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Interviewer, Rev. William Johnson


Interviewer:
How long have you been Chairman of the local NAACP?
William Johnson:
Since January of '81.

Interviewer:
Okay.

William Johnson:
So a two year term which runs through December 31 of this year.

Interviewer:
And what are – generally what are your main tasks as the Chairman of the NAACP?
William Johnson:
Well, the Presidency is a elected position by the general membership of the _____ _____.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
Every two years even, you know, this _____ _____ of – and its primary task has been that of serving as a Chief Officer of the Board of Directors.  The Board is comprised of members of the Board of Directors –

[0:01:00]


– are elected by the branch and also members of the Board of Directors at large and serving as Chairman of the various committees and by virtue of that Chairmanship they _____ _____ the local Executive Board.
Interviewer:
Sure.  And how many members do they have, NAACP and members of the staff?

William Johnson:
We last year had about 8,000 members.

Interviewer:
Do you work together with other civil rights organizations like the Urban League, like the ACLU, American Civil Liberties Union?
William Johnson:
Yes, we do.  In fact, I have served as President of the Memphis Urban League and am still a member of the Board of the _____ _____ Memphis Urban League, with PUSH, People United –

[0:02:00]


– to Save Humanity.  Last year we had a unity conference with all of these organizations coming together on April 4th.  The death of Martin Luther King came and we had it here in this building.  It was the first time affair.  We _____ _____ doing it again.
Interviewer:
So do you – on the 17th you have not closely worked together?  There are no conferences or regular meetings?

William Johnson:
No, regular meetings, no, there's like the heads of the various organizations because we are a small community each of us work together in our – the Urban League is doing something, NAACP, supports that, NAACP, the Urban League and PUSH and all that stuff supports that.

But then they're regular, say, organized conference of civil rights – 

[0:03:00]


– organizations, we have not had that kind of _____ _____ _____.

Interviewer:
How do you work together then?  What are your other projects where you work together or does each organization have its own particular field where it works in?

William Johnson:
No, the League – we do – we have a _____ about the _____ _____.  The – for instance, the Urban League is primarily interested in jobs and the availability of jobs and preparation and training of individuals for jobs.  The NAACP goes a little further with, of course now, the Urban League also gets the housing.  It has a Human Services component, this sort of thing.  But NAACP is thought of more as the protagonist organization. 

[0:04:00]


Of course, some communities might see it as antagonist organization, but we consider it a protagonist organization.  Whereas, say, the Urban League is considered more of a mainstream organization, working within the system, we work sometimes against the system trying to get the system corrected.

Interviewer:
Can you give me some examples of this protagonist function of the NAACP here in Memphis?

William Johnson:
All right, _____ whereas the Urban League would seek to work with the Personnel Departments and this other things to get them to give them what they need as far as people to work and the skills necessary and to seek to provide those skills and find the people – provide the skills and then place them.  We would seek to get the same – 
[0:05:00]


– things done by a different way.  For instance, we would go to the Personnel Director of a large corporation and say to them, "How many blacks do you have in management?"  Or, "How many blacks do you have in submanagment level?"


And we would seek to get them to upgrade the persons that they presently have to hire someone to – who's qualified or qualifiable for a position.  


Now, that is a different strategy to get the same thing done.  We would – and if we cannot talk to them and get this done then we will seek other strategies which may be thought of as antagonistic such as here in the past in the city we have marched on them, we have – 

[0:06:00]


– boycotted, we have called on the city to – citizens to join us in many kind of protest movements against corporations and _____, this sort of thing.  So that's the – why we say we are protagonistic rather than working sometimes.  We try to work within the mainstream but sometimes we also have to work outside _____ _____.

Interviewer:
What are the kind of issues you are right now involved in with the NAACP here in Memphis?

William Johnson:
We are, at this time, very much concerned about the cutbacks on – from the Federal government as it relates to poor and how it's going to affect those.  And we have a committee at this particular time looking into the MATA situation – 

[0:07:00]


– like transfer _____.  What is it, Memphis Area Transit Authority?  And how it continuous rising in cost and its continuous cutback in services will affect those people who are already being affected by cutbacks in _____ and their cutbacks also in their funds that they're getting.


Also – we're also looking at how it's going to affect those people who must have the services of MATA to get to work to make the few dollars that they are going to make.  And if they're unable to make the funds that – the salary that they do make how it would affect them economically and where would they stand again with the welfare roles and this kind of thing.

So it's a residual kind of effect of what MATA and what it's doing to the – 

[0:08:00]


– _____ poor, the elderly, and blacks.

Interviewer:
Right.  What are you – do you do in practice concretely to fight against the Federal cutbacks?

William Johnson:
Well, we are – this – at this time we are working with several of the civil rights organizations to try and come up with a positive statement that we want to present to the National Organization in this area – as it relates to this area. 


Also, we're trying to – and the National Organization has – is working in conjunction with, I think Ben Hooks who is the National Executive Director, and the Chairman of the broad based civil rights movements that comprise the ACLU, the PUSH, all of the other civil rights groups that – 

[0:09:00]


– come together and they meet, I think, once a month or once every two months.  And they are planning a national front on attacking the issues.  And, of course, the local branches will be – will work in conjunction with the policies that comes down from there, and also as we develop our own policy within that framework.  So _____ _____ we get input from the national and we'll also be working on the local.


And as far as cutbacks are concerned, but of course, the MATA situation we're working in conjunction with organizations that are already – have already come here.  You may have read about some of them.

Interviewer:
Yes, I have.

William Johnson:
We had a representative today also.  And we will be working and trying to find – to help MATA, help the drivers, and help the people come to a reasonable conclusion as to how we can best service the city.  

Interviewer:
Are there other issues _____ the MATA issue where you personally – 

[0:10:00]


– have been involved in – 

William Johnson:
The Housing Committee.  As I say, now, most of our activities are done in conjunction or through structured committees.  One of the – just to give you a listing, we have _____ _____ committee, we have _____ _____ committee, we have housing committee, we have veterans affairs committee, economic development committee, other of these committees.

And most of the work and recommendations for the branch come through these committees.  The housing committee has been given a mandate and they have had two meetings now, to look into the Boxtown situation.  Are you familiar with Boxtown?

Interviewer:
No. 

William Johnson:
Boxtown is a community in Southwestern Memphis.  It was annexed from the county – 

[0:11:00]


– in the early-'60s – late-'60s, yeah.  I left here in '64, they had not annexed it.  Anywhere, somewhere after '64.  Predominantly black community, very, very rural, outdoor, no – outdoor plumbing, no water and sewage, you know, and this other thing.  And to this day no sidewalks, curbs and gutters, you know?  Just country within the city.
Interviewer:
Yeah.

William Johnson:
And to this day they have – the city has not fulfilled its obligation to place curbs and gutters, sidewalks and adequate _____ facilities in that area.  Here just recently an elderly lady – 

[0:12:00]


– died from a fire at her house that came from inadequate heating stove because she has no adequate heating facilities.  And we are concerned that the city is attempting to annex _____ and other areas without requiring when it has not yet fulfilled its obligation to an area that has been in the city for almost 20 years.

Interviewer:
And the city – this part of the city is predominantly black?

William Johnson:
Yes.

Interviewer:
And _____ _____.

William Johnson:
And _____ _____ annexed _____ and Raleigh and, you know, all of these area and they got to maintain that, they have expended the necessary funds that _____ send _____ out, you know, they'll cut curbs and gutters where necessary and yet in this area because – 

[0:13:00]


– it is predominantly – and we recognize that it is going to be a costly situation, but they should have thought of that when they annexed it.  And _____ _____ it could have been done at least – there was fear at the time it could do that.  And so that is one of our strong concerns at this point in time.

Interviewer:
_____ should _____ _____ that you worked with other civil rights organizations that we don't have regular meetings with them.

William Johnson:
Yes.

Interviewer:
And on Friday when I spoke to _____, _____ told me, "I don't even know the goals of other civil rights organizations."  So that it seemed to me that the civil rights organizations here in Memphis sometimes – it's the impression I got, sometimes even don't know what does the other – 

[0:14:00]


– organization want.  What do you think is the reason that so far until last year the civil rights organizations here in Memphis, especially black people, did not work together?  What do you think is the reason for that _____ splitting?  How do you see the _____, how do you see that gradually what coming together?
William Johnson:
I will take this _____.  Herman does, in fact, I would think, know basically the goals and objectives of most of the groups some of which we may have here, too, and some we do not.  But I think basically the goals and objectives are similar.  But the programs they differ in the way we move.  So to me these objectives are –

[0:15:00]


– I would say completely dissimilar.  But I see all of us working for a better quality of life for the citizens, in particular _____ _____ in bettering the quality of life for the predominantly black people of the city of Memphis and Shelby County.


Working together and meeting together are two distinct things – items.  I have said we do work together, we don't meet together.  Whenever the Urban League has any issue that it has to present to the city I was – when I was President of Urban League I was in Winter Haven, Florida and as I was checking into my hotel room I got a long distance call from Herman Euen asking whether or not the Urban League could join the – 

[0:16:00]


– the NAACP and PUSH on an issue.  And they were going to go the mass media on it.  And as President I said if anyone should do it the Urban League should be because we went before the city, before the media and the city and the civil rights organization in Memphis.  So we do work together.

When Herman wants something he comes to me _____ _____ and if I want something I go to him to John _____ who is the President of his Board.  I _____ _____ President.  The _____ at PUSH and I are very close, we speak on the phone, we talk.  We communicate, we just don't have an organization, and I'm kind of glad we don't.  We don't – sometimes you don't need too many – 
[0:17:00]


– _____ _____ over organize.  They knew _____ _____.  I got a call just a few minutes ago, about a couple hours ago, from Beverly _____ who is with _____ _____ who's the – what do you call it, we used to call it Black Muslims who is now called the American Muslim Mission.


We work together.  They're doing something tomorrow night, I'll be out of the city but I've already appointed a representative to be there with me – I mean, to represent me.  


_____, Isaac Richmond and I are both graduates of Lane College and _____ School of Theology and _____ _____.  We are best friends.  If he had a problem he gets on the phone and if we have to curse each other out, we – that's _____ _____.

[0:18:00]


So we work together.

Interviewer:
Okay.

William Johnson:
So there's a time to work together, but when there's no – we don't have to – we don't meet all the time.  When there's a crisis we're right there, all of us together.  We may not have the same strategies, again, and I have had had problems with the NAACP sometimes understanding the needs of _____.  Because different kinds of strategies that different groups have.


But I think that is necessarily and if the black community is going to continue to strive – move forward and to develop itself in economics and poverty, and _____ and education in our community which the _____ concerned about, one of the communities _____ _____ and functioning at this time attempting to make sure that – 
[0:19:00]


– Plan X does not become Y and Z.  And it becomes a feasible, working formula for bettering the quality of education for our _____ _____.
Interviewer:
Right.

William Johnson:
When it's time for us to come together on issues of this nature we're there.  

Interviewer:
What other – you said that there are differences and strategies – 

William Johnson:
Yes.

Interviewer:
– of the _____ groups.

William Johnson:
Each group has its own strategies emerging out of its founding.  The foresight of the founding, see.

Interviewer:
What I wanted to know is what is – what do you think, for example, about an approach _____ _____?  Is it – I can't imagine that it's not as close to you as some of an approach from _____ _____.


What do you think about their approach?  For example, when you – 

[0:20:00]


– general _____ _____ _____ said, "Okay, the major problem in our city is not economic one, but to get African-American people to develop more self-determination."  What do you think about such an approach to solve – 

William Johnson:
Is that me as President or me as an individual?

Interviewer:
You as an individual.

William Johnson:
Oh, I can't differ with that.  No, I can't differ with that as an individual.  That may not be what we would say as the NAACP.  We would say that because we do have what we now call the – an economic development component in the Memphis branch _____ _____ come out of the national – from a national direction.


And has become a major emphasis because we do see now that politics and –

[0:21:00]


– that it's not the only – and the _____ is – are not the only ways of getting out to reach what we call _____ where we _____ to go.  
Interviewer:
_____ _____ that as an individual you'd do different from this point of view.

William Johnson:
No, I agree with it.  I agree with – 

Interviewer:
Or from the point of view from the NAACP.

William Johnson:
– that it is a new concept for the NAACP, new – maybe not a new concept but a new emphasis that economic development, which is in fact separate, that the black community must indeed become aware of its prolific _____ potentials and economic problems as well as its political powers.

Interviewer:
What do you think of individual _____ and strategy of –

[0:22:00]


– _____ as the strategy?
William Johnson:
I don't think there's really the strategy.  I think there are a lot of strategies.  I think any time we limit ourselves to a strategy we're limiting ourselves to progress, or lack of progress, absence of progress.


I think that Martin Luther King became great not because he had a strategy, but because there was several strategies at work at the same time complementing each other, the Black Panthers, Malcolm X, all of these other groups who were what our society looks upon as the leftist and radical groups, _____ _____ upon King and his moderate approach.  So I see that we need all of these _____.

Interviewer:
That gives me another point.  May I ask as a person, what were your – 

[0:23:00]


– crucial experiences here in the '60s when civil rights happened?

William Johnson:
My crucial experiences during the '60s civil rights movement.  I guess the one experience that I can remember that _____ _____ _____ was my _____ _____ _____ Birmingham.  Another meaningful experience in the '60s was my listening to a series of lectures by – shucks, now what was his name?  He was a Mennonite Professor at Spelman.  
[0:24:00]


The founder of _____ _____, History of the Black World.  Anyway his _____ lectures affected me as an individual more than any other thing, kind of a conversion experience.  Oh, I know his name.  I _____ _____ _____ _____.  Anyway, but the other, I guess, it was [inaudible].

Interviewer:
Yeah.

William Johnson:
Both the camaraderie of all of the many people, black and white, Christian and Jew, Catholic and Protestant, who came and then the actual [inaudible] from the _____ itself.

[0:25:00]


Both of them, I guess especially from a – I don't know, I guess that's about – there were so many things happening in my life at that particular time and I think those two were – 

Interviewer:
How did you become involved in the civil rights movement and how did you become involved in the NAACP?
William Johnson:
Well, I've always been a member of the NAACP a child.  We – my father was a strong civil rights movement person in the '40s, long before civil rights became the thing.  So, I mean, not became the thing, before it became a media piece.  My father's been on the line fighting blacks or anybody else down in Florida where he was born and raised.  And so I've always been in the house where people came and talked about – 

[0:26:00]


– you know, progress and _____ _____ white man off your back and get rid of segregation and get rid of Uncle Tom's that, you know, all of the – the whole bit.  So I've been hearing it all of my life.  Therefore the NAACP has _____ _____ I joined early.

I guess my first involvement in the '60s I was a student at Columbia, New York, working at the Housing Authority in the _____ Division, and I had a friend who's a Jew friend of mine, worked in the – he was doing all of the _____ _____ not _____ drawings and this sort of things.
Interviewer:
Um-hum.

[0:27:00]

William Johnson:
But we got together over lunch in that period of time and decided that there was a lot going on in the south and we weren't doing anything.  So _____ _____ we can do and the National office _____ was _____ down on Wall Street, not too far, we were gonna _____ _____ _____.


And City Hall _____ _____ _____ us.  So we developed – we had – we _____ the brochures and pamphlets or the flyers.  I did the wording, got the secretary to _____ the _____ and print them up for us and we established a boycott of _____ where it's downtown in New York City.  And so I guess that was done in '63.  You know, that was the only _____ _____ in '63, _____ _____ that was in '59, '60.

[0:28:00]


_____ _____ _____ Chicago in '61 and got back my father _____ _____ and said that the big folk had heard that somebody in the department was leading a boycott and wanted to chastise them.  So he said whoever it was tell him that he's now being chastised _____ _____.

And so we – I guess that was my first involvement was this – because I left Lane College in _____ _____ and New York to go to school [inaudible] and everything was going on in the city and all of these other _____, the bus, you know, all that.  So I just felt somewhat out of it.  So this time we got involved in it.
Interviewer:
Right.

William Johnson:
And, of course, eventually in '62 I moved here to Memphis and got in with the NAACP and – 

[0:29:00]


– _____ _____ churches went down to Clarksville, Mississippi and went over to Birmingham to _____ _____ these kinds of things, and went to Atlanta and got more involved _____ _____.  And, of course, I didn't know much before because _____ _____ _____ _____.  And I had met him in my business, too, in the past and he was _____ in New York.  I was walking the streets in front of Harlem Hospital and there's an announcement that he was _____ _____ across the street.

I gave some blood but he's only here and in Atlanta that I really got involved in the everyday operations of the _____.  Of course, when I moved back here in '71 I needed to rejoin the NAACP Executive Board – 
[0:30:00]

William Johnson:
– and get on the _____ _____.
Interviewer:
Um-hum.  Do you – what do you think changed after the '60s?  After there was a certain legal success of the civil rights movement, for example, school desegregation in the 1950s and the 1960s _____.  


That was – from my opinion, for my _____ _____ there was a certain success of the civil rights movement _____ _____ in the '60s it became very turbulent, in the '70s it became, from my point of view, it – the activities declined.  What do you think is the main difference of the civil rights movement in the '60s and in the '70s?

William Johnson:
____ _____?

Interviewer:
What changed – what changed?

William Johnson:
Well, it's only so many colleges you have to integrate.  You know, it's – once you declare that the case is _____ bus – back of the bus, –

[0:31:00]


– then _____ busses, then you don't need to deal with that too much as an issue.  They – the focus has changed, the issues have changed.  The concerns have become more subtle.  Back in the '60s, it was – it was strictly basics, you know?  Let me eat wherever I can afford to eat.  Let me ride where everybody else is riding.  Let me sleep wherever it is my money can – wherever my money can allow me to sleep, whether it's at the Waldorf Astoria or the Holiday Inn in – in Jump Off, Georgia.


Those simple, you know, simplistic kind of concerns.  Because there's a more formal complex, though, and so you don't have a whole lot of hooray and a whole lot of marching and that carrying on because we can't grab handles on a term like racism in employment.

[0:32:00]

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
Racism in the rezoning – people can't put a – get a handle to the fact that – that a person is always in a trailing position of a white person, but never becomes the manager himself.  So what it is, black people who have become accustomed to marches and a whole lot of media presentation have concluded that the war has been won.  Because evidently it was won because I don't see anybody out there fighting anymore.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  

William Johnson:
It's either won or we've declared a truce or something.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

[0:33:00]

William Johnson:
So I think that – that the war, that the civil rights struggle is just as acute now, even more so than it was in the '60s.

Interviewer:
Could you see then, as we are at war?

William Johnson:
I see it as a war, excuse me.

Interviewer:
You – do you think that – you say that a lot of black persons _____ the war has been won and don't fall in that – doesn't have to do anything.  I think it has to do emotionally something, the fact that institutionalized racism is – is more difficult to fight in marches and ____ _____ than is open racism of the '50s and '60s.
[0:34:00]

William Johnson:
I agree.  

Interviewer:
I do think that causing the leaderships change, for example, do you that the assassination of Martin Luther King in 1968 was a major turning point, too?

William Johnson:
I don't think it was a turning point, no.  I think it was a – it was the end of an era.  I don't think once you begin to travel a certain road, I don't think you can just turn.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
Here again, different strategies had to be appropriated.  We – different problems, you know?  You don't use the same strategies, and this is difficult for a lot of people to understand that what was good for the '60s – the sit-ins, the wade-ins, the –

[0:35:00]


– praying-ins that – boycotts, all of this.  It was good for the '60s –was good for the '60s, it was most appropriate.  It did exactly what we wanted it to do.  But let us find new strategies to deal with the new problem.

Interviewer:
And what do you think are the most appropriate new strategy is for the civil rights movement –

William Johnson:
I'm not a strategist; I'm just a little old humble foot soldier.  I leave that to the generals to decide.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  But you are President here at Memphis –

William Johnson:
But as the President in the local branch here is still nothing but a corporal.  He maybe a sergeant, but he's not much more than a sergeant.  Because this branch is – has a history and its history is embedded in personalities.  

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
And the personalities of the '60s –

[0:36:00]


– still determine the strategies of this local branch.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  Are you saying the strategies of the '60s still determine – who are those people and what are the strategies?

William Johnson:
Well, the strategies are the leaders who were the leaders of the '60s.  You know?

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  And you said also the strategies are of the '60s?

William Johnson:
Basically, yes.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
We're trying to initiate and – new kinds of strategies.  But it's difficult to, see, because I just said, there are many – if I say that – many people still have not been able to come to the point that the war – how you say – 

[0:37:00]


– have come to the decision that the war of the '60s is over.  

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
And all we doing now is fighting skirmishes.  You know, a lot of Japanese were lost on an island because they didn't know the war was over.  They was still fighting.  Someone's still fighting; they think we're still fighting the same war that we had in the '60s, so therefore we use those same strategies.  When, as I said, the problems are far more complex.  


In fact, there's some new problems, you know, that we didn't even – weren't even considering in the '60s, but – you weren't talking about why we can't have people on the Boards of Directors of first ____?  You know?  All we want to do is get somebody to work behind the counter at Woolworth, you know, or Woolco, you know?  And our goals were just that simple.  So now how you – are you going to boycott first –
[0:38:00]

William Johnson:
– put some ____ – or get some marchers around the building because they not going to put somebody on the Board.  So what kind of strategy do you want to do about it?  To get that goalpost there?

Interviewer:
They're working in person in strategies.
William Johnson:
I know have any at this point, you know, one is to sit down and talk with people and the second is to show them – give them an economic analysis of how much – how dependent they are from the black community _____.  


There are many things that can be done, I just haven't the time to go into all of that, but so – but that just gives you just one illustration of what I'm talking about.  You know, there are many new problems, and we've gotta come up with some new kind of strategies to deal with them.

[0:39:00]

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  Just [inaudible] attempts in sort of NAACP from the Urban League to talk to white business – white business maybe and try to solve some economic problem?

William Johnson:
Well, we're constantly talking.

Interviewer:
Do you see – do you see the NAACP, for example, as a part of a broader civil rights movement?  For example, also – which also includes women's – the women movement?  Or do you see basic – basically _____.

William Johnson:
I think that –

[0:40:00] 


– where the women's liberation movement dovetailed is similar to the goals of _____ and races_____ have talked about.  The NAACP basic goals are, I would say, are the basic goals of the ERA in that it's trying to better the quality of life of all people.  Including women and minorities and whatever, ya, ya, ya, right on down the line.


But I do not, just off the top of my head, give it too much thought.  I do not see it as being a – an ERA advocate, so, per se.

Interviewer:
Do you think that the NAACP is more a broader –

[0:41:00]


– perspective?

William Johnson:
Yes.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  Another question, who do you think is dominating – what is the – is there in the black community, is there a sort of black leadership in Memphis?  And who has the most influence in that function?

William Johnson:
Well, if you go one side of town, there's one group has their employees, go to the other side of town, it's another group.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
I'd say that's one of the problems that Memphis has in the black community is that we are kind of polarized as far as leadership or the lack of leadership.  I don't know which one it is.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
We have two or three strong groupings in the city.  And –

[0:42:00]


– when necessary, they work together, but most times, they're not.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  When –

William Johnson:
And this of course causes problems in the grassroots because they are loyal to a _____ and if there was to be a unified leadership for them, that would be Utopianistic because there's no such animal in the white community.  I don't know why we want to make the black community represent _____ _____.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  

William Johnson:
But it would be – it would aid the cause of the black community if we were to – if we were to have a more unified – not leadership necessarily, but a more unified push to all of our concerns.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  What are – who are those –

[0:43:00]


– main groups?

William Johnson:
Well, I would say one is the political family of the Fords and the other one is the leadership of the NAACP.  Those two groups would be _____ _____ _____ Turner.  Those – I think those two groups would be _____.  Then on the other side you have Medgar – not Medgar Evers, O.Z. Evers and – and Robinson and a what's his name?  Use to be _____ _____.  It was a county _____ _____.  And others who do not – because there's several splinter groups that coalesce to form a power block.

[0:44:00]

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  

William Johnson:
Anti – the Smith, Turner and the Ford, they may use their strength to work with either of the other two when appropriate.  

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  What is the main difference between the Ford family and the leadership of the NAACP?

William Johnson:
One is new guard and one is old guard.  

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  

William Johnson:
One is – one has come up through the middle class, and the other has come up through the grassroots.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  

William Johnson:
I think those would be the difference.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  Do you all think that followership – the followership of the –

[0:45:00]


– civil rights movement here in Memphis has changed since the '60s or what the followership, the members of the organization, the grassroots?

William Johnson:
It's changed, simply, because they can't get a grip on what's been going on versus, it would seem to me to be easier – just as easy – to have 25 or 30,000 members of the NAACP to _____ their rate to 10,000.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
But there's nothing – no handle – there's no pressure, there's no – nothing that they can – crisis is not ____ _____.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  

William Johnson:
When there's a crisis, then they'll flock to the NAACP for membership, but there's no pressure, nobody's – they can't see – see, they can't see us sitting in the boardrooms, or they can't see us having tea and –
Interviewer:
____ _____ _____ _____?

[0:46:00]


– party.  What do you think about this party?  Is it also one of the strategies of _____ _____ to overcome black political power, or is –

William Johnson:
It's an attempt.
Interviewer:
Um-hum.  Is it another splinter group, or is it –

William Johnson:
I don't see it as a splinter group; I just see it as an attempt to deal with a frustration and to meet a particular need.  It is a one issue, basically, group.  Which is, it sees its role to get blacks involved in the political process.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  

William Johnson:
There's a – the back – the new Memphis Economic Development Corporation in the city.  And the Black Merchants Association.  So see, it's just as big there of –
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– getting us into the economic stream.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
Along with the _____ _____ and the American Muslim Mission, they see themselves also as a part of this new economic, okay?  The black church is getting involved in both economics, politics and in the whole new concept of value.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
So what I'm saying is that everyone sees the world of its own world view.  We bring to the concern of the black people those experiences that we have and – and those kinds of ideas and concepts that we have and we try to make the world better from our perspectives.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
So, the economics which everyone would agree that in a capitalist society, –
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– you're going to need – it's one of the major things necessary is that of _____.  They also say that in political system, democracy, the political power is also _____.  So – and because of the lack of moral – of _____ and values and the need for us to get involved in that to try to rekindle the kind of values that we – the black family has brought from African heritage as well as it's slavery _____.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.

William Johnson:
But if we can just get all of these together, we may have something.  But in the meantime, each one has got to do his own thing to find out, you know, where it is and how it can affect change from his perspective.  And eventually, I'm sure, somebody's –
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– gonna come and bring it all together.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  

William Johnson:
Somebody who's been involved in the economics, in the politics, and in the spiritual realm.  _____ somebody _____ another Martin Luther King or somebody who'll just as different from Martin Luther King as day and night.  But it would be Martin Luther King only in that deed would be their _____ from a local setting.  Not _____, but everything _____ that's national _____.  But local person _____ _____ the local community.

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  When you say we need local leaders, how is – how is Memphis different from other towns in the Deep South?  Do the problems of Memphis specifically differ from the problems of Atlanta or Birmingham –

[0:50:00]

– or from comparable cities in the south?
William Johnson:
I would say that there are some problems that are unique to Memphis as there are some problems unique to Atlanta and Birmingham and Little rock and Dallas – I talk to people from Dallas and they wonder, "How can y'all do all the things y'all do up here in Memphis?  We wish we could."  You know?  


Here we are, wishing we could because we like Atlanta, you know?  Everybody wanting to look at somebody else.  Wish they could – all of us have our unique problems and we have similar problems.

Interviewer:
What are the unique problems, then?

William Johnson:
I don't know if it – I don't know, because I guess because I don't know what the problems are for Atlanta, you know?  A few years ago I would have been able to tell everybody what Atlanta was, I was living in Atlanta.  But I think I've alluded to some of them – leadership, you know, but I don't know if there's any more unique or maybe just it's personality.

[0:51:00]

You know?  Because I know that in Atlanta, in the recent election for instance, there were blacks with a lot of money opposed to _____ _____ Mayor.  You know and _____ _____.  And there was blacks who were adamantly opposed to the former mayor, you know?  I don't know if Memphis is any more unique than any other cities.  


Because each city has its own problems that may come up on, you know, weigh more on the right hand than it does on the left and it may weigh more on the left in Memphis than it does on the right.  When you balance them, they come out about the same.  All of us have our problems, simply because we all human beings.
Interviewer:
What do you see –what do you see is the – one of the short-term –
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– goals for you in Memphis to achieve for the black community?

William Johnson:
Get a bus system that works.

Interviewer:
And as a long-term goal?

William Johnson:
Get rid of folks like Mayor Chandler.

Interviewer:
What do you see as the main problem here in Memphis in your relationships between black and white?  Is it for you like, some people say, economic commercial line or –

William Johnson:
It's just racism and it permeates the whole system.  It permeates all of the systems.  And I don't differentiate racism institutional from racism personal.  Because there's no such thing as an institution that is racist.  Individuals bring to in institutes their own understanding of relationships.  And so I –
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– do not get involved in trying to differentiate between institutional and personal racism.  

Interviewer:
Um-hum.  Okay.  

William Johnson:
_____ I got two or three _____ _____.

Interviewer:
Thank you very much for the interview and –

William Johnson:
Who may ____ _____?

Interviewer:
I got information which is very important for me.

William Johnson:
Well, I still think that if you really want to know about the civil rights –

[End of Audio]
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