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Interviewer, Interviewee

[0:00:00]

Interviewer:
What positions did you hold city government and city administration in the ‘50s and the ‘60s?

Interviewee:
Well, I was executive assistant to Mayor Frank Toby, and upon his death, I was executive assistant to Mayor Walter Chandler who came in to fill out his term.  And then Mayor Edmond Orville was elected mayor and I was executive assistant to Mayor Orville for approximately a year.  And then the commission appointed me to personnel and civil service director for the city government which position I held from 1960.

In 1959, I was elected as a member of the city commission by _____ the commission, and I served as commissioner four years.  
[0:00:58]
Then I left city government.  I was defeated for mayor, left city government.  I then became an assistant county attorney in ’64.  And I was assistant county attorney till 1959, when I was elected to the county court.  And I served on the county court for approximately ten years, but that was ’76.

Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  How would you describe the change in the race relationships after Mayor Orville took office here in Memphis?  Between the change of the _____ area in 1954-1955, what changed at the end of the ‘50s in race relationships in Memphis in the attitude of especially in the attitude of the city government towards civil rights, towards the black community?
[0:02:07]
Interviewee:
Well, in the ‘50s the late ‘50s, the civil rights movement rang against the board of education was coming into consideration.  And under when Mayor Toby was the mayor, the first thing, they invited a black golf tournament here.  And the only golf folks they had blacks playing was the 9-hole course and this had 18 holes.

And there was _____.  We hadn’t really gotten into integration and all at that time.  But anyhow, Mayor Toby, they did permit the golf tournament to play on a white course here _____, so that was the beginning.
[0:03:05]
We began to have the sit-ins and so forth that began to come into fruition.  Leaders and that were like Maxine Smith and Russell Sugerman and _____ and _____.

Interviewer:
In 1960, some city commissioners in April refused to desegregate all public facilities.  Do you remember that event?  I think February in March the sit-ins began March 1960, and when I recall _____ in the public library in the _____ stores.  Then in 1960, there was a meeting of the NAACP people and the city commissioners.  And there were some difficulties.
Interviewee:
Well, in 1959 in the election when I was elected commissioner, my chief opponent was Russell Sugarman.  And I got there was no runoff in that election.
[0:04:05]
And there were like seven candidates, but at the end, I got almost 60,000 votes.  He got about 31,000 votes.  I did not get any black votes.  He got the black votes and I got most of the white votes.  There were some lesser white candidates.

Well, of course, that was sort of a racial display then at that time.  After I got in office, Orville has left office, Lobe has replaced him.  Lobe is an avid secregregationist.  I would say I was probably the most liberal member of the commission even though I had not got any black votes.  But anyhow, the end result was that we had a lot of disagreement, and at that time, we had executive sessions of the commission.  Lobe didn’t want to integrate anything unless we were absolutely forced.  And we had _____.

[0:05:06]
But at least three of us on the city commission did, and the libraries and the buses won.  The libraries had a lawsuit over he wanted the three of us _____ we’re not gonna appeal it.  So _____ confrontation started.  But during the period of time, Lobe was at one extreme and we did make substantial progress.  We desegregated buses.  We desegregated the libraries, the public facilities.  We desegregated the schools.  And this thing came and I appointed the first black member to a board or agency in the city government.  I appointed the –
Interviewer:
Was it _____?

Interviewee:
I appointed Macy O’Walker to the traffic advice commission.  And then I nominated AW Willis for the transit authority, and all hell broke loose [Laughs] _____.

[0:06:07]
And anyhow, we compromised by naming Macy O’Walker, which a majority of the blacks on the commission whites on the commission would go along with him, and he was appointed.  But I think we’ve made substantial progress.  We didn’t have the in the following term, and I was my elected mayor Ingram was elected mayor, and then he served four years, and Lobe came back, and then the Martin Lutheran King episode came, and Lobe came back again as mayor.
[0:06:45]
Interviewer:
Was the desegregation relatively _____, for example, public service _____ libraries and schools.  What were the main driving forces for the desegregation?  Was it in your point of view, was it mainly the direct action of civil rights activists?  Was it the work of the NCCR?  Was it the compromise the public ?
Interviewee:
Well, I think in my judgment, the activities of the civil rights leaders and demonstrations, but I guess more particularly through the courts.  The courts had said that this is the law.  And my feeling was we ought to obey the law, that we did not need to be forced over and over again on a minute point to obey the law, that we ought to the community was very divided on the issue, but I thought, and Claude Armor and Jimmy Moore who were two other commissioners that went along with me, that we ought to go ahead and apply the law and have the citizens working together.  So I think it was a combination of both.

[0:08:00]
Obviously, if there’d been no civil rights activity, there wouldn’t have been any impetus to do it.  There was an impetus to do it.  They gave an impetus to it, and I think we had some assistance from the newspapers, particularly the press senator in those days _____ news editor.  That’s a much more conservative paper _____.  But I’d say it was a combination of all the things.
Interviewer:
What would you describe as the heritage of the _____ era on the city government in Memphis –?

Interviewee:
Well, of course, it was enormous.  When I became Mayor Toby’s assistant, Mayor Toby had gotten to be mayor with Mr. Crump’s blessings, but somewhere along the line their relationship cooled somewhat and then Mr. Crump died and the incumbent commission Mayor Toby was somewhat add odds with the commission, not really publicly, but there was some difference.

[0:09:14]
Well, my political career to that date had been on the other side of the fence.  I’d supported _____ and Browning who were the –
Interviewer:
Yes.

Interviewee:
And then I had, in fact, been in Browning’s cabinet.  And Mayor Toby called me to his office and he says that, one, he offered to appoint me city judge.  The city judge was _____ to become attorney general.  And I told him that I didn’t want it, said I never had wanted to be a judge.  And said, “Well, I’d like to he said, “Would you be my executive assistant?  And I said, “Well, that would interest me a lot more.  I wanna be in law more than _____ judge.”
[0:09:58]
Well, I said, “Mr. Toby, I don’t think you know who I am.  I said, “I’ve been on the other side of the fence.  I said, “I was in the Browning camp.  I was opposed to you.  He said, I know who you are.  He said, “I don’t trust the crowd I’ve got here,” said, “I want somebody from the other side”.  But so there was a lot of hang-on of Crump people, and there still is.  There still is some there’s still a few officeholders of women Bubba Blackwell, who’s the criminal court clerk was put in my Mr. Crumb.  He’s a good man.

Riley Garner, an accounting trustee, was in office _____ Crump.  But there was Crump had the relationship with the blacks.  He did ’em some a few favors and they produced a few votes.  It was _____ vote, and it grew over from the old days of the poll tax days where you had to register people.  They had to pay a poll tax to vote.  Had a very minimal registration _____, minimal voting power.
[0:11:02]
And he could deal with certain black leaders and they produce, as I say, minimum votes, but they worked with him.  It really wasn’t when he was in his power, there really weren’t any black leaders.  Many black of opposed _____.

Interviewer:
Who were the black leaders in the beginning of _____ leader of the black _____?  Was it, for example, Blair Hunt?

Interviewee:
Well, he was one of ’em.  He was respect.  The Lieutenant Lee.  Lee was a black republican, Blair Hunt.  I would say most of ’em were superintendents of schools.  I guess some of the first black leaders was like HT Walker.  He was I remember the first really active president in the NCAA.
[0:12:00]
Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  Do you remember when the other people came back to Memphis who later on became leaders _____?
Interviewee:
Oh, yes.

Interviewer:
– _____?

Interviewee:
Oh, yes.

Interviewer:
Was it already in the beginning?  How do you remember?  How did their coming back to Memphis change _____?

Interviewee:
Well –
Interviewer:
It became more active _____.

Interviewee:
It became more active.  But it got active under HT Lockhart.  But it became more militant of when the younger leaders where they kinda took over the leadership.  HT Lockhart was always a part of it.  But HT Lockhart and A.  Macy O’Walker and those people had been not well not as militant as Maxine Smith and Russell Sugarman and AW Willis, and Jesse Turner and Masco.

[0:13:00]
And so they it became a much higher profile when they took it over.
Interviewer:
Okay.  Do you remember, for example, conflicts in the civil rights movement at the beginning of the ‘60s, for example, between Joseph Turner _____?

Interviewee:
And who?

Interviewer:
Matt D.  Williams _____?

Interviewee:
Yeah.  _____.  Well, I don’t think we were aware of much conflict, and I don’t think we’ve the city government or we the white community either.  There were differences, but the differences would be more something that they knew about that we knew about.  As far as we knew there were some older black leaders that had dealt with the community, but not in the sense that –
[Break in Audio]


[0:14:00]
Interviewer:
You just talked about differences in the black leadership _____.

Interviewee:
Well, I think the as I viewed it as an outsider, the older black leadership didn’t resent the new leadership coming off.  We weren’t aware of it.  It just simply became problem more active.  But I couldn’t Lieutenant Lee continued to be active.  I spoke at many meetings he had, had lots of conversations with Matt Williams, Macy O’Walker, Dr. Walker his father was a leader which we dealt with.

He was I remember going to his daughter’s wedding down at his house and they took pictures of me.  And when I ran for mayor, they took the pictures of me at a black wedding and put ’em on Frasier in the areas that were real segregation.

[0:15:02]
But that leadership continued.  Oh, let’s see.  Who was the preacher in Mississippi Baptist Mississippi Avenue Christian Church, which is where Macy O’Walker and all of ’em went to church _____ the preacher there, but I can’t remember his name.  But anyhow, he was one of the old leaders, but they all were.

Far as we could tell, they all fitted in –
Interviewer:
Do you remember James Lawson?

Interviewee:
Yes.

Interviewer:
What sort of leader was he in comparison to other leaders?  _____?

Interviewee:
Well, I guess he was well, _____.  I don’t wanna say he was an outsider, but I guess we thought of him as somebody that came in, would be here a brief time, would make a lotta noise, and leave.

[0:16:00]
It wasn’t as if it was a grassroots like some of the others, like Walkers had been here and founded a business and a company.  Russell Sugarman was a comparatively young lawyer, but his father had been in business.  They had roots in Memphis where I think I guess we thought Lawson didn’t have.  Maybe he was a little _____.  I guess the feeling was then the general feeling, that he was seeking an opportunity to get recognition.

Interviewer:
How did the city government and the Memphis _____ work together?  Was it more an informal –?

Interviewee:
It was _____.

Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  Were there difficulties _____?

Interviewee:
Well, of course, there always there were difficulties.  Lobe was so adamant as the mayor.

[0:17:00]
Of course, he was just one of the commissioners, but he was so adamant that he was difficult for other commissioners or the position of the city government to work with moderate community leaders.  We did some, but it was it wasn’t as if we had a mayor that if you’d had a mayor like Atlanta had, like Hartsfield or Ivanhow or those types.  We just didn’t have it.  Orville’s term for four years in the late ‘50s, he tried to exercise that degree of leadership.  But his commissioners, none of ’em at that time really agree with him.
Interviewer:
Yeah.  That’s what I heard.

Interviewee:
He was more liberal, and then Lobe got in as mayor, he was far more conservative and radical than were the commissioners.  Moore and I were new commissioners.

[0:17:58]
Moore had received considerable black support, which I hadn’t.  But he and I were sorta together.  And by this time, Armor, who was the fire and police commissioner has moderated a great deal and is working with us.

Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  Was the 1968 _____, what exactly did happen in community relations in _____ especially _____?

Interviewee:
Well, of course, it had a devastating effect on the city.  Of course, you know how the strike really started?  See, I succeeded Lobe as commissioner of public works.  When I went in as commissioner, what he did, he had show-up time.  And the show-up time, if it rained, they went in.  He’d give ’em two hours’ pay and send ’em home, where they’d get to work, well, they’d get paid.
[0:19:00]
Well, I came in and I changed that.  This was only the black workers.  The superintendents got full pay, but the black workers were sent home.  I came and I said, “We’ll find work to do ’cause you work you need a full weeks’ pay.  You got obligations and so on.  So we did it.

Interviewer:
When was this?

Interviewee:
This was in the ‘60s, early ‘60s.

Interviewer:
Early ‘60s, mm-mhmm.

Interviewee:
Well, when he came back in as mayor, he put back in the policies of the show-up time.  So really the first strike started in the sewer department.  It didn’t start in the garbage department.  When they started with the show-up time again and gonna let ’em work two hours, give ’em two hours’ pay and send ’em home.  And that’s where the trouble really started.  And then it spread to the sanitation department, which, again, they started back if it rained see, I’d said, “Well, get your rain gear.  If it’s too bad to wear we’ll work inside the barns,” as we called the installations or someplace.
[0:20:02]
So he started back this.  But it started at the sewer department first.

Interviewer:
When did it start in the sewer department?

Interviewee:
Just before –
[Crosstalk]
Interviewer:
– started it.

Interviewee:
Then it spread to the garbage department, so of course, the sewer department was small.  I think there was maybe 30 or 40 people involved.  Then it spread to the garbage department, which was much bigger _____.  So then the strike is on.  Of course, again, Lowe Booth, who is will not first place, he hated blacks.  He didn’t know when he was first selected, when Orville was elected, he was elected with black support, heavy black support.  See, he went to the black community and he said, “I’m a Jew and you’re a black, and we’ve got a lot together,” and they all supported him.  But then after he’s on the commission, Orville is a moderate, and he announces against Orville.
[0:21:01]
So he decides only way to go is to be the segregationist.  Then he comes to ravage segregationist.  He didn’t start out to _____.  He changed _____.  Where more most people were becoming more moderate and liberal on the race question, he went on the other direction.  When the confrontation of integration really came and the white people were excited and there were a lot rabble-rousers, he became the champion of that group and he still some of ’em who still hate blacks are what his Dutch treat luncheon is about now.  It’s still the old hang-oners that say it’s like the George Wallaces did, spoke up _____ to blacks.

Interviewer:
Who belonged to this group who state on their positions in the race questions?  _____ and 

[0:22:00]
Interviewee:
Well, he became the leader, and you had the white citizens council as they called it, and –
Interviewer:
Mostly directly associating with the _____?

Interviewee:
Well, no.  But they a lot supported his position.  He didn’t help organize the white citizen council, but he was their real champion.  And they were not really strong political leaders as such, but they were little neighborhood leaders that in a neighborhood where segregation was very important to them.  He became their champion.
Interviewer:
And who else belonged to the group?  Lobe _____ city government.  Who shared his opinion?

Interviewee:
Well, he really didn’t he really on the city commission, none of us four commissioners supported him.

Interviewer:
During his first term.

Interviewee:
That’s right.

Interviewer:
And later on in city when the city council _____?

Interviewee:
The city council came in.

[0:23:00]
Tom Todd supported him.  They Billy Hyman supported him.  The most conservative members of the city council.  He was he never had a lot of council support, but I think he had gotten into such a position that with that first council that you never knew whether it was a confrontation or what have you.  It was a fairly traumatic time on the new council, new form of government’s coming in and the new council’s there, and who lines up where.  The lines really never got drawn _____ the strike _____.
Interviewer:
I wondered when I talked to Donnie _____, he said to me, “We could have easily solve the problem in February or March 1968 if we only had taken a stand.  [Laughs]
[0:24:07]
But there was obviously nobody in city council who wanted to take a stand.

Interviewee:
There was not the leadership itself had not developed.  The leadership on the council had not developed and it was a new form of government which Lobe was not familiar with.  It was just that came at a traumatic moment at the time we were changing forms of government _____.  But we changed the form of government.  Lobe came in and changed the policy and the way it went.
Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm, mm-mhmm.  What was the difference thing in your experiences between Memphis and, for example, Atlanta in the process of desegregation?

Interviewee:
Well, the in Atlanta, you had the Hartsfield years and Ivan Allen, and the years there.  They added like leadership.

[0:25:00]
The power structure in Atlanta that support Hartsfield and supported Ivan Allen who succeeded him, was a combination of business leaders and black leaders.  Now that never had developed in Memphis.  The business leaders here had always been aligned with Mr. Crump.  The black community as such had never been an important part of the political structure.

Now they had been an important part in Atlanta, and they were aligned with the business interest.  And so that permitted office holders like Hartsfield and Allen to lead.  And they were much more moderate than what we had here.  _____ Crumb base.

[0:25:56]
Now Orville came in and he had to having been resident chamber of commerce, but Orville was that the leadership and business community having been pro-Crump, and Orville was not
pro-Crump, although he knew them, and some of them supported him, he never made the transition to develop the posture that Atlanta had with its mayor and where you had a coalition of the business community of black leaders.  And we didn’t have an atmosphere to develop that in.

The confrontation with the blacks and the whites came too early for our leadership to _____.
Interviewer:
It seems to me that the business leaders here in Memphis desegregated at the beginning of the ‘60s because of economic losses.

[0:26:57]
And in 1969, there was the chamber of commerce became very much involved in questions like desegregating the schools.  How do you explain this change and also this drawback of the chamber of commerce in 1973?
Interviewee:
Well, the chamber of commerce leaders in the Crump era had depended on Mr. Crump to look at the business prosper, and he worked with ’em.  So they never had they had never fended on their own before.  Well, when the segregation thing hit and then you had the boycotts and you began to hurt business, they had never had to look at anybody else.  Mr. Crump took care of it.  But isn’t any Mr. Crump to take care of it.  And Mayor Lobe is fighting the interest that’s now economically hurting him, so they then become interested in it and began to apply some leadership and some pressure on public officials to settle this thing, to be on with it then.
[0:28:05]
So we did get some secondary help.  And you’re right that the information you got they really didn’t help any wise until it begin to hurt _____.

Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  Okay.  Those were some of the questions I had.  [Laughs] I’m working right now on a slide show about the civil rights _____, and I try to get photographs for the slide show.  Do you I’m working for _____ collections _____ and that was _____ some people do you know where I could get some _____?

Interviewee:
About me?  Well, of course, the Memphis room has a part of me out there.  My secretary may have a picture.  I don’t know _____.  See, I’ve been democrat, so I’ve been active in politics.  _____ about a year _____ finish almost six years as state democratic chairman.

[0:29:08]
So I’ve always been aligned with the black folks that’s been democrat ever since the Roosevelt era.  I have no problem working.  I worked well with Maxine, Vasco, Congressman Ford, all the black leaders.  Although, I got beat by the black folks for mayor.  Black leadership supported me for mayor.  Orville supported me for mayor.

[Crosstalk]
That was ’63.  But the Ingram, well, they didn’t support me in the governor’s race.  They supported Clement, and they done a pretty good hatchet job on me in ’62, so in ’63 they all came back and endorsed me, and it was hard to resell me when they _____ the year before for governor.  But we worked well together.
[0:29:57]
In Ingram’s case, he beat me.  Ingram was the city judge and he had taken a posture of anti-police department.  And Lobe has been the incumbent mayor and he’s resigned.  We don’t really have a mayor.  And I started catching all the flack ’cause I represented the incumbent administration, although Lobe and I had been totally at each other’s throat.  And then he secretly supported Ingram and the blacks that Ingram as city judge let ’em go in droves.  And it come up that he blamed the police department and dismiss ’em.  So he had –
Interviewer:
Was it –?

Interviewee:
He had an affection blacks had an affection for him.

Interviewer:
Was it true that Ingram was elected with very conservative white vote and with black –?

Interviewee:
Well, Lobe’s helping.  See, Ingram it got he got the masses of the lower intelligence level in the black community, _____.  Lobe helped _____.  That’s where they took my picture at that Pat Shaw’s wedding and put it in every mailbox in Frasier.

[0:31:02]
“Here’s Ferris’ black” yet at 10:30 that night, I had a 15,00-vote majority on him.  I beat him in his home box in East Memphis 7 to 1.  But when the black votes started rolling in that night, I beat him.  Yet, he was put the Frasier vote and the black vote together.  I got I’d say probably 30 percent of the black vote _____ 35.
Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  One last question.  How do you think as the civil rights is there still the civil rights movement in Memphis?

Interviewee:
Well, yes, there is still a civil rights movement.  It’s not needed as much as it was then, perhaps.  It’s probably needed in a different field.  We now we’ve gotten along racial polarization in our political process, so it’s our mayor’s race becomes a black/white issue and the blacks and the whites.

[0:32:08]
It’s more sophisticated now.  And we’re still not able to judge on ability.  We judged on color a lot more than we do on ability.  I was one of the few white people that support Harold Ford for congress against Kirkinall when he first beat Kirkinall by, what, 700 votes.  But it’s a question that and blacks do this, too.  Blacks do it now very much because they’ll be in a race and black political leaders if there’s blacks in the race, it’ll be, “No.  We can’t support white over black.  And they do it.  And I said I reminded of the occasion, “Well, what if I took that position?  But there’s still that.  But it’s there’s still racial feelings.
[0:33:06]
It’s not to do violence, but it’s still smoldering feeling underneath.  It’s less.  It’s more sophisticated than it’s been.  It’s a gradual it’s for 100-200 years it takes a long time to change, and it’s changing, but it’s not dramatic year.  And the mix of population is so equal the whites don’t outnumber the blacks enough that it they’re both they’re a threat to each other politically.

Interviewer:
Mm-mhmm.  Do you see this competition most mainly in the political field?

Interviewee:
Yes.  Yes.  I think on a business level, the blacks and whites get along better on the business level.  Well, the black need help.  They need help in the sense that mayor skills are not broad.

[0:34:07]
They don’t have a lot of business people and they where the white community has a lot more business acumen than the black community as a whole _____ astute black business people here.  But they’re small in numbers.  And there’s not much capital in big business.  And, unfortunately, from time to time a black businessperson will come along that’s not really capable and he fails in business, and that hurts the whole cause.  But it’s moving along.  But there’s not that jealously, because at this point, the black businessman is not really a challenge to the white business man.
[0:35:00]
Blacks got started in the fried chicken here with Mahalia Jackson was _____.  It was said that a black would pass a black store and he’d _____ fried chicken and pass Mahalia Jackson _____ white people.

Interviewer:
It just popped in my mind, do you remember any other like civil rights organizations except for NAACP who were active in Memphis during the ‘60s and ‘70s, or were _____ like before?

Interviewee:
They were by far the strongest organization.  That’s the one we heard from _____.

Interviewer:
The other organizations were just –
Interviewee:
Minimal.  Of course, the AFSCME came on the scene and became an important force.  But there were no other strong civil right movement preachers, of course, had an effect, the churches.

[0:36:07]
But as far as a core or those other, they were not they didn’t amount to much.

Interviewer:
thank you.

Interviewee:
All right.

Interviewer:
Thank you very much.

Interviewee:
Hey

[End of Audio]
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