would show up?” And I always say “Well, if the newspaper—if anyone at the newspaper thought that, they wouldn’t have sent their relatively young, one reporter down there to cover it: myself.” I really expected it to be about an hour, hour and a half event with singing civil rights songs and marching and making speeches. 

You also said that— you talked about the newspaper having a meeting with the Mayor and City Manager afterwards to talk to—to try to make sure that the situation didn’t become enflamed. Is that a normal process that the newspaper takes around events or issues that are somewhat chaotic or crisis? 

WC: Not unusual at all. I mean just recently we had the Mayor come in and talk to—and lobby our editors to try to get the newspaper to support a huge construction project that the Mayor wants. So it’s very common in all newspapers I’ve been at for Mayors, City Managers, and Council Members to come and talk about any item of concern...even if it’s not a tragedy.  One time at the News & Observer Governor Jim Martin walked in on a Saturday and handed us a statement that he wasn’t going to run for re-election, I believe that’s what it was. But, I mean, one time the Governor actually just walked into the newsroom on a Saturday—like this was a Saturday—you know unexpectedly. 
Now, getting back to that day. It was totally informal. The Mayor and City Manager came in and there wasn’t any meeting behind closed doors. They just stood right there in the middle of the newsroom and talked to our Editors at the News & Record and essentially what they were saying—what I gathered from it was that this city could be a powder cabinet right now. This could really blow up into days of rioting and they were worried about what was going to happen next. So they were just asking us to—their phrase was—which I heard second hand was—“Don’t enflame the situation” and our response from—again I heard second hand, was—“Well, it is a rather inflammatory situation on its own.  We’re not going to go out of our way to make it any more inflammatory.” So, it was really a simple discussion. Again, I want to dispell any notions people have about newspapers being these ivory towers institutions. They’re not at all. The general public walks in and gives us their opinions.  Mayors do to. And I don’t think there was anything unusual about—especially given what had happened—the city leaders to come in and talk to the newspaper leaders just to say, “We’re worried about this city.” 
My last question is that-- you started off by saying that things that you’ve  heard today already –some of those differ from your recollection. Can you expand on what are the some of the things that you heard earlier that were different from what you recall?   

WC: First of all, since I was a witness at the murder trial I was not allowed to be in the courtroom at any time other than when I was testifying and I try to be serious about the coverage too, as well,  because I didn’t want to pollute my mind with things I didn’t personally see and hear. So, I didn’t—I was somewhat surprised at some of the evidence that Judge Long today recounted as far as whether 18 of the 39 shots came from the area where the CWP members were. Things of that nature. Also the comment that— I believe some testimony that he was citing—that the offenders in the cars were not armed until they got the guns out of the trunk of the Fairlane. That conflicts with my memory there.  Again, I’m really sticking to what I saw and heard. I know I didn’t see and hear everything, but from where I was, crouched behind a rather large car, it looked very one-sided to me. One group was shooting at the other group.  

I have a question Mr. Cavin.  You’ve talked profoundly about the psychological events of being there and of covering the event and  I just want to point to a couple of comments. In A&E’s feature you said, “They just slaughtered these people.”
WC: Yes.

And then in the statement you just made you said, “ I thought”—that when you went behind the car and noticed Nelson  Johnson  had ducked behind the same car,  you said you were” freaking out.” You said “I thought they would come to kill him and I couldn’t escape.” And then also generally... the media the day of the event called it an ambush and then it changed to a shootout and now you said the perspectives are sort of broadening. So I think that it is becoming obvious too that the media has shaped the reality for the community in many ways. And I want to ask you if you agree with that? And then a lot of this psychological trauma that you were going through, too, as a newspaper reporter, whether that would transfer to the community? And then why—you know, what made you change your mind that you started thinking that the CWP members asked for it? What are some of the events that kind of contributed to that? Sorry, it’s a long question. 

WC: That’s alright. You know— I  feel like I’m talking too loud, but I guess I’m talking about right—it’s this very complex situation—just trying to stick to the facts. As I have said, in all my previous interviews I’ve just tried to stick to a recitation of what I remember, don’t bring up feelings and ....today I’m letting my hair down. I’ve done a lot of studies in psychology since then and I think [unintelligible].  I’ve interviewed a lot of victims of trauma in my job.  Also, I’ve become somewhat of a student of PTSD—things like that. My newspaper spent a lot of time talking with victims of the  [?]  Chicken Plant fire in 1991 in  [?] North Carolina. 
Excuse me, I just want to interject for those people who don’t know what PTSD is—I know but I just want everyone in the room to know. 

WC: It’s Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome or Disorder—Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome—it just means that people have recurring effects from witnessing or being a victim of a traumatic event. Now, there are people in this room who lost loved ones, husbands, friends, and I can’t imagine what they have gone through personally. I--I just witnessed it. Just witnessing it is enough to cause a variety of emotions no matter how much you try to keep it in check professionally or in what you write.  

For me there was—there was a sense of, “What were you thinking?” You had this press conference and you said Death to the Klan and we dare these Klan coward scum to show their faces and face the wrath of the people. I mean, it could not have been much more antagonistic uh language. And so there was--As I said, I don’t think I’m the only one to have this feeling –there was kind of a backlash.  You want so much for this event to not to have happened that you think, “Why did you do that? Why did you intentionally kick sand into the face of people like the KKK and the Nazis?” And I’m saying now that upon reflection I think that’s just too simplistic. It’s too easy to blame and say—well you asked for it. You know...well, a friend of mine once said it’s like you woke up and kicked a Pit-bull and then you act like your surprised when it bites you.  I think I did fall into that kind of feeling because, like I said, it’s kind of a defense mechanism. There was some way this didn’t have to happen.  Oh it was their—it was their fault.  It was them. It was those other people.  Again, I think that it is too simplistic to be true and I don’t believe that today. 

I think that the CWP was certainly very strong in their language. They said a lot of things that I wouldn’t have considered appropriate or even very smart prior to November 3rd. But I don’t think they thought in their wildest dreams that anything like this would have happened. And um... Yeah, I think it’s just a defense mechanism—to try to reject something that is so horrible that you just try to blame it on somebody. Now, whether that, I think the media... Now Again I’m sort of seeing this reflected through my own lens as well as the media and what my newspaper has done, and other media. So it’s a little weird to speak for “the media.”  I think the media is both—is both um, influenced and reflected—maybe more so the latter—public sentiment about this event. I mean,  there’s no agenda on the part of the media to say, well were going to blame this on the Klan because they’re historically murderers, and we’re going to blame this on the CWP because they quote, unquote, asked for it.  There’s nothing like that. I don’t think in anybody’s heart... certainly no intention. I just think the media reflects as best they can what’s swirling around in the community. And I think the feelings in the community have changed over the years as well as the media’s...sort of attitude about this event. Again, this is just my opinion from what I have surmised. 

Other questions?... 
I have one more, if I may.  You went to the press conference, preceding November 1st, you said. Do you recall whether or not the time and the location of the—of the march—was to be-- where it was to begin?  

WC: My recollection was it was to be at the Community Center—which just passing it today I remembered the name of it—the Windsor Center. I believe that’s where it was. I went to a gymnasium sort of room and there were people there and this reporter said, “It’s not going to be here. It’s going to be at Morningside homes.” So, this didn’t strike me as odd at the time.  And I can not testify about whether or not they did or did not change the time or the place. I did get a handbill at the press conference on the 1st. I went to where it was supposed to be according to the handbill and it wasn’t there. It was over at Morningside Homes. I don’t know why that changed or why that happened. 

But it was announced that it would be at Windsor Center? 

WC: As I recall, that’s where I went. I had the piece of paper. That’s were it said to go and I believe it was supposed to start at 11 AM.  The time may have been changed to 11:30. The shootings happened about 11:23, I believe. But, it didn’t strike me as anything unusual. I mean, many events you show up at a location where an event is supposed to be or you heard it was going to be and it’s actually a couple of blocks away.
I think that we have concluded with our questions and I want very much to thank you for testifying today. You’ve been very forthright. And I hope that you do feel better after having talked about this, like this in public. 
WC: Actually, I do. Thank you. 

(Clapping.)
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