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TRANSCRIPT

Yonni Chapman

Public Hearing #1 of the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission

July 16, 2005        Greensboro, North Carolina

Italics:  Commission members

YC: Yonni Chapman

Barbara Walker:  Thank you for being here.  Mr. Yonni Chapman is currently a PhD candidate at the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill…[BW is told to pull mic closer to herself so she can be heard better]…his specialty is US History and his dissertation topic is Black Freedom and the University of North Carolina.  On November 3, 1979, he was one of the anti-klan demonstrators and was a member of the Communist Workers Party.  Since that time he has continued racial justice organizing in chapel Hill and serves as the historian of the CHapel Hill-Carrboro NAACP.  Mr. Chapman, is there a statement you would like to make before we start asking you questions?

YC:  Throughout history, the voices of those who have struggled against injustice have been silenced and suppressed.  Therefore, I want to thank the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission for inviting me to tell my story and for providing this public forum to get at the truth of November 3, 1979.  Unless the truth of injustice is acknowledged, there can never be justice or reconciliation, and there will be no peace.

My name is John Kenyon Chapman.  I am a PhD candidate at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  My dissertation topic is "Black Freedom and the University of North Carolina."  And ever since my high school years, I have been a social justice activist.

I feel honored and privileged to speak before you today. This is a significant moment in history.  We have launched the first Truth and Reconciliation Commission in the United States, and it will have far reaching effects.  As on February 1, 1960, and on February 2, 1980, the whole world is watching Greensboro set the pace for justice in America.  Indeed, I believe that the struggle for historical truth is blossoming, not only in Greensboro, but throughout the world, and it will become one of the great social justice movements of our time. 
The past creates the present in its own image.  Injustice denied is injustice prolonged and institutionalized.  My hope is that here, today, we will begin to change the way we remember the Past, and thereby create a more just future.

We have an unprecedented opportunity.  Greensboro has put a broadly representative and democratic process in place to give everyone a fair chance to tell their story so that the community can heal.  That same…that some key participants in the events of November 3, particularly Greensboro police officers and federal agents, have, as yet, been unwilling to testify is both unfair to the community and morally repugnant.  It suggests that government agencies have something to hide or that they wish to undermine the truth and reconciliation process itself.  For that reason, I am particularly glad that Gorrell Pierce and Virgil Griffin, both participants in the Klan-Nazi caravan that confronted demonstrators on November 3rd, have chosen to testify.  Let me be clear.  I have not forgotten nor forgiven these men for their part in the assassination of my friends and comrades.  Nevertheless, the greater good demands that they everyone have the chance to  tell their stories.

We are here today to examine a question, "What brought us to November 3, 1979?"  In my view, the events of November 3rd grew out of the persistent struggle of African Americans and working people against profound and systemic injustice.  The effective work of the labor organizers and community activists associated with the Workers Viewpoint Organization grew from this soil.  As it has happened…as it has throughout North Carolina's history, such organizing efforts provoked the opposition of powerful business leaders, editors, and politicians.  They created a repressive environment that encouraged virulent racism and anti-communism.  The right wing terror of the Klan and Nazis grew out of this soil.  The result was the Greensboro Massacre of November 3rd, 1979, the naming of the victims as responsible for their own deaths, and the exoneration of the perpetrators. 

Yet that is not how most people in Greensboro and around the country understand the confrontation in Morningside Homes.  Instead, November 3rd is remembered as an event outside of history that seems to have no deep connection to the past or our present lives.  The storyline that has been projected by the mainstream media is that November 3rd was a shootout between two extremist fringe groups, the Klan and the Communists, outsiders who brought trouble to Greensboro.  Although the historical facts contradict this interpretation, the story has gained power because most public opinion makers in Greensboro have projected a progressive mystique to hide the reality of continuing injustice.  They have portrayed the city as a progressive community without the potential for significant race or class conflict.  They project the events of November 3rd, 1979 as an anomaly.  To accomplish this deceit, they have played on long established negative stereotypes of African Americans, labor organizers, and communists to deny the truth of systemic injustice, effective grassroots organizing, and the role of higher powers in the suppression of dissent.  

If Greensboro is to get to the truth of November 3, it must at least do two things.  The Truth Commission must get past the stereotypes that close minds to reality, and it must dig out the facts of resistance to injustice in the workplaces and communities of North Carolina.  I want to urge the Commissioners to do more to seek out testimony on the issues from the working people of Greensboro and Durham, particularly from African American activists.

My remarks will be set against the following background.  After the whole world watched the massacre of anti-Klan demonstrators by Klan and Nazi gunmen on November 3rd, the media portrayed the victims as getting what they deserved, or at least of being largely responsible for their own deaths.  Despite the fact that the Greensboro police were clearly negligent in their duty to protect a protest sanctioned by both a legal permit and the US Constitution, there was barely any criticism of their conduct in the media.  Indeed, Greensboro officials praised the police for their handling of events.

As a historian of US history with a focus on the experience of African Americans in North Carolina, I can say with no hesitation that the media version of events on November 3rd conformed to typical justifications of lynching throughout the 19th and 20th centuries.  The victims were said to have provoked white people beyond endurance and they got what they deserved.  What made this shameful attitude of the media and most public officials possible was the tremendously powerful hold of racist framework on the minds of white people.  African Americans had been demeaned and demonized for hundreds of years, and it was simply outside the normal frames of reference of most white people to consider them fully human or to think of white lynch mobs as criminal.  


A very similar, and related, framework of thought operated in 1979 to close minds to reality.  That framework was the communist/subversive/outside agitator framework, and it built on and supplemented the racist framework.  Rather than blaming black people for white racism, the anticommunist/subversive/outside agitator framework blamed anti-racist labor organizers for their own deaths at the hands of right wing sharpshooters.

As linguist George Lakoff has recently said in his best selling book, presenting the facts is not enough to counter right wing spin.  We must reframe the issues.

Given the similarity between the racist framework and the anti-communist framework, it is not surprising that most black people were not hoodwinked by the spin put on November 3rd by white public officials and media commentators.  The following quote from a November 8, 1979, editorial in San Francisco's Sun Reporter, at that time the largest black newspaper in the Bay Area, is instructive:  


If the slaughter of five demonstrators by the Ku Klux Klan in Greensboro, North    
Carolina, last weekend was appalling, the newspaper coverage of the atrocity 
was at least equally so.  Virtually every account that moved across the national 
wire services and showed up in the nation's metropolitan daily newspapers carried 
the outrageous suggestion, either implied or stated outright, that the victims of the 
massacre somehow deserved what they got. 


[The Sun Reporter, p. 6, Thursday, November 8, 1979]

At root, what the mainstream storyline about November 3 adds up to can be expressed in a single word--denial.  The fringe group shoot out line denies that the confrontation of November 3 grew out of the failure of Greensboro to acknowledge and remedy longstanding and systemic traditions of racial injustice and the suppression of workers' rights.  It dismisses as unimportant the fact that the city of Greensboro denied the anti-Klan demonstrators the protection promised them and due all Americans.  It justifies the assassination of young people upholding the best American values of fairness and equality by denying their humanity and labeling them "the communists."  Most of all, it denies justice by blaming the victims for their own murders and making it far more difficult for us to recognize and root out injustice today.

I will address two additional questions in my testimony, both as a participant in the events of November 3rd and as a trained historian with expertise in North Carolina history.  Who were the anti-Klan demonstrators and what motivated their actions on November 3rd?  I will contribute to that discussion by describing my own journey to Greensboro in 1979 and my life since.  Second, what is the larger historical framework, particularly in terms of North Carolina history, that gives November 3rd true meaning?
I was born in 1947 and grew up in a household and a community marked by affluence, privilege, and bigotry.  Shaker Heights is a suburb of Cleveland, Ohio.  It was known during my childhood as the wealthiest city in the United States.  For twelve years, I attended a private school for boys.  In 1965, I left home for Cambridge, Massachusetts to attend Harvard.  

The fathers of my neighborhood friends and schoolmates were prominent doctors, lawyers, and businessmen.  My father was an engineer (like Gorrell Pierce’s father) and my mother was a church and community volunteer.  Politically, my mother, the dominant personality in our household, was a Reagan Republican.  I never saw a black person in Shaker Heights, other than the maids and yardmen who came into the community to work.  I never knew a black person until Charley Jordan integrated my high school.

Until around 7th grade, I thought everyone in the United States was pretty much like me.  My experience told me that the American dream was real, and I believed everyone in the country had a nice house, plenty to eat, good schools, good health care, and two good cars in the garage.  Typical Americans were white Anglo-Saxon Protestants.  The working people I saw around me did not make much of an impression.  They did not matter in my world.

When I was 12 or 13, I began riding the trolley into Cleveland to see Indians baseball games, and my fantasy world began to unravel.  As the trolley rumbled down…rumbled downtown, tree lined streets, manicured lawns, and huge houses gave way to dingy apartments, burned out buildings, and litter.  I was so shocked at first that I could not believe anyone lived in these neighborhoods.  I had discovered poverty in America.  Wanting to help, I became a volunteer tutor at Karamu House, the black community center in the inner city.  I was astounded.  Black kids my own age could barely read or write.  At their invitation, some of us visited their schools, and it became obvious why they had learned so little.  I was scared to death as I walked their hallways.  The atmosphere seemed like a war zone or a factory, not a school.  

I learned about prejudice in 9th grade.  That's when I met my first love, Charlene.  Her father was a well-to-do doctor, but the family was Italian and Catholic.  After three dates my mother called me in and demanded I put an end to the relationship.  She didn't want me to marry a Catholic.  I was outraged and devastated.  My household gods had failed.  The next girl I dated was Jewish.  That was fine with my mother, but the young woman's family demanded she break off the relationship because I was Christian.  This was in the early 1960s and the Civil Rights Movement was on TV and in the magazines.  I came to the hard realization that my parents and most of their generation were bigots.  I began to understand that I lived on an island of privilege in a sea of poverty.  During the Spring of 1964, I decided I wanted to do some civil rights work.  My mother arranged for me to do something she considered safer, which was doing volunteer work on an Indian reservation.  For six weeks I lived on the Standing Rock reservation in South Dakota on an Episcopal mission among the Sioux Indians.  In the nearby town of Wakpala, I discovered that the norm was abject poverty, unemployment, 13 year old mothers, disease, alcoholism, and suicide.  Only the business owners and town officials were white.  They cheated the Indians.  Racism walked naked.  As a result, Indians lived 8 or 12 to a household in one or two room shacks, generally with no electricity or running water.  How they survived the bitter winters and the harsh summers of South Dakota, I could only wonder.  Back at the mission, we learned things about US history from Webster Two-Hawk that I had never learned in school.  I began to understand the meaning of genocide.  Generations of US government policies were to blame.  I felt ashamed, and I no longer believed that America was the land of the free or the home of the brave.

In college, I drifted onto the fringes of the counter-culture.  Increasingly, however, I thought much of the cultural rebellion was self-centered and elitist.  I decided that my life's work would be to right the wrongs I had witnessed and work in solidarity with the poor and oppressed.  

Although I believed I had been lied to about what America was, I still believed that the America I believed in could be, if we followed the example of Martin Luther King and gave our lives for justice.  So I joined the democratic movements of the day and demonstrated against the war in Vietnam, in support of black students at Harvard who demanded a Black Studies Department, and I worked with campus workers to build a worker-student alliance.  Eventually, I came to believe that the Marxist analysis of society offered the best understanding of the causes of oppression and exploitation and the best guide to action.  Following the beacon of the black freedom movement, I decided to join the effort to fight for equal rights in the South and moved to Atlanta, GA.  Believing that the working class had both the motivation and the power to change society, I dropped out of a master's program in education at Georgia State to attend Atlanta Area Technical School where I trained for two years to become a certified laboratory assistant.  In 1975 I moved to North Carolina and got a job in the Hematology lab at North Carolina Memorial Hospital, in Chapel Hill.  There, I organized my co-workers against unsafe working conditions and racist discrimination.  As a result, they elected me to the administration sponsored Employees Forum, and I served two years as president of that organization.  

While working in the Hematology lab, I became acquainted with members of the Workers Viewpoint Organization.  This organization attracted me for several reasons.  In North Carolina, the WVO was vibrant and growing.  While its members advocated for a radical transformation of society, they were not a sect of talking heads, like so many groups on the left.  The organization was doing effective and significant organizing work in North Carolina's most important mills and hospitals, in rural communities, and in the black neighborhoods of Greensboro and Durham.  Moreover, the WVO had an impressive national presence and a deep connection to liberation movements in Africa and around the world.  Unlike many groups on the left, moreover, the WVO recruited working class activists and its leadership in North Carolina included people like Nelson Johnson and Sandi Smith who had years of experience in the Black Freedom Movement.  Of critical importance for me, the WVO was a truly multinational organization, made up predominantly of comrades who were Asian, Latino, and African American.  The organization truly reflected the diversity of America and the leadership of the most oppressed groups in society.  The organization inspired and offered hope.  I believed it had the potential to lead a fundamental transformation of society.  And those are the reasons I joined the Workers Viewpoint Organization.

It was the most natural thing in the world for me to go to Greensboro on November 3, 1979, to take a stand against the resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan, to strengthen the solidarity of black and white workers, and to expose the "secret supporters" of the Klan among Greensboro's powerful industrialists.   That I did this as a member of a communist organization and an advocate of socialism reflected my assessment that the evils of racism, militarism, and materialism, as Dr. Martin Luther King stated, are inherent in the nature of capitalism, and, therefore, a radical reconstruction of society is necessary to achieve peace and justice.  

Although I have rejected some of the central tenets of communism as a means to achieve a just society, I have not turned away one hair from the values that motivated me in 1979.  I have continued to work in Chapel Hill against racism, in support of low wage workers of color, and against the militarism reflected in US government policies.


As an academic, I have continued to work for justice.  I have used my research to challenge the university's racist treatment of its low wage workers, its disregard for the impact of its policies on the black community of Chapel Hill, and its celebration of white men, with little concern for the contributions of African Americans, women, and workers, in its official histories and commemorative landscape.  Thus, both my academic work and my activism bear directly on the themes of social justice to which I have dedicated my life, and, in particular, they give me a special competence to discuss the historical context that gives meaning to the events of November 3rd.  I will now move to that discussion.

Throughout history, white supremacy has been the most powerful weapon employed by North Carolina elites to maintain their economic and political domination over a low-wage workforce.   The reason this ideology has flourished is not mainly because of the bigotry of poor whites, but because it has been promoted and sanctioned by North Carolina's "best men."   This has been done to ensure their rule.

During slavery, white supremacy divided slaves and free blacks from the small white farmers who did not own slaves.  Although the poor white farmers resented and fiercely resisted the domination of the Eastern plantation owners, they could never gain enough power to challenge that domination.

During the Civil War, the rule of the slave owners began to weaken.  Although many white farmers initially enlisted in the Confederate army because they felt their homeland was in danger, as the war dragged on, increasing numbers deserted.  Many came to believe the war was a rich man’s fight…a poor man's fight to protect the slave property of rich men. Some of these men even joined organizations to oppose the Confederacy.  This war within the war revealed deep class tensions in North Carolina's ante-bellum social order.

Following the Union victory and Emancipation, the gentry tried to maintain their former slaves in conditions close to slavery.  They enacted laws called Black Codes to guarantee their cheap labor and deny African Americans political rights.  To thwart these efforts, the Republican Congress passed the 13th Amendment to the Constitution, which abolished slavery, the 14th Amendment, which gave African Americans equal protection under the law, and the 15th Amendment, which guaranteed black men the right to vote.  For the first time, black and white working people had the opportunity to unite politically in the South to enact democratic reforms.  As a result, a biracial coalition of black and white Republicans was able to institute democratic reforms in North Carolina for several years. 

The former slave owners organized fierce resistance to this social revolution through the Democratic Party.  Democratic editors promoted white supremacy through their newspapers to drive white voters out of the biracial coalition.  Democratic politicians tried to block Republican reform efforts.  Most importantly, the Democratic party launched the Ku Klux Klan to terrorize those involved in biracial politics.  The white supremacy campaign and the Klan were led by North Carolina's best men.  Thousands of Republicans in the piedmont counties of North Carolina were whipped, beaten, or murdered.  In only a few years, the Democrats and white supremacy regained power in North Carolina.

The second challenge to elite rule occurred in the 1890s when white farmers left the Democratic Party to join a revolt of dissatisfied farmers called the Populist Movement.  These white Populists joined with black farmers in the Republican Party in a movement known as Fusion and swept the Democrats from power.  Immediately, they enacted many democratic reforms.  Once again, however, North Carolina's best men struck back.  They launched a virulent white supremacy campaign in 1898, complete with front page racist cartoons and a Klan-like terror organization called the Redshirts.  They organized an armed revolt against the biracial government of Wilmington, North Carolina and orchestrated the racist massacre that set the stage for black disfranchisement in 1900 and the era of Jim Crow in North Carolina.

The third great challenge to elite domination occurred during the 1930s and 1940s when the Congress of Industrial Organizations led massive union organizing drives among industrial workers throughout the nation.  In North Carolina, and throughout the South, white supremacy had been the most effective tool of management to prevent workers from organizing for their rights.  Nevertheless, workers at RJ Reynolds and elsewhere were successful in organizing powerful unions due to effective biracial organizing, often led by members of the Communist Party.  In 1947 the CIO in North Carolina was at the peak of its power.

Although the resurgence of the Klan after World War II was unable to completely suppress labor organizing in Winston-Salem and elsewhere, Cold War anti-communism promoted by demagogues such as Senator Joseph McCarthy crippled the CIO in North Carolina by 1950. 

The fourth great challenge to elite domination and white supremacy corresponded to the democratic upsurge of the 1960s.  The Black Freedom Movement, the Anti-war Movement, the Women's Movement, and other revolts were so powerful that neither white supremacy nor anti-communism could stop them.  Although under siege by a powerful white backlash since at least 1968, the gains and traditions of these democratic social movements still invigorate justice in our lives today.

Before going on to discuss Greensboro itself, I'd like to make a comment on Gorrell Pierce's statement. To some people, it may appear common sense that events on  November 3rd or events at China Grove could have gone either way as he said.  And in fact, in terms of those individual events, this might be true.  But the historical record shows that the blood that soaked the Southern lands was the blood of black people fighting for freedom.  And the people hanging from trees were labor organizers and communist, radicals, populists.  Not Ku Klux Klan.  And so that point must be made.  The lesson of history is clear.  The repression is one sided.  The Klan got away with it because the most powerful people in society were sponsors of the klan.  I’d also like  [applause]  And I'd also like to clarify something that I thought was misleading in Gorrell Pierce’s statement.  And again, I’m saying that I’m glad that he chose to testify.  I think that’s needed and I think conversations with him would be welcome.  But he talked about going to jail as a result of November 3rd.  And I want to make it clear that no perpetrator of the events of November 3rd served any time in jail for those murders.  Okay?  Gorrell Pierce, it is my understanding and I think the Commission should look into this.  Gorrell Pierce went to the federal penitentiary because he and Raeford Caudle and some of the Nazis were caught in a plot to blow up sections of Greensboro.  To blow up the supermarket, to blow up an oil pipeline, and I think that is why he went to jail and I want to clear that up for the record and I think it is something that probably you all should follow up on a little bit.

By 1979, Greensboro had become firmly established as a leading national focus of the Black Freedom Struggle.  In accordance with its progressive mystique, the city became the first in the South to endorse the Supreme Court's 1954 decision calling for school desegregation.  In accordance with its reactionary reality, however, the power structure of Greensboro resisted all but token integration until 1971, becoming one of the last cities in the South to desegregate its public schools.  This resistance to justice resulted in the growth of a powerful Black Freedom Movement in Greensboro.  So deep was the need of whites to believe in good race relations that they never saw the sit-in movement coming.  By 1963, as a result of Greensboro's intransigence, there were more black people marching in the streets and going to jail to fight segregation than in any city but Birmingham, Alabama.  By 1969, racial tensions had reached a boiling point.  Police provoked confrontations with black college students and community activists over several issues.  Claude Barnes has talked about this in great detail, but I’m going to mention them more generally--a memorial service following the murder of Malcolm X, a massive student demonstration in support of striking A&T cafeteria workers, and the election of a black radical as the student body president of Dudley High School.  This last confrontation resulted in the shooting death of Willie Grimes, a black A&T student, and a large scale gun battle between students and the local police and National Guard on the A&T campus.  In the years after 1969, Greensboro became a central staging area for national black student organizations—YOBU and SOBU--for community organizations like the Greensboro Association of Poor People, and for black liberation movements like Malcolm X University and the African Liberation Support Committee.  It was as a leader of these struggles that Nelson Johnson and others gained prominence and earned the antagonism of Greensboro's power structure.  

Let me insert a couple of historical footnotes at this point.  It should be noted that the apparent collusion of police and federal agents with right wing violence was not uncommon in the South during the 1960s.  In 1989, scholar Kenneth O'Reilly documented the fact that one of the four Klansmen who murdered civil rights activist Viola Liuzzo in Alabama in 1965 was an FBI agent
. It must also be said that the scenario of police withdrawing from the site of an anticipated confrontation between the Klan and civil rights activists was played out in the South long before Greensboro.  In 2005, scholar Gary May documented the fact the Bull Connor, the police chief of Birmingham, promised the Klan that the police would give them 15 minutes to beat Freedom Riders entering the city on a Grayhound bus in 1961
.

By 1979, Greensboro's textile mills had also become the focus of a reinvigorated trade union movement in North Carolina led by members of the Workers Viewpoint Organization.  Despite the conservative white backlash initiated by President Nixon, the legacy of the 1960s democratic upsurge still provided some organizing space for radical anti-racist labor organizers during the late 1970s.  Grassroots labor activists challenged lethargic and ineffective trade union bureaucrats all over the country, but the activists in the mills of North Carolina from the WVO were among the most effective of those organizers.

Thus, it is must be acknowledged that the Greensboro Massacre grew out of grievances among Greensboro's working people, particularly African Americans.  It was part of a clear pattern of repression that stretches back throughout North Carolina's history.  And unless this pattern is grasped, it will be impossible for the Commission or the public to understand that systemic injustice gave rise to the events of November 3rd, 1979.  It is also important to note that the earlier wounds of 1969 were never healed.  There was no truth and reconciliation process at that time.  There were no restorative justice measures undertaken.  It is important for the Truth Commission to understand that the events of November 3rd, 1979 were not unprecedented.  The Commission, therefore, must actually deal with the accumulated wounds of injustice endured by many generations.  
To summarize, those with the power to influence public opinion, particularly the media and government officials, consciously undermined public sympathy for the anti-racist labor activists who died on November 3rd by labeling them the communists. They portrayed these dedicated young men and women as outside agitators, cynically manipulating the public to boost their faltering organization.  The media suggested that

the Klan and Nazis came to Greensboro merely to disrupt the anti-Klan demonstration because they had previously been humiliated and baited by members of the Workers Viewpoint Organization.  There was no serious attention to the question of whether police and federal agents encouraged violence, or what role other higher powers, Greensboro industrialists and so forth, may have played.  The media also kept attention off of questions related to labor organizing and black freedom struggle in Greensboro by suppressing information about the successful organizing that the Workers Viewpoint activists had been doing for years in Cone Mills, Duke Hospital, and in Greensboro and Durham's black communities.  Finally, the media stripped the event of historical context.  It is well known to historians that North Carolina's elite have promoted white supremacy, anti-communism, and right wing terror throughout history to suppress labor organizing and black freedom.  This knowledge is not widespread because it has been suppressed.  It does not conform to the progressive mystique cultivated by North Carolina leaders.  In this case, despite its obvious relevance, this history was not explored by the media.  Therefore, drained of meaningful information about the humanity of anti-Klan demonstrators, their work, and the historical context that gives true meaning to November 3rd, political leaders and the media were free to put their own spin on events.  That spin has, until this day, made it more difficult for the people of Greensboro and the nation to openly side with struggles for black freedom and workers' rights against the injustices that continue to plague our society.

The hope embodied in this first ever US Truth and Reconciliation Commission…this process is that Greensboro will break through the barrier of denial and lead the way for the nation to acknowledge the unjust aspects of its past honestly, so that we can make a new past that will lead us to a more just society.

I would be remiss if I did not mention that the heroic struggle of the people of South Africa against Apartheid inspired many of us to be more determined to struggle against the unjust policies and practices of our own nation.  And it was the generous example set by the victorious South African Liberation movement that brought the healing possibilities of the truth and reconciliation process to the attention of the world.  Today, in free South Africa, bells are ringing in solidarity with this first Truth and Reconciliation Commission in the United States.  It is fitting that today I acknowledge our debt and express our solidarity with the people of South Africa. Therefore, let me conclude by reading a short statement from Robert Mangaliso Sobukwe, the first president of the Pan Africanist Congress of South Africa.

We are fighting for the noblest cause on earth, the liberation of mankind.  They are fighting to entrench an outworn, anachronistic vile system of oppression.  We represent progress: they represent decadence.  We represent the fresh fragrance of flowers in bloom; they represent the rancid smell of decaying vegetation.  We have the whole continent on our side.  We have history on our side.  We will win.  

Thank you very much.

[applause]

BW: Thank you.  There are some questions I’m sure that several of us have.  I’d like to start with asking you, were…when the CWP was attempting to organize in the mills and in Duke Hospital and elsewhere, did they identify themselves as the Communist Party or the workers, CWP?
YC: I can’t give a full answer to that.  I can tell you that when I organized at North Carolina Memorial Hospital, I told people I was a member of the Workers Viewpoint Organization.  I believe that people sold our newspaper widely to the workers that they worked with.  I’m pretty sure that everybody knew that we were members of the Workers Viewpoint Organization.  I think that some of the people that actually did the organizing would need to answer that question.  

BW: Did most people at that time understand what the Workers Viewpoint Organization was…they knew that it was trying to organize, but were there some other parts of their agenda that they knew or didn’t know?

YC: Well, if your question is whether the Workers Viewpoint Organization had a hidden agenda, I would say that was not true.  We were always very up front about what we believed.  I can remember a story Jim Waller told.  And he was working in one of the cone Mills and he would  meet me after work in the mornings when he was trying to recruit me to the Workers Viewpoint Organization.  And, yeah, he’d be asleep in his car with his hat down over his eyes.  And he told me about a Union meeting that he had attended.  And the line of the Workers Viewpoint Organization was that we had to stand up and in an aggressive way defend the right of black people for self determination in the South, okay.  And the right of the Wilmington 10 to be freed and other forms of racial injustice.  We needed to oppose that.  We couldn’t just sort of because we were around a lot of white workers, we couldn’t soft peddle that.  Jim apparently stood up in a Union meeting and said some things and he also said that we need to work to free the Wilmington 10.  And you know he was just about you know beaten up on the spot apparently, but that’s the kind of people that we were.  We said what we believed.  We tried to get educated people as much as possible about our program and our outlook that was, we were very focused on that.  BUt naturally most people didn’t totally understand everything that we were about.  I think what most people understood was that we stood up to the bosses in the mills, we fought on the side of the workers.  We were against racism. We were against sexism.  You know.  People understood some of those basic things, but we supported the struggles of people in Southern Africa or Latin America who were fighting to be free.  People understood those basic things, but as far as understanding the intricacies of communist analysis, most people probably didn’t.

BW: The intricacies of the Communist analysis I find interesting.  I have done some reading of stories, not stories, but books on the socialist and communist movements, which I also found very interesting.  At the time that you were a member of the Workers Viewpoint Organization, was that considered a Communist organization?

YC: Yes.  Marxist/Leninist organization is usually how we described ourselves because we saw ourselves as part of a worldwide Marxist/Leninist movement that actually rejected some of the experience in the Soviet Union.

BW: Thank you.  Are there other questions that you’d like to ask?

AL: I wanted to know, how long did the Workers Viewpoint Organization carry the name Communist Workers Party before November 3rd and after?

YC:  Well, I think I didn’t get involved in the Workers Viewpoint Organization  until 1978/79, okay?  But my understanding is that it was formed as a organization in around 1975 and it remained the Workers Viewpoint Organization until a few weeks before November 3rd, 1979 cause there had been a founding congress of the Communist Workers Party at that time.  And it remained the Communist Workers Party for several years after that when it changed once again into the New Democratic Movement.

BW: I am sorry to have to break off the possibility of new questions, but I am afraid that we’ve run out of time.  We thank you so much for being here and for telling us everything that you have told us.

YC: Thank you very much.

[applause]
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