
downing.pryor.tape2
Page 9 of 21
Moderator, Male, Female

[Note: Interviewer is probably Thomas Faist. Interview-ee is Downing Pryor. Need to indicate that this starts somewhere in the middle (the first tape was un-usable).]

[0:00:00]
Interviewee:
Someone was doing an article about the same thing, but more specifically about the troubles, and I said, “Now look, I’ll give you two stories.  I’ll give you one for the tape.  I’ll talk for the tape.  I’ll give you the article of facts,” because I was in some secret meetings and things of that sort during the sanitation strike, but I don’t mind now if you wanna _____.
Interviewer:
What I would like to know is was there – during the sanitation strike, were there any conflicts in the city government, in the city administration, and in the city council?  Were there groups – for example, was there a tension between the mayor and the city council?  What sort of tension was it or conflict was it?  What were the positions of the mayor contrasting to the city council?

[0:01:04]
I read, for example, okay, the mayor took a stand saying, “Okay, I –
[Crosstalk]
– “I don’t recognize the union.  They will get no due payoffs,” and such things.  And what was the – did the city council play a sort of mediator role or –?

Interviewee:
All right.  I’ll answer the questions like this.  First, you need a little background, and that is that this occurred in February about five weeks after the first city council of this century was sworn in on January 1, 1968.  This was – had come as a result of a referendum plubicide of the voters to change our government from a city commission who would – wherein the city was governed by five commissioners and to change that to a representational government of the citizens of 13 representatives.

[0:02:18]
The leader of the opposition to this change – it took place during the years of ’66 and ’67 – was William B.  Ingram.  I personally – because I was – also, I was chairman of the group that brought about the change.  Then I became the first chairman of the city council.  So I was both politically very involved in persuading the public to make this change, then, in the new government.  So I had a continuing role.  One was to successfully change the government, and it was resisted by Ingram.

[0:03:02 ]
Ingram then, after losing his fight against that, did run for reelection as the mayor thinking well, if he could be reelected mayor, that he could torpedo the new government that he so vigorously resisted.  He had lost so much position during the debates and the election of the referendum to change the government, his position so weakened that when he ran for mayor, he was very easily defeated by a publicly popular former mayor, Henry Loeb.  Now there’s no question in my mind, but not has been said or played up about that the strike began with a wildcat strike of storm sewer workers, people who handle emergency drainage and runoff problems.  [Telephone Rings]  Excuse me.
[0:04:06]
[Tape Stops/Starts]
Not much has been said.  Fred Davis and some others who were involved in all of this at the time had the same feeling that I had that Ingram had a large following among the black community, that he went there for – the sanitation department being about 99 percent black, he went there to start trouble, and he found some people grumbling one morning about having reported for work and told there was no work and were laid off with no pay after having come to work.  And I’m certain in my mind that he started the whole trouble just out of sheer anger and frustration at the whole thing of having lost his effort to prevent the change of government, and also of having lost his race for mayor.

[00;05;06]
[0:05:07]
Now that to me is where it all started.  So your question was: Was there a strain or tension between the mayor and the city council?  This goes before that.  That’s where the real strain occurred.  It occurred with a former mayor trying to get even with the people who had upset what he thought was his city and the way it should be run.

After that, the relationship between the administration and the council is really incidental.  There was no real problem.  If a union strikes against a company, they’ve striked against the president and the officers, not the board of directors, and the city council is a board of directors.  And they’re not the operators of the city.
[0:06:03]
And in the same sense, the strike could only be against the administration.  There was a secret meeting of the council very early wherein we took a vote and had a majority of the council willing to settle the strike under what was unfortunately almost identically the same terms that the strike was eventually settled off.  If we had made our move at that time and had asserted our authority, we could have ended the strike within a week, a week or ten days.
Interviewer:
What was the reason that you did not assert your authority?

Interviewee:
We didn’t – we were hesitant because this was all very new to us.  None of us had – there had never been a city council in our lifetimes, and we didn’t know really how a city council worked.

[0:06:58]
It would be like – well, I don’t know what to compare it with.  That was the chief thing.  The mayor had been a mayor before.  He knew where he stood and knew.  He began asserting his authority and we failed to.  And my regret of the whole situation that could have changed it further the operation of the city particularly under that mayor, is that the council did not assert its authority that it had.

It was inherent in the city charter and that we could have done, but we thought we did not have – we felt we did not have the authority to do this, and it – we knew, too, that it’d be a very unpopular move, that the public just by racial situation alone ’cause the strikers were black and the public was mostly white – the vocal public was very much white – that they were very opposed to the strikers themselves, the principles for which they struck, they did not understand.

[0:08:10]
And I suppose anyone elected to public office is sensitive to the constituency in spite of his own personal feelings.  So we had enough wavering by a few people that we would not move forward with our plans.

Interviewer:
Were there any black members at that time of the city council?

Interviewee:
Yes.  There were 3 black members of the 13.

Interviewer:
And how did they behave in contrast to the white members?  Can it be said there was a difference –?

Interviewee:
Oh, certainly, certainly was.  We have people from everywhere from people in consistent agreement with the black people to people who were consistently opposed to their views.  Our present mayor was a member of the city council at that time.  It would have to be said that he was consistently on the conservative side of all positions.

[0:09:06]
You could almost predict the positions that people would take by knowing their politics and their philosophy.  There were enough people conservative or afraid to take the public stand.  A lot of these people were citizens who had really never been up in the public eye before, and had never been asked to take a position on –
[Crosstalk]
Interviewer:
Do you excuse me.  Do you think this has to be something with the Crump era that, for example, in Memphis until 1955, really, the city was run by the Crump machine and so that a lot of potential of citizens who would have become involved in politics was not used until that time.  Do you think this has something to do with the structure of city government until the ‘50s, or –?

[0:09:58]
Interviewee:
I’m old enough to have lived under the Crump regime and to have seen the transition from that, or the attempted transition.  There’s no question that the city after Crump’s death suffered for many years of what would have to be called a Crump syndrome.  For instance, during the sanitation strike, privately over a drink at a bar, the city judge said to me, “This could not have happened if Mr. Crump had been alive today.”  This was just that, that that man thought that if Mr. Crump had been there, we could not have had such a situation to be dealt with.  And that is – there’s no question that that carried over.  It did with the public very particularly.  I don’t think it affected the city council.  I cannot recall anybody on the council who was living under what I’d call the Crump Syndrome.
[0:11:02]
But the public at large and the lack of leadership that the city had at that time and has probably continued to have is that leaders have been afraid to evolve somewhat because of the syndrome.  You’re on the right spot.  You’ve got a good point there that we – no question we’ve suffered from – not that Mr. Crump necessarily was not a good leader, but when  he left, he left a vacuum that perhaps is still – it’s just now beginning to be totally taken out of the picture.

[00;11;46]
Interviewer:
How was the – you said, okay, the city council was too unexperienced to play an assertive role in the beginning of the sanitation strike.

Interviewee:
Yeah.

[0:12:02]
Interviewer:
Did – what was the first – was there an attempt of the city council then to come to a sort of compromise between the sanitation workers and the city administration, for example?  Were there any attempts of the city council to talk to Mr. Worth or to – I don’t know, Kyempa?

Interviewee:
Worth was the principle person.  He was the president of the National Union.  The other man that was sent here – that’s interesting, too, and goes back to what I said about William B.  Ingram.  The first union man who came from national headquarters to Memphis came directly to see William B.  Ingram, the man that I think started the strike and started it out of spite, which is just an unfortunate thing the spiteful act wound up being as great a disaster and costing a national leader his life.
[0:13:10]
The mayor got it in his mind to take out an injunction against the strikers.  The city attorney, Frank Genadi, warned him over and over that he did not want an injunction against the strikers, that once an injunction was granted by the courts, no one could talk to anyone.  There could be no negotiations.  If a member of the city council after that injunction was ordered were to be seen and known to be talking to any member of the union, he would be in contempt of court.  And the mayor, in spite of his best legal advice had the injunction – well, he applied for it in the court, and the court gave it to him, and that froze everything.

[0:14:02]
But in the spite of that, there were a number of meetings, and I attended a number of ’em, several all-night meetings with Jerry Worth and with some other civil rights workers who had come in.  And I would say at least three times before King’s assassination, the strike was settled, but something happened between agreement by all concerned and its being made official that broke it down.  One night we spent – we worked up the very same conditions that the strike was finally settled on, and the conditions were taken to the mayor at 3:00 or 4:00 in the morning, and I waited all the next morning to hear the results.  You took to him chief lieutenant and the lieutenant took ’em to the mayor.

[0:15:04]
And I waited all morning to find if the mayor would accept it, and he would not on one simple point.  He would not allow any form of a check off of union dues.  That’s the thing that kept the strike continuing, Loeb’s refusal on that point.  It was even figured that it would be handled through the credit union and would not even involve the city, but he would not give in on that point.  So that was the first bog down after we had reached an agreement by Jerry Worth that he – that the union would accept these terms.
Interviewer:
Excuse me.  Who is “we”?  You said –
Interviewee:
We were some members of the city council who were operating I suppose you’d say in a clandestine manner because we were in violation of the court injunction not to talk.

[00;16;03]
[0:16:04]
But various members at different times were involved in this and trying to find the solution.  There was nothing being done by the administration, that is the mayor’s office and his people and the union were all locked away from each other by the injunction.

Interviewer:
And who was on the other side – [Laughs] the other side?  Were these Jerry Worth or –?

Interviewee:
Well, Worth was here at the head of the union, and the – a Rev.  James Lawson evolved as the black leader.  It seems that the leadership of the black community was somewhat fractured and splintered at the time, and Lawson evolved as the leader.  And we had a number of meetings at the – oh, a building they call the – it’s part of the Mason Temple.
[0:17:11]
We had some clandestine meetings there.  I say we, half a dozen members or so of the city council, other members of the community who had experience with such matters and volunteered their services.

I’ll tell you one man you would really do well to talk to is Frank – let me think.  He had been a labor man.  He had been – he was working for EL Bruce Lumber Company in labor relations.  He spent his life working in labor relations, and he offered his services as a negotiator, an arbitrator.

[0:18:04]
I got to think of this name.  He’s a person you certainly should talk to.  He knows as much about this whole thing, particularly from the technical and legal aspects of the union negotiations.
Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  Maybe I can find his name in the Mississippi Valley collection when I go through the interviews –
Interviewee:
He didn’t appear in the news or anyplace.  You’d have to check him out through Ned Cook, who’s the chairman of the airport authority.  Ned was Henry Leobs’ right-hand man, and Ned owned EL Bruce Lumber Company.  And this man was a labor man with Bruce and came in to coordinate and assist the city in its efforts.

[0:18:57]
At any rate, there were these informal gatherings of people trying to get this thing off dead center.

Interviewer:
And the other two blog downs, were they also of a similar kind?  It’s just that the first blog down was that Henry Loeb just didn’t want to give in on the check-off of union dues?

Interviewee:
That was the hang-up.

Interviewer:
But he did recognize the union or he would have given in on that point.  He recognized the union as a union in the AFSCME?

Interviewee:
Well, he did the sanitation workers.  When the final negotiations were ordered, pretty much by the White House after the assassination, I was not invited to represent the city on that.  Some members of city council were.  But my position was known and I did and I did not – was not in agreement with the mayor’s position, and I didn’t sit in and –
[0:20:08]
I sort of backed off entirely.  I was so frustrated at that point.  I don’t know if anyone has told you about the meeting of council members taking place at the time of the assassination itself.  We were on our way to see Dr. King that night.  We were in another secret session at the Clarence Hotel.

Interviewer:
No, nobody –
Interviewee:
And that was an interesting thing.  And the man that I’m trying to tell you about now got that meeting together of about half of the city council.  And at that point, we were going to take over the strike and settle it.

[00;21;02]
[0:21:03]


Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  When was it?  Was it in April already or in March?

Interviewee:
This was the night before – this was the night that King was assassinated.  At the very time that he was shot, we were in a meeting at the Clarence Hotel and we’re going to see him as soon as we concluded our meeting.  If we could get agreement among ourselves and we had a majority of the council and that we would take over and negotiate and settle the strike, at least we would get the negotiations back on the table and moving in a meaningful manner as the legal people describe it, that we would go to Dr. King.

He had done the same thing in Chicago.  There was a great confrontation up there.  And we knew that he had gone there and the people would not negotiate or talk to each other.  And after he appeared, gonna lead a demonstration, they negotiated with him and agreed that they would return to the table and would work out their differences.

[0:22:07]
And withdrew and did not have his march, and we thought the same thing would happen in Memphis, and I think it might have.  But, unfortunately, the assassin found him in an opportune spot to get a beat on him at that time.

Totally aside from what we’re talking about, I’m convinced that the assassin was going to kill Dr. King someplace, sometime, just the chance of a hunter with a rifle with a scope getting his quarry lined up to get the shot off that he wanted.  Anybody can kill anybody who can operate a high-powered rifle with a scope on it.  That was relatively short shot he took.
[0:23:00]
He just –
Interviewer:
I saw pictures yesterday.  I was in Memphis –
Interviewee:
Yeah.  It’s a – that’s a shooting range shot.  It was just – people hunt game and ordinarily we use those guns at a great deal of longer range.

Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  I have a totally different question.  You said – mentioned earlier the black leadership was somewhat fractured at that time in the city.

Interviewee:
Lawson was relatively – he was well known as a popular preacher in town, but not as a political leader of any sort.  And here from – was the leaders who were thought to be leaders, not that they were reluctant, just the number of leaders appeared, but no one was really assumed the leadership.
[0:23:59]
Suddenly Lawson evolved as the man.  He was not alone.  He still had Jesse Turner, AW Willis, Russell Sugarman around him, or Rev.  Jackson very much in the middle of the thing who I thought was ineffective, but put on quite an act of pseudo leadership.  It was a strange time of a political body that had not found itself yet and was so – just a bunch of rookies, really.
[0:25:01]
It’d be like rounding up – say you’d go through the college ranks and pick out a couple a thousand fine athletes, fine physical specimens and just say, “Okay, now you are a brigade, and we’re gonna hand out equipment to you and want you to prepare yourself for battle.  With no military experience within that group or leadership, a well organized Boy Scout troop could shoot ’em up pretty good.  I mean, it just was the case there of inexperienced people who in time learned their way pretty well and would have without it such a dire emergency on their hands.

Interviewer:
Do you think that this – how long have you been president of the city council?

Interviewee:
I only served four years and I only served the position one year.  We agreed that would rotate it each year and dropped off after four years.  
[0:26:01]
It just – politics is not really my choice.  And the changing of the government I felt was a very necessary thing and I got involved in that and I was chosen to be the chairman of that effort which took about, oh, the better part of two years.  And then there were others the same way as I was about our idea in setting up the city council was that citizens would come forward and serve a turn and then rotation of some sort to be representatives of their neighbors in city hall.  That’s the way the city should be governed –
[00;26;49]
Interviewer:
Did the –
Interviewee:
– not by a group of people going in there and remaining there because they like politics and like what they can do with politics.

[0:27:01]
Interviewer:
Do you think that the – how would you describe or how would characterize the present city council in comparison to the former city council when it started –?

[Crosstalk]
Interviewee:
Well, not because I was on it, but it is – I spent – since then, I’ve had one more go at politics and that was not for myself, but with a group of people who got together of I’d say community leaders.  And there’s no question they were, a large group of community leaders whose endeavor and goal was to persuade responsible citizens to run for local government.

And about that time, Watergate occurred and other things we in that became distasteful to even be thought about to even think about serving in your government because it seems that whoever’s there a lot of the public’s going to say, “What’s in it for them?  What are they going to get out of it?” and those kinds of things.
[0:28:08]
And you take a respectable lawyer or businessman, merchant or doctor – we have a fine MD serving on the school board –
[Knock on door]


[Background Talk]
– and it just – the trouble today is that we – that people who should be serving their government taking a turn four years on the council or something – a banker would make an excellent person for such a thing – don’t want to put up with all of the hogwash that goes with it, with people accusing them of gaining in some way personally by their political decisions.  And I would say that because we have failed to get the kinds of people to run for office, the present city council is a great disappointment to me.
[0:29:06]
I think it’s – it does not reflect the quality of leadership that this community should be producing as its governing body.

Interviewer:
Another question, Robert B.  James –
Interviewee:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
I think he’s a former city councilman, or is he still –?

Interviewee:
Present, yeah.

Interviewer:
And he, for example, said that the white supremacy in the town, that the city could maintain a wide supremacy in the town because there were annexations in Shelby County coming to Memphis so that the city of Memphis annexed towns white parts of Shelby County which gave the city _____ so that _____, for example, could be elected.

[0:30:10]
How would you see this point?

Interviewee:
That’s a lotta hogwash.  If all the people were purple it would make no difference.  Tennessee has a very fortunate law on annexation.  The city of Atlanta is frozen.  It cannot grow one square foot because it is completely surrounded by incorporated communities.  The city of St. Louis is absolutely paralyzed.  The city itself cannot grow anywhere because it’s completely boxed by – annexed by incorporated communities.  The laws of the state of Tennessee prevent this, that is as suburbs grow and become a natural part of the city, but not a political part of the city, they are added, and that the first two major annexations to occur happened to be an extensive white population.
[0:31:13]
No thought whatsoever – now what Bob James probably meant was that politically it worked out to Chandler’s advantage that that was the case.  But the actual annexation had nothing to do with the political consideration of who the voters were or what color they were.  There’ve been no exclusion of any black communities being taken in, in order to keep blacks out.  That is an old southern express is that dog won’t hunt.  It simply means that that bucket won’t hold water or it’s coincidentally favorable to Wyatt Chandler that large blocks of white votes were gained.
[00;32;08]
[0:32:11]
But the city’s got to annex every time that it can and can afford to, and it’s a fortunate law.  But if there a great large black community were to develop that on the edge of the city and become, in effect, a functioning part of the city without paying city taxes, the city would annex it just as quick.

Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  For example, box town was annexed, which his really black.

Interviewee:
Yeah, sure.

Interviewer:
I want to come back again _____ [Laughs].  Sorry for –
Interviewee:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
– for jumping.  What do you think was the – you said Ingram influenced and used the strike in the beginning at least.

Interviewee:
Yeah.

[0:32:57]

Interviewer:
And to me, what I’ve read so far in newspaper articles or what I’ve seen, it seemed to me that this development was a sort of natural development because the municipal workers were the last to organize in the United States – 

Interviewee:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
– and were the recruiting field in the ‘60s for the unions.

Interviewee:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
So it seemed to me that this was a sort of natural _____ natural –
Interviewee:
It was, no question, sure.  Well, Ingram knew where if he wanted to start trouble and just backed off and take an objective look at the city.  You could bring somebody in from Philadelphia and say, “Which direction would you move?”  Well, he would say, “There’s a setup.  These people are underpaid.  Their working conditions are the worst in the city.  They’re underprivileged people.  They are not educated people in any sense.  They are on the bottom rung of the social order, economic order, and everything.  And there is where you can make trouble very easily.”
[0:34:01]
So Ingram moved in the same way.  He knew where they were, and also he was liked by those people, politically was popular with ’em, and had been since the days he had been a city judge.  He built the popularity base as a city judge.

Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  What was the – what do you think was the influence of the garbage worker strike on the race relationships as a whole?  For example, David Tucker from Memphis State says, “This garbage workers strike” –
[Skip in Audio]
– has sort of final polarization to the race relationship –?

Interviewee:
It hardened – it crystallized and hardened the polarization.  There’s no question about that.  It clearly identified race relations as the greatest problem that this community faced then or still does.
[0:35:06]
You see, another thing that I don’t know if it’s been said along here the political aspects of this thing as well as Ingram being popular with the black people, Henry Loeb having been mayor before was very profoundly disliked by the black community even before he said anything about running for a second term.  He was a household word with them and it was not a good word.

And to choose one of the most disliked white people in the community to run for mayor before – well, in 1967, when he announced and began running, the polarization was hardening.  And then once he was elected and a few weeks later a sanitation strike, and assassination of Martin Luther King, here you had a man who was already profoundly disliked who became utterly despised by the black community.

[0:36:14]
An absolute loathing for the man.  And that gave them something to – the black people something to focus on.  And, yes it does.  The – anybody who went through that there’s no way anything else could be said.

Interviewer:
How – I want to go back a little bit further to the beginning of the ’60s.  How did the Republican Party evolve in Memphis?  Do you see it as a direct response, a reaction like NAACP people prefer this view it as a direction reaction on the civil rights struggle of black people?

Interviewee:
I don’t think it had anything to do with it because the republicans had problems within their own party of its own leadership.

[00;37;07]
[0:37:08]
There’s some key people in there that you should talk to.  One of ’em is Louis Donelson, D-O-N-E-L-S-O-N.  Louis was one of the leaders in the evolving of the new Republican Party in this county, and it happened back in the late ‘50s and early ‘60s.  Race had nothing to do with it.  Black are not interested in the republic party, haven’t been since in the last 50 years, and are not going to be.  So race has no place in it.  The republicans try from time to time to pick up some black support, but it’s not there, and it’s not going to be.
Interviewer:
It was – so you don’t see it as a response to the evolving black political –?

Interviewee:
None whatsoever.

[0:38:00]
There’s no remote connection.  I’m not a republican, but I’m an observation from associating with them.

Interviewer:
How was – how do you see the desegregation beginning in the late ‘50s and especially in the starting in 1960?  Do you – how was it different in your point of view from other cities?  For example, I was told yeah, in Memphis there weren’t that much lawsuits, for example, in front of the courts.  There were a lot of secret agreements.  For example, the downtown theaters were desegregated after a secret agreement.

Interviewee:
Yeah, sure.

Interviewer:
And –
Interviewee:
A great deal of that occurred, and I was involved in some activities that saw those happen.  I was a member of the board of trustees at the Art Academy.
[0:39:00]
We desegregated the first institution in Memphis by simply advising the city that we were going to desegregate.  And the city unofficially said, “Have at it.  It was occurring at a comfortable place, as you say, without the lawsuits and without demonstrations.

One thing that made it a lot easier, it must be – Mr. Crump must be given credit for, and is the black people were voting in Memphis practically all of this century.  There was no problem with black people voting.  If anything, there was a problem of black people being over-voted.  I have black leaders tell me that back in the days when you voted with a pole tax receipt that they would be handed a half a dozen pole tax receipts and taken to different polls to vote all day long.  That’s what I heard from them.  I would not state such thing as fact, but very responsible people say such things.
[0:40:05]
Voting of the blacks took a lot of the pressure off where other communities didn’t allow them to so much as register.  Those things along with the gradual breakdown of traditions of integration – I thought it was moving very comfortably.  And I think if we had not had the sanitation strike, it would not have been as quick under Loeb as it might have been under some other mayor, but it – there would have been pressures to keep it going.  I think it woulda worked out very well.

Interviewer:
It was my impression from desegregation the early ‘60s was the city government wasn’t that favorable sometimes too segregation.  But, for example, black – white businessmen would fear to lose business were – take an avante garde role, because they had to –
[0:41:09]
 

Interviewee:
They had a Main Street strike of blacks against doing business downtown when most of the retail business in down was done on Main Street.  And they felt it.  They were severely hurt financially, the downtown merchants.  And at that time they were a very strong voice in the political affairs to the community.  There were quiet pressures applied by the blacks without demonstrations or taking the streets too much.  They did some there were sit-ins and things of that sort.

They would not have gotten where they are, though, with that slow evolving process.  That would have taken a lot longer.

[00;41;59]
[0:41:59]
One of our councilmembers – a black councilmember said one day that the council must admit that most of the gains that had been attained by the blacks were gotten by taking to the streets, and the white councilmembers were incensed that such a thing would be said, that that was heresy.  But, also, it was very true.

Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm, uh-huh.  I found this statement when I talked to Miriam Willis from LeMoyne-Owen College.  She said black – the gains who were made were mostly made by pressure of the NAACP.

Interviewee:
There’s no question that the major gains were the – they had said that that things were evolving.  They were, which kept pressure off.  It didn’t occur as early as lot of cities did, but once this thing precipitated and the black community began using the person that had learned to use, things move in very rapid order.
[0:43:09]


Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  And for me, it would be interesting to hear something about the role of the white liberals in this process, because, for example, David Tucker from Memphis stated in his book Memphis since Crump, I got the impression – he doesn’t state, but his underlying thesis is it were the white liberals who induced the civil rights activities.

Interviewee:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
And Miriam Willis says that’s just the other pieces.  And none of them describes reality from a – both of them have a lot of ideology behind their views.

Interviewee:
The polarization of – by the white conservatives against white liberals is – occurs more rapidly than it does with blacks and whites.

[0:43:58]
As being recognized as one of the liberals _____ white liberals of that period, I found that my peers turned against me quicker and more profoundly and more openly than I saw in black/white relations.  They sort of shunned each other and cut each other off race to race, but within the race, I was very conscious of the attitude of my friends and places that I frequent.

However, in the middle of that, the liberals elected a liberal to congress in 1964 against an old Crump conservative incumbent of 26 years.  I think that’s a point within itself.
[0:44:57]


Interviewer:
Who won?  Was it –?
Interviewee:
George Gratter was elected to congress in 1964 running against a 26-year incumbent, Huffman.  And that was affected by the white liberal community.
Interviewer:
How – one question.  I don’t know if you have more time for a question.

Interviewee:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
How do you view the black leadership in this city from the point of view of its endurance?  It’s very special here in Memphis that, for example, _____ Mr. Sugarman, Mr. Turner, Mr. Willis, they have all been in office since for about 30 years.  And there was really no young generation.

[0:46:00]
There was a generation like Walter Beatty, for example, or Minerva Genicom.  But how do you – how would you explain this really long period of these people that they preserved their power or whatever one might call it?  Do you 

Interviewee:
Twelve years ago, I thought that was breaking down and that the old leadership of the people you were mentioning I thought were on the way out, that I could see new faces coming in and new activity and new positions taken.  However –
[Skip in Audio]
Interviewer:
Okay.  Now it works.

Interviewee:
– the black leadership.

[0:46:57]
Well, as I said, I thought about 12 years ago there was breaking up.  I said something about it being fractured and splintered in ’68, and yet 14 years later in ’82, the same leaders who were leading 20 years ago, are leading today.  I remember AW Willis and Russell Sugarman tell me, oh, about ’68-’69 somewhere in there, I said, “What are you guys going to do?”

And they said, “We’re going to go to work and earn some money.  We’ve been working in civil rights and working for others for so long, we’ve earned no money for our families and we’ve got children to educate and these things, so we’re just gonna get out in the business world and make some money.  But doggone, they’re still the leaders.  And Jesse Turner, particularly, and Maxine Smith and _____.

[00;47;59]
[0:48:00]
So the potential leadership that has come on the scene have not been pushed off by those old leaders.  They were welcome when they came, but they chose themselves to drop off the scene.  I think economics has had a lot to do with it.  Young professional people find that they like making money and enjoying a good life.  And they apply their energies towards improving their economic lot in life and don’t put as much energy into leading their people.
Interviewer:
Do you see – to me it seems that it’s only a point of view.  I don’t know if – I would like to hear your opinion on it, that, for example, in the ‘50s the leaders of the NAACP were reverends, black pastors.

Interviewee:
This has been true of the black race for – since the Civil War because white people have not bothered their churches, and they have learned the sanctuary of their church is a place that they could say the things that they wanted to say about their problems, that –
[0:49:17]
What occasion is or has there been the last time _____ for black people to congregate and to meet.  If they had been meeting in 1900 or 1910 in groups at school auditoriums or something, it would have been very disturbing to the white community that, “What are they doing?”  Paranoia would set in.  But when they go to church, that’s fine.  People have always been going to church.

So the church is the most natural – I can remember distinctly 50 years ago white people talking then about, “Well, they get all these ideas,” as they were called.  “They get ideas.  Ideas are evil.

[0:50:01]
“Black people shouldn’t have ideas.  And these ideas are being put in their heads by these preachers in the churches.”  So I can remember 50 years’ experience, and that – taking the Civil War to 1930 and then 1930 to 1980 is 50 years.  But that’s where it was known that trouble was going to come from and ideas were planted.  But neither was it ever thought unnatural for them to congregate in the churches.  So that’s a long answer to your question.

Interviewer:
It was surprising to me, and I couldn’t explain it that, for example, at the end of the ‘50s a new leadership evolved, a secular leadership, a very independent leadership from the point of view they were lawyers, Russell Sugarman.  They were bankers like Jesse Turner.  And I wonder why this happened.

[0:50:59]
Was it because black people after the Second World War had improved possibilities of education so that they had a college or graduate school education?

Interviewee:
Sure.  There’s no question, that had a lot to do with it.  College graduates in my day in college _____ southern universities were segregated then.  But I knew very, very few people, contemporaries of mine who went to college.  Black people were laboring people.  This wasn’t expected.

Our school system has always been a sorry dual system, and I think the biggest troubles that are visited on the south today is the fact that for the last 100 years, we have not often – and I say we, the people who call the shots and control these things politically, have not offered the educational advantages to the blacks that we have been saying that we’ve been giving them.

[0:52:02]
They have not had the schools.  They’ve not had the faculties.  They have not had the education.  And as a consequence, they’re not as strong members of the community today for the most part because of the lack of education that they had in growing up.  The people who 45-50-60 years old, should be in leadership roles and are not there because they weren’t educated are the fault of the blacks.  But also those people as consumers in our economy were never educated to the point that they could become more productive and be more useful in the sense of economic usefulness, that they’re working as common labor instead of working as skilled labor.

They’ve been held down because of their race and because we did not provide the educational system for them.
[00;53;00]
[0:53:01]


Interviewer:
Do you know to whom I could talk in order to get some information about educational background of black people?

Interviewee:
If I were to pick one man for you to – you can only talk to one more person about your endeavor, I would pick a man who is both an educator and a preacher and a former city councilmember, and that’s the Rev.  James Netters.  Let me tell you about him.

He’s a well-educated man, N-E-T-T-E-R-S.  You tell him that I said for you to call, and tell him a few of the other people you’ve talked to, AW, and Russell and them.  Netters is an educator.  He’s a preacher and a very successful preacher.  He was a member of the city council.  And he was an executive assistant to the mayor of the city.

[0:53:58]
His background is in – and the civil rights leader all the way.  I went to the King funeral with Rev.  Netters.  He’s a good friend of mine.  But he is a very levelheaded, very intelligent man who can give you one of the best perspectives of this whole thing that you’re looking for of anybody I know.  You will enjoy visiting with – I highly recommend you see him.

Interviewer:
One last question.

Interviewee:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
How – was the bussing question in the ‘70s, for example, was it – did you see any improvements in the race relationships how the bussing question was handled in the ‘70s?

Interviewee:
No.  I think the bussing thing is – there was a big flap begun when it started, and some of my political enemies who thought they could embarrass me by getting me drawn into this thing kept pushing me, and I finally said, “My youngest child is a sophomore in college.

[0:55:15]
“I have fortunately survived this exercise and am not going to be a part of it in any sense.  People who are involved can have at it.”  I think that it – in theory, it was fine.  But the very man who initiated the plan in the first place does now call it a disaster.  So the busing thing, I don’t want to speak to.  I just don’t – Memphis had a national award as the best public school in the United States, not many years ago.  And I would hate to think where it would stand today.

[0:56:05]
And I don’t think it’s because of bussing.  I think it’s because the demoralization of the whole system by the people within it who are demoralized.  And my feeling is from just hearing teachers talk and educators and people in the administration and department talk, they’re terribly depressed and despondent over results of the system.  The whole thing has been – what has amazed me and disappointed me is that this is that all of these academies that have sprung up all around and we have national standards to compare by are producing students making higher marks on the national tests than the public school people are.
[0:57:08]
And that’s a sad turn of affairs, but that’s a fact of life.  It’s there.  I don’t take a position on that thing one way or the other.

On the question of the school business, you talk to Dr. Thomas Stern.  He’s one of the leading physicians in the city who is a member of the who is a member of the school board.
Interviewer:
His name is Thomas Stern?

Interviewee:
Stern.  He’s an outstanding physician.  He’s one of those rare people who serve his community out of a feeling of wanting to serve by being on the school board.

Interviewer:
Okay.  Thank you very much Mr. Pryor.  That was –
Interviewee:
Yeah.  I can give you more people to see.  You could spend the rest of – how much – you’d be going home pretty soon.

[0:58:00]


Interviewer:
Yes, I –
Interviewee:
You going home at the end of the term?

Interviewer:
No.  I will travel for about three months.  And then may I want to spend September in Memphis because school in Germany starts in October.  And so I have one more month.  And I really became interested in these questions that I – I tried – just now, maybe I can get a job here in Memphis for September and try to continue what I’m doing.
Interviewee:
I hope you do.

Interviewer:
Because that’s – for me, it’s very interesting to do _____ how it developed and how it happened.

Interviewee:
Yeah.  I would think a person could do the same thing in almost any country.  You could go to France and get into it about the rise and the slip of power of the communist party in France or the – how the socialist party has evolved.  Just all through Europe a lot could be done along the same lines.
[0:59:04]


Interviewer:
Yes.

Interviewee:
So where are the fascists today?  How strong are they?
Interviewer:
In Germany or in Europe at all?

Interviewee:
In Europe.

Interviewer:
In Europe.  I think the fascists –
Interviewee:
Argentina’s a fascist country.

Interviewer:
Yes.  I think in Europe, they are particularly strong in Italy, and they – in all those countries who were in the Second World War involved on Hitler’s side.  We have them in Italy and in Germany.  And in Germany, a lot of people you can’t call them fascists, but they would support the strong men –
Interviewee:
Well, that’s the same thing we’d have with the plan, people like that.  They would like to have a fascists party.

[0:59:59]


Interviewer:
They don’t vote for the fascist party which exists in Germany.  But, for example, the most right wing conservatives of the Christian democrats like Strauss, for example, he’s a very intelligent man and he’s a very able leader.  But he, for example, has some very totalitarian and very authoritarian traits.  And a lot of people – maybe 40 percent of the voting population would support him.  And monitoring those 40 percent there are – there’s a large percentage who would support even the more right wing and the more total totalitarian type of leader who would give a certain type of security –
[End of Audio]
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