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Interviewer, Interviewee

Interviewee:
I was president of the Board of Education of the Memphis city schools from 1956 to 1961 if I remember correctly.  That’s the only official position I ever held with city government.
Interviewer:
Somebody told me you were ________, but you also had advisor positions __________.
Interviewee:
I did meet with Mayor Henry Lobe from time to time and was one of a group that advised ____________ and also I was council for the Memphis Street Railway Company and the Goldsmith’s, both of which were involved in situations.
Interviewer:
Goldsmith, wasn’t it the first downtown store –

Interviewee:
I think it was.

[0:01:00]

Interviewer:
-- to desegregate?  How did this come about ________ --?

Interviewee:
Well, my recollection is and actually my own recollection is a little vague.  Mostly people have told me that this happened was that one day and I have no idea of the date, that Negroes could come into the cafeteria down there.  

It’s not a cafeteria; it’s a lunchroom.  And take seats and ask to be served, but then sought the advice as to what they should do and after consideration they decided the thing to do was close up the lunchroom and reopen it about 24 hours later on a non-segregated basis, which was what I believe they did.

Interviewer:
There was no talks about –

Interviewee:
____________________.

Interviewer:
-- ___________.  When you were president of the board of --

[0:02:00]
 

Interviewer:
-- education from 1956 to ’61 do you recall any NAACP lawsuits against segregation --?
Interviewee:
Oh; very well –

Interviewer:
-- I think it was in 1961.

Interviewee:
It was in the latter part of my term.  I left in July of ’61 so I would guess that the suit was filed earlier than that because I do remember it and I testified as a witness in it.  I remember Constance Baker Motley was the attorney for the NAACP in that suit and cross-examined me.

Interviewer:
What were the positions of both sides?

Interviewee:
Well our position on the board, or my position personally I guess I should say, ____________ five members of the board was that it –

[0:03:00]


Interviewee:
-- was reasonable that the school should be desegregated, but not in a single step.  That it would destroy or was likely to destroy the value of the school system if we just opened up one morning on a non-segregated basis and that it took a good deal of time to work out a plan to do this.


The position of the NAACP as I remember it was that that’s what we oughta’ do.  Just tomorrow there would be no segregation in the schools.  See what happened.  So that was our point of contention from my point of view.  

Now from the outside, I understand that other people didn’t perceive it that way because a number of people undertook to tell me that they believed that we were stalling.  At least in my own conscience we were not ‘cause I was trying to preserve the better elements of the school system and still go through what obviously that was something that needed to be done.

Interviewer:
The position of the NAACP was desegregation in one step.

[0:04:00]
 

Interviewee:
Absolutely.

Interviewer:
I don’t quite understand.  What are for you the better elements of the school system or at least the better schools --?

Interviewee:
The educational programs.  No; that we needed some plan to do this and do it over an extended period according to plan rather than just open the doors on a non-segregated basis one morning and stand back and see what happened because I felt the school system had a great deal of value in a lot of its programs that might be adversely affected if this was done whereas with a little planning, the level of education could be maintained and still an integrated school system achieved.

Interviewer:
And _____________________ the NAACP, did they _______ through all their demands?  Were they successful in all their demands?

Interviewee:
I don’t really know because see, I left before the suit was ever –

[0:05:00]
 

Interviewee:
--decided.  It was still going on, being litigated when I left the school board.  From what I understand, I don’t suppose anybody’s ever successful in all their demands.  Obviously they didn’t achieve an immediate desegregation of the school system.  

Interviewer:
That’s what I wondered because –

Interviewee:
On the other hand we did achieve an ultimate desegregation of the school system.  Now whether that was being successful or not depends on your point of view I guess.
Interviewer:
What were the reasons that you left the board of education that you left?  Were you elected to this position?

Interviewee:
No; at that time the chairman of the board was appointed by the city commission.  I was never elected.  I was appointed to a full term and when Henry Lobe went in as mayor he asked me to stay in and this was before the suit had ever been filed.  


I told him that I would stay on for 18 months in order to give him –

[0:06:00]
 

Interviewee:
-- an opportunity to find someone else, but that I would not accept another full term.  So I had told him a year and a half before that I was leaving the 1st of April in ’61 and I did.


Meanwhile he found this W.D. Galbreath who was my successor.  He’s somebody you might want to talk to.

Interviewer:
W. C. –

Interviewee:
W. D.

Interviewer:
W. D.

Interviewee:
_______ real estate business.  

Interviewer:
Were you at all involved or do you recall the work of Memphis Community _________ Relations, their work in desegregation ________?
Interviewee:
No; I don’t at that point in the proceedings.  There were very little of that litigation that took place while I was on the board.  It’s just –

[0:07:00]
 

Interviewee:
-- the hearing before the district court was all.  I know it went on for a substantial time after that; years I suppose.  So I imagine that organization was involved in it at some later point in time.
Interviewer:
When did you get the I just call it advisory position or whatever it is or when did you get back to advise politicians in the city --?

Interviewee:
Well Henry Lobe and I had been friends for many years at the time ______________ together and when he was elected mayor he asked a group of people that was about half a dozen if they would have breakfast with him periodically and just discuss with him problems of the city and give him advice, which we did and which he didn’t always take.  At least he asked for it, which I thought was –

[0:08:00]
 

Interviewee:
-- nice.  So, it was just a custom that he’d call us and say, ‘Come have breakfast with me.  There’s some things I wanna talk to you about.’  

[Audio stops and starts]

Interviewer:
Did Lobe also seek advice from this group during the garbage workers’ strike?

Interviewee:
Yes; mhmm.

Interviewer:
Was the position the group took or people in the group took, was it close to this position the city council took?

Interviewee:
I ____________ had too clear a recollection of that.  I think that perhaps the groups’ advice was somewhat more liberal than the –

[0:09:00]
 

Interviewee:
-- mayor’s actions, but again there was a divided opinion in the group.  So some –
Interviewer:
Yeah; that’s what I _______ --

Interviewee:
-- people _______ one way and some the other.  I guess I should say my own opinion ___________________________.

Interviewer:
What was the position – the leadership of the Black community there basically ____________________________ what was the position of the Black leadership in the garbage worker’s _________ -- how did you proceed in this position?  Was it very only supportive for the sanitation workers or were there among the Black leaders __________________ more critical to the demands of _______________ sanitation workers?

Interviewee:
I really don’t know how to answer that.  I don’t think my personal knowledge would extend far enough to really have an opinion.  

[0:10:00]
 

Interviewee:
From what I observed it seemed like the leadership in the Black community was divided or that there was really no one who spoke for the entire community.  

Interviewer:
How would you classify them?  In one ________ more _________ James Lawson and then the other group --?

Interviewee:
Well there again I had no direct contact with individuals.  All I would know about that was what I read in the newspapers.  Been a long time ago.  I couldn’t even remember the names.


There was one man that came down to city hall and took all his clothes off at one point.  Impressed everybody deeply.  I didn’t physically take part in any of that.

[0:11:00]
 

Interviewer:
What was your opinion that the impact of the garbage workers’ strike on the climate of race relationships here in Memphis afterwards?

Interviewee:
I had the feeling that it tended to polarize it and solidify both sides or the extremes and it solidified the extremes on both sides and their positions.  Drove some people who would otherwise have been more receptive to join with the other polarized groups.


It was very difficult in those days to communicate with both groups, but everybody assumed you were choosing up sides; that you were on one side or the other.  Now I got a dial tone.  

[0:12:00]
 
Female:
_______________________________ disconnected ___________.

Interviewee:
I think it was the assassination of Martin Luther King finally and the nationwide attention that that drew that made it apparent that it _______ always gonna be possible just to say everything’s all white or black, if you pardon the expression.  That there’d have to be some kind of communication and working out of a motus operandi between the two extremes.

Interviewer:
Did you see any polarization or in the trends for polarization already before _______________?

[0:13:00]
 

Interviewee:
I would think so; yes.  I think that the strikes made it more apparent and stronger and as I say drove the middle group and both sides away from a moderate position and into an extreme one.

Interviewer:
Who very specifically, who do you count in the middle __________________ --?

Interviewee:
Well, I remember some things that happened _____________ John T. Fischer held a big meeting and tried to bring both sides together.

Interviewer:
Who was John T.  Fischer?

Interviewee:
He was I guess an automobile dealer here in Memphis; a very successful one.  I remember he held a meeting over in Crump –

[0:14:00]
 

Interviewee:
-- Stadium.  There were quite a lot of people over there, but by trying to bring them together, but it was not  a time that people were in the mood to be brought together.

Interviewer:
What was the ___________?  Was it during the sanitation workers’ strike?

Interviewee:
I think it was.  I can’t ________ the exact dates.  I don’t remember whether it was before or after the assassination, but I believe it was afterwards.  I think that’s what precipitated the meeting.

Interviewer:
Who would you find to this group?  Another group in the Black community?

Interviewee:
Let’s see. ________ go back that long.  That’s 20 years.  _______ today I would think would come up in such a category.  Oh, who is it.  President of LeMoyne _______?

Interviewer:
Dr. Price.

Interviewee:
Yeah; Dr. Price.  ____________ categorized as that way.  He’s about the only one that comes to mind from that period, but he and others there were many – not many, but there were he and a few others like ________ did not take extreme views, but thought that there should be some middle ground ______________ meet.

Interviewer:
Who were the ________ you were saying the extremes on both sides?  ______________________.  Who represented extremes?

Interviewee:
Individuals.

Interviewer:
That’s a very specific question.

[0:16:00]
 

Interviewee:
Well, I couldn’t name individuals.  There were a number of people that were very much in our union.

Interviewer:
Were they organized _____________________?  ________ group had any influence in the 60s?

Interviewee:
I remember later on in the school situation that the Fraser people were very strong and ___________________ was also ________________.


Oh, I’ll tell you another Black man that was – Odell Horton.  __________ judge.  


Jim Manier was their loathed city attorney, but that ___________ legal aspects.  So might be someone else you’d want to probably ____________.

[0:17:00]
 
Interviewer:
What was your function in the Memphis City ____________?

Interviewee:
Well I’ve always enjoyed that story because Ed McCallom, who was running the company, called me one morning and he said that Blacks are riding in front of the buses all over town.  What shall I do.  It came to be a Tuesday and he had a permission to form a –

[Audio starts and stops]

Interviewee:
We’d have a commission form of government at that time and it happened to be a Tuesday when McCallom called me.  The commission had a formal meeting in the afternoon and an informal, closed session in the morning.  So I told him to get in the car and come on down to my office and we’d go down there, put it out to city commission, which we did.  _________ Armor was the –

[0:18:00]
 

Interviewee:
-- commissioner of fire and police at that time.  He said to Mr. McCallom, ‘How many buses have you got on the street?’  McCallom says, ‘About 250.’  _______ Armor said, ‘Well I only got about 150 policemen.  Let ‘em ride.’  That was the end of desegregation on the transit company.


Oddly enough after that a fellow named Brooks Northleed filed a suit against the transit company for failing to carry out the segregation statute.  It was a state statute.  Of course we took the position that it was invalid under the Supreme Court’s holdings, but it provided a penalty I think of $100.00 a day for you to carry it out.  

He filed his suit in the general sessions court.  They had a hearing down there before Judge Leffler, who’s now bankruptcy judge here in Memphis.  He’s another one you might wanna talk to.

Interviewer:
His name is?

[0:19:00]
 

Interviewee:
William D. Leffler, L-E-F-F-L-E-R and he rendered a very learned opinion on why state statute could not be enforced under the circumstances.  It was later published in the Vanderbilt Race Relations Reporter.  Bill’s a good friend of mine.  ___________________ many times ________ that’s the only general session’s opinion that was ever recorded.  It’s still back in there somewhere.
Interviewer:
Do you recall in this context the action of _______ Evers who rode the bus?  Was this before this call of ___________ come to you?

Interviewee:
I remember O.C. Evers had something to do with it ________ all.

Interviewer:
He told me he rode one morning the bus to work and he was ________.

Interviewee:
I think that is probably true.  My recollection of it’s very vague, 

[0:20:00]
 

Interviewee:
-- but I think that he as an individual made a test before this.

Interviewer:
That’s what I just thought __________.

Interviewee:
But it was the _______ of the thing.  The fact that Mr. McCallom said they were riding the buses all over town that made it so apparent that nothing could be done about it, whether anyone should have been or wanted to be or not, but ________________ a practical kind of enforcement at that point.

Interviewer:
Do you recall the judge, the decision of the Federal Supreme Court about Evers?  He told me he went to the Federal Supreme Court finally and ____________ judge position made by the court.

Interviewee:
I have no knowledge of that at all.  If I ever knew I’ve forgotten.

Interviewer:
Yeah; a lot of conflicting – that’s why I asked about –

Interviewee:
_____________ recorded somewhere.

[0:21:00]
 

Interviewer:
What is your opinion on the heritage of Mr. Crump on the race relationships and the development of race relationships at the end of the 50s and 60s in Memphis?
Interviewee:
Well I think the political heritage of Mr. Crump have kept Memphis from a normal development for quite an extensive period after his death because _________ figures that are and do rely on his judgment so much.  ____________ like a child who’d lost his father when he died and no place to turn and they didn’t know how to handle the situations themselves.


There was some elements of that for many, many years _______ this.  I guess really when Ed Orville was elected mayor and he was the one that originally appointed me president of the school board, that was the first effort to establish an independent self-operating –

[0:22:00]
 

Interviewee:
-- government and not a reflection of Mr. Crump’s control.  It was not a particularly successful one because the members of the commission virtually all Crump appointees.


Certainly _______ Armor was and Buddy Black.  So I’ve always felt that the shadow of Mr. Crump hanging over the city was ____________ what would have been a more rapid and a more normal development of that.  It was not in derogation of what he –

[0:23:00]


Interviewee:
--  did for the city when he first came into politics.  It was he came in of course as a reform mayor and did achieve ________. 
Interviewer:
Do you recall, remember things connected with the court ordered busing decision?

Interviewee:
No; see all of that took place after my term.  The only thing I remember about it really is that a group of citizens were very much opposed to busing and we felt, I don’t know exactly who we is, me and the people that felt like myself, felt that direct opposition of that type was very dangerous and very undesirable, even though you might not approve of busing in principle.  These are the people who were saying they would go down and lie down in front of the buses and things like that.

[0:24:00]
 

Interviewee:
Then some of us went on television and made a plea for a more reasonable and moderate point of view because we were afraid that this direct opposition to busing might result in violence and would be harmful to everything.  ‘Cause I remember I made at least one television appearance.  I think Odell Horton did.  There were others, but I don’t remember who they were, but by that time I had no official position at all.  Just speaking as a citizen.

Interviewer:
Going back to the sanitation workers’ strike, how was the strike finally settled?  After the assassination of Martin Luther King on April 4th there was a big march a couple of days later and when __________ arrived there was an intervention from the White House to settle the conflict.

Interviewee:
I remember that Lansing Clark who was Attorney General at that time came down here.  I didn’t have anything directly to do with –

[00:25:00]
 

Interviewee:
-- that, but I know he was here and I saw him for a few minutes while he was here.  I ___________ Mr. Clark.  I knew his father, Tom Clark much better, but I think that probably did have a great deal to do with it.  He came down here personally.


But as I say, I think after that event it became apparent that something had to be done to control the situation.  ___________ gets everybody to stand up on opposite sides of the street and shout at each other was no longer practical.

Interviewer:
Now Mr. Clark I assume _____________ what was he?

Interviewee:
He was the Attorney General of the United States.

Interviewer:
For example, in 1969 the NAACP was supported by the chamber –

[00:26:00]
 

Interviewer:
-- of commerce in their actions like _________ or __________ of the downtown stores in Main Street I think –

Interviewee:
_______________________.  I read in the newspapers __________________.  Had no direct knowledge of it at all; 1969.  I was far from all that.

Interviewer:
So you’re in the group of advisors who were with Henry Lobe that ended in 1960 after the garbage workers’ strike?

Interviewee:
I really don’t remember anything very much about that group after the Martin Luther King assassination.

Interviewer:
So it just broke.  It’s just not continued.

Interviewee:
I don’t know whether it broke up ___________.  I just was no longer a part of it.  When did Henry go out of office?
Interviewer:
Wasn’t it in 1971, 1972?  I think 1971, right after ________ was elected.  I don’t recall it.
[00:27:00]
 

Interviewee:
 I think probably after the King assassination __________ dropped out of the advisory group so – and whether it continued to meet or not I don’t know.  If it did it was without my participation.

Interviewer:
What I would be interested in is, did for example, __________ personal experiences from people who had a very staunch rejection of desegregation of restrooms, of lunch counters, maybe even owners of lunch counters and restrooms and who had to desegregate, who finally did it and changed their _______.  Was there something like a process which developed in some people?

Interviewee:
I’m sure there was in some individual cases.  I don’t myself know of any because the individuals who were my friends and my associates were mostly of the same view that I was that this was something that should be done, but should be done with –

[0:28:00]
 

Interviewee:
-- moderation and the aims could be achieved in an acceptable way and they were not _______________________.


The people on the other side ______________________________ --

[End of Audio]
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