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TRANSCRIPT

Rev. Cardes Brown

Public Hearing #2 of the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission

August 27, 2005        Greensboro, North Carolina

Italics: Commissioners

CB: Cardes Brown

Pat Clark: At this time we would like to invite the Rev. Cardes Brown to come forward.

Good morning, Rev. Brown.
CB: Good morning.

PC: Rev. Brown was born in Rocky Mount, North Carolina. He moved to Greensboro in 1963 to attend North Carolina A&T State University. He has been pastor of the New Light Baptist Church since 1975. In 1979 he was president of the Pulpit Forum, a group of area ministers concerned with community issues. At that time, New Light was located in the vicinity of Morningside, where the shootings occurred. Reverend Brown was involved in several groups after November third to try to understand the violence and help the community toward reconciliation. 

Rev. Brown, in your initial prepared statement, please say whatever you would like about the hearing’s topic: What happened on and after November third 1979? Afterward we will have some follow-up questions for you.
14:16

CB: OK. First of all, good morning to everyone present. You’ll have to excuse me … (stops to wipe tears). I’ve seen that footage many times, I have it in my office, but there is never a time … There is never a time that I view it without being emotionally troubled.

First let me thank God and everyone who’s been involved in the work that brings us here today. I thank the Commissioners for an opportunity to share my reflection of a very painful remembrance, the murder of five, altruistic, caring people who were shot down at what was to be a peaceful protest of injustice and inhumane treatment of workers in the textile mills. The privilege to hear the testimony of the Rev. Nelson Johnson last evening brought back memories that can only be tolerated by trying to deny and forget what was too painful to remember. It was only done because of a belief that in God’s own time, this troubling and disturbing issue will be addressed properly. To say that these hearings are a response to that faith in God that this would come about is truly, I believe, the reason I am here today. 

I would like to tell you a little bit about my upbringing and share with you how November third, 1979 has affected my life. I was born in Rocky Mount, North Carolina, in 1945, the son of a preacher, pastor, and a mother who was a public school teacher. I attended segregated schools as were most schools at that time. I grew up at a time when bigotry and prejudice was the order of the day. I remember how I was reprimanded once and held by the manager of  (a) department store for drinking water out of what was then identified as a white water fountain. I drank the water because I wanted to see the difference between the water that spouted from a white water fountain and a fountain that was designated as colored. I remember my mother coming to get me and I said to her, “Mama, there is no difference in the water. (audience laughter) 

These were certainly days of pain for anyone who was, we say now African-Americans but then were colored. It was a difficult day. It was what was, without question a time of oppression and certainly a time of pain. Coming to Greensboro in 1963 to attend A&T was an opportunity to get involved in the effort to bring about social change. Jesse Jackson was president of the SGA when I first enrolled as a freshman and there were many times that we had opportunity to speak to issues that affected our lives and I took delight in doing so. I happened to attend at that time New Light Church. Never did I imagine that I would ever be the pastor of this church, but that’s where I went for spiritual nurturing. At the age of 19, during my sophomore year at A&T, I received my calling into the ministry and shortly thereafter I was called to pastor. I pastured three churches in the eastern part of the state, in Enfield, Battle(?) Lake and Whitakers, and each week I would drive from Greensboro to my circuit and share the word of God with persons who were constantly reminding me that my mission had to be one that was altruistic and representing people who could not represent themselves.

When I was called to pastor New light Baptist Church in 1975, as a young new pastor in Greensboro and being willing to be the voice of many who could not speak as they ought for themselves, I found myself involved in many, many issues. I recall on one occasion speaking in the interest of a young man who was beaten by the police in front of Tom’s Take Home Chicken. It was a young man by the name of Gerry Cummings. As a result of my efforts and others, many possibly are here today, it was addressed and settled. Officers of the law were reprimanded and fined as a result of that particular incident. But it is not a strange occurrence, unfortunately, that people who I have served feel threatened by the very ones who are to protect them. So very often I have had to speak out on issues, even myself at times I have experienced harassment as a result of speaking candidly in the interests of others. 

In 1978 I was elected as president of the Pulpit Forum here, a group of ministers that gathered for fellowship and in the interest of serving others. During my tenure as president, the massacre of November third, 1979, occurred. The city was in an uproar because of various responses to this sad day. Because so much propaganda had been put forth with respect to what really happened on that day, people had mixed emotions related to the response to the incident. Some felt that it should have happened. Some blamed those who were actually the victims for it happening, and so I found myself as a pastor within this city trying to do as much as I could to bring truth to what to me seemed so obvious. How could this have happened in the city of Greensboro? How could it have happened anywhere? It had to have been allowed to happen. With as much as we know about what happened, there is no way it could have happened had it not been assisted to happen. That is why it has been so painful to deal with much of what I’ve known for a long, long time. 

Our church was situated between Everett Street and McConnell Road at the time of the incident. I could look out the back door of the church and see the bloodstained street, and I wondered, how in the world can we allow this to happen? Then even my trouble was multiplied when at the trial when all of those who had come into the community with the intent of violence were acquitted. 

During the time that these incidents of abuse and trouble were disturbing the city, I had been asked by Judge Wright to serve as one of the members of a committee, at that time known as the Citizens Review Committee, to try to bring understanding on this event and after a number of weeks of sharing with others who were also asked to share on this committee, I concluded that it was just an exercise in futility. Because all of our information that we tried to share related to things that did happen, were basically put in a file and I believe that this was because it was an attempt to delay and stall so that time could transpire and people could forget.

There are those who really believe that things are better today and in some ways they are. When it comes to racial relationships, I recognize that there are those who have made some tremendous effort to bring harmony and peace within people of different races. And even on that day there were those who, of course, took up the issue, regardless to race, and joined hands together in the interest of others. But far too many are encumbered with the hatred and bigotry that keeps our races divided. The differences that exist even today are directly a reflection of troubled times. While I do believe that things are somewhat better, in many ways they are worse because of the covertness that so often hides the real truth concerning our feelings toward one another. It’s one thing to sit in a room and share in conversation, but when it comes to really being able to open one’s heart to the real truth that all of us are created with certain rights and privileges, not granted just by the Constitution, but by virtue of the fact that God has seen fit to place us here. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to recognize that all of us who live upon planet Earth have been uniquely situated that none of us are (alike). That is, not how much we may look alike, that He who created us thought enough of us to make us so unique that there is not another of us. 

I pray for the day that true brotherhood and love might exist among all of God’s people. I pray that this effort today to seek truth might not be hampered or hindered by our failure to recognize that the forces that would speak against knowing the truth are only the forces that intend to keep us bound and enslaved, for only the truth will set us free. I could remind you even today of painful moments that seem to point to the fact that we who feel at times that the way to live without being disturbed is not to get involved, to deny the importance of standing for what is right. It was a wise man who said that he who did not stand for something would fall for anything. 

I believe today is a wonderful day for us to begin to sort out and to reach for that which will call this community to rise to its highest height. The truth cannot be denied if we really want to reach those heights. I trust that in this process, that we might discover that that which brings us together is much more important than that which keeps us apart. 

I remember the Darryl Howerton incident that many of us came together to work to see if there could be a means of bringing light to what was so troubling and certainly some real issues. There has been concern about the excessive use of force by those that are placed in authority. Without question it appears to me that excessive force was used, which resulted in the death of a young man. There are many other incidents and even like today we are faced with an issues in the police department with black officers it appears are being targeted for intimidation and there is still the sense of doubt as respect to trust. It is my opinion that if we can come together to seek the truth of November third, then it will also bring us to the truth of 2005, where we are challenged to meet the truth that will set us free.

I thank you for the privilege of coming and I apologize for my own personal emotions concerning the pain that I will bear, no doubt, until I meet my maker. It’s hard to remove some things from your mind, especially if there are instances when they are placed before you and your thoughts and your mind cannot remove them without expressing to the God that you have faith in that I still care.

Thank you for the opportunity to come and I trust that your efforts will bring meaningful change to this community. 

PC: Thank you, Rev. Brown. We have a few questions for you. One of the first questions is were you aware of the activities in Greensboro of the Association of Poor People in 1979?

CB: It was my experience to be involved in most of the issues affecting our community at the time, I was in fact too outspoken in the opinion of some who I supposedly represented as president of the Pulpit Forum and quite often my support was from the pulpit on issues because I always saw issues and the importance of making sure we separated at times the distortions so that the issues that were really being raised were the ones that were addressed. The efforts the CWP, the grassroots organizations that were fighting for proper representation and so forth were always at the forefront of my concerns so it was not unusual … I was just talking to some members the other day and I’ve always had a stand sort of at times in defense of why I make decisions. In just a few weeks Louis Farrakhan will be coming to New Light and it’s best the issues I look at in terms of what is being said by an organization that I ally myself. So the organization was also a part of the efforts that I was pursuing as pastor and as a representative of others so I was very familiar.

PC: You mentioned your involvement in the Citizens Review Committee. Can you talk about your involvement in any other efforts that were designed to address in some ways the violence of November third?

CB: Well, I think that the Pulpit Forum especially was constantly being contacted by persons who had viewed this footage and this was not something that was staged in terms of a means of trying to recreate what had actually happened but this was the actual footage and people around the nation had seen it. I remember being called by Joseph Lowery to meet with me several times. I talked to Jesse Jackson and different ones who wanted to do something. We talked about a mobilization. Being very honest with you there was a time when the city was divided but even within the clergy there was a division. There were those who felt that I was too outspoken and speaking too candidly about it and they wanted me to be quiet, and actually suggested that I be impeached. I would have been the first president impeached as president of the Pulpit Forum because of the way I was away and programs and different things talking about it. So there was a resistance to allowing any organizations, the SCLC wanted to come in, but the ministers had said, “Don’t try this. This is not going to happen. We don’t need any outsiders.” So the distortions that had been created made even persons within the city, black, other black pastors who were reluctant to get involved, “just leave it alone.” So that those who were willing to speak out, we sort of aligned ourselves and we kept things at least in the forefront of the discussion so the community could not just put it to bed. Now I’ll be very honest with you, I think in a very real sense that sort of what happened with GAPP those who were interested in making sure we did not forget what had happened but there were others, I truly believe, who felt that in the interest of the community the best thing we could do was let it rest. I think hindsight will tell us that that was just not the best way to deal with it. 

PC: Are you aware of any formal discussion of the violence or the trials in any of the schools?

CB: I’m certain that it was discussed. It was very disturbing to people so quite often, as I was going about, the discussions would come forward. In the schools I think that being a part of the controlled institution and I say that very truthfully because when you have an institution that is controlled in terms of the powers that be so that you can plot and direct its course a lot of that was taken out of it. You know it’s almost like in school there’s been an argument over the years that we need to infuse it with more diversity and so forth but for a long time that has not come forward and that’s because it is a controlled institution. So a lot of it was not discussed because it was desired, as I say, to will this to rest, so, not as much as it should have been. 

PC: What was the city-established blue-ribbon committee following 1979? What were the goals and activities and what was your role?

CB: Well, really after, I think that early on after we were brought together to look at the implications and the effects and so forth two of the members of the commission almost immediately dropped off because there was the sense that this is not going anywhere. I think that once our findings were presented, which were not very definitive, it was not a lot that was really done. It was more or less sort of put aside. It was a stall tactic, it was an effort just to give time to pass. So not very much came of it and I don’t think that it was every really seriously looked at as a means of coming to conclusions, of reaching out for the truth, I don’t think that ever was the intent. This was a painful time in the city, because, you know we were the All-American City and to be able to say how can we bring this to closure? Now, really, denial is no way to bring it to closure. Distortion is really no way to bring it to closure, and that’s really what’s happened up until this moment in time where we really seek truth. It’s been about, “let’s back away from this. Let’s move it.” But the more we tried to deny what happened on November third, 1979, the more it became apparent that there’s a sore that’s festering and if we don’t do something about it it’ll turn cancerous.

PC: I’ll ask another questions and then I’ll open it up to other commissioners. What was the reaction and impact of the not-guilty verdict in your congregation and in the community?

CB: Anger. Frustration. It was a time when my message was almost, it was almost determined by that trial. The message had to be a message of reassurance because at that point people were of the opinion, “what is the purpose of us doing anything? Why not just give up?” So, I said in my statement that the only way to deal with that is to have a faith and a hope that in some way, in God’s own time, this matter will come to bear. And I think that’s what I’d say, now after 31 years of preaching, 41 years, in all that preaching that message of hope, it was what I did continually, up until this day, to reassure people that right temporarily defeated is better than evil triumphant. Truth crushed to the ground will rise again. You have to do that because otherwise people just become – and this is the part I’ve always said, we look at a situation and we wonder why people come to the point where they don’t have any feelings, they become numb and a person who is not able to have the sense of fear will do anything. So keeping people from losing their mind became an issue. That verdict, which was almost predictable with  the way the jury selected and the way the process was going on, the fact that those who were in position to really get the truth had basically demonized – I was always criticized, and this was from other ministers, because of my association with Nelson and different things of this sort. So in terms of what had happened people were angry and they didn’t know how to vent so I took a lot of times in counseling and dealing with people in trying to get them through that particular issue. And as I mentioned before one of the ways I’ve dealt with it is denial and trying to forget. I cannot remember anytime an occasion when I’ve shown the footage to pastors and different ones who come in my office, it always disturbs me. I’ve never watched it when it didn’t. Because the real reason is it’s not like looking at a 

movie. I’m looking at reality. And so I think that people were angry and I felt in a real sense hopeless so I tried to tell them there’s still hope.

PC: Thank you. Other commissioners?
Muktha Jost: Rev. Brown, I have a question about a police report that you may have come across and I know this is 25 years back that you served on the citizens board and I’m not sure if you were here yesterday when we had a member from the audience, a retired police officer who then came and spoke for about 10 minutes and spoke to us about a plan of operation document that the police had that then couldn’t be found after that, that didn’t show up later, and I was wondering if your group had access to that. In the documents that we have, there’s just an introduction and a summary but there’s isn’t a plan of operation that the police had in place going into November third.

CB: I don’t have that. There was much discussion concerning the police’s involvement or I should say the police’s responsibility with respect to what happened November third and it seemed clear that there were many missed opportunities to have prevented this. I’ll refrain from saying anymore specific except that it seemed a lot of things did not happen. I had an opportunity to talk with Brother Hampton and others and I’m not sure to what degree people were informed. I have reason to believe that some people even in the department were not informed as to what was expected of them as it relates to the issue of the march, the permit to gather and so forth, because even though we heard on yesterday that there were obviously opportunities for the police department to have been involved to the degree that this possibly would never happened, to be able to say specifically with our work with the commission that any particular individual was directly involved in the intent of this happening… I think in a real sense that it got out of hand. You know, sometimes you purpose something to be just an intimidation and you get people and it gets out of hand. And I think that maybe, maybe, and I think this is one way I deal with it, maybe it was not intended to be this way. You understand? It happened, but it wasn’t supposed to. “I didn’t mean to really hurt you. I meant to frighten you.” And I think the way things are, in retrospect, I think that might have been what took place.   

MJ: I have one more question. I’m sure you have heard of this framing that these were two extremist groups who came from out of town and this happened here in Greensboro. I was wondering if you could tell us a little bit about this perception of communism in this community. The history of the Klan, you know that kind of justifies what makes that an extremist group with a history of violence. But as far as the other group, the Communist group, I was wondering, there are perceptions like you heard someone speak of today, it’s “not good,” where do they come from, or what’s the history? In your community, how do they perceive it?

CB: Because of the way the CWP was demonized, in the sense that anything that was communist had to be destroyed, it was right to destroy it, that was sort of the response for justification. When people are constantly fed that as a diet, it becomes …well, you are what you eat. The more propaganda that you eat the more you become that propaganda. I think that people were, I think the reason this was not addressed properly was because people had the opinion that since they were communist and since they were anti-American, that this should have happened. That, in fact, they caused it to happen. It wouldn’t have happened if they were not communist. That was what was being fed – media, everybody. That was the issue. I think that’s a discussion for all to know that this is what was being offered day in and day out. Of course at New Light Church, I explained this whole view of communism differently. I talked about the fact that, you know, if we’re not going to understand the importance of tolerance and sharing, then we were going to have a problem. And when we look at it from the standpoint and ideology, we’re talking about things being held in common, people recognizing that in order to survive we have to share things in common. That’s the way I would always explain it in our congregation that there has to be room for all of us. All of us are not going to see things the same. Does that mean that because I don’t see it the way you see it that you can no longer exist? I think that the fact that the media and others used that opportunity to justify a hideous crime because of a person’s ideology, I think that was one of the things that I constantly set right in terms of people’s discussion. And I do believe that were it not for the fact that that was the basis of justification, that things would have probably moved to a more reconcilable end earlier than now. But that was the climate of that day: “You were a communist, you brought it upon yourself.” In our study, and this is what already has been said, there was knowledge that the means for violence was allowed to come into the area. I don’t know that it was intended for the violence to break out, but it was allowed, it was assisted. You can’t know that, as our commission knew, we knew that there was an awareness that the possibility existed for violence, the means and all, and it was allowed. I think that more than any else, that this happened, the idea of intimidation and making sure that people were afraid and so forth, but it went too far and that’s why we are here today.

MJ: Thank you.

MS: I have just one question, Rev. Brown, that I’d like you to reflect on and think back to those times. Help us understand the reaction of your congregation, the people you knew best, to the outcome of the trials. How did they react to that? What was their opinion about it?

CB: As I said before there was a lot of anger. That was one of the things I had to deal with. People were angry because they saw no way that this could happen and no one be held accountable. But in our community there is this, this opinion that you hope for the best, but you look for the worse. In other words, because of dealing with the judicial system and dealing with what we’d say in my church at the time that you go to court that you find justice because that’s who you see, just us. (audience laughter) We’ve come to a point where we don’t expect – we’re happy to see a verdict, I guess it’s easy to remember the OJ Simpson, if you noticed that along racial lines people were happy? I guess, many were happy especially who were shades of ebony because it just don’t happen. I mean, we look for us to be found guilty and I think that in the sense, two things happened. One is because we’ve seen it happen so much, even thought it was painful and there was anger, but we’ve come to know that this is the way the judicial process occurs for those who either align themselves with us, and for those viewed as being supportive of us. And anytime you’re talking about the poor, we know that the majority of the poor are white, they just always assume that when you’re talking about poor, you’re talking about black. So in a real sense, although those who gave their lives for them were white, they were seen as us in a very real sense, so the trial outcome, while it disturbed and angered many, it was sort of expected. 

MS: Thank you.

BW: I’d like to go back to the two commissions you served on. Did either of them have subpoena power?

CB: As I recall, no. As I recall, we were, as I said, this is my opinion today. I think that we were more or less given an assignment so that time could elapse and people could return to business as usual.

BW: You felt that way, too, about the Citizen’s Review Committee?

CB: I did. And we did not have subpoena power.

BW: So, you had to rely on …

CB: People coming forth as they desired. And we had several come, but it was their option. I think even the accommodation of that was just to do something to show that we are doing something, then people will just wait until that something is done, even though nothing could be done. It was just a delay. 

BW: And the police and others also cooperated with you to a certain extent or fully?

CB: To a degree, because you’ve gotta remember that this was orchestrated by the Human Relations Commission so naturally it received the sanction of the City Council and the powers that be were cooperative and you would not have to have a problem if you were with the Human Relations Commission and the City Council was endorsing that, if they told you to go testify, show up, and you were working within that area, you may not feel anything, but you’ll go. I think it was just, as I said it was just a charade.

PC: Rev. Brown, thank you very much for coming today and sharing with us your testimony.

