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Peggy Jemison, Dr. Bill Webber, Mrs. Bill Webber

Peggy Jemison:
On August 15, 1979, working on the Neighborhood and Public Policy Project, which is financed, in part, by a grant from the Tennessee Committee for the Humanities, an affiliate of the National Endowment to the Humanities.

Today I’m interviewing Dr. and Mrs. Bill Webber, W-E-B-B-E-R. This is Peggy Jemison, which was omitted at the first of the tape.

Bill, tell me now, when you moved into Hein Park, onto Hein Park.

Mr. Bill Webber:
We moved there in 1969.

Peggy Jemison:
And you bought your – who did you buy your house from?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Lee Hyde. It was his parents’ home, and Mr. Hyde died, and we bought the home directly from him.

Peggy Jemison:
Did you hear any history of the house when you moved in?

[0:01:07]
Mr. Bill Webber:
We knew we were the third owners. And the lady that had built the house lived there until she died, and the Hydes lived there till their death, and then we were the third occupant. And the first occupant came back to visit us after we moved in to be sure we were keeping it up properly.

Peggy Jemison:
So a lot of feeling about the house.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Very much so.

Peggy Jemison:
And could you just describe briefly the house a bit?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Well, it was a small home. I guess you’d describe it as a country English one-story brick home, three bedrooms. Had a very large sunroom on the back, which is what appealed to us. Overlooked a very pretty garden that the Hyde’s had developed.

Peggy Jemison:
Had a deep lot? Some of-

Mr. Bill Webber:
The lots-

Peggy Jemison:
 -the lots there are deep and some aren’t.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Not too deep. The lot was 100 by 150, and the back was terraced and had little antique brick fence and those types of things.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
Had a little fountain.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Yeah, a little fountain in the back. Was a very charming house.

Peggy Jemison:
Do you mind telling me what you paid for it?

Mr. Bill Webber:
We paid – that was an interesting story. We paid – it was on the market I think for $38,000.00. We had just gotten married, so this was our first house. And while we were in the process of negotiating for the house the garage burned down, so they brought the price down to $35,600.00 or something like that, and we were able to buy it at that -- $38,000.00 was going to stretch us a bit, so we bought it with a burned-down garage, and later we built the garage back.

Peggy Jemison:
And now what impressed you about the neighborhood? Why did you buy into the neighborhood?

Mr. Bill Webber:
First, I guess, for convenience to the medical center. And secondly, we just liked the architecture of the homes there. Both of us grew up in Memphis and had always been attracted to that part of the city.
Peggy Jemison:
And you said your mother lived not too far away?
[0:03:01]
Mr. Bill Webber:
That’s right. She lived not too far away on Forrest.

Peggy Jemison:
And what was the number on Forrest?

Mr. Bill Webber:
1820.

Peggy Jemison:
And she’s still living there, I believe.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Still living there. I lived there when I was in high school. Well, in college.

Peggy Jemison:
And you mentioned something about that neighborhood and the revival, that revitalization you've seen.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Yes, I think so. She has–she lives in a duplex, and the owner lives downstairs. She’s lived there since 1955. And the other homes in her neighborhood that block and the next block west have gone through quite a process of remodeling, people investing in their homes. It looks – the street looks nicer than it did ten years ago.

Peggy Jemison:
That’s a good sign then for the neighborhood in general.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Mm-hmm.

Peggy Jemison:
All right. Well, going back to your purchase of your house now in Hein Park. You and Vicky bought your first home and moved in it in ’69, and you lived there for how many years?

[0:04:00]
Mr. Bill Webber:
We lived there till 1979.

Peggy Jemison:
Till ’79.

Mr. Bill Webber:
So we were there ten years.

Peggy Jemison:
Ten years. And would you describe the neighborhood as you found it?

Mr. Bill Webber:
When we moved there?

Peggy Jemison:
When you moved in.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Very interesting neighborhood with some original owners of the home still living there, who had lived there either since their parents had built the homes, they were second-generation occupants or some folks that were quite elderly living in the homes that they had lived in all their life. And then another generation of homeowners who were sort of the second generation like we were, younger people with children, and some folks in between.

Also, a pretty homogenous spread socioeconomically. And it’s my understanding when Mr. Hyde designed the subdivision that it was his idea that you shouldn’t have all the same level of people socioeconomically living in the same area, and that’s why it was built like it was.  

[0:05:01]

On West Drive the first block has some very, very large homes, which would be for more affluent people. Our block was the smaller homes. Over on Cypress, those were even smaller homes. And I think Bea Gerber told us that that was his philosophies in building the subdivision that you shouldn’t just build them all at the same cost.

[Begin Segment 2: 00:05:23:08]
Peggy Jemison:
Well, now that’s very interesting because we’ve noted that the lot size varies so, and perhaps this explains it a bit.

Mr. Bill Webber:
It could.

Peggy Jemison:
Did Bea tell you any other interesting things like that about the history or about the neighborhood?

Mr. Bill Webber:
I guess that was the main thing. She knows more about Hein Park as far as its development and who lived where probably than anybody else over there. Another person is David Parker. He lives in the home his father built on Charles Place, and he knows a lot about the changes that have occurred.
[0:06:01]
Peggy Jemison:
So it was an interesting neighborhood there. And were there some neighborhood events and things that kept it together? What do you think made it have a sense of community?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Well, there was really a sense of community, and I think part of it was because of a strong civic organization. And there would be picnics in the summer and functions throughout the year, maybe two or three times of trying to get the community together.

Peggy Jemison:
Now, was that the Hein Park Garden Club?

Mr. Bill Webber:
The Hein Park Civic Association or the Hein Park Garden Club. I guess the garden club was really – the two organizations.

Peggy Jemison:
There are two.

Mr. Bill Webber:
The women have the garden club. And then there’s the civic association, which dealt more with civic things than just the ladies, and that was more, male chauvinistically, I guess, more the men in their leadership in that.

Peggy Jemison:
Is that still functioning?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Yes, it is.

Peggy Jemison:
I see. I, of course, heard about the garden club always but hadn’t heard about the civic group to the same extent.
[0:07:04]
Mr. Bill Webber:
I believe the civic group was really the group that organized the social functions, weren’t they? 

Mrs. Bill Webber:
[Inaudible comment].

Mr. Bill Webber:
Was that the garden club? That’s the women, I’m sure.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
The women did the work.
Mr. Bill Webber:
The garden club.

Peggy Jemison:
But the men – but you did mean on a rather regular basis?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Only when something came up that needed to be talked about. Now, I guess the street closing, to a degree the street closing brought the neighborhood together because we were meeting together. We were talking about that, and we got to know each other. And that was a plus thing. We were all involved in a project together.

Peggy Jemison:
Okay.

Mr. Bill Webber:
The other coming together I guess was mainly the summer picnic.  And we’d have it at someone’s home, unless it rained, and we’d have it at Evergreen Church.

Peggy Jemison:
Okay. Well, let’s go on now to the fact that–the street closing.  When did that first–when did you start working on that? When did it become a problem?
[0:08:00]
Mr. Bill Webber:
Even before we moved there had been one approach to the city to close the street, and that was Sue Miller and Joe Miller who lived in the first block of West Drive, had been the spear headers on that. And that effort had fallen by the wayside. It was not successful.

Peggy Jemison:
The city denied it. I mean it was…
Mr. Bill Webber:
The city denied it. And it was probably not the most well-organized endeavor in that it didn’t go through all the sort of bureaucratic steps you’re supposed to go through to close a street. It was mainly the citizens signing a petition saying we’d like to have the street closed, and taking it to the mayor. And we found out later on that that really was not the proper way to go about those things.

Peggy Jemison:
About when was that, Bill?

Mr. Bill Webber:
I imagine that was probably 1966 or ’67.

Peggy Jemison:
As early as ’66?
Mr. Bill Webber:
Yes. And the problem was one of lots of and lots of cars and lots and lots of cars driving too fast.

[0:09:02]

And it was sort of a cut-through between Jackson and North Parkway. And folks could avoid a couple of stop signs or streetlights by going down West Drive. And we had several neighbors who had – there was a curve right in front of our house or down <unclear></unclear> house, and several times a year they’d go so fast, they’d miss the curve and actually go up into the people’s yards. They were apprehensive even letting their children play in the front yard. And had a few mailboxes knocked down by folks not making the curve in time.

And so it was felt that if the street could be closed, that sort of the homogeneity of the neighborhood could be preserved.

Peggy Jemison:
Had something caused traffic to be increased through there? Was it some change in other streets that caused the traffic to <unclear></unclear>?

Mr. Bill Webber:
I doubt it. I think it was just like the rest of the city seeing more cars as…time….going off.  

[0:10:06]

There were a lot of cars from the Raleigh area that would come to town, and they’d come in Jackson and then turn on West Drive. There was a lot of misunderstanding, but it was all traffic coming off Springdale. But really that wasn’t the main problem. The 5:00 traffic all came down West Drive and turned right and went out east.

Peggy Jemison:
All right. So as early as ’66, residents were petitioning the city, and it was denied at first. And now will you go on with the next --

Mr. Bill Webber:
I guess the next thing was 1969 or 1970 that we decided we’d make another effort to close the street. And this time we began with going to the city and finding out what the process was to close the street. 

[0:10:59]

And we went through the planning commission and met with them. We had to have surveys made. It was a costly endeavor because we had to have an architect actually draw up what the closure would look like. Surveys had to be made. A number of things had to be done. Several thou-
Peggy Jemison:
Who bore the expenses?

Mr. Bill Webber:
The residents.

Peggy Jemison:
The residents did.

Mr. Bill Webber:
This amounted to several thousand dollars. And those documents then were taken to the planning commission. I think after just perseverance out of getting tired of seeing us come up there, that they finally said they would recommend to the city council that the street would be closed. And so I don’t think they were ever really very enthusiastic about it.  

And if we hadn’t – I know on one of our occasions we rented a city bus, and the whole neighborhood went by city bus.  

[0:12:00]

They didn’t even have room for us to plead our case. And that was kind of fun. And...that was kind of fun. Brought us together too I think we had a picnic that afternoon. But finally it was Mr. Miller who was the chairman of the planning commission at that time, they made their recommendation to close. And then we went through this process of going before the city council.

[Begin Segment 3: 00:12:22:25]
Peggy Jemison:
And how long did that take?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Oh, a long time. I can’t remember the dates on it. But we were involved in I guess a year of the hearing and then re-hearings and all the things that go on to close a street, plus some very strong objections being raised by another group.

Peggy Jemison:
And the other group primarily was the Cypress Safety Committee.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Primarily it was one person, Mr. Greene.

Peggy Jemison:
M.T. Greene. How did he get involved in it?

[0:13:00]
Mr. Bill Webber:
I have no idea. He became interested in it and felt that it was a racial issue and nothing else. And I felt that he was incorrect in his analysis. But he was due his opinion on it.
Peggy Jemison:
Were most of the people going through black or were they black and white?
Mr. Bill Webber:
We never looked at the color of the cars. I really don’t think it is all black traffic. I…honestly did not feel that was the issue that was at stake. When it gets to the point that you don’t want your children in your own front yard for fear they’re going to get run over, you don’t really care who is driving the car. And yet I felt he was using it as a springboard for just making himself heard.

Peggy Jemison:
Is this sort of a place…maybe he…maybe his first large impact on the city?

Mr. Bill Webber:
No-
[0:14:04]
Mr. Bill Webber:
-he had been working on this drainage and sewage problem.

Peggy Jemison:
Oh, yeah, in Cypress.

Mr. Bill Webber:
In Cypress. I think that was–I never heard of him really until we got involved in this. But if you’re familiar with this, he is very vocal. He’s very articulate. And he made a strong case. But after all was said and done, the city council approved the closure.

Peggy Jemison:
And what – do you remember the year it was approved?

Mr. Bill Webber:
I don’t. The whole thing went on, it seemed, for an eternity. And it was closed finally in 1979, the year we moved out.

Peggy Jemison:
Oh. It was not ever closed actually until ’79.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Never was closed. Never was closed.
[0:14:57]
Peggy Jemison:
You were given permission for it.
Mr. Bill Webber:
Given permission to close. And then Mr. Greene filed suit. And this went through all the series of courts. It was first heard by Judge Welford, and Judge Welford ruled that it could be closed and that there was no racial bias shown. Mr. Greene appealed that. It went to the circuit court, and that took forever. It was up there a couple of years before we heard back.  

And the city attorney said, “Well, you could close it, but two things could happen. Either an injunction can be sworn out that would say you have to stop the closure until the case is finally determined.  Or you can go through the expense of actually closing the street then have to tear it all out if they ruled against you.” We didn’t have that kind of money to be-
Peggy Jemison:
And the citizens-

 Mr. Bill Webber:
Throwing around.

Peggy Jemison:
-had to actually pay for closing.

Mr. Bill Webber:
That’s right.

[0:15:50]

Peggy Jemison:
And the closing, as I understand it, is one that emergency vehicles can drive over, is that correct?

Mr. Bill Webber:
In fact, anybody could if they were inclined. There’s a sign that says don’t do it. But there’s no wall or gate or barrier. It’s really nothing more than a curb with a sidewalk extended across the end of the street. And it’s more a visual barrier than anything else. They have some plantings.

And the city – the citizens, I think it was $5,000.00 or $6,000.00 they had to pay to do that. They really had to raise a lot of money.

Peggy Jemison:
How did they raise it?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Just asking folks to make a donation.

Peggy Jemison:
A donation. All right. So it went then to the court of appeals at the sixth circuit.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Yes, and they said this is not something that we should have to do. This is a matter of–this should be handled with local jurisdiction.  If they–as I understand it, they felt if they became involved in who could open a street and who could close a street, they would stay pretty busy.
[0:17:00]

And sent it back for the local federal court to rule on it, and I believe that was – I forget which judge that was. And the city now had to defend it. The citizens were not involved. It was – the suit was against the city for allowing it to be closed. And they heard it again locally, the city versus Mr. Greene or – not versus Mr. Greene but the Cypress whatever that group’s called.

Peggy Jemison:
Safety Committee.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Safety Committee. And the local federal court said we see that no racial prejudice was exhibited in this decision, so you can close it up, and he appealed it again. I don’t know. It’s my understanding that though they went ahead and closed it, that he is still trying to get the court of appeals to hear it again.

Peggy Jemison:
And it’s – where do you suppose he gets the money for all the lawsuits?
Mr. Bill Webber:
I have no idea.  
Peggy Jemison:
Anyone ever?

Mr. Bill Webber:
No one knows. He’s not visually gainfully employed.
[0:18:04]


Peggy Jemison:
All right.

Mr. Bill Webber:
The fact that where his – where his money comes to appeal these things, I believe the public defender has been the attorney in some of these or a court-appointed attorney. I’m not positive on it. Cliff Pierce, the city attorney, could clarify that for you.

Peggy Jemison:
Okay.
[Begin Segment 4: 00:18:31:00]
Peggy Jemison:
And did you head this committee up?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Yes, I did.

Peggy Jemison:
And this is – what year were you head of it, Bill?

Mr. Bill Webber:
From the time that we began the formal closure application, which I said I believe was ’69 or ’70, really through the whole thing until we moved away, I was involved in it. Though I guess the last year I became somewhat disenchanted with it and didn’t put any time in it. It got to be sort of just a-it wore everybody out. 
[0:19:06]

Peggy Jemison:
And did it lessen the spirit of the neighborhood?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Oh, not really. And nothing <unclear></unclear>. It became sort of a laughing matter. The city at large felt the street was closed, and it never was closed. It stayed open throughout all of the appeals and re-appeals. And it became kind of a joke, and no one was saying, well, if the street doesn’t get closed I’m moving out. It wasn’t an issue of that. But we were all hopeful that in time it would be closed.

Just an aside to this, I personally never felt that the city leaders grasped the reason why we wanted to close it and that we were, sort of taking up their time by this appeal, by our endeavors. 

And that a real sense of wanting to do what could be done to help an intercity neighborhood was really not one of their top priorities, and that we had to just really fight to get a listening ear there. And we had to do a lot of groundwork just to get a few people in the council to be on our side.  

[0:20:24]
l’m going to tell you this. The representative for that area was Bob James. 

Peggy Jemison:
Yeah, I was going to ask you about that.  
Mr. Bill Webber:
Bob James met in my office at the Methodist Hospital with David Parker, who was the civic association president because he was our representative.

Peggy Jemison:
Right.

Mr. Bill Webber:
And he said I am totally in favor of this. I can see that you need it. We took him through the neighborhood and showed him the problem. He sat there and watched the traffic. He watched people at West Drive and North Drive run the stoplight or the stop sign and agreed totally with us. He was behind us. He would support us at city council.
[0:20:58]

And without ever saying one word to us, we made our presentation, he got up and said this should not be done. He made a 100 percent about face. And I doubt if he gets another vote out of Hein Park as long as he’s in office because he totally sold us out and made no explanation for it.  

And he not only voted against the closure but he stood up and spoke against it. It just…it totally took me by surprise because we had talked to him, and he was on our side with it. But when we got down there and faced the folks, he had taken a complete turnabout and made no explanation for why he did it and never contacted anybody in the neighborhood why he did it.
Peggy Jemison:
Have you ever asked him since that time?

Mr. Bill Webber:
No, I think he knows pretty well that we were not terribly happy about it. But I think that the whole concept of wanting to preserve a part of the city that had problems was, at least at that time in history, it was not a priority with the city council.
[0:22:04]

And I guess that was one of the things that most of us were the most disappointed about.

Peggy Jemison:
I wonder if it’s any better now, if it’s made any change?
Mr. Bill Webber:
I don’t know. This council is a totally new council.

Peggy Jemison:
Did you ever have any contact with J.L. Patterson who represents a portion of the neighborhood, the VECA neighborhood? 

Mr. Bill Webber:
I thought Mr. Patterson and Mr. Davis were both supportive of what we were doing. I think they understood more than the white members of the council. And I can’t remember exactly how the vote was. It was not a real close vote. It wasn’t down to one person breaking a vote. And we had some of the black members of the council vote for us, and I can’t remember exactly which ones they were now.

Peggy Jemison:
That’s interesting. Okay. Well, did this have anything to do with you wanting to move and sell your house?
[0:23:01]
Mr. Bill Webber:
Not really. We had to move because we now have two children and a house really wasn’t big enough for a family of four. So we decided we would move. It was a very hard decision.

We had – the year before we sold our house, we found a house in Chickasaw Gardens that we liked. We put a bid in, and our realtor called us that our bid had been accepted. And we were so attached to our house we backed out of it and didn’t accept it and we thought we really were crazy because it was a house that we liked. But we were very attached to our neighborhood and to our home. At that time we still didn’t have children. And then with the two children we felt we had to make the move.

Peggy Jemison:
I see. Well, tell me about putting your house on the market and how that all transpired.

Mr. Bill Webber:
We found a home that we liked. As you know, we now live on South Galloway.
[0:24:01]

And then we put our home on the market. And I really felt that our house would have sold quicker because not in the <unclear></unclear> but it was a very charming house, and it was very well maintained, and had a lot of things that folks would like in a home. And all of our friends that would come to visit would always be complimentary of the home and say it was such a charming house, and it was a very comfortable, warm type home.
[Begin Segment 5: 00:24:35:36] 

But we had it on the market for three months and never had one bid on it.

Peggy Jemison:
What were you asking then?

Mr. Bill Webber:
We started asking $112,000.00, and we finally sold the house for $95,000.00.

Peggy Jemison:
And in three months time you didn’t have one bid–

[0:25:01]
Mr. Bill Webber:
No, and we were willing. We put it..put the <unclear></unclear> that we felt that was a reasonable price. Once you looked up the comparables in the area and the square footage of the house and the features that it had.

Peggy Jemison:
What you’d done to it.

Mr. Bill Webber:
 And what we’d done to it. Our purchase price was just the beginning. We put a lot of money in the home. And we didn’t really have anybody that we even got down to the point of talking about price with. We had it open on the weekends to the point that we were – we decided we weren’t going to do that anymore because it so disrupted our life to have this open house every weekend, every Sunday.

Folks would come and say it’s a nice home, and we had very few people come back the second time. And we became a little bit discouraged by that.

Peggy Jemison:
Did you think that the West Drive had something to do with that?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Very much so.

Peggy Jemison:
And the whole general unrest of the...

Mr. Bill Webber:
Completely. And I think that the fact that that was still an unsettled issue and the fact that a number of people inquired about Mr. Greene, that they were somewhat apprehensive about that.
[0:26:13]

Peggy Jemison:
Mm-hmm.

Mr. Bill Webber:
And the street being opened or closed was not as much the issue as the controversy was that was surrounding it. So…
Peggy Jemison:
Psychologically that had -- 

Mr. Bill Webber:
Psychologically we had one couple came in from out of town. Well, there were two people really. One was a businessman who was here just for the weekend. And the realtor showed him the house. He and his wife very much liked it. They were from Atlanta and they – no, I’m sorry, they were from – I’m not sure. Lived in an intercity home that they had restored, a townhouse type home, and they were attracted to it.
[0:26:57]

And I think they were ready to make a bid, but the man went back to his office that he was going to be in, and the men in the office advised him don’t buy a home in that area. The same happened with a physician who was coming here to be at the University of Tennessee, who I think would have bought the house until he talked to his colleagues and they said I wouldn’t buy a house in that area.

So at this point we were now the owner of two homes.

Peggy Jemison:
A rather uncomfortable position.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Very.

Peggy Jemison:
So did you change real estate agents?

Mr. Bill Webber:
No, we renewed – the 90-day contract with the real estate agent had expired, and we renewed it with her for another three-month period, another 90 days. And then Mr. and Mrs. Willis came. They did see it on a Sunday open house, and they gave us a bid that night.

Peggy Jemison:
So now that was the first time that a black family had looked at it. The others had been white families.

[0:28:00]
Mr. Bill Webber:
There had been some black people that would look at it when the home was open on…you know…open for inspection.

Peggy Jemison:
So you had had other black families--

Mr. Bill Webber:
We had had other black people that had looked at the house.

Peggy Jemison:
And so then they gave you a contract that night.

Mr. Bill Webber:
It was that night or the next night. I think that was on a Sunday maybe the contract was on Monday. 

Peggy Jemison:
And the contract you said was $95,000.00.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Mm-hmm.

Peggy Jemison:
Well, then what happened, Bill, when the word got out that the first black had bought into Hein Park? What happened?

Mr. Bill Webber:
The majority of the neighbors were very, very supportive. And several of them called and said we knew what you had done. We totally support you.

Hein Park, though it has a conservative image, is a very progressive neighborhood. And just on our block there were – there are two or three professors at Southwestern who are very open minded.  
[0:29:02]

And their reaction was we would have been disappointed if you had tried to do something in a shenanigan way to not go ahead and sell it. That was helpful to us.

Now, that sentiment was not universal, and there were two neighbors who were very unhappy about it, very ugly about it.

Peggy Jemison:
Did they call you and--
Mr. Bill Webber:
They called and one stood out in the middle of the driveway at 10:00 at night shouting obscenities at me. That was a little bit – that’s off the record, I guess. He was very – it was a very ugly situation. It’s a person that, unfortunately, that I see on a regular basis who still doesn’t speak. His wife does, but he doesn’t. He probably never will. But I view that as his problem, not as ours.  


And that’s the only way we were able to handle it was to say that we felt that morally and just the way we feel, that we did the right thing. 

[0:30:03]

That the house was for sale, and it was for sale to anybody who was willing to pay what we were asking or whatever we negotiated, and that we were not selling it by race. And Vicky and I realized that was a potential when we first put the house on the market.

Peggy Jemison:
Certainly. Well, I appreciate anything else that comes to your mind.

Mr. Bill Webber:
I’ll mention our real estate agent was – she was very aboveboard on all of it. And–
[Begin Segment 6: 00:30:38:03]
Peggy Jemison:
Would you like to name her?

Mr. Bill Webber:
It was Ms. Coleman.

Peggy Jemison:
Coleman. Margie Coleman. 

Mr. Bill Webber:
We did not know, until she brought the contract to us, by identifying the name and the person on the contract, that it was a black couple. She did not call and say we have a black contract, what do you want me to do? She just brought it like it was any other contract.
I guess she had asked us early in the course what we – how we felt about that.  

[0:31:04]

We didn’t really have the market – the house on the market for anybody, white, green, black or purple. It was just for sale.

Peggy Jemison:
Mm-hmm. Well, have you – did she have any repercussions that you know of?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Those two neighbors both called her up and gave her a piece of their mind.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
We requested – she called them back –

[Break in audio]
Peggy Jemison:
-- statement that you asked Margie Coleman to --

Mrs. Bill Webber:
I called her up and asked her if she would call these two particular neighbors and explain to them our position. It would make it easier on them, understanding the market and easier on us in facing them.  So it helped a lot.

[0:32:00]

She called me back and said one of them was very understanding, and the other one was not.
Peggy Jemison:
That’s a pretty good percentage really. 50-50.  [Laughs] 

Mr. Bill Webber:
I guess the thing… I think there that ignorance had a lot to do with their emotion, and that they didn’t really understand that there are laws that concern these things. And that if you're handed a contract for your asking price with no contingency, and that’s the way the contract was, that there’s a law that has – that deals with these type of things. If it was their feeling, well, you could just say I’m sorry. We’re not going to accept this.

So, you know, our only alternative would have been to take the house off the market. And from a financial standpoint we could not do that. And I think there’s a certain naïveté too that would say that if you look at the map, Hein Park is totally surrounded by a black community and a good black community. 
[0:33:02]

The Vollentine area, north of Jackson, is almost 100 percent black. East of Hein Park is almost 100 percent black. And west, versus Southwestern, but west of that is becoming black. And they say, well, black folks aren’t going to want to live in Hein Park is a bit naïve.  

The church on the corner, which was only three doors from our house, used to be the Jackson Avenue Church of Christ. Then last year that became a black…is it a black Church of Christ? I believe it’s a black Church of Christ.

Peggy Jemison:
The Springdale?

Mr. Bill Webber:
No, it’s called Jackson Avenue Church of Christ, which was a white congregation, and they sold that to a black congregation there at the corner of Springdale and Jackson.

Peggy Jemison:
Now that’s a black congregation?

Mr. Bill Webber:
That’s a black congregation.

[0:33:55]
Mrs. Bill Webber:
I don’t know how much you said because I’ve been out of the room, but in all fairness, we have to admit that we – at the time of the contract, we were very – and after the day we signed the contract, it was an emotional involvement. And it was the day – Valentine’s Day was the day after. And a friend came by, which was a neighbor, left me a valentine for my little boy. And we were close friends couple wise.

And I walked out to her car because I stopped her when I saw her leave. And I ran out, and I didn’t see the valentine, and I said “You have come by because you knew what we did last night. We sold our house.” And I started crying.  And she said, “No, I didn’t know.” And I said “We sold it to <unclear></unclear> couple.” And she said “And they’re black,” and I said “Yes.“ And tears came through to my eyes.  

And the reason why is because I cared about her emotions, and we both did, but I also was torn because I knew it was the right thing to do.  

[0:35:04]

And it was a hard – it was a very stretching experience to go through.

Peggy Jemison:
And so did you begin to appreciate what a black couple might --

Mr. Bill Webber:
Oh, very much.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
Oh, yes. After that day I could not drive down the street and not see a black couple and realize they’ve got it tough if they want to have something nice like we do. And I really grew.

Mr. Bill Webber:
And I guess the other emotion to that was that we lived ten years in the neighborhood and became very, very close to our neighbors and to the community. And I think we made a contribution there. We were very involved in Hein Park. And we saw the closure of the West Drive thing through to its finality, I think.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
I give Bill the credit for the closing of the street.

[0:35:57]
Mr. Bill Webber:
I think that’s true. I don’t take the full credit, but I think it was our impetus behind it that got us – if you’re interested I got a file that thick on the closure of West Drive.

Peggy Jemison:
I’d like to see it.

Mr. Bill Webber:
And then to feel that there are folks there that feel that you cared less about the neighborhood, and we still do, was a difficult thing.  It’s hard right now for us. We don’t go over there. We can’t – really go through the neighborhood because we know that there are folks there who have real ill feelings about us.

[Begin Segment 7: 00:36:33:16]
Peggy Jemison:
Without really giving the Willises a chance to find out if they might be good neighbors too.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Absolutely. And the Willises are delightful people. We know them.

Peggy Jemison:
I’ve interviewed him.
Mr. Bill Webber:
Have you?

Peggy Jemison:
And I know who she is, and she’s a charming woman, I understand.

Mr. Bill Webber:
She was the one really that was involved in the purchase.

Peggy Jemison:
Was she? You dealt with her?

Mr. Bill Webber:
We didn’t really deal with him. We didn’t see him till the day of the closing.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
And she brought her children by to see the house. And we – Mrs. Willis and I talked back and forth at least five or six times, just getting details straightened out, and she was just delightful to deal with. A real easy person and had a cute sense of humor.

Mr. Bill Webber:
But I don’t know really how they felt about it. I’d be interested to know.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
We never said anything to them about our conflict.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Never said anything about it.
Peggy Jemison:
Yeah.

Mr. Bill Webber:
I felt sorry – I kind of feel sorry for them because one of the conflictors lives next door.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
Very close.

Peggy Jemison:
Well, this was, I can see, a very traumatic experience for you. And I’ll be interested in knowing what does happen there with the family coming in.

Do you – is the Hein Park group realistic about coming in with VECA or did they wish to keep themselves pretty separated?

[0:38:04]
Mr. Bill Webber:
I think they wish to keep themselves separated. VECA has not been and was not supportive of the closure. They were against it. They also made it a racial issue. I think VECA is more – I think that they are racially oriented more than community oriented at times in some of the things that they do. It’s sort of like some of the ultra conservatives that we know that see a communist behind every tree. I think there are those who are so concerned in “neighborhood preservation” that all they see is black/white, but they don’t really see the neighborhood as a whole.

And I think the only way you’re going to have progress in these areas is to look at the community as a whole and not try to chop it up into black/white. Obviously that plays a role in it somewhere.

[0:39:01]
Peggy Jemison:
I’m not sure I’m following you about VECA thinking it’s all in black and white.

Mr. Bill Webber:
I think VECA looked at the West Drive closure as a racial issue.

Peggy Jemison:
Did they do other things? I mean is it your opinion in other portions of the neighborhood that they take that same kind of stance?

Mr. Bill Webber:
That’s the only thing that they ever involved themselves at West – with Hein Park. And of course the Hein Park Civic Association outdates VECA by 50 years.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
They consider us a part of them though.
Mr. Bill Webber:
Yeah they do. They considered us a part of them. 
Mrs. Bill Webber:
We get their newsletter, we used to get their newsletter.

Mr. Bill Webber:
And we had a few people that would go to the VECA meetings.  Hein Park was kind of viewed as being – of having problems different than the VECA community at large, which was dealing with lower-income housing and a lot of problems that maybe Hein Park should have taken more of an interest in but didn’t.  On the other hand, VECA was not terribly sympathetic about some of the problems of maybe the more affluent part of the VECA community.

VECA, they extended I think to Trezevant.

Peggy Jemison:
To Trezevant. Those are their boundaries.

[0:40:12]
Mr. Bill Webber:
I look at it with a lot of trepidation right now in what’s going to happen with the expressway. I think it’s going to have a great impact on that part of the city. And the expressway was an issue that helped motivate us to move.

Peggy Jemison:
It was?

Mr. Bill Webber:
We felt if they stuck the thing down North Parkway that it would be damaging to Hein Park, and that it would become sort of a dividing line of what’s a good neighborhood and what’s a bad neighborhood. Sort of like the old cliché of living on the wrong side of the tracks.

Peggy Jemison:
North of the expressway?
Mr. Bill Webber:
North of the expressway. You know, most of our friends, who, though they loved our home, most of our friendships were centered out around the church. 
[0:41:03]

Most of those people lived in East Memphis.

Peggy Jemison:
The church being Second Presbyterian.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Second Presbyterian. And they couldn’t understand why we lived down there. And really felt they were kind of coming in to the wrong side of the city when they’d come visit us.

[Begin Segment 8: 00:41:18:12]
Peggy Jemison:
Do you feel there’s been an atmosphere of movement really sort of away from that neighborhood because of these threats?
Mr. Bill Webber:
It’s still a stable neighborhood mostly. I don’t know of anybody that’s moved away because of what happened.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
We have good friends, Judy and Alan Webber, who lived on East Drive, and they moved to West Drive to a bigger house. They wanted another home, so they bought right inside of Hein Park.

Peggy Jemison:
And the houses are still selling for good prices. I follow the real estate prices.

Mr. Bill Webber:
They are, mm-hmm. The houses in the first block of West Drive sell for $150,000.00 to $200,000.00.

[0:42:05]
Peggy Jemison:
What about the other little smaller houses right there at the closing? I’ve noticed them. They almost look deserted.

Mr. Bill Webber:
There are some pieces of property that are terribly rundown. Some of them on Cypress. The last house on West Drive at Jackson.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
It’s a rental.

Mr. Bill Webber:
They’re rental houses.

Peggy Jemison:
They are.
Mr. Bill Webber:
And they are in bad repair and not taken care of. Which is too bad.

Peggy Jemison:
All right. Well, is there any anecdote or any unusual character that you can remember about the neighborhood or any stories you've heard, anything, folklore quality that – well, you know not – it can be true too but just something that strikes you as unusual or interesting?

[0:43:00]
Peggy Jemison:
Tell me who he was.
Mr. Bill Webber:
Tommy Roberts lived at the corner of Center and North for I guess the majority of his life. And they became <unclear></unclear> their children, so they moved away. He was sort of the Mr. Hein Park. He would take his walks and have his little walking stick. He knew everybody, and everybody was sorry to see him move.

Peggy Jemison:
And this is Tommy Roberts?
Mr. Bill Webber:
Tommy Roberts.

Peggy Jemison:
Tommy Roberts R-O-B-E-R-T-S.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Mm-hmm.

Peggy Jemison:
And what did he do?
Mr. Bill Webber:
He had some type of a business. I’m not sure just what. But his son-in-law has taken over.

Peggy Jemison:
Was retired.

Mr. Bill Webber:
He was in his 80s. 
Peggy Jemison:
Eighties?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Mm-hmm.

Peggy Jemison:
And he would walk up and down and speak to everybody?
Mr. Bill Webber:
Speak to everybody.

Peggy Jemison:
Know about things.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Mm-hmm.

Peggy Jemison:
And anybody else who comes to mind? You said there were a lot of characters in there.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
Mrs. Gerber.

Peggy Jemison:
Mrs. Gerber.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Do you know Bea Gerber?

Peggy Jemison:
I do.

[0:43:59]
Mr. Bill Webber:
Of course, Ruth Morrow and George, they walked every night with their dog, and Ruth was looking like she just stepped out of a fashion plate, even when walking around the neighborhood.

Peggy Jemison:
Were the Willises planning to move in themselves, in your opinion?

Mr. Bill Webber:
Yes, it was our understanding that they were.

Peggy Jemison:
And you said there was a correction you wanted to make.

Mr. Bill Webber:
Yeah, you had asked me about when we signed the contract if we got our asking price. We did get our asking price, but they had initially offered I believe $2,000.00 less than our asking price, and we had just the week before, lowered the price of our home to the $95,000.00 price. And as we had looked at houses, particularly in the – a little bit further east, not way out East Memphis, we realized that if our home was sitting in that part of time that our home would command a much higher price than we were even asking.

And we were determined that even if we kept it for a year we weren’t going to give the house away.

[0:45:00]

And felt that it was fully worth what we were asking. I think some of the neighbors felt, that had not known we had made that reduction in price, felt we did it to sell it to the Willises. But we hadn’t. We had lowered it the week before to the $95,000.00.

Peggy Jemison:
Did the Willises finance their house?

Mr. Bill Webber:
I believe so. The details of that I really don’t know well enough to speak to.

Peggy Jemison:
Mm-hmm. All right and thank you so much.

Mrs. Bill Webber:
You’re welcome.

[End of Audio] 
www.verbalink.com

Page 26 of 26

