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Robes of Hate...

It Made Me Want To Cry

By JERRY THOMPSON

“As [ reflect on more than a year.
as a reporter working as an under-
cover Klansman there are vivid
flashbacks. of moments thal sad-
dered me, frightened me, worried
me. - :

. Here are some of those recollec-
tions ihat caused me sadness, fear
and concern: -

® I was saddened every time I
saw Klan chiidren at 2 KKK {unc-
tion. in the flickering light of huge
crosses in vacant fieids there were
always the beautiful, shining faces
of small children — boys and girls
— not yet in their teens: Klan chil-
dren. They are being indocirinated

“with the Klan's racist doctrine of

white supremacy. Each.time I saw -

them I felt sorry for them. And
then, there was- a Sunday after-
roon, just 1wo weeks ago, during a
march of the Knights of the KKK
through the streets of Rirmingham
when, suddenly, in the midst of two -
dozen Klan peopie wearing robes
and hoods, there appeared this pet-
ite girl, siriding along fully robed
and hooded, her lovely face re-
minding me of my own S-year-old
daughter: Her left arm was In &
cast. -Her eyes looked straight
ahead. She was expressionless. I
have no idea what she was think-'
ng. Our Klan pecple kept refer-
ring to-her as “cule.” Seeing rer
made me want {ocry. b

& Inevitably when I marched in
my Klan garb, I would be ineved
by a sense of sadness and guilt
when my eyes would leck into the-
gaze of black people standing along
the sidewalks of our parade route.

{ remember well the Labor Day
march at' Tuscumbia, Ala, in
which I carried -a sign which al-
tacked public welfare. We were
stroiling along Dbellowing silly -
chants like, “White Power!” and
“Wake Up White People; Wake

.Ypt” ~ and I glanced suddenly to

my right and met the gaze of a

wrinkled old black woman, seated
on 2’ bench. I knew that she hated
me. Worse, her look of contempt
made it clear that she pitied me. I
wanted, for just a moment, to rush
over, smile at her and tel] her, “I'm
not really part of this.” :

@ Fear? 1 lived with fear for
more than a year every time I at-,
tended a Klan funclion’ of either-
the Knights of the KKK or iy rival
group, the Invisible Empire-of the

I was a-member of both groups
at the same time. Because I was
playing a tripie role — reporter
and member of competing Kian
factions, I always was nervous. In
the more violence-prope Invisible
Empire there was the censtant
fear that some careless Klan man’
or woman with a gun would drop
it, or accidentally discharge it, or
inadvertentiy knock an automatic
rifie off 4 table and spray the reom
with bullets.- R k

@ There was the fear of being
discovered — by Klan members, or
by repertes s covering Kian func- .
tions who had previeusly known
me, f wr o g o w
Once, when we picketed the pres-

ident of the United States during
bis campaign epening at Tuscum-
-~bia, Imperial Wizard Don Black,
noting that 1 was wearing dark
sunglasses, pointedly said te me
without smiling, “JW. you're

traveling incognite today.” That,

slight case of paranois that always
afflicted me when I was around

~ Klan people now tock hold. 1 was .

afraid Black suspected me of being
& newspaper reporter-spy. As it
‘turned out, he didn't. i

The Wizard and His Guerrillas

A couple of journalists did recog-
nize me that day. That frightened
me. But I sought them out and
talked to them privately. My pub- -
lisher st The Tennessean, John
Seigenthaler, talked to one of them,
as ‘well. They honored our request
that they protect my identity. They

“knew 1 might be in danger.

® T became fearful on another
occasion when 1 telephoned Bill
Wﬁ_ikinson 59ng distance at his na-

tional hesdquarters of the Invisible
Empire of the KKK in Denham
Springs, La. "
Later, after 1 ended the conver-
sation, 1 played hack the legal tape
recording i had made of our con-
versation. Suddenly, .I was scared
out of my wits. It happened as [ lis-
tened to the recorded voice of Wil-
kinson's secretary answering the
phone. When 1 told her my name
was  “J.W. Thompsen™ calling
Imperial Wizard Wilkinson, I ceuld

—Photo by Bob Durnavant

Bifl Wilkinson, Imparial Wizard of the Invisible Em- § of his specis! forces paramifitory teem ot thair secret
pire of the ¥Xu Klux Kion, wears o sweater and siecks | comp neer Honceville, Ala., whers they train for
as he masts with the combat-gearsd “commandos® | whet Wilkinson predicts is o coming “rece wor.”
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A Role for the Gentler Sex

Anr Reeves, secretary of o Ku Klux Klan chapter ¢t Antioch — ene of
a growing numbes of women joining the Klan — shows off sn sutemet-
ic rifle the Klan raffled off at a Murfreeshare Road rally last May.

have sworn that she said, “Jerry?”
1 hadn't caught it when I was actu~
ally taiking to her on the phone.

But now the recording sounded as’

if she called me by my given name.

Could somebody bave revealed
to Wilkinson’s Klan that I was not
J.W. Thompson, retired Army ser-
geant, but Jerry ‘Thompson, re-
porter? I rushed home to Nashville,
and Seigenthaier and I listened as
we played acd re-played the tape.
We became convinced that it was
the recording re-play, not reality.
Once agsin, my paranoia was
working overtime.

. ® The time I became most
frightened during my-life with the
Klan was a night when Terry Tuck-

er, the Exaited Cyclops of my Cull- -

man Klavern, told us we were to
stage an armed march in Birming-
ham. to confront the Communist
Workers Party — *just like
-Greenshora.” Five people had been
shot to death when the Klan con-
fronted the Communist Workers
Party in Greensbore, N.C.

Now Tucker was telling us all to
take weapons to confront the CWP-
in Birmingham. £ s

Lawyers for the newspaper had
instructed me before I took on the
Klan assignment that I was not to
participate in any unlawful activi-
ty, and 1hat if I heard that viclence
was threatened by a Klan group I
was to notify my publisher or the
lawyers so lhat steps to could be
taken to hait the danger.

I calied Seigenthaler. He notified
the Justice Department in Wash-
ington that such a threat existed in
Birmingham. As a result, Birming-
ham SWAT teamn pelice surround-
ed us that day on the Birmingbam
rarch. They ordered us to disarm,
and they meant business. We load-
ed up tocl boxes in two pickup
trucks with an arsenal of weapons.
We marched, with poiice helicop-

ters hovering overhead and motor-

cycles escorting us.

;" There was no confrontation, and
the only thing that got hurt was

-our feet from the three-mile walk. -

® [ remember worrying the
night I sat in on my first den meet-
ing with members of the Cullman
Klavern of the Iavisible Empire.
Many of them routinely flashed
and fondled their pistols and auto-
matic rifles with something close
o affection. -

It dawned on me for the first
time then: these people are ready
for the “race war” their Imperiai
Wizard, Bill Wilkinson, keeps
predicting. ... T ..

" The den to which I belonged in
Cullman is an angry armed band
whose members include people
whe are active in a paramilitary
guerrilla warfare training umit
near Hanceville, Ala. I am con-
cerned that they are, in fact, pro-
moting thal race war.

. @ it worried me that day last
April when i sat in the Birming
harn City Council Chamber and
saw Klan members sneer and
heard them jeer and applaud as 3
plack Army veteran, Willie James
Witliams, told about KKK mem-
bers shooting into his home at
night, endangering his wife anc
children.

Not one of those Klansmen wouid
have wanted his own family to go
through such an ordeal; still they
clapped their hands with joy as
Williams, a leader of the NAACP in
Sylacsuga, Ala, told the anti-Klan
group conducting a hearing on
Kian viofence that police had ig-
nored his pleas for help because
they were busy investigaling a
teievision theft. 7

That display of pleasure in the
knowledge that a black man was in
danger and could not get police aid
was an attitude that I regrel was

shared by too many
throughout the KKK factions &~
which | belonged. At that lime I

was a journalist posing as @ KKK

member, and I was worried about
being discovered. But i couldnlt
bring myself Lo applaud.

® It concerned me to see how

members of the Klan seem to “lurn

on”" when one of their leaders, such
as Imperial Wizards Don Black or
David Duke, launched into a dis-
cussion about the “problems” that
they claim are being caused by the
“niggers and the Jews.”

* Duke and Black are coliege grad-

uates and are careful in pubdlic ap-
pearances never to use the insull-
ing epithet “nigger.” But in.pri-s
vale, they use the word, simpiy o
talk the fanguage they think their

- Klan followers want to hear.

1 had been prepared in advance
duyring prepping sessions wilh a
psychiatrist to expect the Klan to
be filled with angry, insecure peo-
ple. Without that advance warning
1 could never have been ready for
the unreasoned dogma of dislike
for blacks and Jews that rules the
KKX. :

® And 1 always worried when [
saw so-called “respectable” people
expressing sympathy for Klan ac-!
tions and Klan literature. .

1t disturbed me when I attended
a3 meeting at the home of 2 Bir-.
mingham area physician, Dr.;
Frank Abernathy, where Imperial |
Wizard Black, was Introduced by:
the host. Dr. Abernathy clearly.
seemed to me lo be sympathetic to;
the Kian. . i

1 was gravely concerned because
Don Black actually recruited new:
Kian members at that meeting and )
urged the guests to sign Klan appli-,
cation blanks and read Klan mate-
rials that were spread out on a’
table nearby. R

I wrote about this meeting earli-
er in this series. Since then Dr. Ab-
ernziby told a Uniled Press Inter-’
national reporter that I was wrong.
in saying this was a “Klan recruit-;
ing meeting” in his home. He said.
it was ot 2 Klan meeting “per se?
— and that he has ali soris of meet-[
ings in his fashionable residence at’
Alabaster, Ala. He insisted he wase
not a Kian member, and 1 never?
suggested thal he was. I.can only!
report what I saw at his home. And'
i stand by what I wrote. o

1 come away with these strong
impressions about the Klan: :

I. The KKK teday Is a growing
threat to peace and order in cltied
all across the country. Whenever
Klan members gather with guns
concesied beneath their robes or
on the hips of their so-called “se}
curity officers” — or in their autol
mobiles nearby — it wili only také

a confrontational spark to set off g

raging war. b . i

The gunfire that has rocked &
dozen cities and the blood that has
stained the streets of Chattanooga,
Decatur, Ala., and Greensboro is
jue to be repeated elsewhere un-
ess authorities find some way to
egally disarm the Ku Klux Klan. !

2. Communities must find ways
to deal openly, candidly and force-
fuliy with the sense of false securi-
ty Klan leaders somehow are able
to mparct. »

Actually, the Klan has no an-
swers for its members. It only has
empty promises to-offer. It cannot
doanything to curb crime, heip the
pe.ice, improve the economy or as-
sist society. In fact, were ils rhe-

members -

toric not so hateful ang its poten-
tigd for terror 'mot so great, it
would appear tudicraus. [t is a siily

organization whose members and
especially their children must
‘come to understand how irrational
ithey appear.
Every city in America needs o
-have its leaders well informed
sbout Klan aclivities. Educational
' programs need fo be initiatied by
human relations organizations to
alert the public to the very real
physical and social dangefs posed
' by a growing KKK,

3. The hews media should make
every effort to make investigative

- studies of ail aspecis of the Kian so

that reporters, interviewers and
commentalors are prepared o
deal with glib, crafty,. inteiligent
 Klan leaders. -

Too often Journalists throw gen-
eral questions at KKK Wizards like
Don Black, Bill Wilkinson and {or-
mer Wizard David Duke, giving
them the opportunity to make gen-
eralized statements that should be
_challenged with facts.

There has been criticism that the
medla  has given the KKX "too
much publicity.” My own view is
that too often the media has given-
the Kian toe much superficial cov-
erage. Rarely is Imperial Wizard.
Don Black asked about his back-
ground as an anti-Semitic racist,
dating back to his teens when he
was investigated for making
threats against a Jewish school-
male — threats he told Tennessean
correspondent Hobert Dunnavant
were misinterpreted. He claims he
was trying to make friends with
the Jewish girl. She says she still
fears him. ; '

Noris he ever usuaily questioned
about how he gol shot several
years ago by-Jerry Ray, brother of
James Earl Ray, or about why mil-
itary officials found him unaccept-
able as an Army officer because of
his racist attitudes. ’

Nor is Imperial Wizard Bill Wil
kinson, of the rival KKK ‘group,
asked about the Kian front busi-
ness he operated in New Orleans
under the name “E.C. Produc-
tions”” which sold advertising for a
festival in that eity -~ a prometion

_that fell through after it was ex-
+ posed by collepgyes of ming on The

Tennéssean.”

Bill Wilkinson was born “Elbert

Claude” but changed his name 1o
Bill — thus the name, "E.C. Pro-
ductions. "
* Nor s he asked about his “mail
order ministry” in the Universal
Life Church of Medesto, Calif. He
had himself declared a'mail order
preacher in this church, then
transferred personally owned real
estate of his to the name of the
church. Again, all that has been
published in this newspaper.

4. Despite suspicions to the con-
trary by many pecpie, my own im-
pression is that the Klan today'is
‘poorly financed. Black's operation
seems to_live hand-to-mouth apd
Wilkinson's organization seems
only slightly betier off.

They deal in sales of gadgets, tee
shirts, trinkets (I purchased from a

Klan member a wristwatth that
nwinue Hedis Fae $0RA

books, in additien to the initiatior
fees and dues. They also conduc’
roadblocks and turkey shoots
try to raise cash. True enough, Wil
kinson flies kis own private plane
But my observations convince me
neither faction of the Xlan tc
which I belonged has much money..

and st

5. There is a concern that thy
KKK has infiltrated the police e
tablishkment. i

My own experience suggests; g
least at this point, that the Klan,g

A8



the Knighls of the KKK, a fellow
recruit, Jim Hulslander, who has
said he was not a spy. was rejected
_as suspect because his father wasa
Blrmingham policeman. While he
was rejected, | was accepled.

And the strong response of the
Metropolitan Nashville police to
“the efforts of the KKX to create
disorder. during the Nashville
Christmas parade made me proud
- of my city and its Police Depart-
ment.

There miay be places where the
Kilan has risked letting in police of-
ficers as members. It won't happen
‘where the police departments be-
lieve in uphoiding the law.

S L

MY YEAR and more in the Ku
Klux Klan now has ended. It was
never a pleasant experience. [ went
_into the assignment with my eyes
wide open. I discussed i with my

wife, Linda, in advance. The strain
on her during much of this time
has been nearly unbearable. | can

‘never thank her enough for being

both-father and mother to our four
children during this time. She is a
brave lady, and ] love her for many
things — not the least of which is
her support of me in this most dan-
gerous news story of my 20-year
career.

I also must express my apprecia-
tion to all of the members of The
Tennessean's news staff - those
few who knew of ‘the role [ was
playing and the many who did not
and who telephoned my wife and
other relatives with words of en-

couragement during 2 time when

they thought T was trying to fick a
liquor “problem.”

‘Many other [riends who were
worried that I lost my job also tele-
phioned or came by my heuse io of-

 fer words of encouragement s

Linda. I thank them &li.

TO TENNESSEAN Publisher
John Seigenthaler, whose idea it
was to infiltrate the Klan and who
selected me for the job, I am appre-
ciative for the confidence and hig

day-to-day advice and simple -

availability 1o talk over progress
~= or lack of it — and problems.
-And [ cannot forget my debt to
other reporters who during my life
with the Kian discovered me and
kept the secret: Joe Holloway, a
photographer for the AP Bureau in
Atlanta, Jon Smith, cameraman
“fer CBS-TV; Larry Brinton and
Chris Clark with WTVF in Nash-
ville. They could have blown my
‘cover and made my life more prob-
: lematical,
... Thig has been a irying and trou-
blesome time, It does not end with
:this series of stories. 1 know that

<Y

. the manuais of both factions of the
Klan to which I belonged threat.
ened “direful things'- and “dis.

- grace, dishonor and death™ for
those who violate the Kian oath,

_THIS MEANS that my life will be

* different for a long time t¢ come™¥

will have to have police protection
if bur house, and when we travel,
fot'along time to come. :
""That will be unpleasant. But
~while the story of the Klan wilj not
end for me with this series, neither

will it end nity, the
Touth or .
vThe K s a3 menace. It is racist

2hd anti-Semitic, and it threatens
violence to any city where it has a
Llavern or where it hoids a rally.

. 1 'suspected as much before I

dined the KKK. I know il positive-
¥ now. 1 only hope my life with the
‘1an and these articles have helped
thers understand it. . .
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