

[image: image]




[image: image]




Epigraph

The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.

—ATTRIBUTED TO EDMUND BURKE
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Foreword

On January 6, 2021, the Joint Session of Congress met in the U.S. Capitol to receive Electoral College votes and complete the peaceful transfer of power. It did not go well. The proceedings were rocked by the explosive convergence of an attempted political coup from the inside and a violent insurrection from the outside. Donald Trump orchestrated the coup to overturn Joe Biden’s victory and clear a path for him to immediately seize the presidency. He incited the insurrection to intimidate Congress and the vice president and force them into allowing the coup to proceed. In a constitutional sense, all of this chaos constituted an “insurrection,” which nearly succeeded in toppling the 2020 presidential election and the American constitutional order.

Different component elements of danger came into play that day, including Trump’s pathological refusal to accept his defeat in the 2020 election and the Trump network’s effective manipulation of various social media channels to promote his Big Lie and supporting propaganda and disinformation.

But a key—and far less well known—part of the story was the mobilization of domestic violent extremist groups to act as the shock troops in the assault on the U.S. Capitol Police and the U.S. House and Senate. While Trump and his political lieutenants worked the phones on the inside and tens of thousands of rank-and-file followers filled the streets as violent extras, the organized violent extremist groups gave a fighting military-style structure and coherence to the front lines of the “Stop the Steal” protest. Domestic violent extremists, made up of well-organized racist and antigovernment forces, unleashed the brutal focused violence against police that helped turn the crowd into a vicious mob and the riot into a full-blown political insurrection.

Everything I learned as the lead manager of the House of Representatives prosecution team in Donald Trump’s second trial, and as a member of the House Select Committee on the January 6 Attack, convinced me that we need to know a lot more about this dimension of the political assault on America.

In White Robes and Broken Badges, Joseph Moore tells the riveting back story of the Ku Klux Klan in America today and how its influence and recent history helped shape these shocking events and the street-fighting movement of white Christian nationalism.

America’s “first organized terror movement” (in the words of Fergus Bordewich), the KKK is a white supremacist organization whose roots trace back to the end of the Civil War and whose operations have at various points of American history involved millions of members and supporters.

By recounting his remarkable involvement as a government informant in infiltrating and disrupting the Klan and its violent actions in the South today, Moore shows how the KKK remains a central entry point and organizing force for violent white nationalism in America. He also makes clear how brute criminal violence against African Americans and other political enemies remains the central instrument of power, control, and fear in Klan political culture throughout entire regions of America.

But Moore’s fine-grained prose offers an even deeper analysis into the power dynamics that make the Klan a continuing threat to American democracy in the twenty-first century. Aware of the inevitable organizational security lapses that Moore describes, the Klan has begun to operate through slightly more sanitized groups that camouflage their violent white nationalism in the rhetoric of MAGA and right-wing extremism favored by Donald Trump and his movement. The “far right” of the Klan has begun to merge into the Proud Boys, the Oath Keepers, the Three Percenters, and countless other groups whose rhetoric and tactics continue to mutate and metastasize. But Moore treats all these moving organizational pieces as essentially interchangeable parts in the overall right-wing authoritarian threat to American democracy.

Although Moore’s knowledge of the Klan is based on his personal bravery as an undercover informant and infiltrator, his book also reveals that it is the Klan’s own systematic infiltration of law enforcement entities and government bureaucracy that is essential to its power. There are the sheriff’s departments that allow racists to operate with impunity in many places; the police departments that can alert extremists to ongoing investigations and feed them vital logistical information; the motor vehicle departments that can procure followers driver’s licenses and other forms of identification; and, at the national level, the armed services, which can provide fresh recruits trained to take orders and violent action. The Klan and its paramilitary affiliate groups thrive on the constant blending of racist vigilantism and terror with high-level official permission and bureaucratic support from within.

This should not be surprising. Violent white supremacy began as an official national ideology in pro-slavery America. The Dred Scott decision (1857) affirmed the Constitution as a white man’s political compact under which African Americans had “no rights which the white man was bound to respect.” After the Civil War and the Reconstruction amendments, it was the purpose of the Klan to re-create political and social white supremacy in southern states through a combination of terrorist violence and reorganization of the dominant white elites that had been defeated by Union forces.

Moore’s riveting book tells an important part of the back story to how January 6 came to happen. It also depicts the character of the ongoing violent threat to American democracy today.

In the struggles ahead, all of us should show the courage and clear vision of Joseph Moore.

—Congressman Jamie Raskin (D-MD)




Preface

January 6, 2021, was only the beginning.

When I enlisted in the army in 1995, I swore an oath to protect the country and the Constitution against all enemies, both foreign and domestic. I served as a sniper and section leader for three years, during which I was deployed overseas defending the United States against foreign adversaries. I never imagined that years later I’d be deployed defending our country against enemies from within, in the form of domestic terrorists. Working as a confidential human source for the FBI and Joint Terrorism Task Force, I infiltrated the Ku Klux Klan twice within a ten-year period, between 2007 and 2017, and witnessed the seeds being planted for January 6, as well as what those seeds have sown: the nexus for right-wing extremists uniting toward a common goal, which is nothing less than a second civil war.

In my first tour inside the KKK—the nation’s first domestic terrorist group, founded more than 150 years ago—I foiled a plot to assassinate then candidate Barack Obama, only to witness the Klan use his election as a rallying cry and recruiting tool that ignited a firestorm within the white nationalist right. In a subsequent stretch inside a second klavern, I watched a group that had long proclaimed itself the “Invisible Empire” gradually emerge from the shadows to unite the disparate forces that continue to roil this country today. It’s estimated that somewhere between half and three quarters of all self-identifying Republicans either identify as white nationalists or hold white nationalist beliefs. That means as much as 30 percent of the United States population wants to see the country burn.

And now we are witnessing the smoke rising from the mass grave that powerful forces within our own country want to dig.

On March 29, 2023, a young man from Missouri rammed the U-Haul truck he was driving into the barriers protecting the White House. According to reports, he told Secret Service agents that he wanted to seize power and would kill anyone in his way, including the president. When he stumbled out of his wrecked vehicle, he pulled out a flag emblazoned with a swastika.

Just over a month later, a gunman opened fire with an assault rifle inside Allen Premium Outlets, a mall in suburban Dallas, and killed nine people, including a three-year-old boy. The shooter, thirty-three-year-old Mauricio Martinez Garcia, was wearing a tactical vest embroidered with the letters RWDS, which stood for “Right Wing Death Squad.” What lay beneath the vest was even more telling: Garcia’s body was tattooed with fascist symbols, SS lightning bolts, and a swastika.

A June 2023 report from the Inspector General of the Department of Justice states that “threats posed by domestic extremists have not only increased over the past few years, but are also becoming more complicated due to the emergence of new violent ideologies, the impact of social media, and the response to recent political and social events.” According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, the hard-right movement’s “fingerprints are everywhere: people’s homes or schools, doctor’s offices, libraries, bars, restaurants, churches, and other community spaces.”

Earlier in 2023, Ohio education officials uncovered Nazi-approved homeschooling lesson plans that were created and shared online by white supremacists. More recently, swastikas were displayed in the hands of neo-Nazis who were storming a drag queen storytelling event in a park, also in Ohio. In June 2023, a man named Taylor Taranto, a known January 6 rioter, showed up at the Washington home of former president Barack Obama. When he was arrested, two guns and four hundred rounds of ammunition were found in his van. In 2022, Congressman Paul Gosar of Arizona (via video) and Congresswoman Marjorie Taylor Greene both attended a neo-Nazi convention, called the America First Political Action Committee conference, sponsored by avowed Nazi fanboy Nick Fuentes; Gosar also has two alleged white nationalist sympathizers on his staff. In regard to his apparent support for white nationalists like Fuentes, Senator Tommy Tuberville said in May 2023, “You call them white nationalists. I call them Americans.”

Too many of those charged with protecting democracy, it would seem, instead appear fully committed to dissolving it.

In the state of Florida, vast numbers of books are being banned from schools and libraries. A librarian of the Kingsland Branch Library in Llano County, Texas, Suzette Baker, was fired for refusing to follow Florida’s lead. On May 5, 2023, Georgia passed a law that allowed the legislature to remove (read: fire) any elected district attorney for any number of arbitrary offenses. North Carolina narrowly lost a case in the Supreme Court on June 27, 2023, requesting that justices place control of all elections in the hands of the state legislature, potentially allowing it to change the results of an election in which that legislature’s preferred candidate did not emerge victorious. Alabama is currently refusing to follow an order by the Supreme Court of the United States to redraw its congressional districts, hoping to spur the justices to rehear the case because the state’s elected representatives did not like the outcome the first time.

Everything we’re witnessing today is a product of the sordid traditions and dogma of the Ku Klux Klan. But the Klan did not spawn the ideology roiling our country today; that ideology spawned the Klan and planted the roots for January 6. The January 6 insurrectionists may not have been card-carrying members of the Klan, but they demonstratively adhered to the same ideology that was the basis for the KKK’s founding in 1865. As a whole, white nationalists and white supremacists today have increasingly focused their movements on that original Klan orthodoxy, to the point where their belief systems are nearly indistinguishable from one another, as if the KKK’s offspring had collectively returned to the roots that had spawned it.

Now that same ideology has infested not just politicians but also the very forces that are supposed to protect us. A January 2021 analysis by NPR put the number of military veterans who participated in the January 6 insurrection at the Capitol at a staggering 20 percent. Also in January 2021, Business Insider reported that “31 police officers are under investigation over their suspected involvement in the Capitol riot, as departments face pressure to weed out white nationalists.”

This came as no surprise to me, because I witnessed it firsthand during my two separate stints undercover inside the Ku Klux Klan. The virulent ideology that spawned that hate group has mushroomed across the country. Law enforcement officials who once shunned the Klan, whatever their respective feelings might have been, are now supporting, even embracing, the group openly in broad daylight instead of under cover of darkness.

The Klan’s very existence is rooted in its self-identified status as the “Invisible Empire.” The stated goal since the group’s establishment in the wake of the Civil War has been to overthrow the government and replace it with one of its own making. At times, right-wing nationalist efforts toward that very goal have been as violent as January 6 or as subtle as the passage of bills in the dead of night. The Klan and the like-minded groups it has produced have learned to balance bullets with bluster and pistols with paper, both of which have the potential to do far more irrevocable damage on the state of our democracy than the former. The radical right cares nothing about process, only outcome. They’re not interested in a civil discussion to work out differences, because they are so consumed by ideology that it has hijacked their civility. They have a clear vision of what they want the country to look like, and democracy itself is the only thing standing in their way.

In my years serving as an army sniper and section leader on numerous overseas deployments—which I’m not permitted to disclose—in hostile, authoritarian countries, nothing I witnessed in any of them scares me as much as what we’re facing at home now.

Should we be afraid?

With the 2024 election looming, and democracy itself on the ballot, the answer is yes, we should be very afraid.




Prologue

ALACHUA, FLORIDA

APRIL 1, 2015

“This is our guy,” the FBI SWAT team commander said, indicating me to the hundred officers dressed in camo fatigues before him. “He’s one of us. Don’t shoot him.”

We were assembled at 4:00 a.m. in the Alachua Police Department parking lot, the early-morning darkness broken only by the pole-mounted floodlights shining down upon us. A large oak tree spread shadows over the scene that seemed to swallow pockets of the troops assembled, shifting with the whims of the wind. A natural earth berm blocked any view of the group by cars cruising past on State Road 441.

The SWAT commander turned my way. “Show us how you naturally hold your hands.”

I let them dangle by my sides.

“Okay, cross your hands, left over right, just over your belt.”

I put my hands in the low-compressed position, as instructed.

“That’s the signal for the takedown. We’ll move in once we see it and brace for the assault,” the commander said.

When I’d arrived at 3:30 a.m., he’d told me they had almost deployed the FBI’s elite HRT, the Hostage and Rescue Team, to take down Charles Newcomb, given his proven propensity toward violence.

Newcomb was a former patrol cop and prison guard currently working as a recovery agent, or repossession specialist, fancy terms for a repo man. He was stout and very muscular, with a wide build and piercing blue eyes. He claimed he had killed four people, supposedly in the line of duty, when he was a cop in Tennessee. Most recently, he had helped orchestrate the murder by the Ku Klux Klan of a former inmate who had run afoul of prison guards who were members of the klavern in which Newcomb served as Exalted Cyclops, effectively the chapter’s mayor.

“What stopped you?” I asked the SWAT commander.

“We decided to use you instead,” he told me, with a slight smile.

Five hours after the meeting’s conclusion, at 9:00 am, I was sitting in my Kia Sportage almost directly across the street from the police station in a Home Depot parking lot. I was there to meet Charles Newcomb on the pretext that the national leadership of the KKK wanted me to build a bomb, and we needed to purchase the ingredients. As Grand Knighthawk for all Klan chapters throughout Florida and Georgia, and with my background as an army sniper, such a task was well within my purview, and Newcomb had no reason to suspect I was telling him anything but the truth.

“Subject is leaving his home,” a voice from the surveillance plane flying twenty thousand feet over Newcomb’s neighborhood announced though my earpiece. “Stand by.”

That plane was outfitted with cameras that could read a license plate from four miles up in the sky. It would now be trailing Newcomb in his pickup truck the whole way to our planned meeting.

“Subject is turning onto Highway 20 West,” the same voice reported.

At this point, FBI agents were already stationed inside the Home Depot, preparing to lock the site down for safety. Once Newcomb reached the parking lot, no one would be permitted to leave the store or enter the lot after him on the chance that Newcomb would resist arrest and it went to guns.

I had infiltrated this particular chapter of the Ku Klux Klan two years ago as a confidential human source for the FBI in an operation being run alongside the Joint Terrorism Task Force. This was the second time I had infiltrated a klavern, and the first time, which had ended six years before, had almost cost me my life.

The best I could hope for today was to walk away alive.

“Subject turning onto State Road 441,” the voice in my earpiece crackled. “Stand by.”

Charles Newcomb wasn’t the only target of this operation. I had provided firm evidence on four Klan members, including the designated leader for both Florida and Georgia, Jamie Ward, and two members of the law enforcement community, Thomas Driver and David Moran. The charge lodged against Newcomb, Driver, and Moran was conspiracy to commit first-degree murder. For Ward, it was a federal firearms charge. The four-pronged plan was to arrest all of them simultaneously, so none of the four could provide advance warning to the others.

As I sat in my car waiting for Charles Newcomb to arrive, I knew a group of SWAT team members culled from both the FBI and numerous local police departments were closing in on the Florida State Prison commonly known as Raiford, located in Lake Butler, thirty minutes from my position, where two of the targets, Thomas Driver and David Moran, worked as guards. Their plan was to execute the arrests there during a shift change, when Driver would be coming out and Moran would be coming in, the perfect moment to snatch them up without gunplay. Another team would be converging in full force on Jamie Ward’s house, while the largest detachment of all was already deployed unseen in the Home Depot parking lot, since Newcomb was considered to be the most dangerous of the bunch.

“Subject still proceeding north on State Road 441,” the voice in my ear reported from the sky. “Approaching parking lot.”

“Secure the building,” the voice of the FBI SWAT team commander followed. “Secure the building.”

I checked my watch. It was 9:25 a.m. Newcomb should be here any minute.

“Subject has turned onto surface road,” the crackling voice reported. “Approaching target site.”

I used those final moments to settle myself. I took a deep breath and then slipped into the 4-7-8 breathing ratio I had learned in my training to become an army sniper. It was the regimen I’d practiced before taking a shot in the field, an experience comparable to the one I was facing now. As I breathed, I focused on my wife and two children. Do everything by the numbers and I’d be home with them soon. Do anything that deviated from my norm and aroused suspicion in Newcomb and I might not be coming home at all.

“Subject is entering parking lot. Repeat, subject’s truck is entering site parking lot. Begin lockdown now.”

In that moment, the surface road accessing the Home Depot would be shut down in both directions to prevent any potential customers from entering the parking lot. With gunplay considered a very realistic, if not likely, possibility, the FBI needed to minimize risk to civilians at all costs.

I recognized Newcomb’s truck pulling in, then making a long, lazy circle of the lot to make sure there were no surprises waiting—though in this case all the surprises were tucked out of sight, namely in staging vehicles and around the side of the building. A few moments later, Newcomb pulled his pickup truck alongside my Sportage. I climbed out in the same moment he did.

“KIGY, Brother,” he greeted. “KIGY” is the acronym for Klansman I greet you.

“KIGY, Brother,” I said back.

We shook hands and half hugged, with me ready to act in the event Newcomb felt the wire I was wearing. I noticed he had glued latex patches on the tips of his fingers to avoid leaving fingerprints on any of the bomb-making materials we were supposedly there to buy. After we separated, I watched Newcomb casually remove his firearm and tuck it under his driver’s seat. I still had to assume he had a backup weapon on his person and act with that distinct possibility in mind. That wasn’t just protocol, it was common sense.

We started toward the Home Depot entrance a hundred and fifty feet away. The FBI step van was parked half that distance away, at the juncture where the takedown of Newcomb would take place.

“This is a big assignment, Brother Joe,” he said when we were almost there.

“I’m up for it, sir. I’m prepared to serve the brotherhood with the calling I was taught.”

He smiled. “Just so long as it doesn’t take you away from us.”

Halfway to the entrance, just short of the step van, I put my hands in the low-compressed position I’d demonstrated at the staging session hours before, the signal we were a go. An instant later, a loud explosion rocked the air, coming from a spot well to our left, just beyond the outskirts of the parking lot, where a natural land depression utilized for drainage sat.

“What the hell was that, Charles?” I said, feigning shock.

The distraction achieved its desired effect of making Newcomb swing around in the direction I was already facing.

“There’s a cloud of smoke coming up,” he noted, pointing toward the heavy black smoke rising from the depression.

Our attention was still firmly rooted in that direction when we heard, “LET ME SEE YOUR HANDS!”

I raised my hands in the air, while Newcomb left his by his side. We turned together, and I found myself facing an M4 assault rifle six inches from my face, the finger of the FBI SWAT team member in full body armor starting to curl over the trigger.




Part I

Hell is empty, and all the devils are here.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, THE TEMPEST




Chapter 1

A Call to the FBI

WORTHINGTON SPRINGS, FLORIDA

MARCH 2007

“I’m in trouble, Joe.”

I got the call from my future brother-in-law, Ryan, midafternoon in March 2007. He’d been arrested after a cop pulled him over for a busted taillight and found a small waterproof hunter’s box in his vehicle containing “marijuana residue.” That’s the drug possession charge he’d been booked on. But it was something else that caught my ear.

“I replaced that taillight,” I told him.

“I know. And it was working, I’m sure it was. But the cop pulled me over anyway.”

The cop also told my future brother-in-law the busted taillight gave him probable cause to search his vehicle. I majored in criminal law at Florida State and told Ryan that something was fishy. I asked where he was coming from when he was pulled over.

“I was at that truck stop in Worthington Springs. You know, Joe, the little convenience store inside. My cousin was there. So was the deputy who pulled me over.”

In my mind, I could see how this had played out. Ryan and his cousin were not-so-friendly rivals. They’d been at odds for years, and I remembered the cousin had friends in the Union County Sheriff’s Office. I was guessing that the cousin knew about the busted taillight, so he told the deputy about it to settle a score between them, not realizing that I’d switched it out. He probably added a tip that Ryan was carrying drugs in the car. The cop must have followed Ryan out of the parking lot and then pulled him over down the road on a bogus charge.

Ryan’s sister, Shannon, was the love of my life, which made him family to me. Shannon and I had only known each other for two months but were already living together, and I couldn’t imagine spending the rest of my years with anyone else. The first time we met she shared her fried chicken lunch with me, so I guess fried chicken is the way to a man’s heart.

At twenty-two years old to my thirty-six, Ryan was just a kid, and I wasn’t about to let him get pushed around by a cop who was clearly in the wrong. A bad cop like that makes for the worst kind of bully.

“I’ll be right there,” I told him, and proceeded to pack up my gear at the power plant where I was working as a welder for an industrial contractor.

I went up to the jail in Lake Butler, a small agricultural community where people worked either as farmers or in some capacity at the state prison nearby that serviced thousands of inmates. Its sprawling structure was surrounded by a forest, which made escape virtually impossible. They let me take Ryan home, pending a preliminary hearing to set bail. He ended up being charged with drug possession, which could carry a stiff sentence, even though all they’d found in his car was that residue.

A few months after his arrest, the daylong trial got underway, with only two witnesses scheduled to testify: the deputy for the prosecution and me for the defense.

The prosecution went first and took the deputy step-by-step through the traffic stop and the arrest. It was a bench trial, and I could see the judge nodding through the deputy’s testimony, likely figuring this was an open-and-shut case.

“Your witness,” the judge said to Ryan’s lawyer.

The lawyer rose. “Deputy, you say you pulled my client over for a broken taillight.”

“That’s correct.”

“And you’re certain the taillight was broken.”

The deputy nodded. “I observed it in my capacity as a law enforcement officer.”

Ryan’s lawyer looked up at the judge. “No further questions, Your Honor.”

When it came time to present his case, the lawyer called me to the stand.

“Mr. Moore, you are the defendant’s future brother-in-law, correct?”

“Correct, yes.”

“And you were aware of the defendant’s broken taillight?”

“I was.”

“And how did you become aware of it?”

“Ryan told me the taillight was broken, and I volunteered to replace it. I’ve got the receipt right here,” I said, taking my wallet from my pocket.

Once I handed over the receipt for the replacement taillight, the trial was effectively over. The charges were dismissed on the spot, since the deputy had pulled Ryan over on false pretenses. The judge gave a stern admonition to both the deputy and the prosecutor, which should have ended things then and there, but not for me. I didn’t like bullies and never had. So I called the local FBI branch in Gainesville and told them I wanted to swear out a complaint against the Union County Sheriff’s Office.

“You’ll need to come in here in person,” whoever had answered the phone told me. “Just give your name at the front desk.”

The FBI’s satellite office in Gainesville was located on the third floor of a nondescript office building. There was nothing advertising that fact either outside the building or in the lobby, not even on the security door just beyond the elevator two flights up. I rang the buzzer, and a voice asked me through a nearby speaker to identify myself.

“Joe Moore,” I said. “I was told to come in because I needed to file a complaint in person.”

I heard a buzz. A young agent opened the door, inspected my ID, then asked me to wait in a small lobby sitting area. A few minutes later, an agent emerged through a secure door and approached me.

“Mr. Moore, I’m Special Agent Joe Armstrong. Let’s go back and talk in my office.”

Armstrong was middle-aged, looked to be of average height, balding on top with hair only on the sides of his scalp. We shook hands and he led me down a hallway into his office. I noticed a plastic cup maybe a third full of what looked like tobacco juice and a tin of Skoal atop his desk. I noticed his lower lip puffed out from the dark tobacco substance wedged between his bottom teeth and lip. He was dressed casually in a polo shirt and jeans, while the other agents I’d glimpsed were all wearing ties and dress shirts.

He closed the door behind him and took the chair behind his desk.

“Take a seat,” he said, offering me the single chair before it, “Mr....”

“Moore,” I said.

“Mr. Moore,” Armstrong said, readying a standard FBI FD-302 form to take my statement. “You have a complaint you’d like to file against the Union County Sheriff’s Office, is that right?” He spoke rapidly, as if his voice were racing to keep up with his thoughts.

“It is, sir.”

I proceeded to give him the blow-by-blow of the entire incident, including how I’d come to the conclusions I’d reached. Armstrong was definitely interested in what I had to say, though not necessarily for the merits of the complaint. He peppered me with questions, and I satisfied him with my answers to all of them.

“You have quite a memory for detail, Mr. Moore,” Armstrong said once he’d finished questioning me.

“I picked that up in the army.”

“You were in the army?”

“Yes, sir. I was a sniper. I was in charge of a section, which means I was taught intelligence-gathering methods. You can’t always write stuff down when you’re in a forward position, so you need to train your memory to recall everything you observe.”

I figured Armstrong might have served as well. Either way, I could tell he was impressed. I had run track on scholarship at Florida State and enrolled in the ROTC program. If things had gone as planned, I would have graduated with a degree in criminal justice as a second lieutenant in the United States Army. But my mother came down with cancer, non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, so I resigned from the ROTC and dropped out of college in my senior year to assist my stepfather with caregiving duties. He was working incredibly long hours to keep up with the medical bills, which left no one to take my mother to her many appointments, which included chemotherapy sessions. I remember how weak and frail she became, unable to get in and out of the car without assistance. I had to support her when she walked down the hospital hallways. She’d tell the nurses and doctors we passed on the way to treatment that she was fine and really didn’t need my help. She kept saying that, the weaker and weaker she got. I accompanied her on each and every visit to the hospital with no clear idea of her prognosis, but her attitude told me she was going to beat this thing. When she ultimately did, I enlisted as a private in the army, still holding on to a measure of my dreams.

Armstrong rose and extended his hand across the desk.

“We’ll be in touch, Mr. Moore. And we’ll let you know how our investigation proceeds.

Armstrong called me a couple of months later to tell me two FBI agents had paid a visit to the sheriff’s department, where the sheriff himself assured them he would take care of the matter. But Armstrong wasn’t really calling me about that.

“Would you mind coming back in, Joe? There’s something else I’d like to discuss with you.”

We set a time for the following week—this time not at the office in Gainesville but at a secret location I’m not permitted to disclose.

By the time I got there, Armstrong had a paper cup in front of him half filled with the dark grimy refuse of his smokeless tobacco.

“How are you with rednecks, Joe?” Armstrong asked me.

“I know rednecks,” I told him, not sure where this was going. “But they’re not my favorite people to hang around with. Why?”

“Sometimes, we need someone . . .” Armstrong let that thought dangle. “Tell me more about your background.”

I provided additional details about being an army sniper and the head sniper for my section during my eight years of service. I told him about the training at Schofield Barracks in Hawaii and the various commendations I’d received. I was unable to disclose the specifics of the missions I’d undertaken because they were classified and under seal.

“Do you mind if we run a background check on you?”

“No, not at all. But there’s something I’d like you to hear from me first before you read it in a report. . . .”

Near the end of my tour as an army section leader in August 1998, when I was twenty-seven, my platoon sergeant and battalion commander approached me about continuing on, only in a new capacity. He probed my interest in bringing my skill set to Special Operations. He said he’d been watching my progression all the way through the enlisted ranks to staff sergeant. I was the chief sniper and section leader of my detachment, and my accomplishments in extremely difficult, challenging missions had apparently captured the attention of an army Tier One unit.

I enthusiastically accepted the offer provided by this officer, but he was ultimately overruled and I was assigned to lead the army’s recruiting efforts in Los Angeles instead. I was disappointed but hopeful I might get another chance at joining Special Operations if I performed my duties as a recruiter well enough to impress the brass.

Prior to moving on to my new assignment, while still stationed in Hawaii, I met a beautiful young woman at a nightclub, a schoolteacher from Nebraska who was vacationing there. We fell in love instantly. Over the course of the next six months, I visited her a couple of times in Nebraska and she returned to Hawaii twice to visit me. Then she uprooted her life in order to join me in Los Angeles and resume her career there. We quickly got engaged, and I counted my blessings that I’d ended up with this assignment instead of Special Ops, in which case I never would have met her.

The problem was that I’d developed a second love: gambling. I’d make up excuses why I couldn’t be with her during a great portion of my off-duty time, so I could head to Las Vegas and play blackjack. I caught myself before things got out of hand, though, and enrolled in Gamblers Anonymous. I pronounced myself cured, was promoted to the next rank, and was making all the stated recruitment goals of the office.

When the recruiting battalion held a function at a casino in Palm Springs, California, I relapsed. I ended up bouncing some checks. When my commander found out, he pulled my stripes, a demotion that came with a dramatic cut in pay, down to less than six hundred dollars a month. My fiancée was understandably freaked out, and after we had been living together in LA for two years and starting to plan our wedding, she broke off our engagement and went back to Nebraska.

Meanwhile, I could no longer afford a place to live. Shelters weren’t an option because they closed their doors to the homeless at five o’clock and I was still working at the recruiting office from 6:00 a.m. to 11:00 p.m. six days a week. I’d shower every morning at the LA Fitness health club because I had a prepaid membership, and did my best to look prim and proper, but it was hard while following a lousy diet and sleeping wherever I could find space. Several of my colleagues invited me to stay with them, but I declined because I didn’t want their families to see this side of me. This was all my doing, and I needed to take responsibility for it.

Ultimately, my commander sent me to a psychiatrist at the local veterans hospital, and that doctor determined I was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. Drilling down deeper, he believed that the origins lay in the sexual assault I’d suffered as a young boy, memories I’d long repressed but that had come roaring back, triggered by the life-threatening missions I performed while deployed. I had been a warrior in the war against global terrorism, and now I’d become a casualty of it.

After serving three additional months under my reduced rank, my recruiting tour ended. I tried to reenlist to go back to fighting the global war on terror. After all that had transpired, though, my commanding officer barred me from reenlisting, and I was honorably discharged from the army. With no salary coming in, I had only four thousand dollars I’d received in back pay to get by. Fortunately, I was able to keep seeing the army psychiatrist, thanks to the VA, and got a job almost immediately at a drywall factory.

When I first got some time off after a few weeks of working at the factory, I decided to do some traveling on the cheap. I was in a restaurant near the airport when I began to get a heavy sensation in the left side of my chest and some pain in my left arm. I also felt lightheaded, almost dizzy, and got wobbly as soon as I stood up. My first thought was that somebody had spiked my drink, because I definitely didn’t feel right. As a sniper, I had grown very attuned to my own body. I could feel the slightest deviation from the norm, and what I felt in that restaurant was anything but slight. I felt so off and strange that I decided to walk to a hospital only a couple of blocks away instead of driving, because I was afraid I might pass out behind the wheel. I also thought that walking in the fresh air might make me feel better. But I felt even worse when I got there.

The personnel in the emergency room believed I was suffering a panic attack. When they reeled off the symptoms, I checked every box, and was ultimately diagnosed as suffering from bipolar disorder, a condition that was bad enough on its own but was made much worse when combined with the PTSD, in large part because of the sexual abuse I’d suffered as a boy.

I spent enough time in the hospital for the doctors to settle on a drug regimen to treat my condition. In search of a fresh start, I left LA and moved to Florida, where my family lived, and found a job as a welder. It took me a while to get back on my feet, but in the years following I worked hard on my mental health. Even though I was fully recovered from that initial episode and had been prescribed the proper drugs to keep my condition under control, the stain of that experience was forever memorialized in my army file.

I was not ashamed to share this, or what a background check would reveal, with Armstrong. Like so many other veterans, my service came at an immense cost. After I left the army, I experienced some of the darkest times in my life. But I was proud of how I had rebuilt my life and climbed out of that darkness. I was confident in the man I was today—not in spite of what I had gone through but because of it.

I gave him my date of birth, social security number, address, phone numbers, and information about my family—all the boilerplate stuff.

Armstrong wrote everything down, and said, “Okay, give us some time to do this background check and we’ll get back to you.”

This was sometime around late June, early July. I’d figured my candidness about my background had disqualified me from working with the FBI, but then he called in August and asked me to meet him at the same undisclosed location. This time he was joined by Rich Vaughn, a local police officer and member of the Joint Terrorism Task Force as a Task Force Officer, or TFO.

“No issues on your background check,” Armstrong told me. “Everything looks fine.”

I waited for him to continue.

“This is about the Ku Klux Klan, Joe. We’d like you to infiltrate them. We’d like you to work for us as a confidential informant.”

I was no fan of the KKK. Just like my mother’s cancer was a bully, just like the cop who wrongly arrested Ryan was a bully, I saw Klansmen as bullies prone to terrorizing innocent people based on nothing more than the color of their skin or their religious persuasion. From my studies in law enforcement and criminal justice I knew what a confidential informant was: one of two categories of infiltrator, the other being a cooperating witness. The latter is generally someone who’s committed a crime and is looking to make a deal to avoid or minimize jail time. A confidential informant, or CI, is someone who covertly joins a group, organization, gang, or anything else on the FBI’s behalf, for the purpose of gathering intelligence to build an actionable court case against it.

In my case, I looked the part. I stood a hair over six feet, stayed fit, kept my hair trimmed high and tight, and maintained a polite and formal military-type bearing. But it was my active-duty background that caused Armstrong and Vaughn to feel I was the perfect choice.

“How do you feel about that?” Armstrong asked. “Are you willing to serve your country in that capacity?”

In the army, I’d sworn an oath to defend the Constitution against all enemies, although I’d always taken that to mean foreign enemies, as opposed to domestic ones. Not anymore, apparently.

“Yes, sir, I am.”

Armstrong nodded, his gaze softening a bit. “That’s what I was hoping to hear.”

Confidential informants are not hired or trained employees of the FBI, although they can receive compensation in some instances for their information and expenses. According to the Attorney General’s Guidelines Regarding the Use of Confidential Informants, “‘a confidential informant’ or ‘CI’ is any individual who provides useful and credible information to a Justice Law Enforcement Agency (JLEA) regarding felonious criminal activities and from whom the JLEA expects or intends to obtain additional useful and credible information regarding such activities in the future.”

In this case, that JLEA was the Joint Terrorism Task Force, through the auspices of the FBI, working in conjunction with local law enforcement officials, like Vaughn. The Bureau doesn’t use the term “informant” in official channels, preferring “confidential human source.” Interestingly, the FBI doesn’t actually place or insert such sources, as it would with actual undercover Bureau agents. Confidential human sources normally are people who are already in a position to know or gain information and willingly cooperate because they’re concerned with something they’ve seen or heard. But Armstrong was asking me to infiltrate the KKK the way an FBI agent would, as opposed to recruiting a human asset who was already a part of the Klan or acting upon intelligence volunteered by someone inside. Right from the start, I sensed I was being asked to do something that stretched the boundaries of normal operations quite a bit. As I would later learn, though, the stakes called for it.

In October 2006, a then confidential FBI report titled White Supremacist Infiltration of Law Enforcement reported, “Although white supremacist groups have historically engaged in strategic efforts to infiltrate and recruit from law enforcement communities, current reporting on attempts reflects self-initiated efforts by individuals, particularly among those already within law enforcement ranks, to volunteer their professional resources to white supremacist causes with which they sympathize.”

It seems that what attracted Armstrong to me was that my original reason for coming in was to report malfeasance by a Union County sheriff’s deputy. That meant I was hardly averse to calling out rogue behavior by law enforcement personnel. Add to that my army background, and I checked all the boxes a senior field agent like Armstrong had been looking for.

“Because this is the KKK, you’re actually going to be a counterterrorism operative,” Armstrong told me.

What he didn’t explain was that a counterterrorism operative acts entirely in secret. So all the paperwork, including the reports filed under my code name, listed me only as a confidential human source, the way I’m still listed to this day.

This was never a criminal investigation; it was a counterterrorism investigation. I wasn’t charged with infiltrating the KKK to find evidence of a crime per se, the way the FBI does in mob cases. I was charged with gathering intelligence about the organization’s inner workings and membership, while working to safeguard the lives of those the Klan might be targeting. In that respect, Armstrong wasn’t holding back information to test me. The Klan was such an insular, compartmentalized organization that he genuinely didn’t have any more information than the little he passed on. That’s why it was so important to get someone on the inside.

When it came to matters involving terrorism, domestic or foreign, nothing was off the table. Around this time, the Klan was resurfacing as a very real threat, along with a bevy of other extremist organizations primarily comprised of white nationalists, having realized that they didn’t need a majority of the country, just a willing minority, to achieve their goals.

The operation I would be part of was being conducted under the auspices of the Enforcement Act of 1871, aka the Ku Klux Klan Act, which had been passed in response to the political violence the Klan had perpetrated during Reconstruction in the post-Civil War era. That 1871 act seems even more relevant today.

Armstrong wasn’t specific about what I was supposed to ascertain. All he told me was that a known KKK member named William Hawley (not his real name), who lived in Wayward, Florida, was selling a rifle, because that’s all he knew. Purchasing that rifle was to be my way in, enabling me to establish the bonds necessary for me to ingratiate myself into an organization committed to the destruction of the United States as we know it.

“One thing,” I said to Armstrong. “If I have to face these guys, I’m going to need to be armed.”

Armstrong didn’t have a problem with that. There was nothing in my background that argued against it, and plenty in my background to indicate I knew my way around firearms.

“As long as you follow the applicable Florida statutes,” Armstrong said, “you can carry a gun in the company of Klan members. Let’s just hope you never have to use it.”




Chapter 2

William Hawley

WAYWARD, FLORIDA

AUGUST 2007

My next meeting with Armstrong and Vaughn took place two months later, in a plain FBI-issue sedan. Vaughn was driving, with Armstrong riding shotgun. I sat in the back seat. They didn’t tell me where we were going, and I didn’t ask.

As we set out, Armstrong gave me my classified code name. It was what other FBI officials knew me as to safeguard my real identity from potential leaks, which was standard procedure.

This would be the first small step in the much bigger challenge I would face to maintain my own identity and stay true to the man I was while inside the Ku Klux Klan.

“This is who you are now, as far as the FBI is concerned. But with William Hawley, you’re going to use your real identity, Joe Moore.”

We were driving into Wayward. Armstrong wanted me to get the lay of the land and familiarize myself with how the town was laid out. I could see why the first question Armstrong had asked me was how I felt about rednecks, since Wayward was so typical of redneck life. The town was rural, set among smaller towns with populations between five and ten thousand that were common in this part of central Florida. The only employer of note was the local power plant. People worked either at the Walmart and Home Depot or at the smaller mom-and-pop shops and strip malls that were concentrated in the center of the town, which was
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