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David Yellin:  This is April 18, 1973, and we are testing, April 18, 1973. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I think our total, our count of just tapes is up to around 350. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Really? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But these are separate tapes, not separate interviews.  Some of the 
interviews ran four or five tapes. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  It’s 10,000 transcript pages is what it is. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And we have ended up getting also, well filing cabinets full of 
documents, meaning, and by documents just meaning things like the pamphlets, or the 
hate mail that was circulated, or the correspondence files. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Just in general? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Yeah. 
 
David Yellin:  This is April 18, 1973, and we are talking with Roy Wilkins at his palatial 
Suite at the Holiday Inn on Poplar.  And we are Joan Beifuss, Carol Lynn Yellin, and 
David Yellin, and here we are. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I think we might say for the record that Mr. Wilkins is here for the -- 
is it the Seidman (s/l) seedman or the sideman lectures, I have never? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Seidman (s/l seedman). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Seidman. 
 
David Yellin:  P.K. Seidman. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We heard him speak last night on the search for interracial justice. 
 
David Yellin:  And that was a good crowd. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  That’s what they tell me.  And it was raining, too, you know. 
 
David Yellin:  Raining, and there were several other things.  And Maud was on 
television. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh, my; oh, my. 
 
David Yellin:  It had great competition you see.  Well, as we started to say, Mr. 



 

 

Wilkins, we have been doing this for five years, and our purpose is to -- really, is to try to 
reconstruct what happened in Memphis during those 65 days of the strike, which of 
course included the assassination of Dr. King.  Our main concentration; however, is on 
the strike.  Now, of course, as we all know when you talk about the strike itself you can’t 
begin just when it began and end when it ends.  It’s a continuum.  So, if we could, 
perhaps to help you job your memory of -- do you remember your first association with 
Memphis in any way?   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, it was many years ago, back in 1932 when my first association with 
Memphis began.  I think, as a matter of fact I came here for the first time.  I don’t recall 
having been to Memphis during the time I was in Kansas City, Missouri.  It was only 
after I went to the NAACP in 1931 that we cooked up a project about a year later, 
involving trips into Mississippi from Memphis, from a Memphis base. 
 
David Yellin:  What was the project? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, the project was to look into the employment of Negroes on the flood 
control projects in Mississippi, in lower Mississippi, in the (muffled) country. 
 
David Yellin:  This is an apt time to talk about that.  We’re having the same problem. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, you’re having the same problem now, but now your problem is one 
of water, and then it was a question of the wage rates, and the limitations on employment.  
We found that Negroes were being employed at approximately 10 cents an hour.  They 
were working as -- in the few places they did work, as bulldozer drivers, for $2.50 a day.  
Now, bear in mind of course this was the bottom of the depression, and I suppose any 
kind of job then was a good job.  But, we found that Negroes were employed on the 
levees by contractors under the jurisdiction of the Army Engineers.  The Army 
Engineers (muffled) the contracts, which went to private contractors, and they in turn 
hired their own crews, and many men came off the farms in the winter time and worked 
for contractors on the levee. 
 
David Yellin:  And this is all the way up and down the Mississippi? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  All the way up and down the Mississippi, yes.  But we chose Memphis as 
headquarters to work out of, because it was close to Mississippi, and we had some 
contacts here.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was there an NAACP chapter here at that time? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  There was at the time a small chapter.  There was the late Robert R. 
Church, who’s a politician of Republican persuasion, and I didn’t find out until after Bob 
Church was dead that he never permitted anyone to pay his expenses even to a 
Republican National Convention.  He paid all of his own expenses. 
 
David Yellin:  He didn’t get very far in politics did he? 



 

 

 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, he was a man of some means, and he never wanted to be under 
obligation to anybody.   
 
David Yellin:  He was way ahead of his time. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, even members of his own party, and he worked faithfully for the best 
interests of the Republican party.   
 
David Yellin:  Do you remember the chapter when you came here?  I mean anything…? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, it wasn’t a contact with a chapter, because we were being very 
cagey on this project.  We were not making any publicity about it, and we were not 
coming in contact with our chapters, or with occasional Negro workers or informants, or 
who we were afraid they would become informants.  
 
David Yellin:  Why was that, sir? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  We kept it very close.  Well, it was said -- I don’t know how true it was, 
because I didn’t have any proof of it, that there were always Negro informers to tell white 
people, white officials especially, in order to prove their efficiency or diligence as the 
case might be, of what was going on in the Negro community, and it would be of course, 
it would have been in those days a good thing to have said that the NAACP is sending 
some members of its national office staff down here to investigate the treatment of 
Negroes on the levee.  So, we didn’t confide in anyone.  Both of us were from 
Alexandria, Virginia.  We felt we had to have a southern address. 
 
David Yellin:  Pseudonyms, did you have?  Just for curiosity. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, we didn’t have pseudonyms, but we didn’t throw around our names. 
 
David Yellin:  (muffled) 
 
Roy Wilkins:  No, and then I wasn’t well known.  I was a new member of the staff, and 
I wasn’t well known at all.   
 
David Yellin:  Who was the other party?  
 
Roy Wilkins:  Walter White well was well known, but George Schuyler was the other 
party. 
 
David Yellin:  The fellow in Pittsburgh (muffled)? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, yes.  George Schuyler was the other party, and he was engaged by 
us to accompany me, and to make an investigation of his own.   
 



 

 

Carol Lynn Yellin:  This was during the Crump era? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, this was during the Crump era.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The powers that be would have been the Crump administration that 
was hiring the informers, and so forth. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  That’s right; and, well, it was all in Mississippi also.  Not necessarily.  
This was only a jumping off place.  This was only an accommodation by Bob Church, 
letting us use his house to deposit our New York clothes, and our baggage and so forth, 
and we went down on Beale Street and bought some working clothes. 
 
David Yellin:  How was your transportation from here to Mississippi, or wherever you 
went?  Did you have a car?   
 
Roy Wilkins:  No, we went on the ordinary means of transportation, on the train.  I went 
to Greenville, and Schuyler went to Vicksburg, and we worked northern Mississippi.  As 
a matter of fact, the weather sort of cooperated against us.  They had the heaviest snow 
in December that they ever had had up to that time, and all of the, nearly all the camps 
were suspended.  There was no work going on at all, but some of the men were hanging 
around on the grounds that there would be a couple of days’ work here, and a couple of 
days’ work there.  So that we had all of that, and I remember working out at Greenville.  
I was working on the -- living at a lodging house there, a boarding house.  And the 
woman, I asked the woman, “What about some fire when I got up in the morning?”  She 
told me what the rooms were, 50 cents a night, and 25 cents for fire.”  It took me a long 
time to find out what fire was, and when I found out I asked her what about some fire in 
the morning when I got up.  And she said, “Oh, the menses that sleeps here says they 
sleeps in their underwear and they just jumps up and pulls on their pants and goes to 
work.”  So, some fire wasn’t necessary. 
 
David Yellin:  That would be 10 cents extra at least.  How was the reaction of the men 
themselves, the Negro workers? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, some of the workers -- we had to be very cautious of course.  The 
woman in Greenville, the landlady said to me, “You say you from Alexandria.”  I said, 
“Yes.”  and she said, “You’ve got awful soft hands.”  She was shaking hands with me 
and so forth.  She said, “It doesn’t look like you done much hard work on the levee.”  
And I said, “Oh, I’ve been working up in St. Louis running an elevator, and that accounts 
for the fact that I have soft hands.”  So, but suspicion was there.  And we had to be 
careful in saying to the men, now how much do you get, and when do you -- who is your 
employer and so forth, and so on.  We just had to draw the work out of them -- the 
information out of them.   
 
David Yellin:  And you were purporting to be interested in jobs? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  We were purporting to be -- yes, interested in jobs, trying to get jobs on 



 

 

the levee.  
 
David Yellin:  So, it was for your own interest that you were asking.  
 
Roy Wilkins:  It was for our own interest, yes.  We were like hundreds of other men 
seeking jobs there.  All of our work was done in Mississippi.  None of it was done here 
in Memphis, and we did not have to bother about -- I remember I went into Vicksburg.  
We had been over to Tallulah, Louisiana.  It was raining cats and dogs, and I came back 
to Vicksburg and we were hot and tired, and wet, and I said to a dentist, a Negro dentist 
there, “Well, we’d like to go to some place where we can take a bath.”  And he said, 
“Oh, we’ve got places for the men like you.”  He said, “We’ve got the YMCA here.  
That offers as good a chance as any.  You can get a bath, and a clean bed, and so forth, 
and so on.”  So I had a $50 bill in my shoe.  And a couple of tens, and two fives in my 
watch pocket.  And then I had just a dollar and some change in my regular pocket.  
And, but I didn’t dare tell him that.  I was on the verge of telling him that I was from the 
New York office of the NAACP and we were down here, and I thought why tell him.  
He may be a trustworthy person, and he may not.  He may not have discretion, and he 
may blab it to somebody else’s wife, and she tells it to somebody else, and that’s it and 
it’s gone.   
 
David Yellin:  You never revealed who you were in all the time you were here? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  No, never revealed. 
 
David Yellin:  Just to carry on to that, how long did that kind of subterfuge continue? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh, well we stayed here about a month, in and out of Mississippi, and 
then our annual meeting was held the second week in January, and we wanted to make a 
report to the annual membership meeting. 
 
David Yellin:  What I meant that this kind of subterfuge when you came down in this 
area, when were you able to disclose yourself, do you recall? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, we didn’t disclose ourselves fully until we got back home, out of 
the territory. 
 
David Yellin:  I meant in succeeding years -- when was the NAACP kind of…? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh, we revealed it right away, as soon as we got back and I rendered a 
report, then we felt that we had all the necessary information.  We had some contacts in 
Washington, and with the agriculture committee, and with the AF of  L-CIO, which was 
then the AF of L.  And they were anxious to conclude what they called at that time, 
“area contracts.”  Contracts which provided for the payment of wages to men hired on 
by these levee contractors not lower than the prevailing wage in the region. 
 
David Yellin:  Well were they interested in forming a union down here? 



 

 

 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, they were not interested in forming a union so much as they were 
interested in pay rates.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  In protecting the union worker. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, in protecting the workers, not the… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You really were into the thing of the competition -- what really, you 
were speaking of history last night, the (muffled) between free labor and in essence slave 
labor. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  You had all that, and you had also the competition of this migratory farm 
labor.  By migratory I don’t mean the customary meaning, but I mean the man who 
works on his farm for six or eight months, and then has four months of free time, and he 
goes to the surrounding contractors, either in a plant, an industrial plant, or on the roads, 
or on some other way to fill in that four months of leisure time that he has, and to put in 
some -- and the AF of L was interested in them getting the prevailing wage of the district, 
or the region. 
 
David Yellin:  How could they do that, though, Mr. Wilkins?  I mean, by what authority 
or by what force?  They weren’t a union.  Could they do it by legislation, or just…? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, up there of course they did it through the political, the marshaling of 
political power on the members of congress, and on the agriculture committee, and on the 
various other committees.  They could say, well, on the levee country of Mississippi, 
paying lower than the prevailing rate, and of course they never thought about the Negro 
employment at all, because the Negroes… 
  
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It was really to protect their own (muffled).  You know why this 
interests me so much is when we first moved here, which was about 8 years ago now, I 
was struck by one of the things that the Memphis Chamber of Commerce still had in its 
book in which it was talking about the wonders of Memphis, that it spoke of the levee in 
Memphis, and made a great point that the cobblestones were laid by slaves 100 years ago, 
and here it was this much later, and it still was the problem of the levees and this whole… 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, the levees are -- they’re very much in the news now.   
 
Joan Beifuss:  (muffled) the levees. 
 
David Yellin:  You know there is a connection, really, of because some of those people 
are certainly -- perhaps their sons, but some of those very same people probably came to 
Memphis and worked, and indeed became sanitation workers.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The pattern of day labor certainly was (muffled). 
 



 

 

David Yellin:  And the way they worked and so on, because.  
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, of course -- I’m glad you brought that out, Mr. Yellin, because this 
whole pattern is of a piece.  It doesn’t  matter really.  The overall question of the 
garbage workers, and as Martin Luther King discovered, was the question of whether 
they should form a union, or be permitted to form a union.  It was one of the abrasive 
transitions from slave labor to free labor, or from slave conditions even though there 
wasn’t slavery, to free labor, and then it was tradition of the South against union labor, 
and they thought it was bad for white people to have union labor, and it was twice as bad 
for Negroes to have, to aspire to have (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  I would multiply it even more; yes, yes, yes. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But it did pit the black laborer against the white laborer.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh, yes.  Well of course, as I eluded last night to the whole business -- 
the difficulty of Negroes today in 1973, getting into the skilled occupations dates back to 
the fact that they were the skilled artisans of the slave period.  And the whites were the 
ordinary laborer, and the catch-as-catch-can laborer, and some skilled labor of course, but 
the Negroes were wrought iron ironsmiths, and they were cabinet makers, and so forth 
and so on, but they were protected by slavery. 
 
David Yellin:  Right. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  That wrought iron waste in Charleston, and New Orleans (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  You know that’s true, when you mentioned that last night -- they did all 
the work on the plantations, they were the skilled artisans.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  They did everything, you see, and there was no question of them joining a 
union in order to be that.   
 
David Yellin:  Yes, well, or joining THE union. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I wanted to bring up just one other thing.  This conversation 
reminds me of -- again the personal impression kind of thing, but in the summer of ‘68 by 
one of the AFACME people, groups -- the organized a bus tour, and white ladies got on 
the bus and went to see what was happening in Memphis, and Joan and I were very 
interested in this, and we went along.  And, we did tour the car barns, or the truck barns 
where the sanitation workers come from.  And, even at that point, which was in the 
summer of ‘68, after -- 
 
Joan Beifuss:  It was ‘69 as a matter of fact. 
 



 

 

Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was it ‘69?  Was it?  Well, at any rate they are still the way that 
they -- the day, there was no time clock.  There was a large bell such as was on this -- 
and they rang the bell.  It was right straight from a plantation.  And this whole 
conversation just -- you know the whole thing goes right by.  I can just see what this 
does, too, to the psyche of these people to be summoned by the plantation bell. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh, it does tremendous things to the psyche of the blacks and the whites.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And as of yesterday, as I was crossing the railroad tracks and saw 
some people from the Public Works Department, and there was a white driver in the car.  
There were four black men running the things, and there was a white laborer standing and 
directing traffic; but the two white laborers in the Public Works Department in Memphis, 
Tennessee in 1973 were doing sedentary or stand up and wave the traffic jobs, and black 
workers were doing this. 
 
David Yellin:  We still have that -- we still have the boss… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Digging the streets. 
 
David Yellin:  … the straw boss on Memphis State campus.  
 
Roy Wilkins:  And they will tell you that the operation of the jackhammer represents an 
advance for the Negro worker.  They don’t say how much of an advance of course.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Oh, the advance was that they used to do it with a pick and shovel. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  They used to do it with a pick and shovel. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And this is the same… 
 
David Yellin:  But he still does it. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  This pattern still goes in the fact that the tubs that the sanitation 
workers used to use, they carried on their heads, and now the advance is that -- and the 
advance that happened in ‘68 in fact, and was quoted as such, they’re on rubber-tired 
buggies now.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  I see. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  Well, as a matter of fact that was an advance. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Yes. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, that’s true. 



 

 

 
Joan Beifuss:  The back injuries and all that kind of thing. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, I noticed the collection of garbage in our apartment complex.  It 
has progressed from -- they built this, as a matter of fact, without any back doors on the 
apartments, no back doors.  They are only three stories.  The tallest is three stories high, 
and there are no back doors.  So you had to bring your garbage out, and put it on the 
front lawn, or on the front curb.  And they provided big receptacles for it.  Then they 
progressed from that to concrete stands for your garbage.  And then from there they 
progressed to steel containers, which were chained, removable chains, but they were 
chained to certain places where the trucks came by.  Now all the garbage man has to do 
nowadays, and I have been thinking about getting one of those jobs -- all he has to do 
now, is to hook up the cart to chains on the back and turn on a lever and it raises the cart 
and empties the cart, and all he has to do is unhook the chains after it’s over and roll it 
back into placed. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  Well, of course what’s kind of interesting too, is in the middle of the 
sanitation strike here for instance, at the same time you’ve got the whole technological 
advances on the elimination of all garbage and all pollution, so you’ve got that -- it’s 
almost an (muffled) situation of the garbage men and their tubs and what not. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  That’s true.  I don’t know how they collected here, but they still -- our 
sanitation department still collects garbage with all of the latest technological 
advancements of course.   
 
David Yellin:  (muffled) when they have cable the man will stay at home and just call in, 
and be able to collect garbage.  That will be interesting.  Well, to get back a bit, what’s 
fascinating and is to us and somebody some time in history will have to make up it’s 
mind, the thing that happened here in Memphis -- I don’t want to completely skip to it, 
but while we’re on the subject is that there -- whether it was a labor or racial, or which 
came first, or which was more dominant, is still, I think open to great question.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, I don’t think there was any public question in the South with its 
tradition, on the white side and on the black side, that isn’t interracially entwined.   
 
David Yellin:  Yes.  So I guess racial is always part of the compound. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Race is part of the -- that’s part of the solution, or the method, or the 
procedure for doing anything.   
 
David Yellin:  But your point is that there was such an antagonism towards anything that 
smelled of labor organization. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, yes.  One of the reasons was economic of course -- that is the South 
had promised entrepreneurs from the North that they would be tax-free, or reduced taxes 
for a certain number of years, and here were these whites and blacks talking about 



 

 

unions, and about raising the rates of pay, and that was heresy and did damage to -- like 
the Hartman Truck Company that came from Oshkosh, Wisconsin to Lebanon, 
Tennessee.  They were promised this, that, and the other, inducement, and here were 
these people, and Negroes of all people, deciding that they must have a union, and that 
they must get raises in pay.  I think that was clearly indicated.  That’s clearly indicated, 
it seems to me by any kind of discussion in the South.  The question is, where do you get 
the labor for this project?  How much do you have to pay them?  Is there plenty of white 
labor available in the neighborhood?  Do we have equal opportunity of whites and 
blacks?  Or do you get a docile black working force as a reward for your…?  What can 
we promise? 
 
David Yellin:  What would be interesting, that occurred to me, that if somebody made a 
study or an investigation into the RCA situation here -- when RCA came in, I don’t 
know, three or four years ago, and became the biggest employer in this city.  It hadn’t 
yet, but it promised to employ 8000.  It never got beyond two or three, and then of 
course RCA is out now; but I wondered what they promised RCA. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, they might have promised RCA -- it’s inconceivable to me, 
knowing what I do about, a little bit, about the economic inducements that are offered by 
Chambers of Commerce in banks and in various combinations in the city, that it’s 
inconceivable to me that any new employer would be offered anything that did not 
contain a racial balance or a racial factor. 
 
David Yellin:  Particularly in this city. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Now the Kansas City Star -- I remember years ago, the Kansas City Star, 
used to make a fetish of adding up the payrolls, and how much the payroll of the area 
increased, and that was, of course, to get advertising, more advertising and so forth.  
They had a bee in their bonnet.  But during the war, even the Kansas City Star kicked 
over the traces.  At one of the aviation companies, Northrop, was aviation, where they 
promised to employ Negroes as maintenance and janitorial services only, not on 
production.  And the Star felt that this was terrible.  And it felt it was terrible largely 
because the wages weren’t high enough to add to much to the general payroll.  Here was 
North American Aviation came in say with 3000 jobs, and they were going to bar all the 
skilled jobs to blacks.  And here was the Kansas City Star with a population of 40,000 or 
50,000 blacks in its general population, and it couldn’t brag about this new facility 
coming to Kansas City and offering this many jobs to all the people, and so they raised a 
racket, and we got on it, and somebody wanted to give the president of Northrop Aviation 
-- I think it was Northrop, I’m not sure -- the Spingarn Medal for doing most for Negroes, 
because we had aroused the Kansas City Star to be, temporarily at least on our side.  
And a picture was taken with him a year later with a sheet metal worker, a black sheet 
metal worker showing that the company had opened up its skilled categories to Negro 
workers. 
 
David Yellin:  A great enlightenment.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, a great enlightenment. 



 

 

 
David Yellin:  Well now, can we go back?  We left you in ‘31 going back and so on.  
When’s the next time you came to Memphis, do you recall? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, I don’t really know.  I’ve been coming off and on to Memphis for a 
number of years.   
 
David Yellin:  What we’re trying to get obviously is so that when you do come in ‘68, 
you haven’t come to a strange place, but… 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh, no, no.  I hadn’t -- it wasn’t strange to me, and we had had an 
operating chapter here, and it was an old -- in the days of the trains it was the gateway to 
Mississippi.  You came through Memphis, or you came through Chicago and down on 
the Illinois Central, or Texas.  It wasn’t like now, you fly over.  The trains crawled 
along, and did their best.  But when I got to Memphis on a number of occasions on 
routine business, speaking, this, that, and the other.  
 
David Yellin:  Now, we had heard that Memphis at one time, or even now had one of the 
largest chapters in (muffled). 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh, yes, we did at one time have 10,000 members. 
 
David Yellin:  Now why was that? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, it was largely due to local leadership, and local… 
 
David Yellin:  You may mention names. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  …attack on (muffled).  I’m not certain when the Memphis chapter… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  This was some time during the 1960s they were very -- in the civil 
rights period then. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  It was, and they were, and this is Maxine Smith and Jesse Turner, who is 
now our national treasurer, who has been doing an excellent job; and, Mrs. Smith, of 
course, is as busy as a bee on the local scene. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  To say the least. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  To say the least is right.   
 
David Yellin:  Busy as a bee. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  I was just exhausted last night when I got to bed, finally, and got away 
from her and her plans, but she didn’t let me escape.  She reminded me that this morning 
you were going to bring me to her office. 



 

 

 
David Yellin:  I was about to say, out of the lion into the (muffled). 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes. 
 
David Yellin:  Right. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  In fact, she reminded us last night that we must have delivery of you 
at (muffled). 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh, she has great plans.  And this is a woman of inexhaustible energy 
and ingenuity.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I thought perhaps last night when you said that we must get the 
women on these jobs that perhaps was a bouquet of some sort to Maxine Smith (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Incidentally, did you ever see the film about her? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  No, I haven’t.  I’ve heard about it, but I haven’t seen it. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, you should see it.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, they say it’s a great thing.   
 
David Yellin:  In fact, we’ll send the producer to you in New York.  He’s now in New 
York. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  I see.  This is very good.  Well I -- sufficient to say that I built up 
through routine contacts, and through our contacts at the national conventions of the 
NAACP with the Memphis delegates, and through Jesse Turner, who was a member of 
our national board and first assistant national treasurer, and then was elected to the office 
of treasurer.  I established contact with the (muffled). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I wanted to ask just one thing before we went on.  A lot of what we 
try to do is personal feelings and impressions and so forth, and just say could you 
compare Memphis with other large southern cities, for instance this is, let’s say if you can 
take yourself back before 1968, was Memphis to your mind more progressive or was it 
less progressive? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, it’s hard for me to say without the records in front of me, because 
Memphis for example might have a large membership.  It did have the largest in the 
South, whereas Raleigh, for example, might have conducted in connection with the 
University of North Carolina, or some other facility there the most hard-hitting project, or 
New Orleans, or Houston, or Richmond.  It’s not numbers necessarily, and would be 
difficult for me to make a comparison without having all of the data in front of me.  
 



 

 

David Yellin:  Well, I want to put the same question in another way, because we are -- 
what we’re really trying to get is a sort of a profile from your point of view of Memphis, 
and this is not to tell tales out of school, it’s to help put together the picture of -- because 
you’re an out of towner. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  If you heard that you -- if you were called in, there was an 
emergency in Memphis as compared with you were called in and there was an emergency 
in Birmingham, would you figure that you had more trouble in Birmingham, or was it 
worse to be called into an emergency in Memphis? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  That depends again, now on the nature of the emergency, and under some 
circumstances Birmingham would get the call; under other circumstances would get the 
call. 
 
David Yellin:  I guess what we mean is that when I got the offer to come to Memphis 
State, I said, Memphis?  I heard of it.  I knew Bill Terry was from here, and W. C. 
Handy, and a few other things, and I went to look at a map, and that’s, you know? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes. 
 
David Yellin:  So that I guess what we’re asking, when the name Memphis, if you could, 
and we’re not just being picayune or arbitrary about it, what was your impression of 
Memphis?  This is all before ‘68, through the years, as what kind of a city?  A decaying 
river town as it was called by Time  magazine, a sleepy place?  A gateway to 
Mississippi, or the escape valve from Mississippi? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  I see, I see what you mean.  I’m afraid I can’t be of too much help to you, 
because there was Birmingham for example, which erupted with a special kind of…there 
is Jackson, Mississippi, which had sharp problems, there is Dallas, Texas, which always 
has been a problem, or at least presented -- it’s not a problem today any more than any 
other southern city, and many northern cities.  There has been Houston, there has been 
New Orleans, there has been Richmond, Virginia.  It’s difficult to say.  Sometimes a 
city will enter into the focus as the most important part, the most important activity. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  For instance, when Little Rock -- all of a sudden Little Rock… 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Little Rock. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  …came into the national consciousness.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  That’s right, that’s right.  Little Rock in 1957, and that was very difficult 
there.   
 
David Yellin:  So there wasn’t any kind of real personality, certainly a flushed 



 

 

personality to Memphis?  It was… 
 
Roy Wilkins:  It was a big southern city, above the village level, and above the small city 
level, and a concentration of industrial plants and mores and all the people.   
 
David Yellin:  Now, one aside while we’re here before we next plunge in.  Would you 
at your headquarters have any correspondence, or any records in relation to what 
happened during the strike? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  We wouldn’t have much, and whatever there would be would be in our 
correspondence files, which are with the Library of Congress.  We only keep about 2 
years or 3 years of correspondence because we don’t have the space.   
 
David Yellin:  Well, that’s good for us to record.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Right, that now is in the record, and if someone is consulting this 
they will know that that’s available. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  So that they can write to us, or write to the Library of Congress, and get 
access to the files for any history they want. 
 
David Yellin:  Now, if I may, and we have to have some regard to time because we’re 
going to let Maxine sleep.  She said, just call her before we leave.  So, when do you 
recall did you hear about the difficulty or the strike, or whatever you heard about it, in 
Memphis? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, we heard about it from our local chapter, which mentioned it in its 
regular correspondence, but then we heard about it more in detail from Dr. King and the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference, which was fascinating, as it properly should 
fasten on the economic futures of great masses of Negro workers in the South.  There 
was Memphis and there was Birmingham, and everyone had a sanitation department.  
Nobody wanted to handle the garbage; and, therefore, it went to the black workers; 
Charleston, South Carolina they were all concentrated there, and they were getting 
miserable wages.  And, we felt that we ought to lend Dr. King as much assistance as 
possible. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  Excuse me, did the SCLC ask for assistance from you?   
 
Roy Wilkins:  I think they did, but I couldn’t be sure.  They simply asked -- they didn’t 
ask us for our assistance as an organization, that is to come in and work, but they did pose 
this as a problem to be faced by everyone interested in the civil rights picture.   
 
David Yellin:  Excuse me, so that we get the perspective, and of course five years, and 
we’ve been living with this, so we are focused in a little more -- is it that Dr. King’s 
group asked you for the Poor People’s march help? 
 



 

 

Roy Wilkins:  I don’t know about the Poor People’s march. 
 
David Yellin:  Or specifically the Memphis sanitation strike effort? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Of course we had a working relationship with Dr. King’s organization.  
We were all going more or less the same way, and not in the same methods necessarily, 
but Dr. King lectured for our organization, for our chapters over the country from the 
West Coast to the East Coast.  He raised money for us on occasions, and he gave very 
substantial psychological support to our program, and to our objectives, and similarly we 
did the same for him, although we didn’t -- we weren’t as active in some things because 
we had an organization to look after.  We had our 1700 chapters, and they take a lot of 
time.  And he had no chapters at all.  He had groups of affiliates.   
 
David Yellin:  Well, Mr. Wilkins, see what we hear is that you came to Memphis before 
Dr. King? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, of course.  I came to Memphis before Dr. King, but on the other 
hand the Southern Christian Leadership Conference was as it’s name implies, based in 
the South and was interested primarily in southern problems, and a Christian approach to 
southern problems, and to problems that existed anywhere in the country, whether they 
existed in the South or in the North. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  Can I ask you something? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  That period, because now that February/March of ‘68, for instance the 
Kerner Report came out I think the first week in March or something like that.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  And you had been quite involved in the Kerner Report, had you not? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh, yes. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  So, it’s kind of a confusion period, and King is trying to go toward 
Washington with the Poor People’s Campaign.  At that point, did you think Dr. King 
was losing his following, losing his strength? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  I didn’t think that.  My impression, which remains very strong, was that 
King had the greatest individual following of any civil rights leader.  He had more 
people hanging on his words, and interested in what he was doing.  We in the civil rights 
movement are not amazed that white people are interested in the antics of Negro civil 
rights, but King had great, great loyalty among people that didn’t belong to his 
organization at all.  They simply owed allegiance to him as an individual, and I didn’t 
detect that he was losing any strength. 



 

 

 
David Yellin:  Okay, now maybe specifically we can go back.  You came in the 14th and 
Bayard Rustin did.  Do you recall anything about that?  Who asked you?  Why you 
came? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh, I don’t remember why I came.  I simply remember that we, too, were 
interested in the economic future of the garbage workers.  Jerry Wurf, I think, was the 
president… 
 
David Yellin:  Yes. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  …of that union, and Jerry Wurf and our office had had very friendly 
relations, and I think it was Wurf’s office that called.  I’m not sure.  I can’t recall, and 
there was correspondence with King, or telephone calls with King and Abernathy.  And 
there was Bayard Rustin who was running things, and there was local leadership. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  This is what I was going to say, because the NAACP chapter here 
was quite active from the first week.  
 
Roy Wilkins:  The chapter was very active. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And I was wondering if you had -- a combination of things. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, that was it, a combination of things.  We had the first word from our 
chapter.  We talked with Jesse over the telephone, I remember.   
 
David Yellin:  That’s Jesse Turner? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yeah, Jesse Turner, yes.  And the question was, how involved and how 
prominent were they, or should their position be. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  There would be consultation with the national office on this. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Exactly, exactly so.   
 
Joan Beifuss:  Would that be routine, that if you get a kind of an amalgam of civil rights 
forces in a city, that the NAACP faction would check with national before they…? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, we have a peculiar policy on coalitions.  We don’t automatically 
enter in to every coalition that’s simply announced.  We might approve of the objective, 
but not approve of the people who are pushing it.  We might want to operate 
independently along the same lines, with the same goals in mind, but here it was the case 
of the ministers and the NAACP branch had taken the lead in this coalition, and we 
thought with good reason.  They brought in Dr. King and his organization, but it was still 
a local leadership proposition, and we felt that if it was King in Atlanta, and Wilkins in 
New York, then this would become a matter that was of no concern to people in 



 

 

Memphis, both black and white, and it would lead to official position against conferring 
or negotiating with any one of us on the ground that we were outsiders. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, on the other hand, one of the reasons they brought you in, is that 
they were getting very little publicity and recognition in the city here.  
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, of course. 
 
David Yellin:  And outside the city, and they felt that bringing in national figures might 
help.  Were you aware of this? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  This is the standard technique.  Industrially, unless a group has the power 
to compel negotiations, you don’t get very far.  You have to bring outside pressure, but it 
is significant that outside pressure comes from within, from the people in the city. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Requesting it. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yeah, requesting it.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I wanted to ask.  Did you and Mr. Rustin discuss this in New York 
before you came?  Or did you come on the same plane, or how did you happen to end up 
here the same evening?  Do you recall that? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  I don’t recall, because I -- I don’t recall discussing it with Mr. Rustin at 
all.  More, we were more or less -- he’s more closely identified with the union labor 
movement. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Phillip Randolph. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Phillip Randolph Institute.  And he has a long background in that.  So, I 
don’t recall just who discussed what, or whether we were -- I don’t think we did discuss 
what we were going to say.  
 
Joan Beifuss:  You didn’t object to sharing the platform with Bayard Rustin. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh, no.  Not at all.  As a matter of fact, in a big meeting like that where 
speakers are cranked out, you know, you’re lucky you have to raise your fist and cuss out 
the mayor and so forth to get any attention at all.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Your visit was announced in Memphis, and again because we’re 
familiar with it, was announced only the day before you came.  It was announced March 
13.  Do you recall that it was organized fairly quickly?   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, not it wasn’t -- they had a regular series of meetings, either on a 
weekly basis or twice a week. 
 



 

 

Joan Beifuss:  Nightly. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Nightly, and so there again it was a question of, we’ll have Wilkins on 
Tuesday night, let’s say, and we’ll have Johnson on Monday night, and we’ll have Smith 
on Sunday night, and so forth and so on, and we’ll get Bishop so-and-so, and ring him in, 
and so forth and so on, and it wasn’t a regular schedule, one that would lend itself to 
publicity if far in advance, because you didn’t want to hurt Johnson’s meeting, and you 
didn’t want to hurt Smith’s meeting, so you didn’t announce Wilkins too far in advance. 
 
David Yellin:  And for the record, Johnson and Smith are names that you made up. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Exactly.   
 
David Yellin:  Any living person is coincidental. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  Do you remember that meeting that night at all? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, I remember there was a huge crowd in this auditorium, the church. 
 
(All):  Mason Temple. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Mason Temple.  And it had all the characteristics of any big meetings 
that were alive on issues of alive attention at the moment, and there were spotlights and 
this and that and the other, and conferring, and I remember that I was trying to get out on 
a  plane right after the meeting.  I had to get back to New York.  I had sandwiched this 
engagement in.  As I say, I don’t know what contribution I made beyond the name of the 
NAACP being here.  
 
David Yellin:  Well, probably, and… 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Because I couldn’t have said anything fresh, you know.  This is not 
possible to say anything fresh.   
 
David Yellin:  Well, the fact that you were making a connection, and you were part of 
the outside world, and the message was getting to other people that something was 
happening here was a great morale factor. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And I would say, attention was being paid, would be the reaction the 
men would have, as they -- the workers themselves. 
 
David Yellin:  Did you at this point or any time, or would you care to comment on what 
you felt, or feel; past, present, or future tense, whatever you care to do, about the 
significance of this? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, at that time I think I said… 
 



 

 

David Yellin:  I meant of the whole strike. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, I think I said that a garbage strike in Memphis was symbolic of the 
effort being made by black labor all over the South, to pass through this transition period, 
and it was terribly significant, although I realize that it was very significant for the men 
themselves to have $3, $4, $10, or $11 more in their paychecks.  It was far more 
significant first that the city council should recognize the existence of a union, and should 
bargain with them, and it had it’s importance and effects all over the South.  This was 
the -- and then I did something with the wage rates that had been hurriedly transmitted to 
me, and pointed out that a man couldn’t live and support a family on this kind of 
treatment.  And I think they had at that time they had discharges for practically nothing.  
Any kind of excuse would do a boss for discharging a man, and he could have many 
years of service, and just because he was participating in this labor action they took 
punitive action against him.  I think all those points were stressed in the brief remarks I 
made.  I only talked about 15 or 20 minutes. 
 
David Yellin:  We have it on film. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  did you feel feedback from the crowd?  Did you get any feeling that 
this was different from a hundred other crowds you had spoken with, or?   
 
Roy Wilkins:  No, it was different in the sense that is resembled other crowds of a 
similar nature on a similar issue, but it was not, for example, like a school crowd. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I guess what I’m getting at was that, and Martin Luther King has 
been quoted as saying that he felt it was like the movement in the old days. 
 
David Yellin:  Of course, we might add that that was after you came, four days later. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  He came four days later. 
 
David Yellin:  And it had been aroused up. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes.  Well I guess maybe you could say that.  I have seen other groups 
aroused under other auspices in similar occasion, but this was a very enthusiastic crowd.   
 
David Yellin:  Of course I think what we are saying, and it’s a little chauvinistic, in that 
here was this group of men who were never aroused to anything, so where they came 
from and where they were is such a big kind of jump. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, that’s true. 
 
David Yellin:  That unless you see it in that perspective. 
 



 

 

Carol Lynn Yellin:  And I think perhaps the other thing, and that the reason I ask this is 
that there is a time lapse.  We noted in a number of things where either the region or 
Memphis itself gets things later than other sections, and so the feeling that if this was 
perhaps earlier in the ‘60s than 1968, it might have been (muffled). 
 
Roy Wilkins:  It might have been. 
 
David Yellin:  Maybe we can skip a little.  Is there anything else.  What we do here, we 
usually go on a fishing expedition, because we don’t know what you know. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Joan has something. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  I was just going to say then after you went back to New York, did you 
keep a closer eye on Memphis because you had been here? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, we kept an eye on Memphis.  We had, as I recall, several other 
irons in the fire, and a number of them -- the history of the ‘60s is not very clear in my 
mind, except the overall, but the NAACP had something going in South Carolina, and it 
had something going in Mississippi, and these things kept Memphis in perspective you 
might say. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Orangeburg, South Carolina was going right that same month. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes.  Orangeburg, yes. 
 
David Yellin:  To protect your image -- you don’t mean that it’s not clear, there are so 
many things that happened that they’re not clearly separated and defined.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  They’re not chronologically clear.  But, the overall impression is very 
clear, and the individual exploits are clear. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I wanted to ask one question again about the trip.  You say you 
caught a plane back.  Had you come in earlier that day, and then caught a plane…? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Earlier that evening. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That evening.  So you just flew in and flew out? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Flew in and flew out, yes. 
 
David Yellin:  Would you care to comment, if you could in a few brief and pithy words 
and profound, how you feel even now about the place of the Memphis sanitation strike in 
the whole scheme of the civil rights movement?   The ‘60s? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, I don’t know anything better than to paraphrase at the outset, and 
that is that this whole movement is a transition of people into the organized labor 



 

 

movement, certainly to improve their individual status as employees, and second to 
become a part of the growing industrialization of the South.  I don’t think it’s clearly 
realized by most historians that Franklin D. Roosevelt, by abolishing, and getting the 
Democratic Congress to abolish the differential freight rates, was really emancipating, 
industrially emancipating the South, and was guaranteeing things like the Memphis 
garbage strike you might say; because prior to that time it cost the manufacturer money to 
locate in the South, and to send his products abroad.  Now, after the abolition of the 
differential freight rates he could compete with Maine, he could compete with New 
Hampshire, he could compete with Michigan, and Wisconsin. 
 
David Yellin:  Is that called the long freight rate? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  It’s the, it was known as the differential freight rate. 
 
David Yellin:  Differential. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  And it imposed on the South a special tax, a special freight rate shipping 
that he had to pay if he manufactured goods and sent them out.  Now, the minute the 
South got rid of that, then they started building this industrialization.  We have it 
certainly in the… 
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