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We’ll now ask that Joyce Johnson please come to the stage.

Joyce Johnson is the Director of the Jubilee Institute of Greensboro’s Beloved Community Center and wife of the Rev. Nelson Johnson since 1969.  A wife, mother, grandmother, and life-long activist, she has been a part of the struggles for Black Liberation in the United States and Africa, for quality public education, for economic justice through labor organizing, and for women’s rights.  She retired in 2000 after 27 years of service to North Carolina A&T State University, where she was the director of the Interdisciplinary Transportation Institute and a sought-after authority in public transportation policy and planning. A native of Richmond, Virginia, she received her undergraduate degree from Duke University in 1968.

Mrs. Johnson, thank you very much for being here with us today, and I understand that you have a prepared statement and then we’ll ask follow-up questions.

JJ:  Thank you; loosely, roughly prepared.... I’ve been on the phone a lot the last few days with my good friend Willena. We’ve collected and agonized about our friends and new neighbors from Katrina, so I do have a statement I will entrust to you. As I told my former student who nowis on my staff, had she turned in a paper that was as roughly written to me, I would have given her a bad grade on it. I am going to give it to you because I think it does contain the essence of what I’d like to share and perhaps will give you something additional. 

 Could you turn the microphone a little bit more towards you, please, Mrs. Johnson?

JJ: Thank you.  I want to begin by thanking the members of this commission-- The Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission-- for responding to the call of your fellow citizens of Greensboro who nominated you and ultimately selected you to assume this awesome and historic task. I want you to know that I do not take your task lightly.  As one who has lived through and grappled with this matter of November 3,1979, before, during, and after the incident, I know that you must have thought many times about throwing in the towel, getting on with your lives, perhaps even leaving town, for those of you who live here.  I understand this because I have been there. So I thank you for assuming this responsibility. Despite the criticisms that you have and will continue to receive, I am confident that future generations will thank you for what you have done and what you will do, and I am honored to be able to thank you now in advance for what you will ultimately do.  I’ve learned that people don’t like to hear the truth, but I do strongly believe that the truth sets us free and provides a basis for reconciliation. That’s why I’m here, and I’m glad you’re here. 


I want to thank my dear friends from the WVO/CWP for weathering the hurts, the pains, the injustices, the accusations, the falsehoods, and the tremendous losses despite our efforts to make this world a better place.  I especially reach out to my dear sisters Dale, Floris, Marty, and Signe, and my brother Mark, and Sandi’s mother and their immediate families, who suffered such a tremendous lost, as did all justice-loving people in the tragic killing of Jim Waller, Bill Sampson, Cesar Cauce, Michael Nathan (my former schoolmate at Duke University), and Sandi Smith (my beautiful and dynamic Bennett Belle and the little sister that I never had).


I also wish to thank the many people of Greensboro, especially my church members of Faith Community Church, and those outside the city like our National Advisory Committee and the Anders Family Fund who continue to support this process in many, many ways, despite the constant onslaught against this creative, inclusive, hopeful process of democracy in action. Indeed, as author and consultant William Bridges has helped show us, we in Greensboro have given leadership to a positive transition process that promises to help us navigate some very troubled waters and build bridges over vast divides characterized by economic, social, racial, ethnic, religious, gender, age, ideological, and political differences.  Despite difficult roads are still ahead as Hurricanes Katrina and Rita have shown us.  However, like my friends the A&T Four of 1960, I believe that we are starting something new in the city where the people get together, hear our differences, acknowledge our shortcomings big and small, and resolve to move forward to a better city for all of us.


Most of all I wish to thank my immediate family.  My husband Nelson, who sits with me today, our two beautiful daughters Akuwa, and Ayah Samari, our three granddaughters Nia, Imani, and Elise, our strong supportive son-in-law John, our parents--only my mother Carrie Hobson Brooks remains on this side with us--and my brother Herbert Hobson, and our extended family and in-laws who have always, always, always been there for me and for us.  It is for them that I continue this struggle.  I’ll speak more about that later


Like so many others in this city and around the country, the Beloved Community Center has been involved with  its assistance and mapping out of immediate and long-term solutions to the reality that Hurricane Katrina revealed to us.  Therefore, as I said, I have not had the full time I’d like, to prepare for this.  Just two nights ago at Faith Community Church, I listened to the horror stories along with the testimonies of triumph of the human spirit from four families from New Orleans.  We were privileged to welcome them to our Wednesday Bible study and feed them both food and a spirit of love and welcoming. 



I’ll just rely today on these draft notes to kind of guide me.  You asked a few questions of me and those are helpful, and I will try to shape my answers around that.  And I thank you for the focus of this weekend's hearing.  For it is primarily for my children, and their children and your children and generations to come that my husband, our friends and colleagues, and I have sought to reengage these difficult questions from the past, hoping and praying to find pathways to a wholesome and more excellent future for us all.  


You asked, "What issues and experiences led you to be involved in a November 3, 1979 planned march and conference?"  I could answer this question briefly by responding, "My life, and that of my family and foreparents."  In the interest of clarity, however, let me share a little bit of who I am with you.  Perhaps then you can appreciate why I was present on November 3, 1979, to take a stand against a further exploitation of working and oppressed people through the negative social and political manipulation of the beautiful diversity of our God-given race and ethnic background.  I have an interesting event in Greensboro in that many primarily know me as Nelson’s wife, or Akuwa or Ayah’s mother, or Elise’s grandmother. Others who know me in some of my professional capacities are shocked to learn that I am married to Nelson. They are surprised to learn that he has a wife of over 36 years, and a family.  So who am I?  I was born in Richmond, Virginia, to a very proud but poor working class family.  I was a sickly child nurtured by my mother and grandmother and my entire community.  As I grew up, I heard many stories of my premature birth on a cold December morning in a house that was turned into an incubator by firing up the old pot-bellied stove.  Almost everyone I knew had a story about how their hands had touched me, how they prayed for me, and how my grandmother almost worked herself to death because she refused to send me to the Colored hospital for fear that the white medical staff there would let a weak Colored child die.  I was a village child who was taught that my life, and health, and prosperity were all linked to my community’s well being. I always wanted to give back. 


For my family and my community I adopted a theme of "making a way out of no way."  That propelled me to strive for high goals, no matter what my current circumstances might be.  I subsequently translated that phrase that my grandmother used a lot--of making a way out of no way--to Philippians 4:13 in the Bible: "I can do all things through Christ that strengthens me."  I was nurtured in the bosom of a family in First Baptist Church where there was a strong social consciousness preached by our minister Dr. William L. Ransom, who ran for political office back in the 1950’s even before the civil rights movement became strong.  He was a key figure in the Richmond League of Voters, an effort to get African Americans registered.  Personal education, hard work, and service to our community and church were taught as crucial to our Christian responsibility.  The first Bible verse that I publicly read in church was about the Good Samaritan; I’ve never forgotten the meaning of that parable. I attended Armstrong High School.... And let me say that I am the crier in a group, so don’t let that bother you. I just say that my tears help develop flowers later on, and it has been part of my releasing and healing....  I attended Armstrong High School, an all black high school that was so overcrowded that we had three shifts of classes.  Yet I was taught and inspired and challenged by strong teachers who challenged us to achieve, to prove that we were as good as, if not better than others.  We were taught to ignore all the negative things said about us as Coloreds or Negroes.  Though descendants of slaves, we were sure that we had achieved much and that our generation was destined to achieve more for our race and our community.  Encouraged and challenged by my community, I accepted an invitation to attend Duke University in 1964, just the second year of integration of the undergraduate school. When I and five others arrived there in '64, we tripled the enrollment, for a total of 9 students--3 sophomores and 6 freshmen.  I learned much at Duke; I achieved a lot in a traditional sense.  After a period of adjustment I made it to the Dean’s list, president of my dorm (Adam’s House), White Duchy (that’s a whole discussion, with an elite group on campus), and graduated in 4 years-- for those of you who are undergraduates here now and who take a little bit longer.  But my most meaningful education was mostly about the differences in how people lived and were treated.  I’ll never forget traveling to Livingston College to visit one of my friends, and I literally cried at the difference at what I had at Duke and what they had there.  Because no one in my family had ever been to college,  when I got to Duke I pretty much thought that’s what people had, and I was just so discouraged to see the how unequal the Black colleges were to the White colleges.  I bonded with the non-academic employees.  Mr. Jay Oliver Harvey and his wife Louise, who worked in my dorm, became my surrogate parents.  There were no black professional mentors.  I identified with them because my own mother was a maid at Richmond colleges and homes of Richmond’s elite. So at Duke I helped found the Afro American Society.  We fought for relevant education, rights of workers organizing, and whatever else needed to be addressed.  One of my prides when I graduated in 68, a very turbulent year for our entire country, was not so much my degree but that I wore an armband in support of Local 77, of "Ask Me," along with my cap and gown.  This was in the midst of the famous Duke vigil that had multiple demands including an end to the Vietnam War, support for non-academic employees, students' rights, and relevant Afro American studies.  


I decided to pursue graduate studies at UNC-Chapel Hill, where I continued my studies in the classroom and on the campus in the streets of Chapel Hill and throughout North Carolina. I gave up my quest for medicine because I realized that without adequate jobs that people could not afford to come to me, no matter how great a doctor I might become.  Sounds so much to me, still, like the plight of workers and health care and health needs now.  I met my husband in the fall of 68 through mutual friends.  I had been told so many times that I needed to meet him.  We were both dating two other wonderful people; however, when we met for what people thought was a good political match, the love bug struck.  Our first date was scheduled for February at the CIAA tournament in Greensboro.  On May 24, 1969, three months later, in the middle of what was later called the Dudley/ A&T Revolt, we were married.  Through the grace of God we have stayed together throughout all of that time.  After a couple of years we had a child and then another and have continued our journey together.  Perhaps our marriage is the biggest reflection of my sense of community because my family life, though very private and precious to me on the one hand, was always viewed as an integral part of the larger community life.  This is what I have known throughout my life.  


When asked why I was in a freedom struggle, I would answer first "Because I want my family to live better and to have a better future."  That is still true for me today. So Nelson and I have always juggled family and our activism, with our roles shifting and adjusting to the task before us.  Quite honestly motherhood is a role that I have most cherished of all the things I have done in my life. In almost 60 years of life I have accumulated a number of plaques and certificates of achievements.  However, the wall plaques have no way compared to the pleasures of motherhood for me.  I am here today because I want my grandchildren to have a place of truth to stand, not half-truths and false pictures.  So I appeal to you for your help in getting the true story out.


To answer your questions more succinctly: my experiences and memories of growing up in a poor, black, uneducated family in Richmond, Virginia, where my family toiled as maids, janitors, workers in American tobacco factories (Phillip Morris), lumber yards, the Albemarle paper company that took up stakes and moved....  They removed the smell, but left more than that: my eldest uncle who helped sustain the family had no severance pay--forced from one job to another as that company moved to the right-to-work state of North Carolina. I wanted to fix those things for my family and for others like us.  I became active in high school-- going to marches to city hall, walking from my side of town on the south side across the James River to downtown Richmond, because I did not have bus fare money.  I received training in non-violence from older student leaders like the now Congressman John Lewis and various churches around town. What started for me as just wanting to help black people grew into wanting to help all people who were oppressed by unfair structures, prejudices, and practices.  In that quest I have studied and practiced many trends and ideologies, but all of my quests were about making my community a safe, vibrant place to live.  


You also asked me, "What do you remember about November 3, 1979?"   Quite honestly, my recall of November 3 is not as detailed as that of my husband, my dear friend Signe, and others.  In all candor, I have used a bit of the defensive mechanism that the parents of some of my Jewish friends told me about.  I talked a lot about this to...with Paul’s mom. I would remember talking to Mike’s mother as Marty cared for her after Mike had been killed.  I have buried a lot of those painful memories, but they come out, as you can see.  I therefore urge you to study what others have said. I won’t say a lot about it. I will answer any questions you have, as best as I can.  Signe pulled together a collective memory on behalf of those of us who are survivors, called "A City of Two Tales." If you haven’t gotten the opportunity to read that, I urge you to do so before you complete your monumental task of sorting through all the facts and stories being placed before you.  Most of us have read it and support the facts that she presents in that document.  Sally Bermanzohn and Signe have also written books that should be helpful to you. What I do remember is a great anticipation about the educational conference scheduled for November 3,1979. (And by the way, I think you also have a copy of the document that my husband prepared.)

              I recall Sandi on that day coming to the house and helping me get the children ready.  By then she lived in Kannapolis.  I recall my last conversation with her--when she told me how excited she was about this conference and who was coming. We felt that working people from all around the state were seeing the need to stand together against years of racial separation and learn to work in our own collective interests.  She talked about the working conditions of the black and white women in Kannapolis at Cannon Mills, that later became Pillow Tex, where she worked.  She agonized about the sexual and racial harassment and how she was committed to this work more than ever. Sandi told me that though she wanted to be a nurse at some point in the future, she had to do work on the plight of working and minority people first. She went on to Carver and Everett Street to get things ready for the pre-rally and march.  I think that our girls went with Sandi; I can’t really remember. They loved to be with Aunt Sandi. I went to Windsor Center to help greet those coming from out of town, who didn’t know their way to Carver and Everett Drive. And Willena has told you some of the details about that.  We were both excited about the possibility of making a real breakthrough in race relations and making advancements in working conditions. This was important to both of us, who were from working class families and had both committed our lives to making the world of our family and friends better. 

             I remember the horror I experienced when I learned that folks were killed. I assumed that that included Nelson.  I remember the pain of telling Sandi’s mother that she was dead, and hearing her say in her quiet and grief- stricken voice, "But Joyce, you promised me that you would take care of my Sandra."  (She never called her Sandi; it was always Sandra.)  I remember looking for my children and calling my parents to say that we were alive.  I knew they would probably see this on TV.  I recall fleeing to the house of Nelson's and my best friend and big brother, Louis Brandon, who sheltered us and our daughters and has continued to do so to this day.   I remember receiving Mark Smith, Sandi’s estranged husband, who came over from UNC Chapel Hill Medical School and fell into my arms and sobbed, that Sandi was dead because they were not together. He blamed himself.  I remember community people coming forth with food, offers to physically protect us, offers for prayers, my friends from Richmond, Virginia, calling to offer help, friends from all around the country.  I remember my brother-in-law picking up our children to make sure that they were safe, and keeping them in Winston in his home. I remember driving around crying, singing Christian songs from my youth and movement songs from Sweet Honey in the Rock, who were then called the Haramby Singers. Screaming and praying for my friends and my husband. I remember calling Dr. Blunt to go see about Nelson. He had been stabbed, and I feared that he would be killed in jail. I remember wiping my tears and trying to comfort Signe, Floris, or Dale. I remember standing with Marty and Sally as they agonized about the lives of Mike and Paul.  I remember worrying about the well being of another sister--little sister Shakacia Frankie Powell, who had been shot with buckshot while eight months pregnant.  I called out to God for his protection, and I prayed for strength to deal with whatever lay ahead for us. I continue to do so to this day.

              You asked me, "How were, when are you and your family impacted by November 3, 1979?"  We were under great pressure. My husband was vilified in the media, we had to move from our home, we could not rent another place, every day there was something new in the paper.  We moved in with Willena and her kids and pretty much we just all divided up roles.  I took care a lot of the five kids between us.  I had to constantly explain the truth to our kids.  Seven and eight year olds want to know things like why did the mean people kill Aunt Sandi?  In many ways their childhood was robbed.  Yet they were exposed to many people that have enriched their ability to understand and be tolerant of the wealth of people on this earth. They have a lot of uncles and aunts from Cape Town to Littleton, North Carolina.  They often boast that no matter where they go, they run into someone who tells them that they used to baby-sit them when they were young. They didn’t like that very much when they were teenagers.  It was very hard on them, but they made it through because we were able to stay whole as a family, and because many friends assisted as best they could. And there are many examples of that. You probably have heard about the way the news media would just write falsehoods and not recant them. So they would read in the paper--because they were both quite articulate and gifted children--falsehoods that their daddy had been arrested in Alabama. And this was not true. They had to deal with the fact that though they had a well providing father, that he was immediately fired--just like Willena described-- from his job. So only I worked, and thank God I was able to work.  They had to read characterizations of Nelson as a most dangerous man in Greensboro, from our Mayor, and that he was the one who caused the death of their friends.  These accusations persist even today.  They would ask me questions like "Why did the Klan get off for murdering people?"  when they were chastised for the least little infraction around the house.  Arguments from friends in schools about their father’s reputation.  One of my daughters told me the only fight that she ever got into was because someone said something about her father.  I was red baited on my job. We were, as I said, unable to rent places.  There’re just countless other examples.  

             Then you asked, "How did the November tragedy impact the social, economic, racial, and justice movement?"  Since the 1960’s my husband and I-- especially he-- have been at the forefront of the social justice movement for racial and economic justice in Greensboro and around the country.  After November 3, folk who had known us for years were afraid to get too close.  They had no less respect for us, most of them; they simply feared being killed like our friends were. As Willena said, it made a lot of sense. We understood those were painful. They knew we were set up, but they feared for their families and friends.  People who got close were fired or questioned.  People who came by to bring food after the funeral march, for example, were questioned by their supervisor the next day; they were told that if they associated with us, they would jeopardize their own welfare.  We had tight relationships before 1979 with local universities, churches, social institutions, minority businesses.  After November 3, however, many of these people feared openly speaking with us or speaking out about what happened to us. And we know that many of them were visited by police officers and FBI agents.  Even folk who were at the march or on their way or planning to participate in the educational conference began to deny it.  It was just too dangerous. 


I have gained great comfort as I have gone deeply into the faith and religion of my youth, understanding how this pattern of denial is not new to what we experienced.  But it was just too dangerous for people.  All the fears of Communism, labor organizing in the South, and most significantly the extensive history of  lynchings and bogus arrests caused people to draw away from us. Whereas Greensboro had a vibrant history of social activism, people became afraid to march, afraid to speak out, afraid to be killed.  I used to wonder how so many Jews were killed in Germany, without anybody taking a stand. I now understand, because it happened to us. And I  pray that we, all of us in this room, don't let the same thing happen to the people from the Gulf Coast.


Then you asked me, Can I share what kind of experiences I or other members of the CWP had with law enforcement agents before and following November 3.  And others have spoken, I think, of this in greater detail, but a few things come to my mind. Before the 3rd of November, Sandi Smith was stopped at the airport and thoroughly searched.  She was told that she was suspected of carrying a weapon and drugs.  No basis for this to have been an issue. This was the era before the screenings we now have in airports. She was also questioned about her involvement in CWP. When she reported this, we were shocked, because we...it was...the whole search was without provocation...because we had not made the name CWP even public. We wondered whether we were being surveiled.  Well, we were. While leafletting Morningside Homes-- and Willena has told you, we were in and out of Mornigside all the time--I was with Dot Johnson, Doris Heath Gordon, and I were.... We were all followed by this white Ford Econoline van driven by a white-haired or gray-haired white man.  I think that that was a BATF agent, because I saw a person who looked very much like him, operating in and around the city, right after November 3.   


The funeral march on November 11, 1979, was--has been detailed by others. There was a massive onslaught of police, helicopters, etc. that kept us separated from the hundreds of people in Greensboro that wanted to join us. I had flashbacks of this during the 25th anniversary. And I smiled as Councilwoman Johnson said that they had asked for the highest level of security. And I understood that. But for those of us who experienced that funeral march, it brought back a lot of trepidation, because we had experienced having those guns turned on us.  And I also thought about what the police can do as I watched the events unfolding in New Orleans and the Gulf Coast, and the way looters are being described, as opposed to focusing on what really...are really the social injustices there.  I was surveiled heavily as I flew to Sandi's funeral, which was held in South Carolina.  I just feared for my life, because there were so many police around me. 


 I was once arrested in my home, supposedly for unpaid parking tickets, as I  prepared to take my kids to dance class one Saturday morning.  I was subsequently harrassed for so many supposed unpaid parking tickets written while the federal trial was underway in Winston-Salem. What had happened was that apparently...my car was used a lot; I think our car was in my name....And  apparently every day every parking ticket that could be put on that car was put on there, and I guess either blew away or the officers forgot to actually put them on the car. But every time I got a ticket, I know I paid them, because I knew what kinds of  things would happen. Yet, as I said, I was arrested for supposedly not paying for some parking tickets that I didn't know about. This happened so much, even with them coming on my job, that I had to finally appeal for help, from then councilwoman Katie Dorsett.  For years I carried those papers around--that I got, that exonerated me-- in my wallet, to avoid being immediately jailed for so-called contempt of court, for not paying parking tickets. So, any little thing that could be done was done, to harass us.


You also asked me, in keeping with the theme of this hearing, "What is the relationship of past issues related to November 3, to the present and future?" You know, really, CWP had a racial and economic analysis that was far too true. There is now even more separation among the races, religions, etc.  There is now even more of a downturn in the well being of the working class and increasingly the middle class in this country. Our predictions were truer than we ever thought.  We have all seen how true this is, with what Hurricane Katrina revealed. There is an increase in oppression, setbacks in civil and human rights, the rights of minorities and women, increasing tensions all around.  And God help you if you are gay in this country. We saw that as young activists we were overcoming those separations. We in the CWP were black, we were white, we were Chicano, we were Asian, we were recent immigrants, we were native born Americans, we were native Hawaiians. Some of us had a little money, were rich.  Some of us were poor.  Most of us were young intellectuals who brought our communities together. Our national meetings were held in several languages.  This was before 1980. We didn't realize how powerful we were. And it wasn't just CWP, by any means, that was involved in this great movement. There were many, many, many other groups and individuals.  Some have come before you.  We had serious differences about whose analysis or “line”, as we called it, was most correct, but we were all dedicated.  Many of the individuals associated with CWP and those groups remain actively involved in their communities today.  I applaud their efforts. For those who are moved to continue to cast negative remarks at the old CWP, I forgive them and ask forgiveness from them for similar things that I or others might have done in the past.   I urge us all now to bind together to address the great divides that Katrina has revealed and that are widening each day.     


There are many verses in the Bible that show that all is connected, all is one.  My life, my experiences, certainly attest to that.  Much of the testimony from my friends has been about the negative things that have happened to us. They have been far more than what has been revealed in these hearings, actually, but I do thank you for creating the space for our testimony, to share some of it.  And I am appreciative of the testimony from those who oppose us, who criticize us, and those who support us in this quest for reconciliation based on truth, forgiveness, and restorative justice. However, I want to share some of the positive experiences that both point to the hardships that my family and I endured, and to the wonderful human spirit that exists in Greensboro and beyond.



I want to first thank my dear daughters (and I think one of them may be here today), for being such wonderful children and growing into such fine adult women.  They have had to live through the lies, the degradation, the humiliation and public attacks, especially of their father. For those who read yesterday's, well it was really Wednesday's paper, you have some sense of that.  They have endured over 25 years of that, since they were seven and eight years old.  Despite the fact that they had to share their parents' time with the needs of the larger community as we fought through three court battles, numerous arrests,  late night meetings, moving from our home, and doubling up with Willena and her family, despite having to look at the news when they preferred cartoons and "Soul Train"...  I thank them for being the wonderful, loving, accomplished and caring young women that they have become.  Akua is an Assistant Vice Chancellor at A&T,  and Ayo Samori is a registered nurse, like Sandi was planning to be, and a certified recreational therapist.  They are mainly two warm spirits of whom I am proud. Some of our proudest moments have come when we received a letter from Akua and warm words from Ayo, expressing appreciation for what we have tried to do in this community, and our efforts to speak the truth and help bring about reconciliation through this process.  

 

I want to thank people like Mrs. Mildred Ingram, who was a maid at Peeler Elementary school, who assured me that she would let no harm come to my two little ones.  I thank Dale Metz, the principal, and Mrs. Ezell Blair Sr.,    Mrs. Wood, Mr. Tuck, and other teachers who nurtured and protected our young ones from the playground struggles, threats, etc.  My wonderful neighbors on Alamance Church Road and along the bus line, who helped assure their safety as they went and came from school, especially Aunt Liz Ellis, Auntie Cummings and Mr.and Mrs.Walker. I am thankful for those parents from Rockawood Community and Greenville  Homes,  members of the Shiloh Baptist and Salimah Dancers, who stood firm against the newspaper characterizations of us and still included our children in the party invitations, the sleepovers, the beach trips that we couldn't afford on our own.  I thank you for permitting your children to fill our home with the joy and chatter of young people, even though keeping my refrigerator stocked became a challenge as they grew into high school age.  As for those of you who did succumb to the negative stereotypes, I hold no animosity.  I understand your fears. I was afraid much of the time myself, but I had to go on. I understood what was happening. You only had the newspapers and our name as Communists, to decide on how to respond to us, and some of our tactics had to frighten you. But we had to push forward, just as the people in Hurricane Katrina are doing. I  forgive any negative things you might have said, based on falsehoods that you received or maybe even spread yourself.  I would urge you to also forgive yourselves, so that we can join hands as grandparents now, and address the public school issues we still face in this community.


I want to especially thank Ms Kathleen Katherine Greenlea of Morningside Homes, who sheltered our children, and many other residents there, like Jane McKay, the family of Shirley Pinnix, Doris Alford, whose daughter  came and embraced us yesterday, Ervin Brisbon.... Many of these people are now dead.  Brenda Dumas,  Miss Elsie Mobley, Constance Lane...all who reached out to us.  And other community members like Rosella Jarrell, who was  Tenant Council President of  Ray Warren Homes, Mr. and Mrs. Johnny Jones, the Alexander twins, Bo Wilson, Lonnie Goode, and others of the Blind Workers.  Mr. A.S. Webb, B.J. Battle, Ms. Morales, Ms. Brown, and attorney Kenneth Lee of American Federal Savings and Loan. Mr. John Erwin, Joe and Kathleen Mitchell and George Simkins and Mrs. Minnie Feaster of the NAACP,  who knew that it was more important to continue working on community issues of housing and certificate of occupancy, police brutality, voter education and registration, than to separate and not work together.  Again, for those who sought to compete and be influenced by the negative propaganda, I hold no animosity.  I urge you to participate in this process and the dialogue that will come afterwards, to understand how our community, that was so tight and accomplished as a black community, is now so fragmented.  I forgive you for misthoughts and misactions you have toward me and my colleagues.  I ask your forgiveness where I might have offended you. I urge you to Let's work together. Let's mend our city. Those from the Greensboro Association of Poor People,  who not only allowed me to work with them in Morningside Homes and Smith Homes, but also helped to nurture and care for my children.


I want to thank my colleagues at A&T  like Deborah Underwood,  Michael Simmons, Bob Davis, Jannette Suggs , Ms McKeathan, Don Schaffer,  and many others, Katie Dorsett and Ann Manuel   And others.  My supervisor Art Saltzman. And most of all my dean in the School of Business and Economics, Chrysler Craig, who was directed to fire me, as most others were, but refused. That took a strong stand when so many others were fired from their jobs at the mills. While I was possibly the only person out of our immediate circle who maintained my job.  I thank Dr. Craig  for his friendship, and his integrity and his guts. I know that it was not easy when pressure was around me and on him. I still have vivid memories of some of my colleagues trying to shun me because of my political beliefs. Those were the same colleagues with whom I had conducted research, gone to lunch, debated major questions. I understand. I hold no animosity.  It made me a sharper and more accomplished person.  I often experienced people inWashington asking me why folk are calling them, to tell them to stay clear of me, that I was not who they thought I was.  I turned this attempt at red baiting into the on-the-spot seminars about the trials of a race-driven South, an anti-union, right-to-work South, and the need for more funds to strengthen the transportation education and research program at A&T. And it worked.  I would be less than truthful to say that it did not anger me and hurt me, when this happened.  However, I fought to still graciously include these same individuals when I became director of that same unit and became responsible for soliciting and managing multimillion dollar contracts with the US Department of Transportation and private firms.  


Having been hurt by exclusion because of beliefs, I was determined not to do the same to my colleagues, even when I bore the brunt of their negative beliefs.  One of my most poignant memories was of one of our minority students (which means you are white, at A&T).  This student came to me and confessed his ties to the Klan and a plan that he once had to actually blow up a low income housing project, with explosives that his friends from Fort Bragg supplied him, because young black kids in the neighborhood threw rocks at his car. He said that he soon learned who I was when he got to A&T, but was overwhelmed and remorseful later when I became one of his main champions for receiving financial assistance, job placement, and encouragement to complete his studies. That experience is a small version of what my husband did in 1987, when he sought out Klan Grand Dragon Virgil Griffin for discussion and prayer. Nelson felt this was a part of his transition toward the role of  Christian minister, and his effort to avoid another tragic incident in Greensboro in 1987, when the Klan planned another march in Greensboro.  His act was braver and more Spirit led than mine. In all honesty, I attempted to dissuade him from doing that, because I feared for my husband's life. Thank God, his life was spared, and he was able to have a meaningful dialogue, prayer and a measure of individual forgiveness and reconciliation with Virgil Griffin and some of the Klansmen.       


Another area of my support came from various community leaders and public figures such as the Kilimanjaros and the Carolina Peacemaker newspaper. I mentioned  Katie Dorsett and Carolyn Allen, of the City Council, who became mayor later. These folk were not fearful of using the talents that I and others had. My appointment  to Greensboro Visions came because Katie Dorsett observed my work in transportation at A&T.    She had also been the source of my appointment to the Parks and Recreation Commission and  the later  ill-fated Guilford Health Board , for those of you who know how our county government began to demise into one spitting match after another.  Caroline appointed me to the Greensboro Transit Authority, where I think I offered some of the most lasting public service in this community.  As a private citizen, I proposed  the city buy-out of old Duke Power and the institution of a first class public transit service.   Drawing on the experiences of my research and of travels around the country, I also proposed salvaging the old station and building a multi-modal transit mall. The Doug Galyon Multi-modal Transit Depot held its grand opening in the summer of 2003.  Much of  the vision for that space grew from my proposal to the bond committee in '87, when that idea was very unpopular among many of  the established leadership in that city.  I also played no small role as chair of the Greensboro Transit Authority in garnering state and national funding to support the renovation of that building, that the entire city now embraces.


I was especially proud when the seven of you were also installed in that space in 2004.  However, by the time you were installed, I was no longer chair of the GTA . It was shared with me by several different sources that I was removed from the board because it was felt that my association with the Beloved Community Center,  this Truth and Community Reconciliation Project, and yes, my husband, was not the type of image that the city wished to promote,  despite the role that I played in making this now showcase place possible. Yes, that was another pain and insult, but more than that, I had 30 years of experience in transportation policy and operations. My heart ached that I was not able to offer that gift that had been given to me, to my fellow citizens, to help us continue to improve transit delivery.  Hurricane Katrina  has showed us how important this is.  Meeting the needs of the transportation disadvantaged was my speciality. And Willena  has also shared about how she was just out of work.  She is an excellent supportive service coordinator, but yet this community was denied that strength because we were basically blackballed. There are other areas of community work that we continue to engage in, which you can read about later.


But I just wanted to wrap up and say that... and I know this has been lengthy.  But I want to just again thank you for creating this space for me and for others to be heard.  I appreciate the diverse voices that are being heard, but I especially appreciate the space for those of us who have had our voices filtered by the mainstream media and by prejudices and fears. In preparation for today's session, I attended an interfaith worship service at the Presbyterian Church of the Covenant last night.  At the urging of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who has served as a spiritual advisor to the project, we have had these gatherings before each of your hearings, to pray, to evoke the spirit of a loving and just God, to guide us and to guide you in your efforts. Previous gatherings were at Genesis Baptist New Light and New Hope. At last evening's gathering, Rabbi Guttman reminded us that fear is one of the biggest enemies that we face today.  I agree, and I thank him for pointing that out to us. We must not let the fear of pursuing the truth and pursuing reconciliation deter us from moving forward. I thank you for not being turned back. Episcopal Bishop Chip Marble reminded us that those who speak from positions of power and privilege, especially white power and privilege, have defined us, the survivors, and now you in this wonderful truth and reconciliation process. You will have the responsibility of making an appropriate distinction between  the testimony growing from  power and privilege and the testimony of those who are the victims of  that power and privilege. One cursory reading of Wednesday's News and Record will demonstrate what Bishop Marble was talking about.  I thank him for pointing that out for us. Bishop Marble says, further, that he still believes that the truth sets us free. I thank him for that, and I agree with him.


I appeal to you, commissioners, to look past the characterizations that come from position and privilege, to look past the posturing and bravado that I or my friends might have voiced in '79, or even now, to look  past the surface, and seek the truth that can free us all.  Although all of us must take responsibility for the words that we use, it is still important not to equate the use of First Amendment rights of free speech, even speech that some consider offensive,  to murder or to facilitate and/or excuse murder.  This is especially grievous when actions are taken out of immediate or long term context, and the necessary struggle for democracy and for justice and for a quality of life and relationships with one another. Again, I want to emphasize sincere truth seeking and a measure of justice as a condition for enduring reconciliation. That is what I want for Greensboro, for my grandchildren, and for us all. I believe that you are people of integrity, committed to the truth and all that it promises for us, as its essence. I thank you for all that you have [sacrificed] and will sacrifice for this process.  May God bless each of you, and all of you.

[applause]

Thank you. I appreciate the fact that you addressed probably all of the questions.  I do want to raise just one of them and ask you, "How would you compare the political,  social, and economic climate of 1979 with the climate of today? " And you've alluded to some part of that answer, but I want to offer you just a chance to elaborate on that. 

JJ:  Thank you.


Unfortunately, commissioner, I agree with Willena. I think that it is worse. I don't have any statistics before me. And I don't mean to overstate Katrina, but I think that was like a bolt of lightning went across the sky.  And many people can see, who did not see or refused to see, before.  And partly what is worse is not only the numbers of the suffering people who are working, wanting to work.  But also the mood: the spirit is so mean now.  There is such a spirit of blaming those who are out of work. Blaming the victims. And I identify with that, because we were blamed as victims. There is such a spirit of dismissing old people. We have the honor of having my mother live with us. And it's a lot of work.  But it is a blessed task to be able to have her in the home with us. But it's a financial struggle.  And I know many people can't even do what we do. Young children, who are just so vibrant, are being eaten up in the school system.  I loved school. In fact my folks were just telling me that I was too much into school.  But reading, and inquiring, and playing and doing whatever....  I have been to a few of the schools as part of the work we are doing at Beloved.  And now it's so typical that kids have to walk down the hall with their hands behind them.  It's just so structured, rigid, robotic.  I know that it's because discipline is a problem.  But to begin now seeing you as something that has to be controlled, as opposed to encouraging the creative gifts that God has given you.  If that were stimulated, I think, in fact I know, that many of the problems we see in the schools and many of the economic problems we face would not be there. But in fact economic decisions are based on what is most expedient, which is what we see happening in New Orleans, where the reconstruction--or ethical reconstruction (which one of the groups that Nelson is associated with has called for) is not going to be the main focus, unless we do something.  And, instead, I think that we will see something quick, and easy to bring about profit--a paradise, perhaps, in New Orleans.  And maybe there will be a little plaque or something put up somewhere, to remember those who gave their lives, their families, their essence.  But that mean spirit, that uncaring is just frightening more than anything else. There have always been some poor people, but there was a chance, a sense that the dignities... as I said, I grew up poor. But the sense of being able to move ahead  and being valued was higher than it is now. 


       So I think it's worse. I think it's worse in numbers, and I think it's worse in terms of the attitude and the spirit of this nation, that comes from our elected leadership. So we have to take responsibility for it. Yet in the hearts of American people I see so much that's good. That's part of the hope I have for this process. Again, I don't want to put too much on your shoulders, because once you finish your report, we have got to grapple with it here.  But having...just the fact that you exist...and you exist because citizens pulled you together and said we want to look at a better way for our city...gives hope for me and other people in the city and, I think, around the world.  But it's far worse than I think even we know, what's going on in this country. If we don't do something, we'll just lose generations.  And I'm just not willing to give up on them, and so that's why I want to keep trying all that I can.

Thank you.  Are there other commissioners that want to ask questions?

Thank you very much for your testimony.

JJ:  Thank you for the opportunity.

[applause]
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