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Born in Pulaski, Tennessee in 1865, the Ku Klux Klan was established by  
decommissioned Confederate soldiers following the Civil War. Initially formed  
as a fraternal social club, the group quickly became violent, and had begun to  
dissolve in 1871 under pressure from the federal government. In 1915, D.W. Griffith’s  
The Birth of a Nation romanticized the Klan, portraying their violence towards  
African Americans as justifiable and necessary to restore order in a chaotic South. 
The enormous popularity of the film sparked a Klan revival in the 1920s, and by 1925,  
four million Americans claimed membership. But bad press and power struggles  
tore the group apart in the 1930s. 

As the civil rights movement grew in the United States, the long-dormant  
Ku Klux Klan gained momentum as well, having reemerged after the 1954 Supreme 
Court Brown v. Board of Education decision. That the Klan would rise once again 
wasn’t surprising, but where the reincarnation took place was. North Carolina, long 
considered the most progressive southern state and one whose image was being 
burnished by the enormously popular The Andy Griffith Show, saw a boom in Klan 
membership under the leadership of Bob Jones, the most successful Grand Dragon 
in the U.S. In just three years, he grew the North Carolina Klan from a handful of 
friends to some 10,000 members—more than the Klans of all other southern  
states combined. In the process, Jones helped give the Tarheel State a new  
nickname: “Klansville, U.S.A.” 

In the 1960s, as lunch counter sit-ins and other civil rights demonstrations 
began to spread, officials in several southern states reacted swiftly and defiantly as the 
movement gained momentum. But North Carolina leaders advocated for a moderate 
approach, and Bob Jones, whose father had been a Klan member in the 1920s, feared 
that the state’s leaders would not resist the push for integration. In the summer of 
1963, he petitioned the United Klans of America for a charter to organize in his home 
state, and on August 17, Jones was chosen to be the group’s first Grand Dragon. 

Two weeks later, American TV sets were filled with images of the undeniable 
power of the growing civil rights movement at the March on Washington. Three 
days after the march, on August 31, Jones held a rally of his own in a cornfield near 
his hometown of Salisbury, hoping to attract a few hundred people. Two thousand 
showed up.

Tapping into the fears and resentments of low-income whites who believed 
that a changing America would leave them behind, Jones took his message across 
the state, establishing Klaverns and signing up hundreds of members. He teamed 
up with George Dorsett, an ordained Baptist minister who became the Klan’s official 
chaplain and whose powerful sermons complemented Jones’ organizational skills. 
Hoping to turn the Klan into a political force, Jones tried to organize the more than 
10,000 members into a powerful voting bloc. To show that his Klan had nothing to 
hide, he planned marches in broad daylight, and processions of unmasked robed 
Klansmen, plainclothes supporters, wives, and children took to the streets. They 
quickly grew to be the largest Klan organization in the nation. While his empire  
was built on hate-filled rhetoric and white supremacy, Jones publicly advocated  
nonviolence as a strategy to avoid the wrath of the FBI and federal authorities.

Ultimately, events from inside and outside the North Carolina Klan combined 
to bring down Jones’ empire: the blatant murder of a white civil rights worker from 
Detroit by Alabama Klan members, and the ability of the FBI to turn members of 
Jones’ inner circle into informants against him.
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