
MOVIES

The Real-Life Story Behind "BlacKkKlansman"

In the 1970s, detective Ron Stallworth infiltrated the Ku Klux Klan to gain important
intel to help halt the hate group's activities.

By Taylor Crumpton

August 11, 2018

BLACKKKLANSMAN, from left: Laura Harrier, John David Washington, 2018. ph: David Lee /© Focus Features /Courtesy
Everett Collection

David Lee

Spike Lee’s latest film, BlacKkKlansman, focuses on the real-life story of Ron Stallworth,
the first African American detective to serve in the Colorado Springs Police Department
and his infiltration of the Ku Klux Klan in 1970s Colorado. John David Washington plays
Stallworth, with Adam Driver as his partner who pretends to be Stallworth in person
during meetings with the Klan’s Grand Wizard, the infamous David Duke (played by
Topher Grace). The film also stars Laura Harrier as Patrice Dumas, the Colorado State
Black Student Union leader and Stallworth's love interest.

Adapted from Black Klansman, Stallworth’s memoir, the film was conceived of by
Jordan Peele, who sought out Lee to direct and re-write the film. The film’s release date
of August 10 aligns with the one-year anniversary of the deadly white supremacist march
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in Charlottesville, and includes footage from that tragic day, connecting racially
motivated terrorism from then to today. BlacKkKlansman puts an important spotlight
on the prevalence of the KKK during the 1970s and Stallworth's work to expose their
tactics.

The Klan’s influence in Colorado reached a fever pitch in the 1920s, when members held
political positions throughout the state, including in the Colorado State House and
Senate. According to Golden History Museum and Park in Golden, Colorado, at the
height of their prominence, estimates suggest that approximately 10% of Colorado’s male
population had membership in the organization. Decades later, the power of the
organization dwindled across the state, as high rankings members lost positions of
leadership and credibility.
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At the age of 19, Stallworth enlisted in the police department’s cadet program, which
sought to recruit people of color for career opportunities within law enforcement.
Throughout the interview process, he was asked about “Jackie Robinson” (the famed
black baseball player) and went on to experience difficulties as the first black detective.

Stallworth was not welcome within the predominantly white police department, he told
Vice, but was offered an undercover assignment to attend a talk by Stokely Carmichael, a
civil rights leader and later a leader in the Black Power movement, at a local nightclub.
Within the African American community, Stallworth said that he was told he was “too
white,” according to The Guardian, while also experiencing microaggressions at the
police department from his white peers.

Stallworth recalled his undercover operation to NPR: “I was sitting in my office one day,
and I was reading the newspaper; came across a want ad or a classified that said, Ku
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Klux Klan, for information. I eventually spoke with a gentleman over the phone
responding to that ad, and the gentleman explained to me that he was starting a Klan
chapter in Colorado Springs and was looking for new people.” Stallworth told Lester Holt
on NBC Nightly News that he found the contact information for the local chapter and
applied for membership. A lieutenant doubted his plan, because he was convinced
members of the Klan would be able to distinguish his racial identity over the phone,
according to the San Francisco Chronicle. As a result, Stallworth went to the police chief
to initiate his plan to establish relationships with high ranking officials in the Ku Klux
Klan.

Throughout the seven-month investigation, Stallworth maintained consistent
communication with Duke, while Chuck, his white partner, would impersonate
Stallworth at Klan meetings, according to an interview on Today. Stallworth recounted a
conversation with Duke to Al Sharpton on MSNBC, where he raised concerns to Duke
about the Ku Klux Klan being infiltrated by an African American to gain information. In
response, Duke stated, “No, I never worry about that because I can always tell when I’m
talking to one of them.” Their relationship developed into weekly or twice weekly
conversations, where Stallworth would gain vital information from Chuck about
scheduled Klan activities.

Stallworth's operation worked to halt various acts of domestic terrorism, such as the
bombing of local gay bars, the stealing of military grade weapons and uncovered people
who were connected to ultra right-wing, anti-government groups. Stallworth’s
investigation revealed the identities of military personnel who were members of the Ku
Klux Klan, including those with access to triggers for nuclear weapons, according to the
Desert News.

Due to departmental concerns of entrapment for police officers that were climbing the
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ranks of the Klan, Stallworth’s investigation was closed, according to The Gazette.
Stallworth received orders from the chief to destroy evidence of the operation, he told
The Root, but he kept his notebooks and membership card from the Klan.

In an interview with Rolling Stone, Lee described BlacKkKlansman as “a period piece
that also comments on what is happening today with this guy in the White House."
Ostensibly, the film should be about a distant history, but as we look upon the 1-year
anniversary of the tragic events in Charlottesville, BlacKkKlansman is a timely reminder
that racially-motivated acts of violence continue today. When asked about film in a
recent interview, Stallworth said “I hope it alerts people to the continuing danger of the
Klan.”
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The young person’s guide to conquering (and saving) the world. Teen Vogue covers the latest
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