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            Dedication

         
         
            Morningside is for my father, Robert, whose work guided me to this story. For my wife, Margot, who makes everything possible. For my
               son, Giles, who, like all children, inherits our history. And for all the dreamers struggling to build beloved community.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Nations reel and stagger on their way; they make hideous mistakes; they commit frightful wrongs; they do great and beautiful
               things. And shall we not best guide humanity by telling the truth about all of this, so far as the truth is ascertainable?
            

            —W. E. B. Du Bois
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America: 1979

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Debate

         
         On the evening of November 2, 1979, the comfortable eight-room bungalow at the corner of Cypress and Yanceyville Streets in
            Greensboro, North Carolina, hummed with activity. In the kitchen and dining room and in an upstairs office, men and women
            huddled together, making placards, practicing speeches, and fine-tuning logistics for the march and conference set to take
            place the following day. Several women sat on the living room’s colossal empire couch talking and laughing as they stitched
            bolts of khaki cloth into Revolutionary Youth League uniforms for the children who were busy chasing one another through the
            house and across the property’s oak-canopied yard. As they laughed and played, their shouts, like hurled incantations, carried
            past the silhouetted limbs, toward the low clouds that blanketed the city.1

         
         The house belonged to a handsome, intellectual couple who’d found each other through radical politics and recently married. Signe Waller held a doctorate in philosophy from Columbia University but quit teaching to commit herself to grassroots political activism. Jim Waller, a physician by training, had been drawn to North Carolina by the offer of a coveted postdoc at Duke University. He’d left the medical profession to become a laborer and a labor organizer. His new colleagues, fellow lintheads at the Haw River Granite Mill, one of the largest corduroy producers in the world, nicknamed the bespectacled, thick-whiskered ex-doctor Blackbeard. They’d come to appreciate his quirky, wry humor and to trust the workplace agitation he encouraged in the interest of their health and quality of life. He was their pirate. After eighteen months, plant management fired Jim for, the managers said, omitting the fact of his medical degree on the application—a pretense, the activists believed, convinced the spooked managers dismissed him for his relentless union organizing.2

         
         Jim wasn’t the only licensed doctor in the close-knit group. Paul Bermanzohn, Mike Nathan, and Mike’s wife, Marty, offered
            all who asked a short parable about why, after dedicating years to their medical training, they’d shifted their focus beyond
            the examining room. A doctor sits in his office and people keep hobbling in with broken legs, they’d say. The doctor sets
            the legs and sends the people back into the world. But they keep returning, their legs fractured once more. Curious about
            the cause of this epidemic, the doctor looks outside. He sees a big hole and watches as people fall in. The doctor decides
            to leave the office, pick up a shovel, and fill the hole.3

         
         One would have been hard-pressed to encounter a more unusual mix of people in Greensboro or most anywhere in the United States.
            They were Black and white and brown, men and women, young and middle-aged. Some held degrees from the country’s most prestigious
            universities. Others had never completed high school. And yet they all agreed that “filling the hole” meant inverting the
            social order, turning power over to the country’s working people. If capitalism didn’t soon collapse like the rickety house
            of cards they believed it to be, they’d agitate to dismantle it, textile mill by bank by distant investor. The future society
            they imagined would prevent byssinosis, the debilitating brown lung disease that cut short the lives of the Piedmont’s textile
            workers; pay living wages; support working mothers; and deliver healthy food to all its citizens regardless of race, culture,
            or circumstance. These goals might not have sounded terribly radical but seeing how far short society fell of these objectives
            had broken their faith in the political and business establishments’ commitment to the country’s poor and working people,
            to the idea of America’s inevitable progress.4

         
         The people bustling around Signe and Jim’s home were not “Kumbaya”-singing hippies or dropouts. They rarely drank and didn’t take drugs. The ideals of the Declaration of Independence—“all men are created equal”—had led them to the melody of a siren song: “From each according to his ability, to each according to his need.” It was a hazardous amalgam sprung from American soil. While they weren’t controlled or in communication with any foreign power, they did find inspiration in the peasant revolution in China and its charismatic and ruthless philosopher-soldier, Chairman Mao Tse-tung. Mao, possessing a gift for pithy quotes, had said, “If you want to know the taste of a pear, you must change the pear by eating it yourself. . . . If you want to know the theory and methods of revolution, you must take part in revolution. All genuine knowledge originates in direct experience.”5

         
         When the moment grew ripe for revolt, the men and women in the house on Cypress Street were prepared to taste the pear: what
            else, they asked, but a well-organized insurrection could overthrow a government that extracted its immense wealth and power
            from Native American land, the toil of Black slaves, and the exploitation of the working poor? These men and women intended
            to be agents of history, wading into relentless currents to rudder the United States toward a far and brighter shore.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The next day’s Anti-Klan March and Conference would call attention to a new wave of white supremacist and Ku Klux Klan activity
            percolating around the South. More meaningfully, perhaps, the event aimed to “educate the people” about the peculiar way the
            country’s economics still depended on racial disparities, and how the Klan’s racist ideas kept Black and white workers from
            coming together to make unified demands of the Piedmont’s powerful mill owners. With good weather, the event might be the
            largest labor march in Greensboro since the radical uprisings of the Great Depression, causing the owners of the city’s hulking
            textile mills, which whirred and clacked around the clock churning out cotton fabric, to tremble.6

         
         These few dozen activists in North Carolina’s textile capital were not alone. They constituted one local cadre of an organization with its headquarters in New York’s Chinatown and core groups in Boston, Baltimore, Detroit, Chicago, Denver, San Diego, and Los Angeles. Total membership reached possibly as high as three thousand, though the activists avoided keeping a list of names that might fall into the hands of the FBI or any law enforcement agency antagonistic to the group’s revolutionary goals.7

         
         Less than a month earlier, the organization had gone by the relatively innocuous name Workers Viewpoint Organization (WVO).
            At its conference in October, a majority of members agreed that it no longer made sense to obscure their underlying politics.
            In the depths of America’s Cold War with the Soviet Union, they changed their name to the Communist Workers Party (CWP). Addressing
            the membership, the general secretary of the group, a charismatic Chinese American named Jerry Tung, steeled party members
            to fight for a new society, which could “only be forged by blood—by sacrificing the most sacred of all things—our lives.”8

         
         The Anti-Klan March and Conference would be the organization’s first significant action under the new moniker Communist Workers Party.
         

         
         *  *  *

         In the midst of the Cypress Street excitement, Thomas Anderson, known to all as Big Man, raised a concern. If these brazen
            organizers were going to provoke the Klan, they would need “expert gunmen, somebody who knows how to shoot” to protect them.9

         
         Big Man arrived in Greensboro in 1950 and had been employed in the mills for nearly thirty years. Despite Greensboro’s carefully cultivated reputation as a progressive southern city, Big Man’s experience led him to a different view. “Greensboro,” he believed, “is about the craziest city in the South. It’s worser than Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana.” Older than the others in the house, his physical presence as well as his long tenure as a mill worker in Greensboro commanded respect. “It’s a lot of things that happens in the South,” he said. Growing up Black in Greenwood, South Carolina, in the 1920s and ’30s, he’d learned what the Klan was capable of. “If you attack the Klan, you would most certainly, sooner or later, get hurt. . . . I know they has kilt people, drag people down the road and hang ’em up in trees, and shoot them ’til there is nothing left but the rope. And gotten away with it.”10 As the 1970s gave to the 1980s, fear of the Klan still slipped through American time, irreducible and intact, like the slither
            of a dream-snake through the cerebellum, even for rugged, middle-aged Big Man.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Something else bothered Big Man. He believed some in the group were growing too comfortable with the possibility of violence.
            They’d picked up a slogan circulating through the South—“Death to the Klan”—and printed it on their flyers and posters. They’d
            printed an open letter to the Klan calling them “scum,” threatening to “chase [them] off the face of the earth.”11 Referring to the Workers Viewpoint Organization’s participation in a rally four months earlier that succeeded in interrupting
            a Klan screening of the racist 1915 film Birth of a Nation, Jim Waller had confided, “Big Man, the next time we meet the Ku Klux Klan, we’re going to have to be ready to kill.” Big
            Man knew that for all their revolutionary bluster, these radicals, men and women he cared deeply for, weren’t prepared to
            trade shots with the Klan. Three policemen had been at the demonstration against the Birth of a Nation screening. That shirt-thin blue line likely prevented the armed Klansmen from opening fire and massacring the hundred raucous
            demonstrators chanting anti-Klan slogans. Big Man thought the CWP should stay focused on building more powerful unions in
            the mills, not risk confrontations with the Klan. Their “Death to the Klan” agitation defied his common sense.
         

         
         People heard Big Man out. Maybe, some suggested, they should request that residents along the march route stand on their porches with guns.12

         
         *  *  *

         It was growing late when Nelson Johnson, the thirty-six-year-old leader of the local cadre, strode into the house, his five-foot-eight-inch
            frame tipped forward, a slight hitch in his confident gait. His bright eyes, which could shift in an instant from empathy
            to defiance, flashed with optimism. This multiracial CWP group in the Carolina Piedmont wouldn’t have existed without the
            Promethean gift of Nelson’s hopeful fire, his vision of a more equal future, his resilient network of personal and professional
            relationships in Greensboro’s Black community, and his talent for knitting together coalitions across class and age, among
            Black professionals, students, and the poor—and, more recently, across race. The respect he commanded derived not only from
            charisma and astute social analysis, but from the courage he’d demonstrated in confronting powerful people and institutions
            and winning labor strikes, rent strikes, and political campaigns. Change, he’d learned from experience, didn’t just happen;
            it required pressure and risk.
         

         
         Many CWP members, not only in Greensboro, but around the country, had followed Nelson into the organization, believing in
            his leadership and his quest for equality more than any ideology.13 He’d never been drawn to the secret guerrilla tactics of roaming, underground radicals—Black and white—like the Black Liberation
            Army or the Weather Underground, who burst into moments of space and time to explode the “establishment’s” symbols of power.
            Instead, he’d chosen the door-to-door, meeting-to-meeting grind of building unity around a vision of how America’s vast power
            and prosperity might be shared with the poor and the marginalized.
         

         
         Pacing back and forth in the living room, Nelson countered Big Man in a “lawyerly fashion.” Like Big Man he’d come to Greensboro from the agricultural Black Belt South. A generation younger, however, he located existential threats in the biased inertia of institutions more than in the angry face of a racist vigilante. The Klan, Nelson believed, wouldn’t dare ride into a Black neighborhood in broad daylight. The Klan were night riders, not day raiders, right? Big Man couldn’t deny this.14

         
         The real threat to the march then, Nelson continued, wasn’t the Klan, but the Greensboro Police Department (GPD). He ticked
            off the list of the department’s most recent offenses: When he applied for a parade permit, he’d had no choice but to accept
            the police demand that the CWP not carry guns during the march, though he believed the stipulation might infringe on the group’s
            constitutional rights. Despite agreeing to these rules, it took two weeks, instead of the standard seventy-two hours, for
            the permit to be issued. And these weren’t the only signs that the police were intent on disrupting the event he and his comrades
            had been planning for two months. As Nelson’s wife, Joyce, and others stuck flyers to electric poles around the city, they
            noticed the police tailing them and tearing their posters down. A rumor of potential violence caused the church that offered
            its sanctuary for the postmarch conference to withdraw the invitation. Joyce traced the rumor back to the police department,
            yet no one at the GPD had warned Nelson or any other CWP members of threats to their safety.15

         
         No, the enemy they would face the next day, Nelson believed, wasn’t the vigilante Klan. The police would be everywhere during
            the march, he said, looking for a violation of the permit, protecting the interests of the businessmen who ran the city.
         

         
         If the police couldn’t find a violation, they might be willing to stage one, Nelson warned. As the women sat sewing on the living room couch, Nelson demonstrated how a provocateur’s jacket might swing open, revealing a weapon, granting the cops an opening to shut down the march, or worse, provoke a riot: “If anyone should come into the march with a weapon, that person is either just an innocent person with a gun or a provocateur, and more likely it’s a provocateur . . . immediately pull away from the person and leave him alone, and let the police take him. . . . We [will] not be baited into responding to violence with violence.”16

         
         Remember, said Nelson, the police get away with murder.

         
         *  *  *

         As the 1970s ground to a close, many in America felt their comfortable and optimistic post–World War II assumptions slipping
            beyond reach. Everyone fretted over the economy. As the country tipped toward recession, everyday people worried about mortgages
            with 17 percent interest rates, rising unemployment, and whether to buy some gold as a hedge against the weakening dollar.
            Waiting in long lines to gas up their cars, they conversed in a new, pessimistic language, using terms such as stagflation and price spurts. With expectations and habits shaped by a quarter century of vertiginous growth and abundance, this shift created confusion.
            “Anybody who isn’t schizophrenic these days just isn’t thinking clearly,” quipped one of President Jimmy Carter’s economic
            advisers.17

         
         The pervasive economic anxiety churned a deluge of other national insecurities: President Nixon resigned in a corrupt, shameful
            scandal in 1974. The United States had lost the bitterly divisive Vietnam War, exiting Saigon in ignominious fashion in 1975.
            In 1976, the Senate Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations with Respect to Intelligence Activities—known as the
            Church Committee after its chairman, Senator Frank Church of Idaho—revealed to the American public brazen illegal activity
            among the country’s law enforcement and intelligence agencies, including the FBI and CIA. These new injuries to the nation’s
            institutions and collective psyche festered with older, still unresolved wounds. The trauma of the 1960s assassinations of
            President John F. Kennedy, Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr., and Robert Kennedy lingered like bad omens, while hope for the
            transformative power of the civil rights legislation passed that same decade decayed, leaving behind a residue of disillusion.
         

         
         Even President Carter, or “Peanut Carter” as the CWP called him,18 derisively referring to his farming roots, acknowledged this collective “malaise.” In an unusually doubtful and self-reflective
            statement for an American president, Carter admitted that “our people are losing their faith . . . in progress.” Carter talked
            of “wounds” that were “still very deep” and that “have never been healed.” America faced, he said, “a turning point in our
            history” between “narrow interests ending in chaos and immobility” and the “restoration of American values.” When President
            Carter sought the input of regular citizens on how to deal with the crisis, one said to him, “When we enter the moral equivalent
            of war, Mr. President, don’t issue us BB guns.”19

         
         For the CWP, the right path forward wasn’t to restore old American values, but rather to choose renewal: “Against the backdrop
            of the deepest economic crisis this country has ever seen, the choice . . . for Afro-Americans and all US people is a life
            and death question, either the destruction of monopoly capitalism . . . or fascism and world war.”20

         
         Communists weren’t the only ones questioning the future of capitalism. To believe that American values could be, as President
            Carter hoped, restored or reformed without revolution required that Americans, wrote James Baldwin, “set up in themselves
            a fantastic system of evasions, denials, and justifications, [for a system that] is about to destroy their grasp of reality,
            which is another way of saying their moral sense.”21 TIME magazine and other mainstream periodicals took up the debate, noting that “capitalism, the system that relies on the maximum
            use of free markets and the minimum of government controls, is today being challenged as at no time since the Great Depression,”
            and wondering if “it [can] be repaired or is . . . fatally flawed?” “The central economic fact of our day,” announced one
            economist, “is the declining vitality and élan of capitalism and capitalists.” Even Lee Iacocca, the chairman of the Chrysler
            Corporation, which the federal government had just bailed out in 1979, stated bluntly, “Free enterprise has gone to hell.”22 Was the American dream, that promise of “ever brighter tomorrows,” dying or dead?
         

         
         *  *  *

         In the official “party” speech following the next day’s march, Nelson Johnson planned to tie the recent rise of Ku Klux Klan
            activity around the South to the “decay of capitalism.” The Klan, he’d argue, “turn[ed] worker against worker, white against
            Black, Indian or Chicano, Protestant against Catholic or Jew. The Klan is being promoted to make it harder to fight this capitalist
            system which is the real source of the problems of the American people.” If capitalism needed retrograde vigilantes to protect
            it, then the Klan was a symptom of the weakness in the American system.23

         
         Others in the group took it as their duty to confront what they identified as expressions of evil in the world. As a Black
            child in rural South Carolina, Willena Cannon had witnessed the Klan burn a Black man to death in a barn. His screams still
            haunted her nightmares.24 For Signe Waller—who, like Jim Waller, Paul Bermanzohn, and Mike Nathan, was Jewish—allowing the Klan to maintain the race
            line through terrorism was “tantamount to standing by and letting Hitler do what he did in Germany.”25 Histories, both personal and collective, had brought them to this place and time.
         

         
         The activists gave voice to these powerful emotions in their agitprop and in an open letter addressed to “All KKK Members
            and Sympathizers,” written ten days earlier and signed by Nelson. In it they’d not only called the Klan “scum” and “racist
            cowards” but challenged them “to attend our November 3rd rally in Greensboro.” The letter promised the Klan would be “smashed
            physically” and shown “no mercy.” The CWP harbored no hope of convincing the Klansmen to become more tolerant; their evil
            ideas and attitudes needed to be contained and eliminated.
         

         
         Some CWP members were still trying to get their heads around what it meant to be openly communist in America. “As long as it was Workers Viewpoint, it was . . . safe. . . . It was respectable,” said one member. But “once you said you were a communist, you just isolated yourself from everybody. It was so hard to convince people, even though people knew you weren’t any different. . . . A lot of people said, ‘couldn’t you just not say that.’”26

         
         Despite this, any doubts about the organization’s name, strategy, or tactics were insignificant in comparison to the respect
            and loyalty each felt for the other “intelligent, committed people” in the group. “I love these people,” one member said,
            “there’s nobody, even family, that you come that close to.”27 At a level more fundamental than any ideological definition, the CWP members in North Carolina found joy in their shared
            dedication to understanding, facing, and acting against the pain they saw everywhere in the world.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The group finally reached a compromise between those alarmed by Big Man’s warning and those who hewed to Nelson’s logic. A
            small security detail of a half dozen trusted people would secretly bring guns to the march in defiance of the police department’s
            stipulations in the parade permit. In the improbable event that the Klan arrived and the need arose for the group to defend
            themselves, a few shotguns and small pistols would be kept close at hand, stashed in the back seats of cars—out of sight of
            the police but within easy reach.28

         
         It grew late. Preparations were mostly in hand. Early the next morning, Nelson would prepare the venue he’d procured—without,
            he believed, the knowledge of the police—to replace the church for the conference.
         

         
         As the night’s activity wound down, each might have taken stock of the men and women they’d come to love both as friends and for their dedication to political struggle. Bill Sampson, a Harvard Divinity School graduate, and his wife, Dale, talented organizers working on logistics for the march, were, everyone knew, struggling to conceive a child. Willena Cannon, the former majorette at the North Carolina Agricultural and Technical (A&T) State University in Greensboro, sporting a magnificent Afro, thrilled the children in the Revolutionary Youth League with a surprise box of raspberry berets. Jim Waller, despite stepping away from the medical profession to organize in the mills, attended to his comrades’ and the mill workers’ kids free of charge, always treating their various childhood ailments as much with humor as with medicine. The next morning, they all anticipated seeing Sandi Smith, the beautiful and bold mill organizer, recently separated from her husband, auntie to Nelson and Joyce’s children, who would drive up from Kannapolis, where she’d begun rallying workers at the imposing Cannon Mills textile plant. 

         
         Up the road, at a meeting in Durham, more CWP members prepared for the march, including the doctors Paul Bermanzohn and Mike
            and Marty Nathan; Bermanzohn’s wife, Sally; and Cesar Cauce, a big, jocular Cuban, working toward his PhD in history at Duke.
         

         
         At the next day’s march, they all hoped to demonstrate “leadership in the struggle against racism” among mill workers and
            members of Greensboro’s working class and the city’s Black communities. Nelson envisioned an opportunity for “the Party to
            shine out, to have a militant posture and a high profile, to attract people to join our ranks, to galvanize the movement.”
            He “hoped for a large demonstration that would breathe and be alive with chants and a vibrant presence.”29

         
         The compromise plan didn’t make Big Man feel any safer. He’d already decided to skip the march and likely pull back from his
            work with the CWP.
         

         
         With a plan in place, however, the others stopped worrying about what the next day would hold.

         
         Bring the children, they reminded one another.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Shadows

         
         Eddie’s watch read a few minutes after 11 p.m. Nervously flicking ash into a heavy glass tray on the polished coffee table,
            he swung his feet onto the tan carpet, turned down the TV, and reached for the telephone receiver. He winced in anticipation
            of a complaint from his back, still sore after surgery to repair a ruptured disk. The grimace, though, was as much psychic
            as physical.
         

         
         A “bad feeling” knotted Eddie’s gut. The phone call shattered the night like a starter’s pistol, setting in motion something
            that Eddie hadn’t been able to stop and from which he believed he could not extricate himself. He began to wish he’d gone
            with his wife to visit her family in Roanoke, Virginia, instead of sticking around Greensboro.1

         
         Virgil Griffin’s Piedmont twang vibrated through the line. His shift at the Buffalo Gas Station in Mount Holly, North Carolina,
            had just ended.
         

         
         “We’re on our way to Greensboro, Yank,” reported the Grand Dragon of the Invisible Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.

         
         Virgil and a couple of fellow Klansmen planned to hit the road by midnight. Three good ol’ boys barreling northeast across
            the undulating Piedmont, through chilly fall air “Straightenin’ the curves” and “flattenin’ the hills,” to quote Waylon Jenning’s
            song for the new hit TV comedy The Dukes of Hazzard.2 In Virgil’s white Buick, they’d cover the hundred miles of dark interstate from rural Mount Holly to Greensboro in an hour and a half, arriving like a bad memory in a city they barely knew. If Nelson Johnson and the CWP felt that the world wasn’t moving fast enough toward equality, Virgil and his buddies—along with a loose network of racists spread throughout the country—inspired in part by a white supremacist fantasy novel advocating Anglo-Saxon revolution in America called The Turner Diaries,3 were gathering to resist the changes they believed would plow their white heritage and entitlements under like winter rye
            in springtime. Virgil and his crew guarded what they described as a southern way of life: family histories rooted in the antebellum
            South and the Civil War, white culture defined against inferior Black culture, and connections to the land they saw slipping
            away, out of phase with an evolving America. To preserve these and a place in the world that they believed to be a birthright,
            they were willing to test the limits of “what the law would allow.” And the law, as Big Man observed earlier that evening,
            had historically been quite generous toward Klan vigilantism that protected the social, political, and economic status quo.
         

         
         Yank responded to Virgil’s call with a thudding affirmative, his northern New Jersey accent an unmistakable tell of his northern
            roots, even over the phone line, and gave directions to a Waffle House around the corner from where he lived.
         

         
         With two hours to kill before Virgil’s crew showed up, Eddie pried his lean, six-foot-one-inch frame off the couch, grabbed a stack of posters, and slipped out the side door into the autumn night. The Hillsdale Park neighborhood stretched out north, west, and east from where Eddie stood, modest brick ranch homes on quarter-acre lots dotting gently rolling, twenty-year-old streets. The developers had preserved many of the largest oak trees and tulip poplars when they built the development in the late 1950s. Home sites for white working- and middle-class buyers (custom more than outdated covenants prevented the sale of the homes to Negroes) sold quickly. The new owners were enticed by “Greensboro’s newest and most exciting location,” a perfect symbol of the postwar American dream: urban living in the shade of an idealized pastoral past, to be found in well-equipped stand-alones of 1,100 to 1,500 square feet. One could relax in emerald, light-dappled backyards and dream of an ever-better, ever-richer future.4

         
         The neighborhood suited Eddie, who still swooped his hair back into a short, lacquered 1950s-style pompadour. Now he slid
            into his spacious white Cadillac and eased out of the driveway, turning left, left, left again, and then right, rumbling northeast
            up Freeman Mill Road and across Florida Street toward Hampton Homes, a mostly Black public housing project. Once he hit Freeman
            Mill Road, he drove slowly, cigarette dangling from his lips, his gaze sweeping the telephone and streetlight poles.
         

         
         When he spotted what he was looking for, he’d pull the car over, pick a poster off the leather bench seat, and step out into
            the shadows. The signs he hunted, the ones the cops hadn’t already removed, were pasted about southeastern Greensboro, declaring
            “Death to the Klan” and announcing an Anti-Klan March and Conference for the next day, November 3. A photograph of a marching
            and chanting mob of race mixers, as Eddie saw it, filled the middle of the flyer. The notice had captured Eddie’s attention and that of white supremacists
            throughout the state of North Carolina. It directed participants to the Windsor Community Center off East Lee Street at 11
            a.m. on Saturday morning and, because the poster had been made before Nelson Johnson scrambled to line up a new conference
            venue, mistakenly advised that the 2 p.m. conversation would be held at the All-Nations Pentecostal Holiness Church at 1800
            Freeman Mill Road.
         

         
         Eddie worked quickly and precisely. He positioned his poster over the “Death to the Klan” placards, leaving only the word
            Klan visible. “Traitors beware,” warned Eddie’s sign. “Even now the crosshairs are on the back of YOUR necks. It’s time for old-fashioned American Justice.” Together with these words, the silhouette that now obscured the group photo was of a deep-rooted, old tree, like the oaks in Eddie’s neighborhood. From one sturdy branch a man dangled from a rope, silent, alone, and dead: lynched. He’d use the activists’ own sign against them, intercepting and redirecting their message, his threat of death canceling theirs. Eddie thought it a clever touch.5

         
         When he finished, an articulation of “old-fashioned American Justice”—vigilante, white supremacist justice of a kind that
            most Americans associated with decades past—concealed a different aspiration, for racial and economic equality, also called
            justice by its partisans. The competing posters, pasted together, represented a struggle as old as America itself about race, class,
            and the very meaning of the founding American values that all are “created equal” and that there be “justice for all.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Time did fly by. Eddie Dawson had come to live in Greensboro in 1963, the year President Kennedy was killed in Dallas. That’s
            how he remembered arriving in the Tar Heel State, trailing his late wife back to her hometown, half-whipped by the bad choices
            he’d made, looking older than his forty-four years and ready for a fresh start. After years spent haunting the racetracks
            and gambling joints of New Jersey, Louisiana, and Florida, chasing the next thrill, the next drink, his marriage—if not his
            life—depended on a narrower path. As the country mourned, Eddie worked on figuring out who he was going to be in a city where
            Black college students had sparked a social revolution. After nearly three years of sit-ins and sit-downs, most, but not all,
            of Greensboro’s downtown commercial establishments allowed Negroes across the threshold to shop, eat, or watch a movie, as
            long as they had enough money in their wallets to pay. Even so, in most other aspects of life—neighborhoods, schools, hospitals,
            and graveyards—segregation remained the rule rather than the exception in 1963.
         

         
         Eddie didn’t have much of a résumé to work with. Since he’d done time in federal prison for desertion and mouthing off at
            an Army superior during World War II—“I wasn’t cut out” for the military, he would say6—he’d survived on bluff, bluster, and odd jobs. He found work with a siding company and began traveling around West Virginia, Virginia, and North Carolina, replacing aluminum siding or wooden clapboards with the latest and greatest technology, vinyl. 

         
         Eddie liked to tell the story of how he joined the Klan in 1965: “I was sitting at the counter having coffee and this fellow
            came up with a piece of literature and he started talking Ku Klux Klan, which I knew, [but] I was very, very limited to my
            knowledge of what they did or anything else.”7

         
         During his years in the South, Eddie had known Klansmen, but he’d never joined the organization. He shared their values, though:
            Eddie didn’t “uphold Blacks.” The “integration of marriage” made him so angry he could lose control of himself. When he heard
            this, the Klan recruiter said, “You’d make a good Klansman,” and encouraged Eddie to fill out an application and show up at
            a Klan meeting. Eddie felt flattered.
         

         
         The next Tuesday evening after work, Eddie drove down to the address the man had given him, a garage on Bessemer Avenue, north
            of downtown Greensboro. It was a warm summer night. A group of about fifteen men dressed in overalls were gathered outside,
            enjoying the weather and one another’s company as they waited for the meeting to get started. Eddie stepped out of his Cadillac
            in a suit and tie and said hello in his thick New Jersey accent. The men scattered like roaches when the lights come on. “You’ll
            have to understand how these people feel about a Yankee,” Eddie would chuckle later. “When I said hello, everybody disappeared. . . .
            Just left me standing there. . . . [I thought] . . . they were, you know, strange people. I figured out later that if you
            come neat and driving the car I was driving, you’re an FBI informant.”8

         
         Eddie overcame that first impression and became a Klansman. Two charismatic men then dominated the United Klans of America in North Carolina. A hard-driving salesman named Bob Jones carried the title the Exalted Cyclops and ran the state operation, while George Dorsett, the Klan’s preacher—or Klud in Klan terminology—provided the moral imperative of white Christian supremacy. Working in tandem, Jones and Dorsett barnstormed the state, setting a torrid schedule of nightly barbecues and ceremonial cross-burnings, attracting crowds that numbered in the thousands.9

         
         Bob Jones provided the big picture of how Jews, Blacks, and communists were destroying America.10 Publicly, at least, he denounced the use of violence, advocating the ballot box as the place to protect the interests of
            the white man and the virtues of the white woman. If Jones tried to make his bigoted conspiracies sound rational, Dorsett
            communed with his listeners’ lizard brains: “I’m fighting not for myself, but for the children of America, to keep them from
            being raped, mugged, and knifed. We don’t believe in violence, and we’re not going to have violence, if we have to kill every
            n—�— in America.”11

         
         Applications to become dues-paying members poured in after Jones’s and Dorsett’s performances. By the time Eddie joined, there
            were as many as two hundred Klaverns, or Klan lodges, around the state, boasting upward of ten thousand members—more, it was
            believed, than could be flushed from all the other southern states combined. Guilford County and its county seat, Greensboro,
            claimed several hundred Klansmen, members of about eight Klaverns. These went by anodyne names, such as the Guilford County
            Booster Club; there, white men of different social stations enjoyed one another’s company and organized both public and secret
            resistance to keep integration from spreading from the downtown lunch counters to white schools and neighborhoods.12

         
         Eddie quickly “built up a reputation” as someone who’d “just as soon shoot you as look at you”—someone who, in the face of
            danger, would “brazen it out,” rising quickly through the ranks of the most numerous, powerful state Klan organization in
            the country.13 Within months, Jones and Dorsett and other top Klansmen trusted Eddie with an invitation into their Inner Circle. After all the people drove home from the rented cornfields with their handbills and Klan magazines, their bellies full of roast pig and their minds aflame with patriotism and pride in their white, Protestant heritage, a handful of men would jam into a parked car. “And that’s the troublemakers,” Eddie would say. “These people are present at every meeting; they’re present at every rally, all activities, street walks, etc.”14 Those big cornfield meetings were “a joke” and bored Eddie to tears. Inside the car, however, the secret group planned and
            then carried out Klan terror against racial mixing, left-wing politics, the Rothschilds, FBI infiltrators, and anyone else
            who interfered with the supremacy of those who were Protestant and Anglo-Saxon—the essential ingredients, according to the
            Klan, of being 100 percent American. “This ain’t no Boy Scout outfit,” Eddie knew. “You wanna be big, you gotta act big.”15 For Eddie, the Klan intrigue replaced the thrill of gambling on the ponies.
         

         
         After Eddie joined the Klan, he quit the vinyl siding business and went out on his own as a housepainter and handyman. The
            network helped him get business. For work, Eddie pulled on clean white T-shirts and white painters’ pants. On his own time,
            he still dressed sharp in broad-shouldered suits and skinny ties, like a mobster or a gumshoe straight out of the ’50s. He
            drove his signature white Cadillac. What he lacked in schooling he made up for with keen observation, an excellent memory,
            and a penchant for intrigue. The furrowed brow and lines around his eyes suggested the kind of middle-aged, white male authority
            that believed itself entitled to implicit respect. Eddie’s craggy, rather handsome face possessed the malleable gift of a
            character actor whose role binds a movie’s plot, stepping in as cowboy, FBI agent, or Madison Avenue ad executive ready to
            pitch a new line, a glass of whiskey near at hand. His ability to shape-shift, aided in the South by his New Jersey accent,
            would serve him well.
         

         
         In 1967, police in Alamance County, next door to Guilford County, arrested Eddie and his Klan friends for shooting into a store where Black and white people had gathered together. Eddie served nine months in prison. In 1969, shortly after leaving jail for the first offense, Eddie and Virgil Griffin provoked a riot with local Black people in the small North Carolina town of Swan Quarter. This time a court clipped Eddie’s wings, sentencing him to five years’ probation and a $1,000 fine. When the United Klans of America refused to pay his penalty, Eddie accused the Imperial Wizard, Robert Shelton, of skimming legal fees. In response, the UKA banished him from their ranks.16

         
         A short time later, Eddie found himself in the Greensboro FBI office facing a choice between being sent “up the river” or
            providing information on his fellow white supremacists. FBI operations created rivalries and betrayals, which led to splits.
            New Klan factions sprouted like mushrooms on a rotten log. So there was always a new Klan group to join. By the late 1960s
            and early 1970s, the FBI had informants in just about all of the groups. In fact, in some Klaverns, nearly every member passed
            information along to the Bureau, informants informing on informants.17 Eddie’s Klan friends, some of whom were surely informants, too, didn’t know about the deal he made.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Sometime after Nelson Johnson departed Jim and Signe Waller’s house to catch a few hours of sleep, Eddie Dawson finished postering
            and went home. He stretched out on the plaid couch in his wood-paneled den, inhaled one cigarette right after the next, and
            waited for Virgil.
         

         
         The paneled walls in the dark room were mostly bare, but a small collection of figurines peeked from a corner shelf. They
            represented different likenesses of the same character, each staring out from “deep sorrowful wells,” as one journalist described
            Weary Willie’s eyes, eyes that pulled attention from the tattered clothes, the red clown nose, white-painted lips, and scruffy
            beard.
         

         
         Wandering Civil War veterans and deserters living in a limbo of transient hobo camps during the 1860s came to be known as “Weary Willies.” In the 1920s, a trapeze artist named Emmett Kelly reimagined Willie as a circus tramp. As part of his show, Kelly dressed in rags, painted his face, and wielded a broom to sweep the spotlight he both avoided and craved into tidy points of bright light and then under a rug. He’d say of his creation’s fast fame: “Maybe it’s Willie’s attempt at a little dignity in spite of everything that tickles folks. . . . Maybe it’s because everyone can feel superior to me. Or maybe when I stare at ’em, it’s just nervousness.”18

         
         Whichever it was, the American people couldn’t take their eyes off Willie. Kelly had invented a sad fool who became “the most
            familiar clown in America,” as the New York Times reported in the performer’s obituary, published seven months earlier, in March 1979. The nostalgia Weary Willie tendered admirers
            such as Eddie was, perhaps, not so much for a golden age as for a past they could relate to, one fired in hardness and glazed
            with sentimental humor.
         

         
         The fifty-nine-year-old Eddie related to something in Weary Willie: An echo of the Great Depression’s tough times that shaped
            him? The costume that both obscured and revealed a man’s identity? The lonely eyes, perhaps, that riveted an uneasy audience?
         

         
         With bits of money that he could spare from his handyman jobs, Eddie picked up the ceramic reproductions when he found them
            and placed them on the shelf in his den.
         

         
         Virgil called again, and a few minutes later, Eddie pulled into the parking lot to discover that the Waffle House’s canary-yellow
            sign had gone dark. Eddie collected Virgil and his companions and led them to another all-night café he knew.
         

         
         It was two in the morning and quiet in Greensboro. The occasional police car floated slowly down the middle of the city streets.
            A midnight showing of Woody Allen’s Manhattan let out from the Janus Theater in north Greensboro, along with the weekly screening of The Rocky Horror Picture Show. Insomniacs at home could catch the Los Angeles Lakers and Magic Johnson, who along with fellow rookie Larry Bird was busy
            transforming the National Basketball Association into a commercial juggernaut, or tune in to a classic movie, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? at 2:30 or Burt Lancaster in The Rainmaker at 2:50.19

         
         The predawn embraced those drawn by circumstance or predilection to Greensboro’s id hours. All-night partiers set out for private liquor houses in East Greensboro, to find card games, or to search out the ever-growing marketplace of dealers peddling cocaine and heroin. A couple of theaters showing blue movies kept their screens flickering into the wee hours, and the Peacock Massage parlor tantalized from the back pages of the newspaper with offers of “complete massages” just beyond the city limits to the south. 

         
         Three weeks earlier, Eddie Dawson had called Virgil on the phone. The two hadn’t seen each other in a couple of years, but
            news of the “Death to the Klan” rally had been spreading like wildfire through North Carolina’s white supremacist network,
            allowing them to look past old grudges and rivalries to focus on the brewing “Jew/communist/n—�—” conspiracy. Virgil invited Eddie to brief his Klavern on the communist activity in Greensboro and what to expect if they
            were to confront the November 3 marchers. On October 20, Eddie drove the hundred miles to the Lincoln County fairgrounds and—after
            the pig roast and speeches, after the cross-burning—followed Virgil, dressed in flowing scarlet robes, into a meeting hall.
            The diminutive, fiery Virgil introduced Eddie, noting that they’d known each other for more than a decade. Though Virgil was
            in his thirties and Eddie was on the cusp of sixty, they were both considered members of the North Carolina Klan’s old guard.
            Among the nearly one hundred Kluxers in the room, some had surely heard the rumors that Eddie and Virgil assassinated Klansmen
            they suspected of snitching to the Feds. That night, Griffin recounted a brawl between Klansmen and local Black people that
            he and Dawson had participated in, in Morganton, North Carolina, in 1975, when the police hung back and watched the fight.
            It was up to them, Virgil exhorted his men, to take “the country back from the Communist Party” and “from the n—�—s” even if “we have to get in the streets and find blood up to our knees by God. . . . Fight for your country!”20

         
         Eddie stood up and waved a copy of the CWP’s “Death to the Klan” poster at the crowd, as if fanning a campfire to life. He
            painted a desperate picture of a city under siege by communists disrupting college campuses and production in the mills. “I’m
            telling you guys right now, it’s going to be a knock-down, drag-out fight,”21 with “big buck n—�—s.”22 But, Eddie insisted, everyone should go to confront the marchers; it was their “patriotic duty.”23

         
         Who, Eddie wanted to know, planned to come to Greensboro? Eighty hands shot into the air.

         
         “What about guns?” someone asked. “Should we bring guns?”

         
         “I’m not your father,” Eddie responded. The men could bring guns, he said—“you might need them.” But he insisted they not
            conceal their weapons. “There will be wall-to-wall police there. A gun—if it’s hidden, a bulge is seen—you will be arrested,
            and you better have the bond money in your back pocket.”24

         
         Eddie again asked who planned to come. About forty or fifty men raised their hands, ready to fight.

         
         *  *  *

         Now, whether he liked it or not, the first of Eddie’s recruits had arrived in Greensboro.25 With Virgil were two men and a young woman. Coleman “Johnny” Pridmore and Jerry Paul Smith were friends and laborers from
            Catawba County, both of whom held titled positions in Griffin’s Invisible Knights of the KKK. Smith, the Klan faction’s chief
            of security, tall with long stringy hair and a penchant for rough talk, brought along a homemade sign that read “James Earl
            Ray is my hero.”26 The “girl” with Virgil wasn’t the Klansman’s wife, which annoyed Eddie. It wasn’t that Virgil’s virtue—or lack of it—bothered
            Eddie, but he got the idea that Virgil, whom he’d known as long as he’d been in the Klan, had come up in the middle of the
            night more to “shack up with the broad” than to make plans for the following day.27

         
         After they drank coffee and ate sandwiches, the small group set out to see where the march would end the next day. Virgil
            and the girl rode with Eddie. They drove past the Windsor Community Center, where the posters directed demonstrators to gather
            before the start of the anti-Klan march.28 Then at 1800 Freeman Mill Road, Eddie pulled into the empty parking lot of a small shopping mall. They were in a Black section of town, surrounded by Black people asleep in the houses and apartment buildings nearby. Eddie pointed out the Cosmos Club II, a Black-owned club with an unassuming entrance. 

         
         That’s where they’re going to end up after the march, Eddie told Virgil. This was not the church location printed on the posters
            that Eddie covered up earlier that night. It was a detail that Nelson Johnson believed he’d kept secret. Eddie would never
            reveal how he discovered the CWP’s plan.
         

         
         They stayed only a minute or two in the parking lot before heading off again. At three in the morning Eddie dropped Virgil
            and the girl at a motel. Jerry Paul Smith and Johnny Pridmore climbed into Eddie’s Cadillac and rode with him down Randleman
            Road to a little house with a huge Confederate flag stuck in the yard outside. Brent Fletcher, three-quarters gone, was busy
            entertaining himself with a gallon bottle of vodka. A half dozen shotguns lay in racks or leaned against the house walls.
         

         
         The four men sat for a while, talking Klan talk, drinking, admiring Brent’s guns, and speculating as to how many Klansmen
            might show up later that morning.29

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3
Morning

         
         It was still dark on the morning of November 3, 1979, when Nelson Johnson stepped out onto the porch of his home at 1111 Alamance
            Church Road, just inside the southeastern limits of the municipality, which had been ambitiously annexing county land for
            forty years, swelling its territory from eighteen to sixty square miles to accommodate some of the largest textile and tobacco
            factories in the world.1 Woods, cornfields, and dairy farms surrounded the one-acre property even though it lay less than three miles from Greensboro’s
            struggling downtown and only a couple miles more from the convenient sprawl of new shopping malls.
         

         
         Built in 1927, the same year Charles Lindbergh visited to break ground on the city’s air terminal, the simple bungalow, with
            its high, broad porch, white clapboard first floor, and gabled, green-shingled second story, had proved a good place to start
            a family. The owners, professors at Howard University in Washington, DC, supported Nelson and Joyce’s activism and didn’t
            pressure the couple for the rent when money grew tight. Nelson made improvements to the house. He built bunk beds for his
            two daughters and renovated the kitchen, skillfully joining wood recovered from old houses and barns into counters and cabinets
            until the seams between the various boards vanished. The woodworking relaxed him, and during the hot months he’d plant a few
            watermelon vines in the backyard, a nod to his youth on the family farm in eastern North Carolina’s Halifax County.
         

         
         The temperature hung in the midforties, and a bitter mist fogged the twilight. Behind him, upstairs in the house, his wife, Joyce, and their two daughters still slept, warmed by heat from a woodstove. In a few hours, he’d be back to collect them. 

         
         Nelson pulled on a fall jacket and tugged a wool beret onto his head to ward off the damp autumn chill. Notes tucked into
            the pocket of his jacket outlined the talk he planned to give that afternoon at the anti–Ku Klux Klan conference, after the
            march he’d been organizing for months.2 From the porch he could barely see through the fog to the other side of the street, and he worried that the weather might
            keep people away from the rally.
         

         
         He hopped down the eight steps and swung behind the wheel of the ’72 Buick station wagon, a hand-me-down from Joyce’s mother
            and stepfather in Richmond. Turning the engine, he automatically spun the radio dial to WEAL and the steady stream of gospel
            and R & B that banished sleep as well as any cup of coffee. His first stop that morning would be the Cosmos II nightclub on
            the corner of Freeman Mill Road and Florida Street.
         

         
         When the Pentecostal Church pastor, frightened by rumors of Klan violence filtering in from the Greensboro Police Department,
            withdrew his invitation to host the afternoon conference, Nelson reached out to an old friend. Richard Bowling IV, the man
            who’d “brought disco to North Carolina,” agreed to make his nightclub available provided Nelson could bring in lights and
            sound equipment and find enough chairs to accommodate the crowd.3 The last-minute inconvenience, Nelson thought, as he set out to turn the dance club into a conference room, was the result
            of nothing more than “slimy tactics” intended to interfere with the interracial labor organizing that made the police and
            their bosses uncomfortable. He didn’t believe the rumors of violence. He’d said so to his comrades and to the press. No one,
            not a single police officer, including the handful of Black police officers in the GPD, had warned him of any brewing trouble. Given that fact, Nelson chose the club directly across the street from the threatened church so he wouldn’t have to alter the march route detailed, turn by turn, in the parade permit finally approved by the police department. 

         
         *  *  *

         Despite the glum economic news, it promised to be a rather typical fall Saturday in this midsize industrial city. After a
            long workweek, many planned to stick close to the couch and fridge to watch football. The broadcast of the tilt between the
            Demon Deacons of Wake Forest from next-door Winston-Salem and South Carolina’s Clemson Tigers would flicker into homes at
            noon. Fitness buffs lined up for the Diet Pepsi 10K and “fun run.” Other weekend warriors, including several members of the
            FBI’s Resident Agency in Greensboro, planned to brave the uncertain weather and enter late-season golf and tennis tournaments.
            Across town, at North Carolina A&T, the tailgating kicked off hours before the pigskin rumble against Tennessee State and
            their record-setting quarterback, Joe Adams.4

         
         Around the city, as coffeepots began to gurgle and puff, newspapers were slipped into mailboxes or chucked onto stoops. To
            the west and north, boys and girls delivered the Saturday edition of Greensboro Daily News (the Greensboro Record was the city’s evening paper). South of Market Street and east of Murrow Boulevard, youths pitched the weekly Carolina Peacemaker onto porches. Many of the Peacemaker’s readers also received and read the Daily News or the Record. Among the fifteen thousand subscribers to the Black newspaper, however, fewer than one hundred white people made a habit
            of absorbing the view from the other side of the color line or the title quote borrowed from Martin Luther King Jr.: “We must
            learn to live together as brothers, lest we all die together as fools.”5

         
         Readers of all three city papers were following Edwin S. “Jim” Melvin’s campaign for an unprecedented fifth term as the city’s mayor. Melvin, his hair set like a mansard roof over a square, determined face, had spent his adult life tirelessly and optimistically promoting his hometown as a banker, a Jaycee, a faithful congregant of the First Presbyterian Church, a city councilman, and, since 1971, mayor. Now, for the first time in years, he faced a serious challenge. Sol Jacobs, a sixty-nine-year-old, Jewish, retired delicatessen owner a quarter century Melvin’s senior quipped wryly to the Peacemaker, “I think [Mayor Melvin] has done a tremendous job from his limited point of view.” As a candidate, Jacobs promoted “expanded
            mass transit and better public access to cable television,” issues aimed at improving the lives of Greensboro’s poorer voters.
            It was another issue he championed, however, that vaulted Jacobs into contention.6

         
         When Jacobs announced his candidacy, he voiced his support for district-based city council elections. The proposed shift from
            the at-large voting scheme to one under which councilors would represent specific neighborhoods promised to change the makeup
            and complexion of the six-person city council from a generally affluent, self-selected gathering of white men to a group that
            in both class and race more accurately represented Greensboro’s population. In a debate that Melvin had tried to avoid, Jacobs
            hammered at the issue: “I’m for a ward system. . . . City Council is not aware of the needs of the entire city. . . . Ninety
            percent of all the people who have served on the City Council have been from the Northwest section of the city.” No one had
            to tell Greensboro’s citizens that “Northwest” meant affluent and white.7

         
         Melvin bristled at the idea that his programs didn’t benefit all Greensboro’s citizens, lashing out at anyone who suggested he couldn’t govern everyone equally, that he couldn’t represent Blacks as well as any Black elected official. The economic development plans he pushed, he said, were “color-blind.” Changing city council, Melvin complained, would just make his pursuit of progress less efficient. “I have never in my life seen a council so dominated by a mayor, so afraid to make suggestions,” observed Sol Jacobs as he campaigned across the city, feeding a sense that Melvin had grown more conservative over time and was losing touch with his own working-class roots. By the late ’70s, Melvin was president of a savings and loan bank and had moved his family into a spacious house in the ritzy New Irving Park neighborhood, home to the top managers of the city’s big businesses. Even his supporters now described him as “impatient,” “sensitive,” and “touchy.”8 A Greensboro Daily News editorial pointed out Melvin’s limitations, admitting that the mayor too often responded to critics with a “hot temper and . . .
            sharp tongue” and noting that he lacked the “imagination and creativity that makes a well-run city an exciting one.” Melvin’s
            energetic optimism, it seemed, had soured, though his personal fortunes as the son of a gas station owner had risen. Perhaps
            Melvin’s impatience was connected to grief. In 1972, two Black men had robbed his father’s gas station, shooting the senior
            Melvin and leaving him to die.
         

         
         Despite his apparent shortcomings, the editors endorsed Melvin’s bid for a fifth term, noting Jacobs’s lack of political experience
            and advising that Melvin had run the city “efficiently and responsibly.”9

         
         Local Black businessman B. J. Battle didn’t mince words, calling the resistance of Melvin and other white leaders to a district
            voting system “a fear-and-racist campaign.” The local branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
            (NAACP) and the Greensboro Citizens Association weren’t buying Melvin’s defense of at-large voting either. Both organizations
            encouraged their Black constituents to back Jacobs’s bid.10

         
         During the debate, neither Jacobs nor Melvin was asked what he thought of Nelson Johnson. Both, however, were on the record
            with their opinions. Jacobs admired Nelson as an unusually gifted community organizer.11 Melvin, on the other hand, considered Nelson to be not only an adversary, but “dangerous.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         If Nelson read his horoscope in the Carolina Peacemaker that Saturday morning of November 3, 1979, it didn’t give the Taurus a moment’s pause: “Everything is against you—and while it’s against you, you might as well sit down and pray.” He wasn’t superstitious or, at this juncture in his life as a self-identified communist, much interested in the metaphysics of prayer. He would have agreed that Jim Melvin and Greensboro’s powerful business leaders were aligned against his efforts on behalf of his people and Greensboro’s working poor. He knew for a fact that the city’s police disliked both him and the planned march. These realities, however, gave him reason to stand up, not sit down. 

         
         After setting up at Cosmos II, Nelson drove to Cypress Street, sweeping into Signe and Jim Waller’s crowded house already
            crackling with anticipation. Nelson grabbed coffee and a light breakfast, conferring with Jim about the myriad details—“sound
            truck, placards, music, leaflets, song leaders, marshals, people showing up on time”—that clamored for attention and order
            inside his head.12 They expected several hundred people from Greensboro, scores of arrivals from other North Carolina cities, and even a few
            folks from southwestern Virginia to join the march against the Klan. As the march organizer, Nelson’s goal was to make all
            the obstacles and last-minute adjustments invisible to the demonstrators so they could immerse themselves in the moment, chanting
            and singing through Greensboro’s streets and neighborhoods.
         

         
         By the time Nelson left Jim and Signe’s, the weather had begun to clear and the temperature to rise. Nelson mentioned “how
            beautiful the day was turning out” to Jim before he crossed town to collect Joyce and the girls. He dropped them at the Windsor
            Community Center, the staging area for marchers arriving from out of town, and then drove the half mile to the corner of Everitt
            Street and Carver Drive.
         

         
         It wasn’t even 10 a.m. when Nelson parked the blue Buick along Everitt Street. Noting that he had arrived before anyone else,
            he ambled over to the Paradise Drive-Inn for a burger and, perhaps, to recruit a few of the Black workers who frequented the
            renowned local greasy spoon.13 There, the workers rubbed shoulders with the neighborhood’s “lumpen proletariat,” the drug dealers, hustlers, and chronically
            unemployed attending to their hangovers. Many of the workers and lumpen alike lived in the public housing across the street,
            Morningside Homes.14 They were the people with whom Nelson had been working since his mid-1960s arrival in Greensboro, the people he saw as most in need of equality, some fairness, better representation down at city hall, and a break. 

         
         *  *  *

         When Morningside Homes opened its doors in 1952, Greensboro’s Negro community viewed the 380 units as a hopeful endeavor,
            a government-supported stepping stone to help poor members of the segregated population move from ramshackle poverty toward
            a dignified, if still segregated, working-class lifestyle. (The Smith Homes development, about three miles west of Morningside,
            opened for poor white residents just months prior to the completion of Morningside.) At around the same time, mostly white
            city leaders rezoned the side of Everitt Street opposite Morningside Homes for commercial development, a stretch that would
            soon fill up with a laundromat, a convenience store, a pool hall, and the Paradise Drive-Inn, which fast became a destination
            for A&T students in search of savory fatback sandwiches, sausage biscuits, and live jazz.15

         
         Twenty-eight years and a civil rights movement later, the Morningside Homes residents were still nearly all Black, and now,
            rather than appearing in the newspaper’s community calendar as the site of teacher conferences and civic association meetings,
            the units were more likely to be mentioned in the police reports for drug busts and violent crime. Somewhere along the line,
            the dream hadn’t died, exactly, but it had been deferred, run down by cynicism and bitterness. For many, Morningside Homes
            now represented less a fresh start than a frustrating dead end—or, as one blues-inspired journalist would later call the project,
            “a colorful patchwork of joy and despair.”16 Joy did exist there, as did community. Neighbors looked after one another’s children and nurtured them toward a better future.
            But to many, whether the best future for Black children in 1979 would be racially integrated or separate, a quarter century
            after the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision, remained an open question.
         

         
         Nelson exited the Paradise Drive-Inn and drove back down to the Windsor Community Center. About fifty people had gathered there—renewing, as the weather had, his hope that the march and conference would be significant. Joyce activated the crowd, leading songs and chants through a megaphone. Nelson spotted what appeared to be an unmarked police car occupied by a plainclothes cop snapping photographs of the assembly. Ignoring the anticipated surveillance, he collected his daughters and returned to the corner of Everitt and Carver Drive, the slender artery that gave access to Morningside’s interior.17

         
         By 11 a.m., the parking spaces along both sides of Everitt Street were filling up as people trickled in, milling around the
            cracked asphalt and fading lawns of Morningside Homes. Nelson Johnson and Alan Blix, a CWP member who’d driven down from Virginia,
            set to work installing a massive sound system for speakers and singers onto the back of a borrowed flatbed truck, while Dale
            Sampson pasted “Death to the Klan” flyers—the same posters that Eddie Dawson covered up with his “old-fashioned American Justice”
            posters—to the truck’s sides.18

         
         Dale’s husband, Bill Sampson, and Jim Waller, concerned primarily with agent provocateurs planted by the police to stir up
            trouble, conferred about security issues and tested their walkie-talkies. A few of the men in the security detail wore blue
            hard hats, which made them easy to spot, that would offer a modicum of protection during a brawl. Bill Sampson had wedged
            an athletic cup into his jockstrap when he dressed that morning, a shield against kicks or well-aimed rocks.19 He didn’t want anything to jeopardize his and Dale’s efforts to get pregnant. The few guns they’d brought—the compromise
            reached during the previous night’s debate—remained locked in their owners’ cars.
         

         
         Jim’s wife, Signe, picked up a stack of Workers Viewpoint newspapers to peddle to marchers for a quarter apiece. Dr. Mike Nathan prepared the first aid kit that he’d carry along in
            his “beat-up red station wagon”20 for anyone who might turn an ankle or suffer dehydration during the two-mile walk. The big Cuban graduate student, Cesar Cauce, unloaded two-by-two-foot picket sticks from the back of a small pickup truck. 

         
         Between them, the organizers tallied decades of experience leading militant marches to galvanize community energy. They were
            like directors of elaborate, provocative street theater, moving people around their communities in an effort, as the German
            socialist playwright Bertolt Brecht coached, to usher in a new historical reality by making “the familiar strange.” One CWP
            member strummed his guitar and sang, warming up the crowd. The traditional music floated over the neighborhood and drew the
            curious, who discovered that the words they knew—“We shall not, we shall not be moved”—blended with provocative slogans and
            lyrics: “We’ll smash the Klan, we shall not be moved.” Chanted out loud, the new words felt both transgressive and empowering.
         

         
         Dressed in the khaki shirts their mothers had hand-stitched the night before and new red berets, the surprise gifts of Willena
            Cannon, the children of the activists conversed with neighborhood kids in Pop Warner football uniforms. The children joked
            and laughed and took turns poking at a Klan effigy that dangled like bait from the end of a stick. “Well, look at your fashion
            plates,” Nelson teased his two daughters when he spotted them in the bright tams, giving each a quick, proud hug.21

         
         Catherine Greenlee, the head of the Morningside Homes resident’s council, stood with the singers, keeping a watchful eye on
            the preparations taking place in her neighborhood.
         

         
         The tension Nelson Johnson had felt earlier that morning melted away. The weather turned lovely; the energy pulsating in the
            growing crowd excited him. The scene, he thought, “had charisma.”22

         
         Just after eleven, Sandi Smith, Joyce’s best friend, auntie to Nelson and Joyce’s two daughters, and one of the CWP’s most electric and committed organizers, arrived in a car carrying mill workers from the JP Stevens Cannon Mills plant in Kannapolis. When Sandi stepped out of her car, something didn’t feel quite right. At all the protests and marches she’d ever participated in, there’d always been an oppressive police presence. As the same doubt flickered on the periphery of others’ minds, Sandi gave it a voice: “Why ain’t there no cops here?”23

         
         *  *  *

         Eddie Dawson roused himself at 7 a.m., shaking off bleariness like a street dog after an all-night prowl. He then called Detective
            Jerry “Rooster” Cooper of the GPD to let him know that men were gathering at Brent Fletcher’s and that, when he’d dropped
            Jerry Paul Smith and Coleman Pridmore off there a few hours earlier, there’d been a few guns present.24

         
         Before eight, he pulled in at the intersection of South Elm Street and Randleman Road, noting the cars strewn over the patchy
            yard around Brent Fletcher’s outsize Confederate flag as if they’d been dropped by an early morning tornado. A new sign decorated
            the gathering spot, which read “Black apes, red scum, beware.” Men—about fifteen of them by this time—in blue jeans, feed
            caps, and flannel shirts were filtering in and out of the little house.
         

         
         Dawson recognized several of them. Eddie’s old friend and fellow Klan conspirator James Buck was there. Like Eddie, Buck had
            drifted down to North Carolina from the North, Wisconsin in his case, like silt to the bottom of a slow-moving river. A Yankee
            and longtime Klansman, Buck had vouched for Eddie, bringing the Jersey boy into the Klan’s Inner Circle. In the 1960s and
            early ’70s, trusted by the “echelon” to do the secret society’s dirty work, they’d been enforcers together and arrested together.25

         
         Virgil Griffin had already made it over to Brent Fletcher’s from the motel room where Eddie had dropped him just four or five
            hours earlier. The Grand Dragon was operating on as little sleep as Eddie, or perhaps less, given his amorous intentions toward
            the young woman he’d brought along from Mount Holly.
         

         
         Inside the three-room house, Fletcher stayed inebriated, a perpetual state for him since he’d returned from Vietnam missing
            a leg and haunted by nightmares he couldn’t shake.26 There were other veterans among the crowd that morning, including Glenn Miller, a career soldier, who’d recently retired from the Army to dedicate his life to the white power movement.27 But even those present who hadn’t gone overseas felt betrayed by a government that hadn’t done everything necessary to win
            the Vietnam War and by a society that no longer seemed to value the military or to acknowledge the horrors “our boys” had
            experienced.28 And then there was the Cold War apparatus, hollowed out by corruption and hypocrisy, that rattled its sabers and sacrificed
            its youth to the dire threat of international communism, yet allowed homegrown communists to march through city streets chanting
            “Revolution.” Well, if the communists had the First Amendment to protect their ideas, the patriots gathered in Brent Fletcher’s
            house had the Second Amendment to protect white people from having their country snatched away from them.
         

         
         Eddie didn’t know many of the people present: such as the thick, squat man wearing a shapeless hat and a mustache who showed
            off a model AR-180 semiautomatic rifle, offering to sell the high-powered guns to anyone who wanted one—or the enormous, bearded
            man who Virgil said needed to talk with Eddie. Virgil took Eddie and the giant into Brent’s bedroom. “Tell him what you just
            told to me,” Virgil ordered, craning his neck at the hulking figure.29

         
         “I have a tear gas canister,” said Roland Wayne Wood, who held the item in a gloved hand so as not to leave fingerprints.
            He wanted to bring it along to hurl at the marchers. It’s a bad idea, said Eddie, explaining that the streets were narrow
            in the neighborhood where they were going: “We’re going to end up with the bad end of the canister.”30

         
         “Tell that to my lieutenant,” responded Wood. When Wood said “lieutenant,” rather than “Grand Dragon” or “Klud” or one of
            the other positions of authority within the Klan, Eddie knew there were Nazis in the crowd, which explained the presence of
            some of the people he didn’t recognize. Just a baby when World War II ended, Virgil, he thought, always had a thing for Nazis.
            Eddie
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