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Tom	Beckner‐	This	is	Tome	Beckner	with	Jerry	(muffled)	in	the	office	of	Jesse	Neely,	
Tennessee	commission	on	human	development.	Today’s	date	is	June	the	25th	1968.	

Jesse	Neely‐	That	is	a	Tennessee	commission	for	human	development.	

Tom	Beckner‐	For	human	development.		The	firs	thing	we	would	like	to	do	Mr.	Neely	
is	to	put	on	tape	some	of	the	very	vital	statistics	about	yourself	which	you	showed	
us	a	few	minutes	ago	on	this	resume.		We	would	like	to	know	more	or	less,	not	quite	
as	much	detail	as	this	but	where	you	came	from	and	essentially	what	you	went	
through	in	the	process	of	getting	here	where	you	are	right	now.	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well	I	am	a	native	Memphian	and	attended	the	Memphis	schools.	I	was	
born	in	Douglas	Park,	that’s	northeast	Memphis.	Family	of	7	children	of	which	I	am	
the	oldest.	As	fast	as	getting	here	I	really	don’t	know.	It	has	been	quite	a	roundabout	
way.	One	thing	that	would	be	of	significance,	I	am	from	a	large	family	and	during	the	
50’s	after	the		decease	of	my	father	it	became	my	responsibility	to	assistant	
directing	the	other	members	of	the	family.	One	thing	to	be	recognized	was	daddy	
always	taught	us	that	we	needed	a	trained	mind	in	order	to	be	competitive.	As	a	
result	of	that	I	devised	a	system	whereby	all	seven	of	us	could	be	come	educated	and	
that	was	very	simple	and	I	recommend	this	to	people	that	don’t	have	the	financial	
means	of	sending	children	to	college	etc.	Being	the	oldest	I	suggested	that	I	would	
struggle	to	get	educated	and	give	a	helping	hand	to	the	next	sister	under	me	
providing	she	would	do	the	same	for	the	one	under	her,	providing	that	one	would	do	
the	same	for	the	one	under	her	etc.	This	worked	fortunately	the	youngest	child	is	a	
senior	at	Tennessee	state	university.	This	represents	some	13	years.			

Jerry	(muffled	last	name)‐	There	were	seven	of	these?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Right,	there	was	7	of	us	and	I	am	the	oldest	of	the	seven.	We	point	to	
this	with	great	humility	and	honor	to	those	who	have	the	fortitude	to	endure	the	
untold	frustration	that	you	encounter.	As		a	result	of	this	I	taught	school	in	Kentucky	
for	seven	years	and	I	taught	in	Memphis	for	6	years.		I	did	attend	graduate	school	
and	post	graduate	school	to	still	obtain	(muffled)	I	cared	about	problems	and	means	
of	trying	to	assist	with	problems.	After	resigning	from	school	some	three	years	ago,	
the	Memphis	city	schools,	I	went	to	the	labor	department	and	worked	for	a	year	
trying	to	get	some	manpower	experience.		Many	other	varied	sundry	things.	My	
whole	philosophy	is	if	this	means	anything,	attempt	to	enrich	the	lives	of	people	in	
some	way	as	Jerry	has	pointed	out	you	will	have	been	enriched	to	some	degree.		So	I	
am	here	offering	service	to	the	state	of	Tennessee	which	I	see	an	obligation	to	try	
and	help	in	the	area	of	human	development	which	is	a	very	broad	area.	Our	
organization	is	about	a	year	old	now.	So	this	sums	it	up,	this	is	how	I	got	here	and	
maybe	some	of	the	financial	sacrifice	to	me,	but	I	do	feel	like	we	are	making	a	
contribution.		Particularly	to	a	situation	which	has	developed	in	Memphis	in	the	past	
year.			



Tom	Beckner‐	Very	very	good.	I	wanted	to	ask	one	question.	How	did	you	think	up	
this	idea	of	each	one	helping	the	one	under	to	get	through	school.	I	wondered	if	you	
came	across	this	through	any	agency	that	was	formed	back	in	that	time?	

Jesse	Neely‐	In	the	community	which	I	came,	was	a	very	illiterate	community	and	
education	wasn’t	the	subject	of	the	day.	As	you	can	observe	I	am	very	small	in	
stature	and	I	just	couldn’t	understand	or	foresee	how	physically	I	was	going	to	be	
able	to	get	too	involved	in	work.	I	also	recognized	that	if	I	was	to	obtain	anything	
that	I	must,	in	which	to	lie	a	little	bit	more	under,	we	had	a	very	close‐knit	family.		So	
this	was	something	that	happened,	I	won’t	say	a	dream	but	an	idea.	Which	we	came	
together	on	and	we	pledged	ourselves	and	made	personal	sacrifices.		For	example	I	
married	late	because	I	wanted	to	see	this	work	where	I	would	be	free	then	to	make	
my	family.	This	was	a	thing	that	was	going	on	and	I	recommend	it	to	those	who	have	
the	fortitude	and	the	will	and	enthusiasm	comes	out	of	this	once	you	can	understand	
this,	and	you	gain	knowledge.	I	think	this	can	be	a	basis	even	for	economic	
expansion	now	because	the	understanding	of	the	system,	you	are	giving	someone	a	
desire	to	move	in	this	direction.	So	this	is	what	I	having	been	born	in	Memphis	and	
many	frustrations	minorities	encountered,	particularly	my	people	and	having	
attitudes	which	some	may	have	considered	negative	interest	me	when	I	hear	about	
he	militants	now,	but	they	are	no	more	militant	than	we	were	then,	but	I	also	
recognize	how	you	could	make	a	contribution	and	combat	some	of	the	frustrations	
and	this	is	what	I	definitely	desire	from	a	personal	standpoint	for	my	family,	so	this	
is	what	we	instituted.	It	has	worked.			

#How	do	you	keep	going(muffled)	successful	people	from	Douglas	community?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well	this	was,	it	really	isn’t,	I	pushed	that….Douglas	community,	I	am	
being	very	objectable	when	I	say	this,	but	I	recall	back	in	the	day	the	WPA.		
President	Roosevelt	his	wife	came	to	he	Douglas	community	and	gave	the	principal	
of	that	school	a	citation	because	of	the	organization	he	had	within	the	people	within	
the	Douglas	community.	We	had	self	help	projects	then,	I	never	shall	forget	as	a	
youngster.	They	had	canning	projects	right	after	the	depression.	They	had	the	scrap	
drives	before	your	time.	

#I	remember.	

Jesse	Neely‐	World	War	II	we	had	the	scrap	drive.	Little	children	and	the	elderly	
were	participating	in	this.	This	was	a	result	of	the	philosophy	of	the	leadership	we	
had	at	that	particular	time.	The	Douglas	community	in	my	judgment	is	one	of	the	
most	viable	communities	of	cooperative	people	that	you	can	find.	We	have	people	
out	there	that	who	working	on	PhD’s	who	have	their	own	businesses.		So	there	is	
something	unique	about	the	Douglas	community	the	self	help	housing	programs	
which	they	had	been	involved	in.	I	am	happy	that	we	have	such	a	community	in	
Memphis.	I	think	a	great	deal	of	leadership	can	come	from	Memphis	at	the	local	level	
and	at	the	state	level,	if	individuals	those	who	represent	the	governments	would	
turn	an	eye	to	the	Douglas	community	and	I	think	a	lot	could	be	gained	form	it.	



Jerry	(muffled	last	name)‐	I	think	it	could	too,	certainly	is	wonderful.	I	think	because	
there	is	so	much	criticism	too	in	many	of	the	negro	communities	you	know	that	they	
won’t	do	anything.	Some	of	the	people	seem	to	think	you	know	you	give	them	this	
and	this	and	this	and	this,	they	won’t	do	anything.	I	think	doing	it	this	way	the	
community	builds	up	a	pride	in	itself	which	as	you	have	pointed	out	you	have	
experienced	cooperation.	I	think	with	a	latté	bit	of	help	and	encouragement	this	is	
so	much	better	than	doing	handouts.		

Jesse	Neely‐	This	is	true,	and	I	know	that	people	in	the	Douglas	community	wouldn’t	
like	that.	Since	I	have	been	here,	I	have	been	not	necessarily	any	brainstorming	alie,	
but	I	have	though	of	the	possibilities	of	housing	projects,	programs.		Strike	projects,	
anti‐housing	projects.	This	is	really	a	fearful	thing	when	you	think	in	terms	of	all	
these	housing	projects	with	people.		So	but	I	am	speaking	of	housing	programs,	self‐
help	housing	programs.		I	could	see	very	well	I	could	go	into	a	community	like	that	
and	get	the	people	organized	to	people	and	build	and	repair	homes	and	make	a	
decent	living	on	a	cooperative	base.		Employment,	the	industries	in	the	area.	Now	
there	are	so	many	things	that	could	really	happen	that	could	be	a	model	for	
Memphis	and	the	state	and	the	country	but	there	is	somewhere	you	get	caught	up	in	
all	of	this	and	you	don’t	get	anything	done.	

Jerry	(muffled	last	name)‐	I	wonder,	if	we	can	move	on	now	to	a	question	that	I	
think	will	be	valuable	as	far	as	background	is	concerned	for	our	search	and	I	wonder	
if	you	can	go	into	some	detail	into	the	actual	operation	of	the	Tennessee	commission	
for	human	development	as	far	as	its	foundations	and	the	areas	in	which	it	operates.	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well	the	Tennessee	commission	for	human	development	was	formed	
by	the	state	legislature	some	year	ago.	The	sole	purpose	was	to	cooperate	with	state,	
local,	community,	religious,	civic	organizations,	for	the	sole	purpose	of	eliminating	
discrimination	in	all	areas	of	human	development,	in	regards	to	race,	creed,	or	color.	
This	is	our	sole	purpose,	we	are	not	seen	as	an	activist	group	because	we	do	
represent	state	government.		We	are	sensitive	to	the	problems	and	we	open	our	
office	to	all	individuals	who	have	complaints	to	be	more	specific	let’s	take	the	area	of	
employment	and	how	we	have	operated.		For	example,	x,	y,	z	corporation,	someone	
has	brought	up	charge	that	they	are	discriminating	against	them	for	one	reason	or	
another.	It	is	our	responsibility	to	make	an	investigation	hopeful	that	we	can,	what	
we	call,	conciliate	the	problem	and	get	the	individual	if	we	find	cause	that	this	has	
really	happened	to	get	him	back	to	work	without	too	much	frustration.	If	the	
employer	is	not	able	to	communicate	with	him	in	no	dialogue	then	we	can	refer	the	
problem	to	another	agency	let’s	say	the	EEOC	commission,	being	in	the	area	of	
employment.	Because	we	do	not	have	any	enforcement	power,	we	are	strictly	a	sole	
group,	using	the	word	sole	trying	to	persuade	Mr.	employer	to	really	take	a	look	at	
his	practices	and	see	if	he	is	in	violation.	This	works	the	same	way	in	health	
education	welfare	housing	and	that	type	of	thing.	In	a	nutshell	this	is	what	we	
purport	to	do.		To	eliminate	if	possible	federal	intervention	and	we	hope	this	will	
also	help	at	the	local	city	levels.	These	are	some	of	the	ideals	of	human	relations.	



Tom	Beckner‐	This	really	sounds	interesting,	I	wonder,	a	question	that	occurs	to	me	
is	really	where	do	most	of	your	complaints	come	from,	what	area?		Do	you	have	any	
one	area	that	you	have	a	lot	of	complaints	of	this	nature	or	is	it	pretty	well	scattered	
out	in	let’s	say	education,	employment,	health	whatever?	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	would	say	that	the	heavy	concentration	is	in	the	employment.		This	
stands	to,	you	can	see	why	this	is,	this	is	a	more	practical	thing.	Individuals	don’t	
necessarily	have	a	knowledge	of	their	rights	in	the	area	of	health	and	welfare.	And	
we	are	speaking	of	individuals	that	we	would	be	specifically	involved	with	in	the	
area	of,	well	they	don’t	get	the	food	stamps	or	something	like	this	you	see.	But	any	
employment	we	can	understand	this	when	you	have	a	number	of	people	on	jobs,	a	
man	recognized	that	he	hasn’t	been	promoted,	a	man	recognizes	that	he	needs	more	
skills	in	order	to	adjust	to	technological	changes	but	he	doesn’t	get	it.	So	we	have	
most	of	our	complaints	heavily	on	the	side	of	employment.		As	a	matter	of	fact	this	is	
our	priority	to	work	with	the	unemployed	and	underemployed,	those	who	haven’t	
had	stable	employment	and	that	type	of	thing.	I	might	add	here	I	am	not	satisfied	
with	the	progress	we	are	making,	nor	the	city	is	making	in	this	area.	They	may	not	
want	this	but	it	may	be	helpful.	I	think	there	needs	to	be	some	imaginative	approach	
from	the	standpoint	of	the	business	sector.		For	example,	let’s	say	we	spend	a	great	
deal	on	the	business,	spend	a	great	deal	of	money	recruiting	people	to	bring	them	in	
on	the	job,	thousands	of	dollars	at	the	same	time	they	are	overlooking	individuals	
that	are	already	there	that	through	a	fundamental	remedial	educational	program	
within	a	year’s	time	could	be	upgraded	and	readjust	to	this	technological	change.		
My	recommendation	would	be	that	the	business	sector	and	industry	take	a	look	at	in	
plant	training	programs,	not	programs	outside	of	the	plant	where	the	individual	will	
go	to	the	institutional,	the	educational	institutions	but	come	back.		But	at	the	plant	
on	his	own	time,	he	is	self‐motivated	to	do	this.	Strictly	fundamental	terminology	
and	language,	whatever	the	industry	is	you	see.	This	is	not	happening	in	Memphis	
and	maybe	not	in	Tennessee,	at	least	not	on	a	broad	scale.		It	may	be	happening	but	
not	as	such	as	it	is	getting	a	great	deal	of	attention.		I	think	this	could	happen,	it	must	
happen	because	we	have	a	paradox,	people	thousands	of	individuals	looking	for	
work	and	the	employee	looking	for	employees.	So	somewhere	along	the	way	there	
needs	to	be	some	imaginative	reports	in	this	area,	and	again	our	office	is	open	to	
assist.		We	do	have	the	expertise	in	the	area	to	lend	to	the	industries	if	they	will	
accept	us.		

#How	many	in	Memphis	or	in	this	area	that	are	doing	programs	like	that?	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	would	have	to	say	to	a	degree	I	think	so	Jerry,	I	am	because	I	haven’t	
done	a	survey,	I	wouldn’t	say	no.		I	have	heard	of	several	that	have	training	
programs	and	here	again,	from	what	I	hear,	and	this	is	what	I	am	saying,	it’s	what	I	
hear	that	this	still	may	not	be	reaching	the	people	that	are	in	the	gnats.	This	is	what	I	
am	afraid	of.		Maybe	they	are	commuting	with	the	possibility	of	young	managerial	
people,	these	are	not	the	people	I	am	necessarily	talking	about.	I	am	referencing	to	
the	individual	who	has	been	on	the	job	15‐20	years	he	has	an	8th	grade	educational	
level	but	really	within	a	10	week	period….	



Tom	Beckner‐	He	can’t	move	up.	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yeah,	he	can’t	move	up.	This	does	something	to	the	man,	it	affects	the	
man’s	production	too.		This	affects	profits	see.	I	am	sure	the	employer	knows	this	
because	he	is	an	expert	he	is	the	one	that	is	investing	the	money	you	see,	but	this	is	
just	s	human	relations	approach	to	that	particular	problem.			

Tom	Beckner‐	I	wonder	if	anything,	and	this	is	the	reason	I	ask	this,	this	is	sort	of	a	
particular	area	that	I	am	sort	of	interested	in,	it	seems	to	be	that	there	is	a	great	
problem	with	young	men,	particularly	the	youth	aged	maybe	12	to	16,17,	and	18.	
These	are	people	are	at	a	very	critical	age	in	their	life,	from	the	standpoint	of	
emotionally	and	psychologically	and	they	is	very	little	that	they	can	do.		You	know	of	
any	programs	or	anything	that	is	being	done	for	boys	this	age?	It	seems	to	me	it	is	a	
turning	point	in	their	life	and	really	being	able	to	finish	school	and	go	on	and	finish	
college	or	if	they	just	drop	out	and	start	walking	the	streets.	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	agree	with	this,	this	is	a	very	critical	age	period.	It	frustrates	me	
because	the	13	years	in	which	I	was	involved	in	the	class	run.	I	couldn’t	get	out	of	
my	mind	that	we	were	keeping	people	babysitting	really,	no	program	designed	to	
motivate	them	and	this	is	one	of	my	criticisms	and	I	am	hoping,	this	is	one	of	my	
criticisms	on	our	educational	system.			

Jerry	(muffled	last	name)‐	That	made	the	requirements	of	the	student	at	all?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Right	,	no	and	here	it	is	we,	Booker	T.	Washington	said	something	about	
this,	we	want	everybody	it	appears	the	emphasize	is	particularly	in	the	black	
community.	The	interest	are	go	to	college.	Well	I	start	telling	them	not	to	go,	the	
young	man	just	got	out	a	year.	I	say	this,	the	tone	now	is	black	business.	I	am	still	
saying	there	is	not	going	to	be	any	black	business	with	the	limit	on	our	education.	
People	are	not	going	on	top	schools,	we	got	to	get	back	to	what	Washington	was	
said,	We	have	got	to	let	this	(tape	glitches)		Then	somewhere	along	the	way	this	is	
where	my	people	we	had	crossed	purposes	I	think,	because	the	voice	was	saying,	the	
intellectual	approach	in	Washington	was	saying	the	skills	and	this	type	of	thing,	
from	desire	to	become	professional.	We	overlook	the	skills	and	classify	them	as	
being	non‐professional.		And	it	is	really	interesting	when	you	find	the	schools	the	
teachers	will	say	oh	that	guy	that	kid	is	dumb	send	him	to	the	shop.		He	is	sending	a	
guy	to	the	shop	that	he	has	classified	as	dumb	to	work	on	a	4,5,	6	thousand	dollar	
automobile.		The	same	dumb	guy	to	build	a	25,	or	30	thousand	dollar	(muffled)	Here	
again	I	feel	we	must	go	back	and	admit	that	we	made	a	mistake	and	to	try	to	push	
impoverished	youngsters	with	the	ability	in	the	area	of	skills	because	I	mention	that	
the	business	of	going	to	college,	let’s	look	at	it	form	a	financial	standpoint.		Let’s	say	
that	on	a	average	and	this	is	really	conservative	we	are	talking	about	$2,000	a	year.		
$8,000,	four	years	graduate	school	$2,000,	this	is	$10,000.		You	need	a	cushion	to	go	
into	whatever	area	of	concentration.	Let’s	say	we	make	this	half	the	cost	of	getting	
educated.	So	this	is	$15,000	and	a	man	with	a	3,	or	4	thousand	dollar	income	cannot	
afford	$60,000	to	educate	4	children.	So	I	am	suggesting	this.	We	give	them	the	
skills,	we	institute	the	program	that	I	said	that	we	had	where	they	helped.		Then	if	



he	wants	to	go	to	college	after	he	has	gotten	the	skills	this	is	great	because	he	can	
obtain	all	the	expertise	he	needs	to	manage	this	skill.		Then	and	I	feel	only	then	will	
we	begin	to	make	a	dent	in	this	educational	system	and	the	economic	benefit	of	
impoverished	people	you	see.	So	this	is	what	I	was	saying	I	think	we	need	to	go	back	
and	see	what	Mr.	Washington	was	talking	about	and	start	to	put	it	in	a	present	day	
context	and	let’s	stop	fooling	the	kids	that	they	can	go	to	Harvard	or	they	can	go	to	
Yale,	because	they	were	A	students	according	to	the	standard	that	we	had	in	our	
school	system	which	is	not	a	universal	standard	you	see.		

Tom	Beckner‐	Wonder,	you	are	doing	wonderfully	and	I	think	this	is	very	valuable.	I	
wonder	if	we	can	move	over	here	into	the	role	that	the	Tennessee	commission	for	
human	development	played	leading	up	to	and	during	the	strike	and	your	own	role	
and	involvement	in	the	strike	either	as	a	participant	from	this	office	or	as	an	
individual	your	impressions	of	the	strike.	

Jesse	Neely‐	yeah	well,	we	were	on	tope	of	it	and	we	were	actively	involved.	So	it	
appeared	that	the	strike	had	climaxed	but	was	building	up	to	be	a	racial	problem.	I	
haven’t	agreed	with	that.	I	take	the	position	that	the	strike	was	an	incident.	This	was	
something	that	happened	but	the	frustrations	and	all	they	are	still	there	you	see.	So	
we	might	be	saying	that	as	a	result	of	the	strike	we	are	scape	goating.	Now	that	the	
strike	is	over	and	now	we	have	a	few	friend’s	reactions	from	it	and	this	type	of	
thing,.	But	the	problems	are	still	there	and	this	is	our	position	that	they	were	there,	
that	during	the	strike	we	were	with	the	sanitation	workers,	we	were	trying	to	get	
involved	with	the	structure	in	order	to	help	find	solutions.	We	did	meet	with	city	
councilmen,	we	met	with	the	mayor,	we	met	with	union	representatives	and	we	did	
offer	some	suggestions.		This	type	of	thing,	I	don’t	know	if	this	is	an	answer	to	what	
you	wanted	to	know.	

Tom	Beckner‐	I	would	like	it	if	you	could,	if	we	could	recall	some	of	the	dates	
involved	and	sort	of	go	through	this	more	or	less	in	a	chronologic	fashion.	I	will	give	
you	this	which	is	the	chronology	that	we	have	developed	from	the	research	we	have	
done.		And	maybe	we	can	start	just	by	asking	you	if	you	knew,	if	you	had	any	idea	
before	hand	that	there	was	going	to	be	a	strike,	how	you	heard	about	it	and	what	
was	your	reaction	when	you	heard	the	strike	had	been	called.	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yes	following	this	chronology	and	what	was	released	in	the	papers,	it	
did	happen,	this	is	the	way	that	is	happened	and	we	knew	that	the	attitudes	of	the	
strikers	would	be	that	they	were	going	to	stand.	It	just	happened	that	a	gentlemen	
that	was	a	leader	in	it	we	were	associates.	This	man	gave	me	the	opportunity	to	be	
real	close	and	get	his	attitudes	and….	

Tom	Beckner‐	This	was	a…	

Jesse	Neely‐	Jones,	Mr.	Jones.	T.O.	Jones,	he	is	from	Douglas	incidentally.			

Tom	Beckner‐	Oh	he	is?	

#he	is	(muffled)	



Jesse	Neely‐	So	we	were	real	close	and	we	knew	that	their	position	they	were	going	
to	stand	on	their	position.			

Tom	Beckner‐	Did	you	talk	to	him	any	before	the	strike	or	leading	up	to	it?		Did	you	
feel	that	the	strike	was	coming	before	it	was	actually	called?	

Jesse	Neely‐	No,	not	before	then,	the	first	thing	that	we	knew	that	we	observed	the	
strikers	marching	to	city	hall.	This		was	a	dramatic	thing,	and	this	is	from	that	point	
when	we	did	get	involved	with	trying	to	find	out	what	happened	and	that	type	of	
thing,	often	from	our	sisters.			

Tom	Beckner‐	Do	your	recall	which	march	this	was	or	was	this	just	a	series	of	daily	
marches.		

Jesse	Neely‐	See	well	the	initial	march	was	when	all	of	the	sanitation	workers	and	
those	who	were	participating	marched	to	city	hall.	

Tom	Beckner‐	This	was	on	what	day?	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	am	not	sure	of.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Is	this	the	day	the	paper	came	out	and	had	the	picnic	over	there.	

Jesse	Neely‐	No	this	was	after	the	picnic	came	after.		But	the	big	march	from	over	on	
Firestone	the	union	hall.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Let	me	see	if	we	can	get	a	date	established	here.		Was	it	on	the	first	
week	of	the	strike?	

#Divides	our	chronology?	

Tom	Beckner‐	Yes,	you	observed	this	or	your	office	was	in	touch	with	you,	how	did	
you	come	to…	

Jesse	Neely‐	Really	as	an	observer	really,	we	hadn’t	made	any	contact	with	any	of	
the	leaders	at	all	at	this	point.	(Tape	breaks)	

Jesse	Neely‐	This	is	our	problem	I	told	him	we	(muffled).	

Tom	Beckner‐	So	where	were	we	now?	

Jesse	Neely‐	We	were	trying	to	establish..	

Tom	Beckner‐	Your	entry	into	the…	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yeah	entry	into,	after	this	well	like	I	said	we	were	more	of	a	fact‐finding	
agency	and	after	we	saw	this	was	a	dispute	that	was	about	to	appear,	then	we	
attempted	to	make	contact	with	the	leaders	to	ascertain	what	it	really	was	the	
problem	and	what	role	could	we	play	in	trying	to	alleviate	the	problem.	Make	a	
contribution,	(muffled)	such	a	frustrating	thing	in	any	one	person	institution	or	



organization	and	it	didn’t	have	nay	answers	and	this	was	the	same	position	we	were	
caught	in.		

Jerry	(muffled	last	name)‐	By	the	leaders	you	mean	Mr.	Jones	and	Champa	and	
Worth,	did	you	contact	the	union?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Right,	later	on	in	the	doing	this,	this	was	near	the	end	when	we	thought	
we	were	making	real	contributions,	of	course	we	didn’t	meet	with	the	union	people,	
well	my	director	and	the	governor’s	assistant	met	with	the	mayor	and	in	turn	that	
following	night	we	met	with	the	union	people	to	try	and	relate	what	we	had	learned	
there	with	the	hopes	of	really	attempting	to	solve	the	problem	it	just	didn’t	work	as	
we	all	hoped.	

Tom	Beckner‐	What	tone	did	these	meetings	take,	or	what	really	did	you	do	at	the	
meetings,	can	you	give	us	a	some	sort	of	detail	as	to	what	actually	went	on	and	the	
tone	that	it	took.	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well	the	tone	was	a	conversational	tone	in	both	meetings	and	the	
meeting	with	the	mayor	I	learned	and	it	would	also	appeared	at	that	point	that	
everybody	was	interested	in	finding	a	solution	you	see.	Naturally	not	being	a	labor	
people	we	try	to	find	the	legal	basis	of	operations	and	the	union	presented	its	side	
and	the	administration	had	its	view	and	as		result	of	it,	following	that	we	were	really	
out	of	it,	as	you	learned	it	began	to	get	more	involved	and	that	type	of	thing.	

Tom	Beckner‐	What	reaction	did	the	mayor	have?	Did	you	personally?	

Jesse	Neely‐	No,	my	director	and	the	governor’s	assistant.		
	
Tom	Beckner‐	Do	you	recall	their	comments	about	his	reaction?	

Jesse	Neely‐	His	feeling	with	Jerry	was	that	it	wasn’t	a	legal	strike.		They	felt	that	
they	could	arrive	at	some	terms	providing	they	would	meet	certain	guidelines	that	
they	had	set	up.		Tom	Beckner‐	You	indicated	a	minute	ago	that	you	felt	that	this	was	
a	racial	problem	all	the	way	through,	did	you	not	or	am	I?	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	don’t	know	if	I	said	that	or	not	you	may	be	ahead	of	me.		

Jerry	(muffled	last	name)‐	I	know	you	said	the	problems	were	there	and	there	were	
there	during	the	strike.	

Jesse	Neely‐	Oh	this	was	very,	oh	yes	just	to	let	me	clarify	this	is	what	I	said.	The	
strike	was	in	my	judgment	something	that	happened	incidentally	you	see.	But	the	
other	problem,	the	problem	of	housing,	the	problem	of	charges	of	police	brutality	
and	these	things	in	my	judgment	are	still	problems.			

Tom	Beckner‐	Sure	are.	

Jesse	Neely‐	You	are	right	you	see.	But	the	strike,	the	tension	was	on	the	strike,	
which	was	an	incident.	Which	really	just	seems	to	brushed	all	the	other	problems	



aside.	I	say	that	to	say	that	the	problems	are	still	there.	You	see	the	problem	is	still	
there.	

Jerry	(muffled	last	name)‐	I	was	telling	the	city	council	this,	one	thing	that	
aggravated	me	that	it	appeared	that	this	was	during	the	upheaval	and	calls	to	
marching	and	this	type	of	thing.	But	these	things	again	were	incidents.	I	still	felt	that	
the	suppressed	people	in	Memphis.,	still	haven’t	exploded	and	I	think	this	is	
something	we	need	to	be	concerned	about	as	it	has	happened	in	other	places.	That	
incident	brought	on	the	little	riot	that	we	had.	Those	who	were	doing	this	they	
weren’t	the	people	that	were	frustrated	a	suppressed.	

#Why	do	you	think	that	these	suppressed	people	haven’t	exploded	like	they	have	in	
other	areas?	

Jesse	Neely‐	You	know	it	is	really	unique,	a	unique	thing	about	Memphians.	There	is	
to	a	degree	and	always	has	been	some	type	or,	I	don’t	want	to	say	dialogue,	but	
some	conversation	among	both	races	you	know.	There	is	something	unique	about	
the	Memphian	and	I	think	this	indicates	that	people	are	really	trying	to	do	the	best	
thing,	the	Memphian	does.	This	is	the	thing	that	really	hurt	me	because	I	always	felt	
like	Memphis	could	be	our	model	and	ideal	in	this	whole	business	of	race	relations	
you	see,	and	I	still	feel	like	we	can.	Because	both	of	the	black	community	and	white	
community	have	the	ability,	but	this	needs	coordinating	you	see,	so	he	may	have	
some	fringe	groups	and	that	type	thing.	In	my	judgment	there	was	a	group	that	they	
gave	credit	to	being	militant	and	I	recall	sitting	in	on	some	of	he	early	sessions	of	
these	people	and	in	my	judgment	they	were	not	a	viable	organized	structured	group.	

Jerry	(muffled	last	name)‐	This	the	invaders?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Right,	you	know	they,	I	never	say	these	people,	no	philosophy.		No	
structure	and	organization	and	I	bid	Dr.,	King	that.	He	thought	this	was	a	group,	a	
militant	group	that	had	to	be	watched	in	the	community.	In	my	judgment	there	
wasn’t	any	organization	I	knew	many	of	these	people,	some	were	former	students,	
this	type	of	thing.	But	maybe	they	don’t	need	organizational	skills	to	get	things	all	
tore	up.	

Jerry	(muffled	last	name)‐	They	sure	scared	the	hell	out	of	a	lot	of	people	in	east	
Memphis	though,	the	coverage	they	got	in	the	crash,	you	just	mention	militant	and	
invader	you	know.	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	heard	the	name	all	up	in	Washington.	I	said	that	was	a	shame.	That’s	
what	you	got	to	watch	because	you	can	have	a	dormant	group…	

#Who	is	created	by	the	press..	

Jesse	Neely‐	Right,	with	ability	and	everything	else.	This	is	what	I	think	we	need	to	
be	aware	of.	This	could	be	a	scapegoating	group.	So	this	is	what	I	am	saying	we	need	
to,	and	it	is	not	a	disturbance…we	have	the	universities	and	the	colleges	all	around	
us,	psychologists	and	sociologists	and	nobody	is	really	really	involved	with	the	



problem.		All	attending	city	hall	(muffled)	and	nobody	can	come	up	with	any	
matterful	program	this	type.		
	
Tom	Beckner‐	Do	you	feel	as	a	result	of	all	the	attention	that	the	strike	focused	on	
the	problems	here	in	Memphis	that	the	people	have	really		honest	to	god	become	
aware	and	involved?	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	think	there	has	been	some	attempt	to	do	this,	we	noticed	afterward	
we	have	Memphis	cares	and	all	these	groups.	But	they	are	dwindling	away,	they	are	
dwindling	away.		I	really	feel,	and	this	is	my	position,	it	must	be	a	cooperative	thing	
between	black	and	white.	The	whites	that	don’t	know	the	problem	that	is	still	there,	
they	really	don’t	know	what	to	do.	They	must	find	the	blacks	that	are	angry	but	will	
still	listen.	I	don’t	think	anybody	been	angrier	that	I	have	been	at	one	point	but	I	
recognize	that	I	can	make	a	contribution	by	trying	to	do	something	tactical.	But	I	
think	this	is	what	happened,	a	number	of	people	desire	a	number	of	Memphians,	
good	Memphians	both	white	and	black	want	to	help	but	they	can’t	come	up	with	a	
program,	grassroots	program.	Then	there	is	a	resentment	in	the	black	community,	
you	see	1	or	2	people	maybe	who	don’t	represent	the	people	in	Douglas	park	and	
the	other	little	parks	but	the	grassroot	problem	you	see,	so	this	is	really	not	helping	
either.		

Tom	Beckner‐	Well	incidentally	what	was	this	point	when	you	became	so	angry?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Oh	that	was	during	the	period	when	I	was	at	Douglas	park	at	age	6	and	
7	mother	used	to	run	with	us	to	Douglas	park	to	avoid	the	killing	and	avoid	the	
police	brutality	you	know.	Having	been	a	12	year	old	and	seeing	people	I	knew	shot,	
and	having	seen	people	that	I	respected	run	off	the	street	and	this	type	of	thing,.	
Having	been	run	out	of	town	practically	myself	at	age	16	and	stayed	away	10	years.		
All	these	things	do	bring	on	frustrations.	

#Why	were	you	run	out	of	town	at	age	16?	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	didn’t	have	a	discipline,	I	didn’t	know	how	to	act,	I	didn’t	know	how	to	
act	black.	I	wasn’t	aware	of	cause	really,	I	don’t	know	if	you	have,	you	may	want	to	
stop	the	tape	for	this	one,	do	stop	the	tape	for	this	one.	(Tape	break)	

Jesse	Neely‐	This	is	what	we	are	talking	about,	trying	to	make	a	contribution	trying	
to	raise	the	level	of	enforcers.	

#What	made	you	change	from	this	very	angry	young	man	into	what	you	are	today?	
What	made	you	realize	that	you	couldn’t	work	that	way?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well	I	was	caught	up	in	two	things,	my	training,	my	home	training,	with	
pure	tonic	philosophy	we	impose	on	children.	Then	again	desiring	to	make	a	
contribution.	I	knew,	what	could	I	do	dead?	What	could	I	tell	youngsters?	What	
could	I	tell	anybody?		What	could	we	not	tell,	but	what	could	we	talk	about.	So	
learning,	you	didn’t	learn	this	in	college,	you	learned	it	from	first	hand	experience.	
So	trying	that	has	been	an	ambition	to	gain	knowledge	of	problems	and	then	



knowledge	gives	enthusiasm	to	try	and	do	something	about	it	and	it	gets	frustrating	
when	you	get	caught	up	in	structures.	So	the	change	may	have	come	as	a	result	of	
recognizing	that	you	can’t	go	around	preaching	this	type	of	thing	that	you	must	try	
to	find	some	sort	of	solution	and	make	a	contribution.		
	
#Do	you	think	any	particular	thing	happened	that	might	have	impressed	you?	

Jesse	Neely‐	In	my	life	that	made	this	change?	No	I	can’t	relate	to	any	particular	
thing	no	more	than	as	you	gain	more	knowledge	that	the	world	does	not	begin	and	
end	in	Douglas.		And	that	there	were	people	both	whites	and	I	had	a	rich	experience	
on	stage	you	know	people	I	met	and	then	community	theaters	and	this	type	of	thing	
and	their	attitudes.	Maybe	this	is	the	answer	to	your	question,	after	more	exposure,	
keep	in	mind	I	was	thinking	of	a	geographical	location	Memphis	and	that	all	the	
people	were	alike.	But	more	exposure	and	this	type	of	thing,	people	of	broader	
concepts	and	philosophies	this	type	of	thing,	I	think	this	may	have	contributed	to	a	
change.	

Tom	Beckner‐	I	want	to	get	back	to	the	strike	for	a	minute.	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yes.	

Tom	Beckner‐	I	would	like	to	know	how	you	felt	as	a	negro	in	Memphis	and	as	a	
native	Memphian.		What	was	your	reaction	when	you	first	heard	about	the	strike	
itself?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well	it	wasn’t,	it	didn’t	come	as	any	surprise	to	me	back	earlier,	I	don’t	
remember	the	year	that	was,	there	was	grievances	to	the	conditions	and	this	type	
thing.	Let’s	say	as	an	individual	I	observed	the	conditions	under	which	the	people	
came	into	the	communities,	that	they	worked	and	some	attention	needed	to	be	given	
to	their	problem.	So	I	tried	to	look	at	it	objectively,	not	as	a	negro,	we	were	trained	
not	to	look	at	things	as	negros	and	white,	that	was	what	daddy	taught	us.		But	what	
was	just	and	what	was	injust.		I	do	feel	that	the	people	were	justified	in	making	their	
grievances	known	and	anybody,	there	is	there	level	of	doing	it	but	this	happens	
everyday	and	all	of	the	congress	lobbies	and	this	type	of	thing,	they	have	ways	of	
doing	it	sophistically	but…it	was	pointed	out,	I	think	ewe	all	agreed	that	there	were	
and	maybe	still	are	problems	in	the	area	of	human	development	of	people	who	
work.	You	take	a	person	like	a	sanitation	worker,	life	insurance	underwriter	would	
give	this	guy	a	rated	premium	for	you	and	I	to	have	an	opportunity	to	make	more	
money	to	get	a	standard	agreement.	This	is	just	one	thing	among	the	people	you	see.		
So	as	an	individual	I	feel	that	they	had	a	grievance	and	they	attempted	to	the	best	of	
their	ability	to	let	that	be	known	that	they	had	it.	The	thing	is,	that	is	what	somewhat	
disturbed	me	about	the	whole	movement.		That	the	movement	started	off,	the	racial	
movement	and	we	know	it	with	negro	motivations.		It	started	off	as	a	love‐in,	a	
goodwill	good	faith	thing.	But	the	need	for	changes	and	the	resistance	to	changes	
gave	rise	to	the	problems	that	we	had.	This	was	a	typical	situation	again.	



#Were	you	involved	with	any	of	the	sanitation	worker’s	meetings,	or	any	of	the	
mass	meetings,	or	the	marches?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yes,	I	went	to	95Tom	Beckner‐		of	the	meetings.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Several	people	who	we	have	talked	to	have	indicated,	excuse	me	for	
looking	over	here	but	I	am	listening	to	what	you	are	saying,	I	feel	the	need	to	keep	
track	of	this.	Several	people	we	talked	to	said	they	were	really	astonished,	those	
several	of	the	negros	and	whites	that	we	talked	to	said	they	were	really	astonished	
by	the	unity	which	the	black	community	demonstrated	during	the	strike	which	had	
never	been	evident	before.		Did	you	notice	this,	do	you	agree	with	this	and	if	so	
when	did	you	feel	that	this	really	began	to	feel	right,	this	unity	became	apparent?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well,	this	I	have	to	agree	that	appeared	to	be	more	unity	than	before.	I	
think	the	thing	that	mobilized	the	black	community	was	when	they	looked	upon	the	
sanitation	workers	you	know	not	as	being	human	humble	people,	and	then	the	day	
after	they	were	maced	and	this	type	of	thing,	I	saw	ministers	that	I	have	been	trying	
to	tell	for	10	years	they	need	to	be	involved	in	human	relations	activity	and	they	
have	been	turning	silent	ears.	It	appeared	after	that	incident	many	persons	where	
moved	to	try	and	do	at	least	what	they	could	and	I	think	this	may	have	been	the	
thing	that	brought	the	unity	that	particular	time.	

Tom	Beckner‐	The	ministers	had	quite	a	terrific	role	in	the	unity,	what	is	your	
opinion	of	why	they	became	so	involved	and	why	they	had	such	an	impact?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well,	this	is,	as	you	know	in	the	black	community,	ministers	they	have	
more	of	a	captive	audience.		The	people,	ministers	and	teachers	in	the	black	
community	has	always	been	the	people	they	listen	to,	they	don’t	listen	to	teachers	
anymore	they	listen	to	the	ministers	now.	But	they	have	the	audience	and	they	were	
the	spiritual	leaders	of	the	people.	Then	I	think	they	had	to	do	some	soul	searching	
to	really	look	into	the	area	of	Christianity	and	here	again	I	think	we	need	to	not	look	
at	this	Christian	philosophy	that	people	talk	about,	I	think	this	contributes	to	a	great	
deal	of	frustration	now	in	humanity	demand	that	many	people	take	this	up	and	as	a	
result	you	get	a	movement	going.	So	the	ministers	played	a	role	that	they	should	
have	played.	I	heard	some	people	say	that	they	shouldn’t	be	involved	but	you	know	
you	got	church	politics	as	well	as	other	institution	or	politics.	They	had	a	response	
and	I	am	happy	that	they	did.	Because	if	they	hadn’t	who	would	have?	This	is	the	
thing,	they	ought	to	be	commended	for	the	role	that	they	played	to	give	spiritual	and	
professional	guidance.	

#I	was	just	going	to	ask	you	if	you	were	in	that	march	the	first	march	where	there	
was	threats	of	mace?	

Jesse	Neely‐	No	I	wasn’t	I	missed	that,	but	I	heard	about	that	one.	I	think….I	wasn’t	
there	at	that	particular	march	but	the	others	from	then	on	I	was.		

Tom	Beckner‐	I	wondered	if	you	had	any	reaction	or	if	you	could	recall	any	
conversations	you	had	with	any	of	your	co‐workers	here	who	are	white	about	the	



sanitation	strike	and	their	opinion	or	view,	do	you	recall	any	of	this	or	any	whites	
that	reflected	one	way	or	another?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Not	only	those	there,	there	is	only	one	white	field	representative	here.		
And	as	a	part	of	the	official	responsibility	we	were	there	and	the	general	attitude	
seemed	to	be	like	most	but	through	my	other	white	associates,	that	is	through	my	
church	affiliations	and	other	business	affiliations,	it	appeared	in	a	general	sense	they	
were	sympathetic,	they	were	sympathetic.	You	were	about	to	ask	something	Jerry?	

Tom	Beckner‐	Just	move	on	into	the	(muffled)	strike.	I	wonder	if	you	had	any	real	
concern	about	the	march	on	March	the	28th	becoming	a	violent	march.	Did	you	in	
your	contact	with	people,	pick	up	any	insight	into	this,	or	did	you	personally	have	
any	real	fear	that	the	march	would	break	out	into	violence	as	it	did?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Not	as	it	did,	I	knew	that	this	was	a	possibility	anytime	you	any	group	of	
anything.	Things,	people,	whatever	they	be	you	know	that	the	potential	is	always	
there.	You	are	dealing	with	persons	individual	personalities,	and	this	type	of	thing.	
But	as	far	as,	I	didn’t	have	any	reservation	at	all	about	the	sanitation	workers	
turning	violent	nor	the	other	leaders.		But	here	again	individuals	who	didn’t	even	
know	what	was	going	on	and	who	cared	less,	this	is	one	reservation	I	had.	Then	I	
served	as	a	marshal	during	that	period.	

Tom	Beckner‐	You	were	a	marshal…on	March	28th?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Right	and	I	did,	I	won	a	period	at	the	site,	I	became	quite	apprehensive.		
For	one	thing	I	knew	a	lot	of	individuals,	well	I	saw	a	lot	of	individuals	many	of	
whom	I	had	attempted	to	teach	and	I	knew	I	just	couldn’t	see	them	being	rational.	

Tom	Beckner‐	This	was	at	Clayborne?	

Jesse	Neely‐	This	was	before	we	took	off.	I	really	did	become	apprehensive	after	we	
were	trying	to	calm	the	people	in	the	street	and	this	type	of	thing,	these	particular	
individuals	who	are	not	invaders,	I	must	say	and	whom	I	saw	after	the	disruption	
with	goods	which	they	had	looted	and	this	type	of	thing,	they	cared	less	about	the	
over	all	situation.		This	is	the	thing	that	gave	me	basis	for	saying	that	the	invaders	
were	just	used	as	the	scapegoats	you	see	but	he	individuals	who	had	done	terms	in	
training	school	and	this	type	of	thing	who	were	there	and	I	call	them	they	weren’t	
the	marchers,	they	were	the	walkers.	Those	who	wouldn’t	get	in	the	line	of	the	
march	and	whose	sole	purpose	was	to	satisfy	their	own	goals	you	see	with	no	
concern	about	what	was	trying	to	go	on.		After	arriving	that	morning,	I	did	as	I	said,	
became	quite	apprehensive	because	I	was	wondering	how	would	we	control	that	
few	individuals	that	could	do	it,	but	again	it	was	on.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Do	you	recall	what	time	you	got	down	there?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Oh	it	must	have	been	8:30,	9:00.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Quite	early	in	the	morning.	



Jesse	Neely‐	Right,	it	was	quite	early	in	the	morning.	

Tom	Beckner‐	I	know	the	southern	regional	council	covers	the	report,	I	don’t	know	
if	you	have	seen	it	or	read	it	or	not	but	it	covered	the	issue	of	the	first	report,	I	think	
it	was	issued	April	the	3rd,	the	day	before	Dr.	King	was	killed.	Then	they	put	out	two	
separate	ones.	They	indicated	in	this	report	that	it	seemed	to	make	a	great	deal,	it	
seemed	to	arouse	the	group	at	Clayborne	when	the	group	of	Hamilton	students	and	
other	students	perhaps	from	other	schools	came	down	about	10:00,	and	people	kept	
hearing	that	what	had	gone	on	in	Hamilton.	Did	you	notice	anything	like	this	or	a	
build	up	in	the	anxiety?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well	there	was	anxiety	before	that	development.	I	recall	someone	
saying,	who	it	was	is	not	important,	you	know	they	are	beating	up	the	students	at	
Hamilton.	But	still	this	worked	everybody	up	to	a	degree,	but	the	leaders.	So	then	
the	idea	was	to	dispatch	somebody	out	there	to	see	what	happened.		Well	I	recall	
after	the	students	from	Hamilton	arrived	one	or	two	that	in	particular	are	members	
of	my	church	and	are	part	of	my	youth	group,	we	talked..	

Tom	Beckner‐	What	church	is	it?	

Jesse	Neely‐	United	Presbyterian	Church,	as	a	youth	director.	One	of	my	particular	
students	we	did	have	a	conversation	and	he	related	to	me	what	had	taken	place.		At	
the	same	time,	now	keep	in	mind	there	were	individuals	on	the	scene	who	weren’t	
students	who	again	were	walkers	and	still	had	their	goals	in	mind.	I	don’t	feel	that	
the	Hamilton	students	directly	contributed	to	what	happened,	because	it	appeared	
that	they	were	able	to	let	off	some	of	their	frustration	by	getting	in	the	line	at	the	
march.	But	here	again,	those	individuals	that	I	saw,	I	have	to	get	this	film	too	
because	I	have	film	that	I	haven’t	had	developed	yet,	to	really	try	and	go	review	
these.	

#you	have	film?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yeah	8mm	film.			
	
#From	that	night?	

Jesse	Neely‐	It	is	home	8mm.	

#And	you	haven’t	developed	it	yet?	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	haven’t	developed	it	yet.	I	put	too	many	at	once,	I	got	7	or	8	hundred	
feet	of	it.	But	these	were	my	personal,	these	weren’t	official	business.			

Tom	Beckner‐	I	would	like	to	say	if	after	it	is	developed	and	you	have	seen	it	if	there	
are	any	good	sections	there	if	we	could	grab	some	borrow	it	and	have	it	copied.	Our	
mission	is	too	al	of	the	material	which	we	collect,	including	the	tapes	will	eventually	
go	under	archive	of	the	library	at	Memphis	state	for	scholarly	use	there	and	
research.	Incidentally	if	you	have	any	correspondence	with	reference	to	the	



sanitation	strike	or	any	of	your	publications	which	you	received	on	this	we	might,	if	
you	would	make	those	available	to	us	for	copying	or	if	you	would	care	to	donate	
them.	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	will	have	to	review	all	this	and	see	about	that.	So	to	conclude	all	that	
here	again	they	weren’t	high	school	students.	They	may	have	been	individual	of	high	
school	age	that	contributed	the	most	of	the	(muffled)	The	most	exciting	thing	
happened	(muffled)	when	I	saw	these	youngsters	having	taken	the	plaques	off	the	
sticks,	and	lining	the	sidewalk	then	you	just	knew	there	wasn’t	any	good.		

Tom	Beckner‐	Could	you	describe	how	you	proceeded	down	the	street	and	what	
was	directly	in	the	area	of	the	march	you	were	in	or	did	you	stay	at	the	temple?	

Jesse	Neely‐	No,	my	wife	and	I	and	some	others	we	brought	the	rear	of	the	march	
because	I	had	done	the	filming	from	the	front.	The	idea	was	to	do	the	filming	from	
the	front	and	then	from	the	back.	As	we	turned	on	Beale	and	Hernando	we	saw	this	
wave	of	people.	Well	Instantly	we	knew	something	had	happened	but	what?		You	try	
to	get	some	information	and	that	is		where	it	really	happens.	We	weren’t	down	front	
to	really	get	any	action	of	what	really	took	place	but	only	this	exciting	moment,	
wave	of	human	beings	coming	down	(muffled).	Things	you	had	only	read	about	in	
other	places.	Then	you	concluded	that	it	has	happened	in	my	town.	W	

Tom	Beckner‐	What	was	your	first	inkling	that	violence	had	erupted,	could	you	hear	
the	breaking	of	the	windows	or	the	shouts?	

Jesse	Neely‐	From	our	position	we	couldn’t	but,	you	know	it	was	just	unusual	to	see	
a	thousand	people	running.	You	can	only	conclude	it	had	to	have	been	condition	to	
in	other	parts	of	the	country	and	seeing	films	this	is	what	happened.		Then	you	say	
why	Memphis,	oh	no,	why	my	town.	I	recall	looking	at	Handy	in	Handy	Park	looking	
at	his…	

Tom	Beckner‐	On	his	birthday.	

Jesse	Neely‐	You’re	right	and	I	was	really	frustrated	and	I	remember	all	day	why	
why	hwy.		Because	for	so	long	and	this	was	the	thing	I	tried	to	outlive	in	the	earlier	
days,	this	frustration	of	violence	hoping	to	make	a	contribution	then.		Here	you	are	
again	20	years	older	and	here	it	is.	Then	from	there	on(muffled).	Following	that,	that	
evening	I	recall	we	met	with	director	Holloman,	(muffled).	

Tom	Beckner‐	This	was	the	29th	Friday?	

Jesse	Neely‐	This	was	the	same	day.	Same	day	of	the	march	around	4:00	we	
proceeded	to	meet	with	director	Holloman	officially	and	offer	the	services	of	the	
commission	and	that	type	of	thing	and	see	if	we	could	do	anything	to	offer	our	
assistance.	

Tom	Beckner‐	What	was	his	reception?	



Jesse	Neely‐	He	was	very	nice	and	very	appreciative	at	this	point	to	have	individuals	
that	were	concerned.	He	did	indicate	that	it	wouldn’t	really	possibly	he	could	
(muffled).	This	was	understood,	and	as	a	result	we	had	to	proceed	on	our	own	as	to	
being	subject	to	danger	in	this	type	of	thing.	

#What	did	you	do,	what	did	the	commission	do	following	that?	

Jesse	Neely‐	What	did	we	do,	it	was	such	a	crazy	thing?		Specifically	we	didn’t	do	
anything	in	a	general	sense.	There	wasn’t	too	much	anyone	was	doing	in	a	
specifically	because	here	again	it	is	in	the	hands	of	the	churches	and	everybody.			

Tom	Beckner‐	You	just	wanted	to	make	your	services	available?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Right,	well	if	he	felt	we	could	do	anything	we	were	willing	to	do	
anything	we	could.	If	it	meant	going	into	the	community,	whatever	we	could	do	that	
they	felt	we	could	have	done	to	help	the	situation	that	we	did	(muffled)	

Tom	Beckner‐	I	wonder	if	we	could	move	on	now,	I	wonder	if	you	recall	anything	in	
the	next	few	days,	anything	which	occurred	between	let’s	say	this	meeting	and	
leading	up	to	the	death	of	Dr.	King,	any	particular	events	which	occur	which	you	can	
recall,	or	any	meetings	you	had	with	relation	or	discussion	you	had	with	relation	to	
the	strike?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well	at	this	particular	point	it	appeared	that	they	would	need	to	try	to	
keep	the	community	together	and	there	were	several	meetings	in	which	I	have	
documents	and	we	sent	them	to	Nashville.	I	don’t	know	specifically	dates	and	these	
types	of	thing	but	there	were	several	meetings	that	took	place	in	the	community	
which	we	attempted	to	get	there	and	offer	our	services.	At	that	particular	time	more	
organized	groups	like	COME,	and	the	other	groups	that	had	structure,	they	were	in	
command	and	they	had	their	program	planned	so	there	was	very	little	we	could	do	
at	that	point.	

Tom	Beckner‐	One	of	the	things	that	we	have	been	interested	in	and	we	have	been	
trying	to	bring	out	in	our	interview,	is	the	activities	of	the	people	on	the	day	that	Dr.	
King	was	killed	on	that	April	the	4th.	You	recall	what	you	were	doing	that	day?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yes,	that	day	I	had	met	with,	had	attended	a	meeting	with	SCLC	and	Dr.	
King	at	the	Centenary	Methodist	church	on	McElmore.		

Tom	Beckner‐	This	was,	what	time	of	day?	He	came	out	the	evening	of	the	2nd?	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	am	not	sure.			

#Had	you	known	Dr,	King	before	this?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Not	directly	but	indirectly	had	been	places	where	he	had	been	and…	

Tom	Beckner‐	I	think	he	came	back	the	3rd,	Wednesday	the	3rd.	



Jesse	Neely‐	Yeah	that	was	the	3rd,	on	the	3rd	we	attended	a	session	at	the	Centenary	
and	at	that	particular	session	Dr.	King	made	some	comments,	he	introduced	his	
staff.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Can	you	recall	who	was	there?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yes.	Dr.	Abernathy	was	there	and	reverend	Jesse	Jackson	and	it	
appeared	to	be	many	key	people,	reverend	Young,	he	was	there.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Reverend	Williams,	Joe	Williams?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Josea,	he	was	there	right.	Core	SCLC	appeared	to	be	there.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Who	was	with	you,	did	you	go	by	yourself?	

Jesse	Neely‐	No,	the	administrative	assistant	to	us,	Archie	Allen,	Archie	and	I.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Yes,		(muffled)	

Jesse	Neely‐	You	know	Archie?	Yeah	well	we	were	there,	at	that	meeting	with	them.		

Tom	Beckner‐	This	was	at	reverend	Lawson’s	church?	

Jesse	Neely‐	This	was	right	at	Centenary	Methodist	and	one	thing	of	particular	
interest,	the	reverend	Jackson,	King	asked	him	to	explain	the	operation	breadbasket	
concept	which	he	did.		We	were	there	for	at	the	press	conference	when	someone	
asked	about	the	injunction	which	was	to	come	up	and	that	type	of	thing.		On	that	
particular	day,	and	that	was	the	last	meeting	where	we	were.	It	was	interesting	
though,	that	evening	when	I	arrived	at	home	and	then	the	news	came	on	and	what	
had	happened	must	have	been	around	6:30.	Immediately	I	left	home	and	didn’t	
know	where	I	was	going.	I	was	trying	to	determine	where	would	they	possibly	take	
him.	And	it	happened	that	I	went	right	there.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Right	to	St.	Joseph’s?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Right	to	St.	Joseph’s	and	I	knew	it	would	be	somewhere	in	the	medical	
complex	but	I	felt	that	John	Gaston	would	be	too	crowded	you	know.	And	then….	

Tom	Beckner‐	Not	quite	nice	enough.	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	only	live	about,	still	lived	in	north	Memphis.	So	what	I	did	was	I	
proceeded	down	Jackson	ave	and	I	just	kept	going.	I	figured	I	will	go	down	as	far	as	
2nd	and	I	will	circle	and	if	I	don’t	see	any	activity	then	I	will	come	on	and	go	over	to	
Madison	and	come	on	up.	Sure	enough	when	I	did	I	went	into	the	lot	of	St.	Joseph’s.		I	
began	to	see	unusual	activity	and	from	that	point	I	proceeded	on	in	the	area	near	the	
emergency	room,	the	waiting	room	outside	the	emergency	room.	There,	the	
reverend	Young	was	there,	and	Mr.	Eskridge	who	is	the	legal	advisor	to	Dr,	King	
they	were	there.	Then	the	frustration	and	all	that	went	on	with	it.	So	I	was	there	at	
the	hospital	during	the	stated	time	of	the	expiration.	



#Did	you	speak	to	these	people	?	

Jesse	Neely‐	The	reverend	Young	and…?	Yeah	I	didn’t	interview	them,	it	wasn’t	I	
didn’t	feel	it	was	necessary,	I	was	just	getting	what	they	were	telling	them	you	know	
in	the	way	of	what	happened	and	that	type	of	thing.		
	
Tom	Beckner‐	I	wonder	if	we	can	back	up	just	a	minute.	Can	you	recall	where	you	
were,	you	said	you	were	at	home,	what	you	were	doing	and	all?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yeah	we	had	just	arrived,	I	had	brought	my	family	in	for	the	evening.		
Then	I	think	it	was	Dave	Patterson	on	the	6:00	news.		He	was…	

Tom	Beckner‐	Right	at	the	end.	

Jesse	Neely‐	Right,	right	at	the	end	of	the	6:00	news.	This	was	when	I	guess	I	
immediately	left	home.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Did	you	have	any	feeling	or,	I	know	you	without	asking	you	had	
feelings,	but	can	you	describe	these	as	you	heard	the	news,	did	you	have	any	fear	of	
reprisal	or	rioting	here?			

Jesse	Neely‐	No,	well	when	I	heard	this,	wishful	thinking	you	hope	he	is	shot	and	he	
will	recover.	This	is	you	being	the	normal	response.	I	knew	that	people	did,	the	
philosophy	of	King	was	in	the	people’s	minds	of	many	people	both	black	and	white.	
Here	again	we	are	talking	about	being	driven	beyond	rational	thinking.	So	you	here	
again	you	know	this	is	all	prevalent.	It	is	difficult	for	me	to	answer	a	question	like	
that	because	being	prone	to	frustrations	and	all	this	all	the	time,	I	expect	it	all	the	
time	anyway.		I	was	telling	somebody,	frankly	I	was	just	as	comfortable	when	they	
were	rioting	as	I	was	6	years	of	age	running.	Because	I	know	some	direction	to	go	
now	as	an	adult	but	as	a	youth	a	chi	ld,	I	didn’t.	You	get	conditioned	to	this,	you	
expect	it.		

#There	in	the	waiting	room,	what	happened	after	his	death	was	announced?	

Tom	Beckner‐	What	was	it	like	before	his	death	was	announced?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well	this	was	pacing	in	there	and	as	I	said	the	reverend	Young	took	the	
responsibility	of	explaining	what	he	had	thought		happened.	

Tom	Beckner‐	What	was	the	scene	like	was	there	a	lot	of	people?	

Jesse	Neely‐	No,	well	they	had	cordoned	us	off	in	this	area.	They	didn’t	have,	
entering	only	those	who	could	officially	identify	themselves	were	allowed	in	that	
particular	area.	

Tom	Beckner‐	How	were	you	allowed	to	get	in?	



Jesse	Neely‐	Well	I	was	representing	the	state	commission	for	human	development	
which	does	put	us	in	the,	gives	us	the	responsibility	to	get	the	facts	as	close	as	we	
can	and	this	type	of	thing.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Did	you	have	any	problems?	

Jesse	Neely‐	No	problems,	no	no	problem	here	only	the	officer	stated	only	officials	
and	press	would	be	allowed	in	this	area.		

Tom	Beckner‐	Was	there	a	large	crowd	outside	of	this	area?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yes	there	was	a	crowd	and	pushing	people	hoping	that	he	would	
recover,	this	was	my	thinking.		

Tom	Beckner‐	(Muffled	Question)	

Jesse	Neely‐	Those	who	came	late	were	trying	to	find	out	what	happened	and	the	
newsmen	were	trying	to	get	as	much	as	they	could	and	many	of	them	newsmen	had	
been	with	him	through	the	years	in	the	march	and	that	type	of	thing.	They	were	very	
compassionate	and	very	disturbed.	I	recall	one	fellow	from	one	station	he	wept,	he	
was	telling	reverend	Young	(muffled)	

#Do	you	remember	his	words?	

Jesse	Neely‐	No	I	don’t	recall.		

#A	local	person?	

Jesse	Neely‐	No	he	was	national	it	was	a	national	network.		

Tom	Beckner‐	Did	you	hear	before	his	expiration	was	announced	did	you	hear	any	
rumors	going	around	as	to	the	seriousness	of	his	condition	or	anything	like	this,	do	
you	recall	anything	of	this	nature?	

Jesse	Neely‐	No,	because	there	wasn’t	any	information	coming	out	of	the	operating	
room.	The	operating	room	and	just	those	persons	who	were	with	him	prior	to	that,	
the	chauffer	and	then	chauffer	and	the….the	chauffer	and	the	(tape	break)	

Tom	Beckner‐	Reason	I	ask	is	because	one	person	told	us	that	she	heard	on	the	
radio	or	somebody	told	her	that	Dr.	King	had	walked	into	the	emergency	room,	with	
pads	over	his	neck.		I	was	wondering	if	these	rumors	were	circulating	in		there		or	
not.	

Jesse	Neely‐	No	it	didn’t	any	of	these	because	these	men	who	were	there	they	were	
in	the	party.	By	that	they	understand	that	it	was	released	in	the	paper	that	they	
were	proposing	to	go	to	reverend	Kyles	and	this	type	of	thing	and	that	this	was	the	
chauffer	here	and	Mr.	Eskridge	was	the	legal	aid	and	reverend	Young	and	then	the	
others,	so	these	people	they	didn’t	make	any	such	statement	at	that	particular	press	
release.	



Tom	Beckner‐	Do	you	recall	when	the	announcement	was	made	that	Dr.	King	had	
expired.	Not	specifically	the	time	but	who	said	it	and…	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yes	that	announcement	came	from	one	of	the	hospital	administrators.		

Tom	Beckner‐	Mr.	Hess	I	believe?	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	believe	it	was	Mr.	Hess.	I	don’t	know	his	initials	but	he	did	at	that	
particular	time	announce	that	Dr.	King	had	expired	as	a	result	of,	this	was	carried	in	
the	papers	as	well.		

Tom	Beckner‐	What	was	the,	and	I	am	asking	you	more	or	less	as	it	appeared	to	you,	
what	was	the	reaction	of	the	people	in	the	room	there?	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well	the	people	that,	the	individuals	that	were	in	the	room	they	were	
very	close	to	Dr,.	King	and	the	movement.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Were	most	of	these	white	by	the	way	or	black?	

Jesse	Neely‐	No,	see	well	the	newsmen	they	were.	The	other	people	were	members	
of	SCLC	basically	so	they	were	negro.	

Tom	Beckner‐	If	you	could	recall	and	you	are	doing	very	wonderfully	about	this,	I	
think	when	you	consider	it	was	so	long	ago	that	all	this	happened	if	you	can	recall	
where	you	went	or	what	your	thoughts	were	after	you	left	or	after	the	
announcement	was	made.	

Jesse	Neely‐	Well	I	immediately	got	off	the	street	because	here	again	you	have	
participation….The	normal	response	with	that	of	grief	and	all	the	weight	of	
expectation	of	some	sort.		It	didn’t	come	as	any	great	surprise	to	me	or	to	many	
other	persons	as	well.	You	almost	conclude	well	this	is	it.	And	you	try	and	go	on	
from	here.	That	was	a	lot,	of	course	natural	sadness	and	grief	and	shock,	among	
those	who	were	immediately	in	that	room.	

Tom	Beckner‐	In	a	specific	period	say	between	Dr.	King’s	death	and	the	Monday	
following	did	you	all	participate	in	any	of	the	meetings	that	were	held	or	did	you	
either	as	a	representative	of	the	state	or	personally	attend	any	particular	things	that	
you	can	recall.	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	don’t	recall	anything	specifically	because	as	you	know	it	wasn’t	the	
injunction	not	quite	sure	on	the	dates,	but	after	that	I	don’t	recall	any	meetings	of	
significance	that	I	attended.			

Tom	Beckner‐	Did	you	march	on	the	memorial	march.	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yes,	my	wife	and	I	again	participated	in	that	march	and	we	were	
officially	officers	and	served	as	marshal	again.		One	interesting	thing	that	happened	
at	the	conclusion	of	that	march.	The	Invaders	were	used	as	marshals.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Yes,	yes	we	noticed	this.	



Jesse	Neely‐	I	recall	one	of	the	leaders	saying	this	could	have	happened	the	other	
time,	meaning	they	just	would	have	cooperated	with	us	in	essence	or	something	like	
that.		But	they	brought	up	the	rear	of	that	march.		

Tom	Beckner‐	Well	they	were	stationed	along	the	way	also.	

Jesse	Neely‐	Right.	

Tom	Beckner‐	My	wife	and	I	were…	

Jesse	Neely‐	Yes,	they	were	very	active	in	that	march	and	here	again	it	just	points	
out	feeling	of	belonging,	feeling	of	participation,	feeling	of	making	a	contribution.	

Tom	Beckner‐	Was	there,	I	am	just	about	out	of	questions,	is	there	anything	else	that	
you	can	think	of	to	put	on	tape	and	put	in	history	and	tech	our	historical	scholars,	do	
you	recall	any	particular	instance	which	you	remember	or	anything	of	this	nature?	

Jesse	Neely‐	I	can’t	think	of	anything	specifically	more	than	overall	human	problem	
and	particularly	the	people	that	have	not	been	participants	in	determining	to	some	
degree	what	their	destinies	will	be,	this	must	be	if	we	expect	for	our	country	to	
prosper	financially,	we	must	people	in	the	area	of	being	producers.		We	must	make	
an	imaginative	effort	toward	educating	in	all	of	our	communities.	I	am	speaking	in	a	
general	sense,	that	something,	that	some	imagination,	some	effort	needs	to	be	put	
into	the	retarding	of	migration	north	some	way.	Maybe	the	government	or	private	
business	may	start	developing	along	the	way	community	parks	and	a	lot	of	the	area	
on	the	line	that	is	lying	dormant	that	could	be	constructive.	The	government	with	all	
of	its	consumer	goods	and	resources	and	things	that	they	have	purchased	I	don’t	see	
why	they	couldn’t	develop	much	of	this	area	to	have	community	parks	with	
recreation,	with	factories	for	the	goods	and	services	that	the	government	use.	I	think	
this	would	be	an	example	toward	equal	opportunity.	I	think	this	would	be	an	
example	for	overall	human	development.	If	we	can	just	keep	in	mind	to	attempt	to	
enrich	the	lives	of	all	the	people	we	come	to	that	level	and	ability	to	make	a	
contribution,	I	do	feel	that	we	would	have	made	a	contribution	for	history	and	I	am	
grateful	that	you,	both	of	you	found	the	time	to	come	by	and	to	share	and	build	
information	that	we	have	and	I	hope	it	will	help	your	project.	

Tom	Beckner‐	It	is	up	to	us	to	thank	you	for	your	valuable	time	and	consideration	
which	is	extremely	valuable	and	very	interesting.		We	too	wish	you	more	and	more	
rewarding	things	for	your	work	at	the	commission.	It	sure	has	been	enlightening	for	
us	because	we	really	didn’t	know	this	much	about	the	commission.	

Jesse	Neely‐	On	behalf	of	the	director	Mr.	Cornelias	Jones	and	other	members	of	the	
staff	and	the	commissioners	our	whole	purpose	is	to	work	with	the	community	and	
organizations	in	an	effort	to	try	and	bring	about	broader	understanding	of	the	
human	development	concept.	(Tape	ends)	


