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This is side 2 with Roy Wilkins.  April 18, 1973, and we just got off the freight train for 
deferential freight rates.  
 
Roy Wilkins:  It had its place in the diversification of agriculture, the expansion of 
agriculture, and the dethroning of cotton as king of the one product in the South, and also 
the diversification of agriculture, that is the passing from small farms to big farms.  And 
incidentally, the throwing off of the land of the Negro peasants who had cultivated 
cotton, and they came to places like Memphis, Atlanta, and Akron, and Chicago, and so 
forth, and so on, with a plantation economy in their bones, in their skills, and such as they 
had.  So, that President Roosevelt and the Democrats really, by opening this gate, 
absolutely precipitated, and guaranteed.   
 
David Yellin:  It is interesting that he was helped considerably by the southern senators 
and congressman.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Oh yes, and I don’t blame them at all.   
 
David Yellin:  But later on they… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  May I ask, the differential freight rates in the first place were a 
protection from northern industry against cheap southern labor, really to some extent. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  They were, but they also operated, you see they operated as a deterrent to 
the development of southern industrialization.  The reason it was more economical to 
farm say a certain number of acres with 100 Negro families using all the babies that could 
toddle, and carry a cotton sack, was because it was cheaper.  Now the minute it became 
less cheap to adopt mechanization, two men on a cotton picking machine could do the 
work of 100 families, and Florida now grows as many cows as it does citrus fruit.  The 
diversification of the labor brought about this whole business, and I looked for continued 
development.  As a matter of fact, among whites it has persistent, union development I 
mean.   
 
David Yellin:  Right.  Could you see, could we say then, of course what happened in 
Memphis is just part of the continuation of, as you indicated, President Roosevelt started 
and so on, but perhaps the contribution that eventually made and certainly it was 
heightened by what happened to Dr. King here, was in a different sense the human, or 
emotional, or idea of “I am a man.”   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, it was the overflowing, and the final development on the part of the 
black worker in the south, of his new status.  As long as he was confined to the 
plantation, and the plantation store, and the plantation overseer, and the plantation owner 
were the fountains of his intelligence, he was in a cul-de-sac there, and he was protected.  
And, his development was minimal.  When he got out into the big world, then he found 
out that $50 a week didn’t go anywhere.  He didn’t, he never figured what $50 a week 



 

 

would make on the farm, because he would always be able to raise a few collard greens 
and a few hogs, he’d kill a few hogs, and so forth and so on, and the rest he could get 
from the store at the man’s prices.   
 
David Yellin:  And conditions. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, and conditions. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You mentioned the cotton economy, and of course to me it’s kind of 
always been ironic that Memphis, or perhaps significant that Memphis still regards itself 
as the cotton capital of the world.  And, linking this transition period to the 
disappearance of the cotton economy, and king cotton.  There was even a hotel here, 
until a couple of years ago known as ‘King Cotton.’   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, I don’t doubt that, in a per capita basis, Memphis probably still is 
cotton king of the world, but Phoenix is entering into the picture, and Bakersfield, 
California, and various foreign Egyptian cotton is. 
 
David Yellin:  As a matter of fact, I think the cotton king this year in the cotton carnival, 
is I think, as one of his platforms said that he wants to recapture the lead for Memphis, or 
so on.  Again, all of this is interesting because I think that the relationship was made 
early on in the strike that Loeb was acting as a plantation owner. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes. 
 
David Yellin:  So that even the rhetoric went back and Loeb did say one of his first 
speeches to the men was you come back and I will take care of you.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes. 
 
David Yellin:  And what was, I think, fascinating and would be fascinating is that the 
men caught on to what he was saying. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes.  And may have -- you see, the Negroes, we were discussing that last 
night.  The Negroes have managed to survive in this hostile environment; hostile 
economically, and hostile psychologically to them.  They have amazed their white 
(muffled) by their ability to… 
 
David Yellin:  You were saying the Negroes ability to survive. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  The Negroes ability to survive -- that hasn’t affected his realization of the 
patter that has been used to keep him.  That’s the reason Loeb’s expression, you come 
back and I’ll take care of you, was properly resented.  Now, they understood that years 
ago, decades ago. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You’re referring to what I have often thought of as the most 



 

 

sophisticated Americans in the world are probably southern Negroes.  And the true 
meaning of sophistication. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  They are, they understood, in the true meaning of sophistication.  
 
David Yellin:  Always on a double level. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, they are always on a double level.  Now they understood because 
that was the country-wide, or region-wide pattern, ‘we’ll look after you.’ 
 
David Yellin:  Yes.  As a matter of fact, one of the best films we have in our film 
collection is T.O. Jones laughing at Mr. Loeb saying this.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes.  
 
David Yellin:  He never was permitted to do this, never thought he could, but there he 
was shaking.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, exactly. 
 
David Yellin:  And I think this really suggests the freedom. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, I think the whole movement, the movement was that grew out of the 
garbage strike in Memphis that attracted these national people here, was the result of the 
exhilaration that these people, a sort of a dangerous exhilaration that they felt on 
venturing into a new territory; one that they had thought about many times, but had 
reluctantly not gone into.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The fantasies almost being realized. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes.  They found that they had many allies. 
 
David Yellin:  Before they used to go somewhere and sink, now they stay there and 
march.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  That’s right, that’s right. 
 
David Yellin:  Very good.  You requested a body guard? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  This trip. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, I didn’t request it.  It’s routine with our chapters.  They provide 
bodyguards.  They provide the local security.  They provide sometimes Sherriff’s 
office.   
 
David Yellin:  Did you do this before ‘68? 



 

 

 
Roy Wilkins:  Some.  I really don’t -- I don’t think anybody is going to kill me.  I don’t 
think anybody is going to injure me.  I don’t think anybody wants to attack me.  And, 
therefore, I don’t see that it’s absolutely necessary, but it was JFK who said that if 
somebody wants to get you, they’ll get you.  That’s all there is to it.  And, you can have 
all the security in the world.  He can have the Secret Service men every 3 feet, and still a 
man shot him and he’s dead.  And, so I have no illusions of grandeur about -- but our 
people felt that we are not to take any chances, and that where their officer was out in the 
country he ought to have some kind of surveillance, and that’s the way it’s been.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I think we might mention that one of the phone calls there was the 
security man calling -- ready to take you to your next (muffled). 
 
(muffled) 
 
Roy Wilkins:  It is routine.   
 
Joan Beifuss:  Could you tell us, just very quickly, how you heard that Dr. King was 
shot, do you recall? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  I, of course it was later in New York than it was here.  It was an hour’s 
difference, and I don’t recall where I had been, or whether I was just winding up the day 
in routine fashion, and I usually leave the office between 6:00 and 7:00 at night, 
sometime later than that.  I left there at 9:00 the other night.  But, I heard it on the 
evening news, I think -- Martin Luther King -- or a telephone call came in.  The office 
wasn’t open, because we are unionized, and the girls go home promptly at 5:00.  If you 
want to get stomped to death, why you just stand in front of the elevator at 2 minutes to 
5:00.   
 
David Yellin:  I hope Jerry Wurf listens to this. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes.  But, I got word that Dr. King had been shot in Memphis, and I 
spent the next 20 minutes or so trying to get through to Memphis, when everybody in the 
United States was trying to get to Memphis. 
 
David Yellin:  Who did you try to call? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, I tried a number of places.  I tried our chapter office here, and I 
tried the hospital where they said he had been taken, and it was difficult if not impossible 
to get to the hospital, and finally the word came through that he was dead.  He -- I 
remember the same thing, practically the same thing happened with President Kennedy.  
I was going out to lunch, I remember, and somebody said downstairs on the ground floor 
that they heard that President Kennedy had been shot, and I said, “Oh that’s ridiculous, 
he’s in Dallas, he’s in Texas.”  They said, “Yes, that’s what I mean.  He was shot in 
Texas.”  And when I went outside on the street, I saw people clustered round radios in 
automobiles.  And one man had tears in his eyes, tears streaming down his face.  And, 



 

 

Kennedy was dead at that time.  The same way with King -- King was dead before he 
left the motel.  He was rushed to a hospital of course, but that word that we got, was 
electrifying, and it was such a -- it’s such a waste, such a waste.  Here was a man who 
had everything.  He might have been wrong in some cases, but he was basically right.  
He -- all of his contentions were right.  He was for the people.  He didn’t -- he had a 
small church in Atlanta, which he shared with his father, and he didn’t try to be a big 
Baptist.  He was an ordinary worker in a vineyard, but a very skilled, very practiced 
worker.  He had several gifts, -- the gift of his platform ability, the gift of his 
sermonizing, his timing, his development of his theme, all suggestive of a very skilled 
Baptist preacher, or a very skilled platform artist and far above the average Baptist 
preacher.  But, it was impossible not to recognize King’s familiarity with the words and 
with the language and with images, and his very keen intelligence on the issues of the 
day, as they affected his people and as they affected, it’s fair to say that King was a man 
who recognized the impact of the movement of which he was a part on the general 
population, and he also realized it’s the implications of his faith, his knowledge and 
familiarity with the preachings of the moment, and with the religious theories of the 
moment.  He was for the greater good.  He was fiercely for his people, of course.   
 
David Yellin:  Was he a different man in person than on the platform in any way? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Well, he did not orate.  
 
David Yellin:  That would have been kind of tiresome.  
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes.  He did not orate, but he was a very likable and friendly chap, 
informal.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And, his convictions were the same, as a person. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  Yes, his convictions were the same.  He was a very, very skilled operator 
in the civil rights field.  You know he got accidentally started on the Montgomery bus 
boycott by the NAACP officer, the state officer in Alabama, Mr. Nixon. 
 
David Yellin:  What’s that name again. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  E.D. Nixon I think it is.  He was a Regional Vice President of the 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, and the ex-president of our branch in Montgomery, 
or Birmingham, and also Regional Director, he traveled a great deal.  But he had made a 
fetish of the treatment of Negroes on the buses of Montgomery, and he had entered every 
complaint documented as far as he could.  And when this complaint on Mrs. Rosa Parks, 
who was a secretary of the NAACP branch in Montgomery -- when Mrs. Parks finally 
decided that she would resent the practice of getting up and giving her seat to a white 
person who was standing, Nixon felt that the time had come to have a showdown, and to 
boycott the buses, and he was looking for a leader.  He couldn’t do it himself because he 
was in and out of town, and he had some young Negro ministers there, and King had just 
been assigned to the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, and so Nixon said, well this calls for 



 

 

a man of the cloth to lead this fight, inspire the people, and he said Dr. King, what about 
you?  And King said, “I’ll be glad to do it if other people will give me their support.”  
And so he was named.  Now, I don’t say that he wouldn’t have eventually gone into the 
civil rights movement anyway, and perhaps even at that time, but accidentally he was 
propelled into it by the activity of the NAACP. 
 
David Yellin:  Was part of that story that Abernathy, that Reverend Abernathy was in a 
sense asked, or couldn’t make it, or am I mixing facts up? 
 
Roy Wilkins:  I don’t know, I don’t know.  I was told, I was told that it was King.  
And, afterwards I went down to Montgomery to their celebration banquet, and King was 
very cordial and very nice and very appreciative.  I think we sent him altogether from 
our chapters and through the New York office about $40,000 to help the boycott 
situation.  
 
Joan Beifuss:  Do you have any idea how much money -- did the NAACP put any 
money into the Memphis sanitation strike?   
 
Roy Wilkins:  I don’t know about that.  I think that we made a contribution through our 
local chapter. 
 
Joan Beifuss:  I think a $1000 check.   
 
Roy Wilkins:  I think a $1000 check that we put into the Memphis Sanitation Strike.  
 
David Yellin:  Well, anything else you care to say. 
 
Roy Wilkins:  I don’t think of anything else, and you have got me to talk about much 
more than I intended to talk about. 
 
David Yellin:  It was an interesting five minutes. 
 
 
END OF RECORDING 


