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I'd like to invite Mr. Joseph Gorrell Pierce to join us on   the stage.  Mr. Pierce is a lifelong resident of Forsythe county, a businessman and a farmer.  In 1979, he was the Grand Dragon of the Federated Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.   Mr. Pierce we are very pleased to have you here today and we appreciate you coming.  I believe that you would like to begin with a prepared statement. 
 
Pierce: 

Yes.  Thank you Reverend Sills.  I don't have a written statement.   The only thing I am prepared with is thinking about the events that led to November 3 for the past twenty-five years.  And I'm just going to speak from the heart so bear with me.   I'm going to open this paper up so I have a place to put my hands.  


My name is Joseph Gorrell Pierce, and I am a lifelong resident of Forsythe County.   I live over in Blues Creek, township there, a little township that adjoins Guilford County.  And my family has lived there since 1753.  Everybody I'm kin to is buried within fifteen miles of my house.  And I grew up in a rural environment.  My parents were high school graduates.   My father was a blacksmith before World War II, and he was an engineer after World War II.  My mother was a homemaker and a farmer, and she raised me and my two sisters and two brothers.   We had a large extended family, a rural family, and we spent a lot of time at home and on the porches of my parents, grandparents, great uncles, and great great uncles and aunts.   So I had a very good childhood, a sheltered childhood, so to speak.  My mother taught us to read, she encouraged us to read, we all became avid readers at an early age. 

I became interested in history.  Most of the history I'd heard had been vocal history from the elderly people in my family and neighborhood.   And I've always had a direct link with the past by virtue of the fact that the doctor that was present on the day that my mother was born was General Jed Stewart's physician during the War Between the States.   And he came in a buggy, and he was still practicing, they called him Old Sawbones and most everybody was scared of him because he'd cut off a lot of legs.   So I have a direct tie with the past.  And on those porches, the talk by the elderly people—these were people that came before the radio, or the TV—on Sunday evening's they'd dip snuff and they talked about the Civil War and Reconstruction and how things used to be.   And I would travel, when I got big enough to travel on my own, would go porch to porch to hear more.  And the very frying pan that I ate my breakfast on as a child deflected bullets at the Battle of Gettysburg; it had belonged to an ancestor of mine.   And all my great great grandpas served in the Confederate Army, and one of them died in the Confederate hospital in Danville.  I remember grandma talking about that they went and brought his body home and packed it in ice and brought him home and buried him in Blues Creek. 

So it was kind of easy for me to wind up on the side of the Ku Klux Klan.   The older people spoke about Reconstruction and how the Klan overthrew the Reconstruction government.   Of course we all know it was a horrible bad time for everybody, black or white, poor or rich, but there wasn't anybody rich except for the carpetbaggers.   So as I got older and loved history, it was easy for me to study North Carolina history, it was easy for me to study Southern history.  And down this road I went.   Had I been born in New York City, I probably would have made a good Communist.  But being born in, where I was, made me a very good Klansman.   And I graduated from high school, farmed, worked for the school system a while, became interested in politics, dabbled around with Republicans, and found out I didn't really like them either, and I still don't.    So anyway, due to my kind of conservative beliefs and the way I was raised, I joined the Klan.  But before I joined the Klan, I read a lot about the John Birch Society, and I was an avid anti-Communist, and pro- American, you know.   God and country.  And it was interesting for a young man my age at that time that hadn't been nowhere but outside riding a cow or a sled or something like that there wasn't a whole lot of entertainment.   So the Klan was kind of a young man's—it made it very easy for something exciting.  And it was.

The Grand Dragon at that time was Joe Gray, and the Imperial Wizard was William Myers out of Alabama.   If he were living, he would be a hundred and three or four years old.  And he was a thirty-three degree Mason.  He was the old Klan.   He believed in tradition, ritualism, you know, roping up but not in public.  I kind of ran up the ranks pretty quick and became Grand Dragon by his appointment and by the vote of the general members.   He wanted me to take the Klan back to what it was: a secret society, a benevolent, patriotic organization.  And he tried and I tried, but times were different.   People weren't into the mystique.  They wanted to get out on the street corner and scream and holler.  And I participated in that a little bit, but I was sort of like the old man.  I kind of liked it to commemorate it for what it was during the time of Reconstruction.   Of course, like any organization, it has evolved in time from 1886 to what it is today.  It's not what it should be.  It's not anything that I'm proud of today.  It's lost itself like a lot of other organizations.  But in those days, it was easy to belong to it and I enjoyed it.   

Primarily the reason I'm here today is to tell you my involvement as far as how things came to November 3.   And of course, it didn't just happen that day; it took a couple years for it to get there.  I'm going to talk to you today about the events before November 3 and my involvement.   We had purchased the movie Birth of a Nation and I had read the book by Thomas Dixon, The Klansman, which the movie is based on.   And the book was interesting.  And I'd never saw the film but I'd heard of it.  And I think that about that time Lillian Gish, the heroine, the female star of the movie, was in her nineties and I saw her interviewed on Phil Donahue.   And he asked her why she was so proud of that movie.  And her response was that it always tickled her that every time they showed it they had to call out the National Guard.   So we purchased the movie, the original uncut version.  We even had the soundtrack where they played the piano in the theatre.   And it was a tinted version, so the battle scenes were tinted in red.  And the movie is both amusing to me and it is a historical movie.  I would urge anybody to see that movie.  I didn't know it at that time, but the black people in the movie were not black people; they were white people in black face.   Like Al Jolson.  So we came to China Grove because some of the members in Rowan County wanted to do something.  So we decided we'd go down there and rent the community center and show Birth of a Nation.  So we did. 

 But before that, the Klan had an exhibit one time at the public library in Winston- Salem.   And it was by a rival, different Klan faction than mine.  Like I said, my Imperial Wizard didn't much like being in the limelight and he didn't want us in it, being in the public eye.   I went to that on my own.  It was disrupted by members of the, well, not the Communist Worker's Party then, called the Worker's Viewpoint.   And there was an individual there, I'm not going to call his name, but it's, everybody knows who he is, got into a shouting match with a former Klansman and they closed the exhibit.   And that was the first time I ever saw anybody that would later become a member of the Communist Worker's Party.  Didn't know any of them, you know, it didn't even ring a bell, it didn't matter.   Well anyway, that meeting was disrupted and it was closed by the library director, Mr. Richard Roberts.  The media made a big deal about it, which it was a big deal, the place was crowded.   There was probably as many people in there as here today, and you can imagine a shouting match and a shoving match in a—I wanted to get out of there too.   That was my first encounter with what would later be the CWP.  That was in February of 1979.  Yeah, '79.   

Then in July, July 9, 1979, we went down to China Grove to show the movie.  Now, our purpose was to show the movie was in the historical sense.   And of course, the movie glorified the Klan, so naturally we wanted a little good publicity and thought it was an easy way to do it without really disrupting anybody.   And we invited people publicly to come, and they did, women and children, people in the community down there in ______ County, and in China Grove.  That morning I was waiting on a lot of our members that lived up in—Klan members—they came down to Winston Salem and met with me and others from the Piedmont (they were from the mountains, they didn't know what China Grove was).   So we all met in Winston-Salem and went down and everybody that knowed where they was going was done gone, so I waited on the boys that didn't know, the ones form Brooks and Allegheny, Surry counties.   And on the way down there we had a flat tire, so we all had to stop and fix that flat tire, you know.  So we got there kinda late.   

We noticed this huge group of people walking down the street carrying signs.  "Death to the Klan, Death to the Klan".   I said, "Oh my God, we got protesters."  So we ride past them and I noticed they were carrying bats and sticks and tire tools, and I noticed a long barreled pistol and I said, "Oh, this ain't gonna be good."   So we get down to the community center and the rest of them can hear them coming by that time.  You can just about imagine how it is when you feel like you're in the Alamo and you look out and see all of Santa Anna's army.  And they say, "What in the world is that?"  and I said, "It's protesters, get inside."   God, what are we gonna do.  So some of the guys, they go and they get their guns, you know.  And here comes the protesters. 

  Well, out front we had a stand that had an American flag and a Confederate flag and maybe a North Carolina flag.  And had some uniformed Klan members there like security guards.  And in all of China Grove they had two police officers and they looked like they'd just graduated from high school.   They come down there and said, "What are we going to do?"  I said, "I don't know, but there's a big crowd coming."   The guys arm themselves and then the demonstrators got here.  I noticed some of them, didn't know their names, but I'd saw their face at the library in Winston-Salem.   I now know their names.  I didn't at that time.  So they came up to the porch, and we were standing on the porch.   And I looked at my group of people.  I was unarmed.  One of them gave me a little old bat, not a baseball bat.   I don't know what you'd call it but it was more like a walking cane.  I looked at all them protesters and I looked at my men and they were armed.   I decided then that you know what, this might get real bad.  And so I made my people go inside.  And the reason nobody got killed in China Grove, I will take sole credit for that.   If I ever done one thing in my life that was right, that day I did.  And I got my group to go inside.  They said, "Well what are we going to do?"  I said, "You go in there and stay with them women".    Them women and children was crying their eyes out.   

And two police officers was all that was there.  They didn't expect no trouble.   I didn't expect no trouble.  You know.  That would have been worse than November 3; there were more people, we were lined up like the Confederate army and the Union army, just within arms lengths.   And people armed.  It was like slow motion, and all I knew it would take would be one firecracker because it was already exchanging insults.   "Death to the Klan", "Nazis, Klan, scum of the land."   And then we would come back, the guys on my side, "Hitler was right, Hitler was right."

  And it was to the point of fingers in each other's noses.   You could feel each other's breath, it was that close, you know.  And I made my crowd go inside.  They didn't like it, all that making us look like a coward.   I said there's nowhere for us to go but inside.  And thank God, and with the prodding of my stick, I put my own people inside that building.   I take full credit for that.  I probably lost fifty Klan members because of that.  They were mad at me.   And I told them I says—Well about that time the demonstrators picked up the flags and they knocked over the American flag and they were getting ready to torch it and I noticed the news media was there and they didn't.   But they burnt that Confederate flag up and they may have got that Old North State flag too, I don't know.  But my crowd was ready to kill somebody and I made them go in that building.   I said, "It's not worth dying over a flag, unless you're a Confederate soldier there's no sense in dying for that flag.  I'd like to go home and eat supper.   I believe everybody else does too."  

So after we showed the movie and all, they sent the North Carolina highway patrol down there.   He assured me the National Guard was on the way.  I assured him that wasn't nobody going to come into that building.  And the protesters they walked away after they'd beat up the columns.   Me and Joe Gray paid for the damages, he paid a hundred and I paid a hundred where they beat up the building.  I was glad to be a alive.   I knew right then that the next time people got that close together, something bad would happen.  I could feel it.  And why it didn't happen that day, God only knows.   I'm just glad it didn't, not on my watch.  So I told my members, and like I said a lot of them left, they left me and they went with another Klan, you know, they didn't like all my ritualism and nonviolence.   I told everybody, "The next time, somebody might get killed."  

This is serious business, this is not boy scouts.  People die.   You got two opposing political ideas.  And all it takes is just a push, a shove.  And it could have been that day.   My Imperial Wizard was not real happy about it.  He said, "Well, you gonna have to stop showing that movie or you're going to have to show it invitation only or something."   Well we did, we showed it in Winston-Salem in the convention center and it was invitation only.  It was no confrontation.  I guess that was before November.   I don't remember.  All I remember is I had to pay Lloyds of London a lot of money to rent that building because nobody else would give me insurance, not after China Grove.   So I had to call Lloyd's in London and I think it was twelve hundred dollars to rent that building for a twenty-four hour period, you know.   They said it was good for anything from a meteorite to a nuclear weapon, I said that's what I need.  [Laughter]

No problems that time.  Some time after that, in October, and this is another story, I have a lot of stories, but I associated with former Klan members that now belonged to the National Socialist Party, the Nazi Party of the U.S.  And a lot of Klan members didn't like that either.  And my imperial wizard was becoming pretty ill, physically.   He was eighty-some years old.  He was really the only reason I was in the Klan.  So I associated more with the Nazi Party—still Klan, but…   I went to a meeting.  I had gotten an invitation in the mail from Worker's Viewpoint, the CWP.  That they was gonna have a "Death to the Klan Rally" in Greensboro.  And they told me to come out from under my rock and face the wrath of the people.  And my imperial wizard said, "You're not going there either."   And I didn't much want to go myself.

 But I did attend a meeting where an Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearm undercover agent was there.   You show me a Klan unit and I'll show you an FBI agent.  There's one in there.  Or any other, what you might want to call an extremist political group.   Especially if it's an opposing political party.   And they had one, and I met with him, and members from another Klan group, and members of a Nazi group.   The news media was there too.  And they discussed going to Greensboro.  And I informed them that I was not.   I had been ordered by my imperial wizard not to go, and common sense would tell me.  I told them, I said, "Fellas, somebody is going to get killed.   This crowd is organized, they're dedicated, and they're just as willing to die for what they believe in as you are.  And when you have people who are ready to die for what they believe in, well I think we all know about that, you know, what's going on in the world right now, when people blow themselves up to kill other people, you know.   People are going to get killed.  And I didn't go to Greensboro, and I'm glad I didn't.  I'm glad I was at China Grove now because that turned out real good, and nobody got hurt and everybody had a little bit of fun shouting at each other.   It's all right to shout, it's all right to burn each other's flags.  But as my grandpa said, "Son, this here killing people is bad business."   And it is. 

 I'm a victim of November 3.  Matters after that.   I've been tried in federal court more thank any man living in the United States.  And I've done about eight years in the federal penitentiary.   Don't want to go back, and I wouldn't want to send any of you there.  I'm a victim.  I'm not sure if Greensboro ever really was a victim.  What happened in China Grove happened, and it kinda missed the media because nobody got hurt.  What happened in here could have happened in Charlotte, it could have happened in Raleigh, it could have happened in Richmond, Chicago, Detroit, Philadelphia, Washington D.C.  It's never been a black eye in my opinion on the city of Greensboro.  

The city of Greensboro can be proud of itself.  And a lot of change happened here.   The Continental Army laid an ass whooping on Cornwallis right down the road here when he went to Yorktown and surrendered.  And I'm very proud of that.   And we go right down here to Woolworth's, and that's where the civil rights movement began.  Right there.  Greensboro has a lot to be proud of.   They needn't be ashamed of November 3.  It was one of those things that happened and it was not orchestrated by the city of Greensboro to happen.   It was not orchestrated by me and I don't think anybody on the other side, if they could turn the clock back, they'd change it too.  But it happened.   And I've had to live with it, I've thought about it every day of my life since then.  And you can bet every day I was in the federal penitentiary I thought about it two or three times that day.   And those eighty-eight seconds, that's how long it lasted.  And eight people died.  According to the FBI, there was two hundred some rounds exchanged.   But it wasn't the city's fault, it wasn't my fault, it wasn't no one person's fault.  They don't even know who fired the first shot.   Like I told everybody, all it takes is a firecracker, and it did.  The community, and this was amazing with they picked the jury in the first state trial, and I sat in because some of my friends and former Klan members was involved with the Nazi party.   They must have had a heck of a time picking a jury because there was a lot of people coming there saying, "I don't give a damn about neither side, I wish they'd all killed each other." 

So the community was indifferent, and I think we're still indifferent to a degree.  Even today people in my own neighborhood still say, you know, "Who gives a damn, I'd rather they'd all killed each other."  And the potential jurors would say that.   Of course, a lot of them didn't want to sit on that jury because it was the longest trial in North Carolina state history.  And I saw one lady say she was my next door neighbor.   And I'd never seen that woman before.  I don't know that woman, she wasn't my neighbor.  I knew everybody in Blues Creek.   But I got passed this.  When that lawsuit ended in 1985 and I started my federal prison sentence, I was done.   I'm still done.  I don't even vote for Republicans no more.  I vote for Libertarians.  And I have no ill will or malice.   There's not one person on this earth that I'd kill, or want to kill right now, not one.  There's a few of them I'd like to take a stick and wear them out, but they're usually kin to me.   I'm past it and I hope everybody else is.  Every day that you're on this side of the grass, this side of the wall, is a good day, remember that.   I've made some mistakes, but fortunately, even in my worst mistakes, I'm still saving lives.  And I'm glad I never had to give the order to fire to nobody.   And that's about all I got to say today.  But I can tell you some more about them undercover agents.  

 

Thank you very much Mr. Pierce.  In fact, we would very much like for you to, even though our allotted time is getting close, we would like to pursue just a little bit that little invitation.   You mentioned that there were always FBI agents or undercover police agents in your meetings.  Tell us a little bit about that, if you would.   Were you aware of their presence, did you know who they were?
 
I was, Bernard Buckovitch, the ATF agent.  And me and Melano Caudle, after the shootout we talked to Martha Woodall, who was a reporter with the Greensboro Record.   And she finally believed us when we told her that we had a guy that was in this Nazi party that we think is an agent.  And she pursued it, and lo and behold, she found him.   He was, and he'd used his real name.  He was from Ohio, and he'd been sent down here to infiltrate the Nazis in Winston- Salem.   And me and Caudle were convinced that there's probably some on the other side.  The CWP's probably got agents.  I don't think it was ever determined if they did or not, but yeah, you show me a Klan organization, and I'll show you some FBI agents.   They're the ones with the brand new shiny shoes.  You just look under the rope.  That's an old joke.   

Eddie Dawson, who is deceased, it's not good to speak ill of the dead, but Eddie was an informant.   You know he just supplied bits and pieces.  He was never no major player, I don't think.  And this guy who came to us, all he wanted to do was sell us machine guns.   And I wasn't no gun nut or anything, I didn't need no gun.  And that's all he could talk about.  He wasn't interested in the ideology of National Socialism or anything else.   We never saw him again after the shootout.  "What happened to Eddie?  What happened to Bernie?"  You know.  Anyway, I think Martha got a Pulitzer prize out of her story.  Had to right a story on this, she followed it, dogged it, all the way to the end.   And quite frankly I think she had a few threats against her.  Didn't want nobody to know about Bernard Buckovitch.   Me and * -- I know the Communist Worker's Party has made a big deal about him.  And they can thank us for running him out of the bushes.  And there again, he was at that meeting.  And I told him I wasn't going, and he didn't think he'd go either, and he never thought anything big deal about it.   And I told everybody there.  You'd better be careful of this crowd.  If you go, go, but I said they're terrible.   Whatever you do don't carry no guns, but if you do, you better lock them in your car.  I said to just stand on the street corner and watch this crowd and see if it's the same people that came to China Grove, and that's what I thought they'd do. 

I was surprised as anybody.  I was Christmas shopping in a coin shop when I heard about it.   And by the time I got back home to Blues Creek, which was about a thirty minute drive, my phone was ringing off the hook and it was my Imperial Wizard in Alabama.  He'd done heard about it.  "What's going on up there?"  I said, "I dunno.  Something's happened over in Greensboro."  He said, "Man, it's all over the news.  I was just praying to God it wasn't you and your crowd."  I said, "No sir, we didn't go over there."  He says, "Well thank God.  Let them other lunatics deal with it." 

Help us to understand briefly if there was any interest on the part of the Klan or at least the Federated Knights of the Ku Klux Klan on union organizing?  Did you have a position on that-

No I didn't-

-was there any Klan members involved-

My  father and most of my brothers belonged to the unions, and like I said, if I was born in New York City I'd have made a good Communist.  Because I was more pro-union, and God knows we need more unions now.  We need somebody to protect our jobs.  That never did bother me.  The fact that the Communist Workers Party were active in unions- I knew they were.  That's the way they were in Germany, that's the way they were in- you know.  It's just, they're totalitarian and I'm opposed to any totalitarian.  And people ask why in God's name would you ever want to associate with Nazis and be a totalitarian.  I thought well, you know, as far as I'm concerned we're already living in a totalitarian society.  We don't have much of a choice.  And I'm for anybody who fights tyranny, you know.  Back when the Soviet Union was in Afghanistan, I remember our Klan unit used to raise money to send to the freedom fighters to buy British 303 ammunition.  To fight communism.  It was a big deal, you know, we would raise money by donations or any way to fight totalitarian. 

You know, I had a lot of respect for the CWP and I told them that. Because let me tell you something, those people are dedicated; they will fight for something they believe in.  And I said a man like that would kill you.  And I still have respect for them to this day.  They believe in what they believed in.  And it could have have just as easily been the other way.  We could have had five dead Klansmen in place of five dead Communist Workers party.  And the good part is that it wasn't five children or some woman washing her dishes and a stray bullet goes through the window.  You know.  Everybody that was out there was engaging in a riot, a ruckus.  As my grandmother said, "When you run through the briars naked, boy, don't squall when you get scratched."  I guess we were all asking for it. 

Do we have any more time for questions from the commissioners?

Maybe one more.

Is there another question from any of the commissioners?

Mr. Pierce, I would like to know who would you say is responsible for November 3 if not the city or the county? 

I think it was on everybody's shoulders that was there that day, but it got out of hand.  The fighting, the stick fight, the shouts, the insults, you know.  When that caravan stopped, that's when the trouble started.  I'm going by the government's evidence; I'm going by what I saw on film.  The same evidence the juries have seen.  When that caravan got stopped, it didn't stop on it's own, it got stopped.   Demonstrators got out on the street and stopped the Klan caravan.  They started kicking cars.

One of the men that was in the car (he's dead now), he was 79 years old then.  Doggone it he's getting up there a little over a hundred if he'd be living.  He and his wife was in a great big, I think it was a Chrysler.  Charlie Palmer.  And some of the demonstrators opened the door and started to pull him out, him an elderly man.  And then that's when the fistfight started. 

There's not one individual that you could point to, and certainly not the city of Greensboro.  They had police down there but they were just like in China Grove: they did not anticipate what happened.  ATF didn't.  From what I understand, the officer in charge of Buckovitch was down here somewhere in Guilford County on a golf course when this thing happened.  They were not paying close enough attention and it's unfortunate.  But there's nobody I could point a finger at and say, "You started it, you done it, it's all your fault."  No.  There's nobody I could point a finger at.  We're all individually guilty that 
it came to that, the hatred of one group to another.  And it was a continuing process and had it not been Greensboro it would have been somewhere else.  You know, it was inevitable.

Mr. Pierce we really appreciate you coming and thank you for your time. 

Yes sir, thank you for having me, and I hope you've gained something from this.  I've done learned about all I can learn from it.  I've had twenty-five years of misery dealing with it.  When I leave from here, I hope this thing is over.  I'm done with it; I'm satisfied to live my life.  All I have is a, like I told Reverend Johnson, I'm done with it, and nice to see you and shake your hand.  It ain't gonna get no better until everybody else throws their sword down.  Thank you folks. 


Thank you.

