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TRANSCRIPT

Signe Waller, PhD

Public Hearing #1 of the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commission

July 15, 2005        Greensboro, North Carolina

Italics:  Commission members

SW: Signe Waller

Mark Sills: Dr. Waller, we welcome you to these hearings.  We have invited you here specifically because you were involved with the group that was organizing and developing efforts to Unionize and you are a survivor of the events of that day on November 1979.  Not only that but you lost your husband Jim that day so you are both a survivor and a widow as a result of that time.  You bring a very personal and a very tragic story to that.  But you have also spent a great deal of time thinking about and reflecting on the events of that day and the aftermath of those events and we invite you here to speak about your perspective as someone deeply involved and connected what led us to those events of that day November 3, 1979.
SW: Thank you, Mark.  I am deeply grateful to the Commission for giving me the opportunity to share my experience about November 3, 1979. It turns out too that I am the first of the November 3rd victims to be scheduled to speak so there will be others scheduled to speak after me.  My loss was my husband and four of my friends.  I do have a prepared statement which I would like to primarily read.  I may depart from it, but I have thought about it and want to get it on the record.  I would also like to dedicate my testimony to the memory of my five beloved friends, Bill Sampson, Sandi Smith, Dr. Mike Nathan, Cesar Cauce and Dr. Jim Waller. Jim, Mike, Sandi, Bill and Cesar gave the ultimate, their lives, in the struggle to liberate humanity from oppression. I honor their memory today at this sacred gathering where we engage our hearts and minds with truth that will set us free.

And I do have more than a passing acquaintance with the topic we are discussing. As one of the organizers of the anti-Klan rally, I worked closely with leading organizers Sandi Smith, Nelson Johnson, and Jim Waller, and others, in planning the rally, march and the scheduled conference that day. I designed, helped to write, and produced several flyers. I did the layout for a startling poster announcing the anti-Klan march that used the slogan that was common in anti-Klan circles at the time “Death to the Klan.” I was part of an anti-Klan campaign organized by the Workers Viewpoint Organization. This campaign began several months before November.  It began around July with a very dramatic incident at China Grove where the WVO (the workers viewpoint organization) boldly confronted the Ku Klux Klan.  That was July 8th 1979. 

Our entire activity in the anti-Klan campaign consisted in denouncing the Klan and the racism for which it stands. We educated people about the Klan’s bloody history. We wanted people to see the Klan in relation to forces within the textile industry where we were organizing workers into unions and building up existing unions. 

The WVO’s anti-Klan campaign was part of a larger movement that aimed at a revolutionary social transformation in order to empower working people and realize full democracy. Racism keeps workers alienated from one another and weakens the labor movement. The Klan had, and still has, behind-the-scene supporters in corporate and governing circles that promote the Klan’s racist ideology and at times support its violent acts. The Klan, historically, has been used as a union-busting tool.

My husband Jim Waller was a union leader who was twice elected to a leadership position in his union local, ACTWU (amalgamated clothing and textile workers union) Local 1113 T. He worked at Cone Mills Granite Finishing Plant in Haw River, North Carolina, from 1976 to 78. And Jim was just getting started as a union leader. He was a medical doctor with a specialty in pediatrics. He had been on the staff at Duke University Hospital. As a doctor, he was moved by the plight of workers with brown lung who could hardly breathe. He worked with the Carolina Brown Lung Association. Brown Lung is a preventable disease.  It is caused by cotton dust. When workers are well organized they can compel mill owners to clean up the mill and thus head off that disease. Jim abandoned medicine and he went to work in a textile mill to organize workers from within. 

Jim Waller came from a middle-class Jewish family in Chicago. The son of a shopkeeper and the grandson of one of the pioneering Jewish doctors who opened up the medical profession for Jews in Chicago, Jim’s transition from a white coat to a blue collar was not instantaneous and it had its humorous side. His lunch box was likely to contain such items as bean sprouts, pickled herring or bagel and lox. He was thought a little weird and one co-worker teased him by drawing a cartoon of everyone passing out when Waller removed the herring from his lunchbox.

In 1978, there was a wave of strikes in North Carolina.  And Jim was then vice president of his union local.  He led a strike of workers at Granite Finishing. The union grew from about a dozen paying members to over two hundred. By that time he was no longer being teased, he was beloved by that time by his co-workers. They nicknamed him “Blackbeard” and they rallied to his side after Cone Mills fired him in the summer of 1978, shortly after the end of the strike; he was fired ostensibly because he failed to mention his medical background on his job application. One worker commented, “As bad as conditions in this mill are, they ought to be glad to have a doctor on the premises.” The workers felt that Jim’s leadership of the union and his leadership of the strike was the real reason he was fired. They continued to support him. And Jim continued to educate and train workers at Granite to be leaders and to carry on their union struggle. They put out a newsletter together. And when Jim appealed the firing and tried to get his job in the mill back, workers went to hearings and testified for him. 

Jim struggled with his white co-workers in this racially mixed textile plant to help them overcome racist attitudes. And he was succeeding. By acting together for their common good workers were drawing closer to one another. As one white worker observed, after the strike workers no longer segregated themselves at separate tables in the lunchroom. They ate together and no one pretended to he was better than the next guy. 

Jim fought grievances based on the union contract, seeking redress for workers who had been injured on the job or fired unfairly. His co-workers elected him president of their union local, and he retained that position until his death on November Third. Jim was a beautiful human being, a funny guy, a very smart person, a scientist, a doctor, an organizer, a writer, a nature lover, a troubadour with a guitar that he strummed rather badly, yet acceptably, as he went through a very limited repertoire that included Frankie and Johnny were Sweethearts, All Africa’s Standing Up, and some forlorn love ballads.

Jim and I went to China Grove on July 8, 1979. It was a volatile situation. Klansmen and Nazis had heavy-duty weapons and had them pointed at anti-Klan demonstrators. Our main offensive weapons were our lungs and our spirit of racial solidarity. By some miracle, the confrontation did not progress beyond a nasty shouting match, perhaps due to the presence of a couple of uniformed police officers.

The dominant narrative of November Third says that the WVO (Workers Viewpoint) humiliated the Klan at China Grove causing them to seek vengeance and this explains why November Third happened. There are some grains of truth here: The Workers Viewpoint displayed an arrogant triumphalism at and after China Grove. The Klan felt humiliated and grew angrier and more vengeful after China Grove. However, these observations don’t explain why and how November Third happened. Angry, vengeful feelings were not sufficient to pull off November Third without the decisive role played by governmental agencies.

The story that November Third was a Klan and Communist gang rumble conceals what the police and the governmental agencies did that enabled the Klan and Nazi groups to do what they did. One consequence of the enabling and complicit role played by the police, the FBI and the BATF was my sudden widowhood. That was just one consequence. I was severed forever from the man I truly loved, the man with whom I had enjoyed two years of married life, the man who had married me taking on the responsibility of being a father to a nine year old and a twelve year old. Immediately after November Third, the media lies and vilification of Jim and of the other four who were my friends dug into my heart. It is indescribable how wounding this was on top of the devastating loss itself. 

I spent years living under siege, physically and mentally. My house at the corner of Cypress Street and Yanceyville was a place where my comrades typically gathered and where some press conferences took place. It was under police surveillance. My next-door neighbor was interrogated by the FBI. Another neighbor reported to me that she actually saw a surveillance post and the man setting it up in her attic. The equipment was arranged to spy on my house across the street. 

Shortly after November Third a car drove by my house with its occupants firing guns. When my son Alex…When my son Alex Goldstein, who was present at the anti-Klan rally on November Third, was having some problems in elementary school, I set up a parent-teacher conference and when  I went there I was greeted by a phalanx of armed policemen. 

My life energy was completely consumed in practical matters of survival, in the struggle to obtain justice for the killings, and in daily efforts to publicly expose what had happened and why it had happened. I was part of a larger effort in the early 1980s to build a united people’s movement to fight back against the increasing repression of civil and human rights for which November Third was a defining moment.

A week after November Third, when I went back to work, I was fired from my job as a spinner at Collins and Aikman. When I tried to find another job I discovered that I was blacklisted. I was told by a friend with an inside track at a school that rejected me for a teaching position that my credentials were excellent and they would have hired me except for who I was—meaning my association with the CWP and November Third. CWP, the communist workers party was the identical organization that was previously called the Workers’ Viewpoint.  At one point, I was virtually hired by a small advertising company in Greensboro to write copy when I thought that I should tell the man hiring me, who was new in town, something about my background. He appreciated my honesty but un-hired me on the spot. 

Ultimately I got a job as a welder at a small metal fabrication plant in the city by dropping my unusual first name and presenting myself with my middle name, Barbara. And then I got another job—also obtained by hiding my real identity with my middle name—as a waitress in a hotel near the airport. I didn’t want to lose this job as low paying as it was and fall into worse poverty. Once I nearly spilled a pot of hot coffee all over a customer when I noticed that he was reading a newspaper that had my picture on the front page and I abruptly turned my face away from him so he wouldn’t recognize me. 

Something amazing happened: the victims of the attack of November Third became the villains. The message drummed into people was that the victims, not the killers, were responsible for the killings. We were branded as unpatriotic, communist deviants. The mainstream media and culture warned people to stay away from us. Severe attempts were made to isolate us from anyone who would support our quest for justice. They were likely to be stigmatized along with us. When the late John Kernodle wanted to help raise funds for the Greensboro Justice Fund, which was doing education around the incident and the trials, he was hounded about having a wine and cheese party. 

Routinely, our attempts to exercise our rights to freedom of speech and of assembly were compromised or abrogated. It was difficult to find or to keep a venue for a public meeting. Those offering such a venue were discouraged by law enforcement efforts aimed at shutting down our opportunities to reach out to people and for people to hear directly from us, unmediated by newspapers or government officials. All of our attempts at public outreach ran a gamut of obstacles. More than once our best efforts were disorganized when a venue that we thought we had for a public meeting was pulled at the last minute. At all of our press conferences at Governmental Plaza we were surrounded by sharpshooters on rooftops.

In this atmosphere came the second cruelest blow to me personally after losing Jim. The circumstances of my life after November Third, living under siege, resulted in first my older child, Tonie, then my younger, Alex, leaving my home. They had always lived with me. Upon my marrying Jim they lived with me and with Jim. After the murders I painfully, but perhaps prudently, released them to their father, my first husband. The guns of November Third took not only my beloved husband and friends, but my family life and the sharing of my children’s adolescent years although my daughter tells me that many parents would welcome not sharing their children’s adolescent years. They were not to live with me again in my household although I did see them frequently.  And I am very proud of them and of my two grandchildren, Benny and Cassie from my daughter and son-in-law. But even so, my children, my daughter and son bear the scars of November Third.

My son was at the November Third rally when the bullets started flying. He continues to suffer from post-traumatic stress syndrome. My daughter did not go to the rally. Only when I returned to Greensboro in 2003, after living in the Midwest for fifteen years, were we able to have the conversation that helped me understand that what I had misinterpreted as callous indifference was her own suffering and attempt to deal with the painful loss of her stepfather.

In those years, what held me together was love. My parents and my children never deserted me. Without the strength and love of comrades I would have folded into a point of nothingness. Sisters in struggle Floris, Marty, Joyce, Lucy, Roz, Jean, Dale and others surrounded me with love and understanding. I particularly appreciate Dale who could not be here today but who wept with me and fought and persevered alongside of me through our tragic losses. I appreciate the vision of brothers in struggle, of Nelson, Paul, Yonni, Don, Brandon, Ed, Jim Wrenn, Lewis Pitts, and others through years of litigation and fight-back. We sustained each other in community so that we were enabled to continue the struggle for social justice. Over the years our rainbow community has expanded to include many others in its circle of love, compassion and unity. And my heart reaches out now to expand it even further. 

I was at Everitt and Carver St. because of my commitment to making socialist revolution and my opposition to racism, to white supremacist ideology and to all xenophobias. Since my childhood I have been aware of and opposed to racism. In the overwhelmingly Jewish working class and middle class neighborhood in which I grew up in Brooklyn, New York, I observed the prejudices against black people of those around me. When I was old enough to have heard some of the story of the Holocaust, it was inexplicable to me how a people victimized by the most vicious and monumental racism imaginable could mimic the attitudes of race oppressors in any way. I did not understand all that as a child and I wondered. I knew racism was wrong no matter who did it to whom. 

My comrades, white, black, Asian, Latino, all had personal encounters with racism. Although these experiences varied they all led to a judgment that the injustice in a racist society must be strongly opposed. We developed a sophisticated understanding about how oppressions in society are linked and an understanding about how the development of capitalism as an economic and social system of haves and have-nots, depends on inherently unequal and oppressive social relationships. Perhaps historian Robin Kelley has given the best one sentence summation when he said, and I quote, “Racism is gendered, sexism is racialized, and class differences are reproduced by capitalism.”

I have not only suffered from November Third: I have tried to learn as much as I can about it and to understand it. Everything I have learned has persuaded me that government officials had foreknowledge about the Klan and Nazi attack plans and acted in complicity with those plans. Consequently, a cover-up was needed to distract people from the evidence of criminal collusion. The public was given a mythological account that covered up the role of the police and the government in the attack by scapegoating the victims. The dominant narrative in the mass media and in popular culture keeps people focused on Klan and Communists and directs their vision away from the behind-the-scenes perpetrators of the horrible incident.

The “Why” of November Third cannot be answered without considering the historical context. Supporters of the Workers Viewpoint came out of major social movements of the 1960s and 1970s. In the late 1970s, Greensboro represented, as Rev. Nelson Johnson has stated succinctly, the convergence of three streamlets of social change movements. 

Firstly, the civil rights and black liberation movement; secondly, the trade union and workers movement; and thirdly, the anti-imperialist and socialist movement. These three broad movements had hundreds of thousands of participants. The significance of the convergence of social change movements was greater than the numbers of full-time activists might indicate. People were heartened and inspired by leaders who deeply believed in the potential for social change and whose actions backed up their beliefs, people like Sandi, Bill, Jim, Cesar and Mike. This convergence of movements was growing and represented a threat to the status quo. The attempt to stamp it out was made on November 3, 1979.

Twenty-five years later I can walk the streets of Greensboro and hear people deny that the City of Greensboro or that racism had anything to do with what happened on November Third. Some now acknowledge the relevance of labor struggles in the scenario, and that perhaps represents some gain in understanding. But it is a totally false dichotomy to say that because opposition to labor unions was a motive in the killings therefore racism was not a motive. As long as our society wants to take the trouble to divide people by race there is no such thing as a worker who is not of one or another particular race, any more than there could be, in reality, an abstract worker who is neither male nor female, allowing even for a range of ambiguity or crossover. The point is that some gender identification and some racial identification go along with a human being who is classified as a worker. What we were doing back in 1979, what Jim, Bill, Sandi, Cesar and Mike were doing, was combating racism by uniting black and white workers in struggles to empower all workers and their unions.
The City of Greensboro has tried to pretend that the killings happened in the City but were not of the City. The City of Greensboro portrayed itself as merely a victim of a most unfortunate happenstance. 

Yet how can it be that the City was not directly and intimately involved when the Klansman who was a main organizer of the Klan and Nazi groups in the deadly caravan and the man who actually led the caravan to its target was simultaneously a paid informant for the Greensboro Police Department? This man was Eddie Dawson. He was engaged by the GPD in October 79. Previous to that this Klansman had been an FBI informant and he remained one, although informally, during the period of the Greensboro attack by communicating with his former FBI control agent, who also routinely communicated with the GPD. 

Dawson reported periodically to his GPD control officer, Detective Jerry Cooper, on the preparations for a disruptive confrontation with the anti-Klan demonstrators. His communications included two phone calls on the morning of November Third, before the killings. The intelligence that Dawson provided that morning about Klan and Nazi members having assembled, their intention to go to the rally for a confrontation and their armed state was taken to a 10:00 a.m. police briefing and discussed about an hour before the killings occurred. 

The police knew that the Klan had a copy of the parade permit and that the Klan thus knew the location of the anti-Klan rally and its route. They knew this because the police had given Eddie Dawson a copy of the permit in this very context of Klan and Nazi preparations to disrupt the rally. That is the main point about the sharing of the permit—not that it is a public document and so anyone might request and receive it. The main point is that it was given by officials to people planning to carry out illegal and violent actions in full knowledge by those officials that it would be used as an aid to carrying out their illegal activity. And so it was used. In the early hours of November Third before the majority of Klan and Nazi members gathered, Eddie Dawson and Virgil Griffin rode the parade route looking for a place for a confrontation after daybreak.

After discussing at the 10:00 a.m. police briefing that Klan and Nazis had gathered and were proceeding with their plans to disrupt a legal parade, officers in the Tac squads charged with protecting the marchers were sent to an early lunch. Further, all police were withdrawn from the area of Everitt and Carver during the vulnerable period when marchers were gathering. During that period, shortly before and after 11 a.m., the caravan of Klan and Nazi members led by Dawson made its way from the home of a Greensboro Klansman to the anti-Klan rally site undisturbed by the police.

After leaving the police briefing, Detective Cooper took a photographer with him and caught up with the Klan caravan. The two police officers trailed the caravan through town, even observing and photographing it when it stopped on a ramp off 220 and Dawson repositioned the vehicles. After this repositioning, the two rear vehicles contained the weapons used that day to kill and maim people, and the Klan and Nazi members who fired those weapons. 

Officer Cooper and the police photographer were just down the street, a few car-lengths behind the last vehicle in the caravan, when it arrived at Everitt and Carver. They observed the scene without intervening. In the state trial, Cooper testified that he saw Jack Fowler, a Nazi member, fire an automatic rifle. The photographer testified in court that he saw Klan member David Mathews firing from several positions. As the killings were happening, Cooper made some radio transmissions about shots being fired and the photographer took pictures of the assailants moving around their vehicles, weapons in hand. The Commander of the event that day, Lt. Paul W. Spoon, on receiving news of the attack, ordered his officers to Windsor Community Center—a half mile away—not to Morningside Homes where people had just been shot. When police finally arrived on the scene after the murders, they arrested injured demonstrators Nelson Johnson and Rand Manzella. They did not pursue fleeing assailants. 

I have tried to imagine the police failing to pursue fleeing assailants if instead of…[phone rings]…I have tried to imagine the police failing to pursue fleeing assailants if it wasn’t a white invading Morningside but a gang of blacks had entered Starmount.  A gang of blacks entered Starmount, shot up the place and then fled. I cannot imagine police not pursuing the assailants.  I can’t imagine that if it was the Northwest quadrant of Greensboro where people were getting shot up in broad daylight and not the Southeast quadrant of the city, it is inconceivable to me.  The violation of a poor, black neighborhood by white supremacist terrorists was another matter entirely and one toward which GPD indifference was hardly questioned by the city’s non-black residents. 

As you may know, a couple of the demonstrators had handguns and tried to return fire. Surprised by the attack, untrained in firearms, their attempts to defend people were pitiful. They hit no one; they hurt no one. That a few tried to fire back became the little factoid that was slipped into a narrative about a shootout between two fringe groups. Notice how the police disappear from the picture as the shootout version of this event takes center stage. And notice that while it is usual to commend for their heroism and selflessness individuals who defend a crowd of unarmed people at the risk of their own lives, such was not the response from the City of Greensboro. However, Greensboro police were commended by then-Mayor Jim Melvin for their performance on November Third.

As I see it, Klansman and police informant Dawson, along with Virgil Griffin and other Klan and Nazi members, organized a North American death squad with the backing of the local police and federal agencies. Mickey Michaux, Federal Attorney in North Carolina in 1979, once remarked that the Greensboro police virtually deputized Eddie Dawson. Only a couple of days before the shootings, Michaux was alerted by FBI agent in Greensboro, Thomas Brereton, that trouble of this kind was about to occur. 

Many details about governmental involvement, from the local to the federal level, were brought out in court in 1985 in the third judicial proceeding connected with this case. As a result, both officers Paul Spoon and Jerry Cooper were found jointly liable for a wrongful death, along with informant Dawson and several Klansmen and Nazis. Listening to the buzz around town, and in the absence of any word or gesture from the City acknowledging responsibility, one would think that this third trial had not happened. In fact, the third trial, the civil suit, was the first time the victims had an opportunity to have a say in how evidence was presented and to include evidence not brought out in the state trial in this…not brought out in the state trial for murder in 1980 nor in the federal criminal trial in 1984 for civil rights violations. In both of those criminal trials, all-white juries acquitted all Klan and Nazi members and no indictments were even brought against any governmental co-conspirators. The evidence simply was suppressed and covered up. 

Many people are not aware that the FBI investigated the Workers Viewpoint Organization shortly before November third. In that investigation they showed pictures of some of the union organizers who were subsequently killed to Daisy Crawford, in Salisbury, North Carolina, a former textile worker and a friend of Sandi Smith. 

Another government agency, the ATF, Bureau of Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms, had an agent infiltrate the Nazi organization in Winston-Salem in the summer of 1979. This agent, Bernard Butkovich, played a major role as a provocateur, encouraged the Nazis to participate in the assault and offered instruction in the use of weapons. 

Klan member Joe Grady, who had been present in the tense China Grove stand-off between the Klan and the Workers Viewpoint in July of 79, warned the ATF that November third would be bloody. Dawson shared with his former FBI control agent Len Bogaty the potential for violence that day. It seems to me that FBI agents in Greensboro and the GPD were on the same page. And two federal agencies, the FBI and the ATF, were coordinating their work around Roland Wood, one of the main Nazi participants in the killings, on a SAC to SAC level. That means that the special agents involved in both agencies were sharing information.

Within the police department, Detective Cooper relayed the information from his Klansman informant to his superiors, Lt. Talbott and Captain Thomas; Thomas was the head of the intelligence unit at the time. Approval for police decisions and actions came from the top, from Police Chief William Swing, himself answerable to City Manager Tom Osborne and Mayor Jim Melvin. None of these individuals broke ranks. All cooperated like the parts of a well-oiled machine. No policemen or government officials were ever made to account to the public. The public as a whole did not demand it.

Similarly, although the ATF was complicit in the murders particularly through the agency of Butkovich, Butkovich didn’t act alone. He too reported to his superiors, Agents Dukes, Fleming and Westra, who authorized his provocateur activity and covered for him.

The FBI, which played an extensive role in preparing the scene and covering it up, as well as in subverting the legal processes afterward, worked with the Greensboro Police Department and the City of Greensboro. 

It is difficult to escape the conclusion that law enforcement and governmental circles had foreknowledge of a violent confrontation being organized by Klan and Nazi members. In my view, all of the institutions I’ve mentioned used surrogates and scapegoats to maintain dominance in the face of a powerful and growing multiracial people’s movement, fueled by a resurgent anti-racist labor movement in North Carolina. I think that the extent and the reliability of their foreknowledge would have made prevention of the disaster very easy, had anyone cared to prevent it. 

We, the demonstrators and targeted victims, did not move in governmental and law enforcement circles. We did not know about the intelligence gathering and the plotting against us. No one in Workers Viewpoint conceived a scenario that included both police absence and Klan and Nazi presence. 

Afterward, so indulged by officialdom were Klan and Nazi groups, and so emboldened that at a right-wing rally subsequent to November third, one of the killers showed autopsy photos of the five people killed. Another assailant wore a decorative pin in his lapel in court that showed five skulls. 

In the years following the Greensboro Massacre, the incidence of racially motivated hate crimes in North Carolina rose dramatically, given a green light by the government-sanctioned killings. 

I just ask for one moment more of your time to reflect on what I have just shared with you. It appears to me that a death squad of terrorists was normalized in this city—long before September 11, 2001. People were shot down in the street in broad daylight with TV cameras rolling. Their killers were acquitted. The situation was never properly addressed or resolved by the Greensboro community. However, the city’s social and economic relations are enfolded in this history. It is a microcosm for the society we lived in then and live in today.
I follow a distinction made by Rabbi Abraham Heschel who said that one is guilty but many are responsible. Ultimately, Cooper, Swing and the entire GPD were backed up by the residents of Greensboro. How did good people residing in Greensboro accept cold-blooded murders and go on with business as usual? This is what the City of Greensboro will have to confront to cleanse its soul. 

Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has explored what there is about our modern institutions and our way of life with its expansion of technology and bureaucracy that makes moral responsibility disappear. How do we divest ourselves of moral responsibility, and why? 

How can we change the institutions that corrupt us and how can we change and help each other to change that which is within us that, consciously or unconsciously, permits our institutions to make us instruments of spiritual wickedness and to lose our moral compass. 

This is a glorious moment for it is the moment in which we may begin to embrace our responsibility for each other with generous and compassionate hearts. Let us vow to walk in truth together in the future. I am ready. Are you ready?  Thank you.
[applause…standing ovation]

Mark Sills: We are grateful to you for doing what must be extremely difficult certainly from an emotional standpoint to stand and share such a personal history.  Of course the purpose of this hearing, one of three hearings, is to explore especially those elements in our city and in our state that really led us to November third.  We will focus more specifically on the events of that day and the immediate aftermath at our second hearing.  And if you would indulge us, I think we perhaps have several questions we would like to explore a little more with you concerning the events leading up to November third.  It’s obvious that you and others in your group were deeply committed, willing to give up even professional careers that were well compensated and highly respected in order to put your lives on the line in a very real sense.  What was going on in your in your opinion in your experience that called for such a radical sacrifice so that you committed yourselves to what originally was called the Workers’ Viewpoint Organization and to the unionization work you were engaged with?  Could you just help us to understand that a bit?
SW:  Yes.  Gladly.  This would need to be explained as a long process of development of maturation…maturing as a person, maturing politically and particularly maturing through the social movements that we all participated in.  The Black Liberation movement, many of our comrades were involved in that.  I came to more radical politics through the Anti Vietnam War movement.  So you know it’s a process of a commitment that grows with time and with educating oneself and with experiences of, you know, by acting one comes to a different level of belief and then by believing one is prepared to go to a different level of activity.  So belief and action is really a whole chain that when you begin to believe something and then you act on it and then by acting on it you will either learn to shun that thing or become more committed to it.  And so in that process, I know just to speak to my own case, which I know best.  I marched against the Vietnam War, I read Noam Chomsky, I got thrown in jail for being out in the street marching and what it did to me was make my commitment stronger that I began to see the injustices in society more clearly and I think that the appeal of the Workers’ Viewpoint was that there was a very very keen analysis of the social structure.  Of power in society, social relationships, who held the power.  Of the racism in society.  There were things I had wondered about.  I had wondered about racism and there was an explanation that rang true to me and so I gradually committed myself to a higher level of activity.  When I first moved to Greensboro it was 71.  I had been in an anti war demonstration and gotten maced in Washington, DC, and put in jail and I thought I’d never see again.  You know, but it made me more committed and I started the Greensboro Justice Center which was just a small little grassroots organization.  It was by the end of the war at that point, but you know we stood outside in vigil and we did educational things.  So it’s a process of years and I think for Jim Waller also it was an anti war…he was in the streets of Chicago doctoring people during the Democratic National Convention.  If you will recall, in 19, what 68?, when there was a lot of activity in the streets and people were getting clubbed and beaten and he was in the streets as, you know he was a medical student I believe at the time, helping people.  And hten he was at Wounded Knee helping people, during the Seige at Wounded Knee the native Americans were under siege by the FBI and they were being killed and they were being disappeared and you know awful things were happening to them.  And he went and stood with them and doctored them and that was in 1973.  and so he had had all of these experiences and his commitment got to the level where he was at Duke University Hospital on the staff and teaching and he could have had a nice career.  But he thought he would just put his career on hold and I think that that many of us did that at the time.  Sandra Smith was thinking about being a nurse.  I don’t know if she would have become a nurse but it was an idea of something that she might have done.  And she put that on hold.  And Bill Sampson was about to become a doctor and he didn’t get his medical degree.  When a few more months he would have gotten his medical degree.  And please understand that people put those things on hold not knowing they would be killed but believing that they would do what was most important to do.  And then they would go to their medical career.  They’d go to their nursing career.  They, you know…I don’t know if that answers your question. I may be going all…
MS: Certainly, I appreciate that answer.  That helps.  One of the things that happened just prior to November third was that that Workers’ Viewpoint Organization went through a transition and affiliated with another organization with an entirely different name and a name that certainly raises all kinds of connotations certainly in this part of the country.  And that’s the Communist Workers Party.  Just the word Communist carries so many different…so much baggage with it.  And I ‘m just curious to know if you could just help us to understand what it is that caused this group of union organizers with a wide diversity of backgrounds to make that transition to identify yourselves as Communist Workers Party members.
SW: Yeah, I would be happy to answer that the best as I can and also hope that any who come after me will also clarify my bad statements.  The transition was not to another organization or to a different thing.  The actual transition was to an organization at a certain low level and it did not feel that it could take on a lot of different, open political activities to a political party.  So the Workers’ Viewpoint Organization, WVO, and the Communist Workers Party, CWP, is one and the same.  It is like when a woman gets married and she takes her husband’s name, she does not become a different person, I hope.  So this was really just an organization that had developed to the point where it felt that it could step out as a political party.  The elaboration of its structure and its plans and its understanding and strategy got to that point.  And actually that point was shortly before November third.  In October of 1979 there was a founding congress for the Communist Workers Party.  Who was at that congress was Workers Viewpoint Organization.  So people were not carved up into I’m a labor organizer today and I’m a communist tomorrow.  You know.  Then I was a communist and then I was a mother and today I am a grandmother and I’ve always been a woman.  And we can be many different things at one time.  Short answer.
MS: Thank you.  In your experience, as you moved around the state in doing organizing and as you talked with other union organizers, what was your perception of the role of the Klan, specifically in regard to union organizing? Was there a connection?

SW: Yeah.  There is a very strong connection there.  There is a history there of a very great deal of Klan activity.  Violent activity that has been aimed at union organizers and particularly the combination…well, a union, to be strong, has to unite all people.  So the uniting of black and white in a union was something that was not appreciated by the klan.  Never has been.  Someone who knows history better can cite all the examples of when the klan has expressed this intense hatred not only of black people but of union organizers, of Catholics, of Jews.  You know, there is the xenophobia, not liking someone who is other than yourself.  The klan was, more specifically and I believe that others will speak to this very specifically.  At that time, there was a lot of labor activity.  There were unions that were just being formed and there were incidents with klan intimidation.  So the klan is…was a threat to the work.  We had done very significant work in the textile mills, in several textile mills which I have detailed in the report that I presented to the commission.  I mention Jim was at Granite Finishing.  Sandi was at Revolution, not by the time she was killed, she had been at Cannon Mills, but she had done work at Revolution trying to get a union there.  Bill Sampson was at White Oak in Greensboro, so two of the mills in Greensboro, one in Haw River.  People were doing significant work in the labor movement.  Either building up unions that existed but were very weak or else trying to get a union into the factory.  The klan, they just were following union organizers and you know using racism as a way to divide workers.  So it was something that worked very well with the same intention that the managers and owners of the mills had which was to keep the workers divided and essentially impotent.  We were aware of that and our anti-Klan campaign was a campaign for worker empowerment.  We were saying “workers unite” and the klan was saying “workers divide according to race.”
MS: Okay, any other commissioners have questions?

BW: Yes, can you tell me why or how there was a selection of the spot to begin the march was at Morningside Homes.

SW: Yes.  The work that was being done in communities included, was not limited to but included Morningside Homes.  Morningside Homes and Hampton Homes and Smith Homes and what’s the other one, I’m not remembering the other but there were a number of housing projects and communities in Greensboro where we had a presence.  Where we typically did a lot of community work.  For example, we had an annual African Liberation Day and we had African Liberation support committees and we had people in the projects and in those neighborhoods who were part of those committees.  That was p art of the community work being done by people in the Workers Viewpoint at the time.  So it was not an unnatural thing to be at Morningside.  And also some of the people at Morningside worked at Cone Mills and also some of us who worked in Cone Mills knew them that way.  So there was leafleting done at Morningside.  There were ties there.  Family ties, friend ties.  It was not some kind of bizarre choice.  It was a natural, in our line of being choice.
BW: Thank you.

MS: Thank you very much Dr. Waller for coming to be with us.

SW: Thank you for the opportunity.

PAGE  

