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Interviewer, Samuel Kyles

Samuel Kyles:
One of the first things we did was – boy, let me just reflect a minute.  I think we got involved with what we call covenants, the same kind of things we’re doing now.  We were trying to get businesses to agree depending upon the amount of volume of business that they were bringing black people to, to hire black people as managers and that whole thing.

Interviewer:
In 1964, if I recall it right, there was the first boycott, economic boycott of beer distributors here in Memphis.

Samuel Kyles:
Yeah, right.

Interviewer:
Do you think that this strategy of boycott,

[0:01:02]

if large corporations do not respond to demands of sort of equal representation in managerial positions for both races, do you still think that this strategy of economic boycott is effective today?

Samuel Kyles:
It’s very effective and even to the extent that we have to reeducate the consumer, it’s effective.  It’s just as effective as it’s ever been but it’s different than it was before.  The other boycotts in the early days dealt with trying to what I call get your foot in the door.  Now we’re talking about a whole other economic – we’re talking about a full economic package.  Like in 1964 I was the chairman of the committee that boycotted the beer to get them to hire drivers.  They didn’t have black drivers.

[0:02:00]
Then black people in management and stuff like that.  Now we’re talking about we looked at how much that company, how much of that company’s business is derived directly from black people.  Right now we are dealing with Budweiser, Anheuser-Busch.  We have learned to do research.  We’ve researched the company.  We just don’t go in and ask them what do you have.  We find out all that information and based upon the information we get then we ask for what we call our fair share.  Okay, I have some figures I can share with you.  The Anheuser-Busch Company is the largest of the beers sales.  Their total sales last year were $4.4 billion.

[0:03:00]

That’s a lot of beer.  Their net income profit was $217.4 million.  Of that percentage, black people in the total market in America drink 15% of that beer. That means in the 50 top markets where there are 70,000 or more black people we drink 22% of that beer, so if we spend that much with them, we spend a minimum of $660 million annually, black people, with their product.  So we make up clearly three times their margin of profit.  They’re a big company but we make up three times their margin of profit.  Now if that’s true,

[0:04:00]

all were saying is if we make up three times of their margin, I’m not talking about hiring truck drivers, we’re talking about owning a distributorship.  Why shouldn’t blacks own?  They have one black distributorship.  If we drink three times their margin of profit, why shouldn’t we own a distributorship, why shouldn’t we be on the board, why shouldn’t we be in top management, why shouldn’t you spend money in black media?  Anheuser-Busch spends $254 million advertising.  They spend $7 million on minority media and that includes women and minorities.  Our fair share based upon drinking 15% of their product

[0:05:01]

they should spend in the black community $38.1 million and that’s what I mean by it’s a new game now.  It’s not just a guy who drives a truck or a guy in the factory or a manager in the store.  We’re talking about upper level jobs.  We’re talking about owning distributorships.  We’re talking about putting money in black banks.  We’re talking about using black contractors to build their companies and the whole range of goods and services that they need ought to be purchased, at least 15% ought to be purchased from minority contractors, black contractors.  So that’s a difference in the old boycott and the new.

Interviewer:
Yeah, I see.  More specifically, what are your strategies?  Let’s take this case Budweiser.

Samuel Kyles:
Okay.

Interviewer:
Okay, you do research and based upon this research there are certain demands
Samuel Kyles:
Yes.
[0:06:00]
Interviewer:
And then you try to get to negotiate with the company and that’s what you did already.

Samuel Kyles:
Right, negotiations broke down.  The top manager would not come to me.  He sent underlings.  He sent people who did not have power to meet with us.  He is not respected and we had some pretty heavy black people on the committee.  We have a selected patronage committee and we had people like Mayor Richard Hatcher, Rev. Jesse Jackson, Congressman Fauntroy, Rev. B.W. Smith., we had State Senator Clarence Mitchell, a lot of black people that the upper level management would not meet with.  They would send other people but they’d have to go back and get permission.

[0:07:00]
So we said why can’t you send the top to talk with us?  If we drink that much beer even though you are Mr. Busch why can’t you come talk with us?  So when he refused to talk then that’s when we called for the boycott.

Interviewer:
And so you’re planning right now a boycott of Anheuser-Busch and Budweiser?

Samuel Kyles:
Yes, we have 33 cities boycotting Anheuser-Busch.

Interviewer:
Let’s take an earlier example.  When I recall, it was a boycott of Coca-Cola last year.

Samuel Kyles:
Yes.

Interviewer:
And was it successful?

Samuel Kyles:
Yes.  It was successful in terms of they broke down negotiations.  They started renegotiating and came up with a very good proposal.  They agreed to give us black distributorships.  They agreed to put blacks on the board.  This is the national Coke.  See the difficulty is even after you get the agreement with the national company,
[0:08:00]
you have to deal with individual bottlers.  Like the Memphis bottling people are awful.  They have not met any of the agreements.  Well I won’t say any.  They have not met the agreements of the national Coke because they have their own independent board.  Now I may have to call a boycott on Coke locally because they have not responded.  They won’t give me the information I need locally.  The money they put in black banks is pitiful.  They don’t have any black lawyers.  The advertising they do on black radio is pitiful.  Even though the larger package was a good package we still have to monitor individual bottling companies.  But the deal we cut with Coke was very good.  Now you must understand PUSH does not derive anything out of this.  We don’t get anything.  The package is always for the total community.  It’s like a union negotiating for its members.

[0:09:02]
So realize we don’t take any money from Coke.  We don’t get anything from ____.  We don’t get anything from any of those persons.  We have to depend on the people who benefit to buy memberships in our organization to keep us free.

Interviewer:
But as I understand it, PUSH is a very small organization.  I don’t know exactly.

Samuel Kyles:
Oh you mean nationally?

Interviewer:
Nationally and locally.

Samuel Kyles:
No we have a rather large constituency.  We have a large one.  We don’t even catalog our members because a lot of our members – we count supporters as opposed to paid memberships.  We have a tremendous amount of supporters.

Interviewer:
So do you see your organization, PUSH, or I see a difference then between your organization and the NAACP not only from its perspective and strategies but also from its involvement.
[0:10:00]
In the NAACP for example I see that membership has dropped a little bit and also the active mass involvement isn’t there any longer.
Samuel Kyles:
Well that’s probably true of all the organizations because of the times in which we live.  It’s just so long that you can keep that momentum.  You’ve got to keep going back for the same thing.  You go over it.  The fact that we had to fight for the Voting Rights Act is insane after all these years, nearly 20 years.  We’re talking about fighting to maintain the Voting Rights Act and people can just take so much.  They either give up or just quit.  I think it’s remarkable.  That’s why I don’t base our support in terms of membership.  I base it in terms of the supporters we have and we have a tremendous amount of supporters.  
[0:10:59]

I never like getting trapped in saying who is the bigger of the organization because that really doesn’t count.

Interviewer:
Yes.

Samuel Kyles:
The most effective, who’s being effective, and in that area I think they’re being effective and in our area we’re being effective and sometimes we come together when it’s necessary to do whatever needs to be done.

Interviewer:
Does your organization in Memphis have support of groups from the white community or of the white community?

Samuel Kyles:
Yeah we’ve not made any special effort.  We’ve worked with ACORN which I guess you could consider them a white group but have not made any special effort to do that because I usually know somewhere down the line we’re going to separate.  It’s going to be issues we can’t agree on.  On issues we can agree on, fine.  But there are not that many white groups in Memphis that are involved in the kinds of things that we’re doing.

Interviewer:
On the national level?

Samuel Kyles:
Yeah we’ve coalesced with some of the unions and we’ve coalesced with

[0:12:00]
I guess ACLU when it’s necessary to work with that organization.

Interviewer:
I have a question concerning unions here in Memphis.  Going back to 1968 and the first weeks of the sanitation workers’ strike the AFSCME didn’t receive support neither from the black community nor from the white community initially and I also recall the fact that for example Jesse Turner fired black people who tried to organize in the Tri-State Bank.  How would you describe the attitude held towards unions here in Memphis since the ‘60s in the black community and the white community?  My impression, it might be a wrong one

[0:13:00]
because I base my – I cannot make a final judgment because I don’t know almost anything about it.  So how would you judge this feeling?  Is there strong anti-union bias also in the black community?
Samuel Kyles:
Not anymore. I don’t think there ever was in the black community.  Memphis was an anti-union town, especially under the Crump regime.  Unions came on the scene.  Blacks have never – well I guess they’ve gotten a better deal but they’ve never gotten the best deal from the unions.  Black people never have, I mean prior to the sanitation union, I don’t think there was a union that just concentrated on the black efforts.  But since that time I think the attitude in Memphis towards unions overall, black and white, have changed.  They see a difference

[0:14:00]
and that unions make a difference.  However, my own experience is that most of the black people who came to PUSH Memphis were members of a union.  I’m not talking about AFSCME but other unions.  They had problems on their jobs and in most cases, in all cases people who belonged to unions and came to us simply did not feel any kinship to that union.  They didn’t feel that the union was representing them that they would sell them out, they would so something for white people that they wouldn’t do for blacks.  They’d take their dues but they never felt they were getting a fair share. That’s why they would come to Operation PUSH.  I’d say you pay $13 a month union dues and you have buy a $5 membership in PUSH, if I can get you to give me $5 a month in PUSH I would make sure that you get what the unions give you but I didn’t want to organize the unions.  But that was always my attitude with that.  Unions did not treat black people the same in Memphis in those early days.

[0:15:02]
Now whether they do now or not I’m not even sure.  I’m not sure they’re involved either.  AFSCME, I think the people supported the sanitation strikers rather than the union.  They happened to be in there.  The whole controversy started because of the union and I think they supported the people without thinking about supporting the union and now I think the unions have become – I think the unions get the support from the regular people now.  They see the association now but I don’t think that was true in the beginning.

Interviewer:
Was the sanitation workers’ strike, did you experience it as a fundamental change in race relations in Memphis?

Samuel Kyles:
Absolutely yes, yes.

[0:16:00]
That was a real period of change.  We had been involved.  It brought the community together, the black community together as never before.  It really did and I think it kind of made people in Memphis choose.  You had to choose.  You couldn’t be neutral.  You had to be for or against something and it brought about I think it was significant that the mayor the other day he used the term ‘in Memphis before that thing happened’, the sanitation workers came and he referred to it as that thing that happened.  But Memphis has not been the same since that strike and the death of King nor will it ever be the same.

Interviewer:
After the school strike in 1969 the coalition broke between AFSCME and

[0:17:00]
the NAACP and other groups I think involved in the black coalition.  Was that also sort of a point of change because afterwards some people claimed that there hasn’t been a united coalition in the black community against something or for something?
Samuel Kyles:
It seems to me my experience is we coalesce for a short time.  We don’t do long coalitions.  They don’t work that well because you must remember we have as many divergent groups in our community.  Most people see the black community as one mass with one heartbeat.  That’s not true.  We have counterparts to the Rotary Club.  We have counterparts to the Klan.  We have counterparts to the Citvitans.  We have counterparts to everything else.  So you just can’t – it’s not proper or fair to think in terms of the black community

[0:18:00]
with one heartbeat because we don’t.  There were some things I got out of the coalition, PUSH was not organized but I was with the NAACP, I left the meeting because there were some things AFSCME was trying to do that I could not agree with.  I knew it would not work.  They were trying to tie in the school strike with the organizing of St. Joseph’s Hospital.  I think that’s what it was if I recall and I said that’s not going to work.  It’s two different issues.  You can’t.  I thought the union was using the issue of school in the wrong fashion.  I think that’s what caused it and some other people must have thought the same way.  I didn’t raise any ruckus.  I just left the meeting and never went back because I knew that wasn’t going to work.  That hospital thing was a different issue and it was not fair to use the children to stay out of school because the hospital people didn’t work.  They agreed and said that’s right.  The school issue is settled.  The children can go back to school and we’re still doing the hospital.

[0:19:02]

Later on they changed and said that’s not what we said.  We said the children wouldn’t go back to school until the hospital met with the union and that was wrong.  That was not the truth.  So I withdrew from that.

Interviewer:
A white historian, Tucker, from Memphis State University said that already before the sanitation workers’ strike in 1966-67, the polarization, that’s what he called it, between the black and white communities in Memphis grew and increased.  Do you see from your perspective that there is also a polarization or that there was also a polarization?

Samuel Kyles:
That there was or is?

Interviewer:
That there was a polarization, a growing polarization?

Samuel Kyles:
Oh yes, Memphis didn’t want to believe it.  That’s why I said when King was killed you either had to put up or shut up.

[0:20:02]
Memphis liked to brag about that they’d not have riots that other cities were experiencing, that we didn’t have that here because we had good race relations.  But that wasn’t true.  Blacks, their consciousness had not been raised at that point.  The few who were, who did, just didn’t organize in any special fashion.  Things were going on but the polarization has always been there.  Any time you live in a community where a park was white and you couldn’t go to it because you were –
Interviewer:
Yeah, that’s what I was going to –

Samuel Kyles:
It was always there.

Interviewer:
Because in his perspective it sounds like after the legal changes were achieved, the desegregation and integration, there was a growing polarization because white integrationists 

[0:21:00]

and black integrationists just had different views on the whole thing, for why it was a legal thing for black people, a lot of times social and economic issues.  Do you think that Memphis – you said Memphis was different? 

Samuel Kyles:
That’s what they projected.  White people projected Memphis as being different because we didn’t have the riots.

Interviewer:
Why do you think what are some reasons?  I know it’s a very sketchy question but why do you think the development in Memphis went this way?  I for example recall looking at newspapers of the time 1963 and ’62, the announcements on desegregation were not very sensational.  It was always kept quiet.  What is your opinion?

Samuel Kyles:
Yeah, for a couple reasons.  First of all you consider that – 

[0:22:00]

I’ll talk about attitudes, conscious reasons.  People have to survive and they put up with what they put up with because they have to do it.  So they go to the back of the bus.  They don’t like it but they’ve got to go to work and take care of their family so they go to the back of the bus.  Then one day someone comes along and says you really don’t have to go to the back of the bus.  We’ll go to court.  We’ll plan to get off the back of the bus.  Well if you come and tell me that they’ll say this guy is coming around and stirring up trouble.  He’s not stirring up trouble.  You’re just raising my consciousness.  They always give some label to an outside agitator.  You’ve got to be something, a Communist, an outside agitator, or a Northern carpetbagger or something if you come in and say I don’t want to go to the back of the bus.  

[0:23:00]

At the same time you fight that legally but it always amazes me that that was how the media and the press dealt with it when black people wanted to improve or better themselves and the other thing is that to think that I think Memphis didn’t experience those explosive things because there was an interracial group at work here.  I was on that group.  We had an informal meeting where we could meet for breakfast and make plans for Memphis and would tell them.  It was called the Committee on Community Relations and those officials status when we would meet and there were powerful enough people there who could go back into the white structure and say if we don’t do this then this can probably happen.  We would just tell them straight up.

[0:24:00]

If you don’t agree to open the restaurants this town could have a riot too.  We were 3workign quietly behind the scenes and we didn’t mind behind the scenes.  We didn’t mind not getting the hullabaloo over it.  Once it happened it could be quiet.  The only thing we cared about was affecting change.  My daughter who is 27 now or 26 was one of the original thirteen children who integrated schools.  We planned that out very carefully.  ABC and the TV and stuff came down.  We planned it very carefully and we avoided the riots and things because we got enough concessions and we weren’t living tight together like people in the ghetto.  People in the south lived they had little pieces of land and things were not as expensive and they lived much better than people in the North.  You had all these people crammed on top of each other in Harlem or in Detroit.

[0:25:00]

You didn’t have that in Memphis and then the frustration that they experienced in the North of thinking that they were free and then realized that they weren’t.  I mean the signs down South were clear that said ‘colored’ or ‘white’.  That was clear.  You didn’t have to wonder about that.  You either dealt with that one way or another.  I think we avoided the riots because of the quiet work of a few people and the attitude of Memphis, black Memphis especially and waiting to do it in an orderly and decent fashion and then you have a lot of churches.  People are very religious in the South, much more so than they are – well I shouldn’t say much more so but they take religion in a different perspective down South.
Interviewer:
I think it’s more obvious that people are religious.  They show it more.

[0:26:01]
Samuel Kyles:
Yeah than they do up North, so we avoided the riots.

Interviewer:
But the conflicts I think they did come for example when economic issues came like union organization or something like that.

Samuel Kyles:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
And at that point of time what did those people of the white power structure, city administration, city government, businessmen, how did they react to demands of economic and social justice?  Was there a uniform just blockade against it?

Samuel Kyles:
They were trying to do it legally but there was never any – legally they tried to block what we would do but the law was clear.  It was on our side.  Once the law was passed I must say that there was not that kind of open resistance to it.

[0:27:00]
Like when the director of the police said, “I’m a segregationist but I have been sworn to uphold the law,” and he told his policemen any guy that can’t go out there and protect these little Negro children resign today and that was the attitude of the South, I mean, of Memphis more of Bull Connor who says down in Alabama we but the 5-0s and the dogs on them.  In Memphis you did have that sense of carrying out the law kind of thing.

Interviewer:
You said this was unique for the South?

Samuel Kyles:
I think it was.  I think it was.  Now in the school situation they still even though the law has been clear, after so many years they’ve tried to circumvent it in ways, gerrymandering and changing boundaries and changing the law.

[0:28:00]
They resisted it legally.  They didn’t just take it.  For example as we increased our voting strength then they would maneuver to make a runoff.  If there were six people in the race and the one with the highest number of votes won, no longer because we had too much of a chance of getting in.  That’s true in the county but not in the city.  So they put a runoff in and they redrew the lines.  There’s always a way.  But by the time you learn the rules of that game they change the game.  They change the rules.  So we’ve had to contend with that.  I’m not going to give Memphis so much praise to say they went right along.  It wasn’t that kind of – well, not much of it.  The mayor once said he wasn’t going to let bussing in the area take place, no bussing. But we haven’t had the kind of – we didn’t experience 5-0s and the dogs and cattle prods.
[0:29:00]
Interviewer:
So you would say that such incidents like the menacing of sanitation workers in February 1968 was just a unique incident, that it’s really not representative for race relations in Memphis?

Samuel Kyles:
Well let me back up because we’ve always had so many problems with police.  I don’t know how I forgot that.  The police – I think the difference is the chief of police at that time – 
Interviewer:
Was it Frank ___?
Samuel Kyles:
A former FBI.
Interviewer:
Frank _____.
Samuel Kyles:
Yeah and didn’t know anything about the ways of the South and I think the guys got out of hand with him.  But overall the history of the Memphis police is being very hard on black community.  I can’t forget that.  I guess I was thinking more or less of organized Klan, citizens’ councils, people on television saying things.  Come on in.  Push the pause on that.

[0:30:08]
Interviewer:
What do you think were specific reasons here in Memphis that police brutality is directed against poor blacks?  Would you also say against poor whites or is it

Samuel Kyles:
It’s getting to be against poor whites.  It was always against poor blacks, or blacks period.  It wasn’t just poor.  It was like something handed down as far as I’m determined that the way to handle an uppity black is to beat him.  That was what I got.  It was attitudinal.

[0:31:00]
It was entrenched in that police department that you handled unruly blacks by whipping them.  You whip a bad child and you whip a bad black and that was handed down and attitudinally we’ve had some difficult times changing attitudes of policemen even when the director was a mild kind of guy.  They didn’t pay much attention to him because they felt very secure.  One of the reasons too you never had the kind of political, since the days of Crump; you have not had the kind of mayor with any stature or leader or organizer.  Memphis has had some very poor political leaders in my judgment.  The council today is piss poor.  It is a piss poor council, city council.

Interviewer:
What are the reasons for it?  Sometimes I have the feeling white people are interviewed and they always say Crump

[0:32:00]
was a dictator.  He governed the city for 50 years and we didn’t have time to establish leadership and while I think that’s just part of the air, there’s nothing true in it, other cities had also this kind of political machine.  But what do you think are some reasons for this political leadership?

Samuel Kyles:
I think up top it’s the people who had the old money who wanted to keep things as quiet as they could.  They were not interested in growing and developing.  They were interested in keeping the status quo.  That’s what I call the old money, the old pigeons and ran a country club and the man didn’t have much stature here and as I say if you think with the size of Memphis, we had to fight and go through all kinds of changes to get the form of government changed.  There were five guys, four commissions or whatever and the mayor

[0:33:00]
and he went five, five, five, so three votes would win every time and it was a mentality.  You had a plantation mentality.  Memphis has to deal with rural Arkansas, tri state, north Mississippi, and Memphis and west Tennessee. They all converge in Memphis.  If with the right leadership it could have developed with the river there.  We’re just beginning to develop the river after all these years with any kind of meaningful houses and whatever on the river.  It had a small town mentality.  The times magazine was not far off when they called it a backwater town because it had the mentality.  It’s tried to break out of that and some people are so nearsighted they can’t see that this town cannot grow without black people.  It’s 50% black almost and while you’re holding them back,

[0:34:00]
you’re holding the town back.  Now that’s a couple reasons.

Interviewer:
I read some things about history of Memphis and I also had the feeling people always talking about attracting industry, developing it, and so on but nothing happened.

Samuel Kyles:
They never did, no, because the money people were pretty satisfied with things the way they were.  They had their money and if they could keep poor people quiet, both black and white, they were okay.  They were going through the motions.  They had no vision of a vision, like Atlanta got that airport and the whole hub.  They never had anybody like that plus the political system could not attract good people because if it’s part-time.  Why does a city of Memphis this size need two mayors for?  That’s wasteful, a mayor and deputy or part-time city councilmen.  You pay part-time city councilmen, you get part-time service.

[0:35:00]
I mean that city is big enough to have full-time council people with offices who spend all their time developing, bringing industry in, doing what needs to be done.  I mean, everybody’s got to work full-time or you exclude such a large number of people and they’re so silly, I tell you, I could not sit on city council.  If they gave me a seat I wouldn’t take it.  I’m too intelligent.  That foolishness that they carry on down there, you know you can be outvoted.  Everything that comes up if I’m a black person I’ve got to make sure that it won’t affect the black people wrong.  If we can ever get past that and say what is best for the city of Memphis, not this mess they’re in now with this mayor thing, trying to keep a black on, trying to keep a Republican, trying to keep a Democrat.  Nobody’s thinking about what’s best for Memphis and it’s part-time and the guys that are on the council are old guys who have retired.  It’s a toy for them.
[0:36:01]
It’s a plaything and the few blacks on there, they have some work.  The housewife doesn’t have to work.  Her husband takes care of her I guess.  But it’s quite sad.  It’s a sad commentary.  I think it’s trying to break out.  It’s really trying.  I think one of the best things that happened lately is the resignation of W.F. Chandler.  He just had no vision of all.  He had no pizzazz, nothing, just blank, blah, like a caretaker.  He’d put you in charge of this and you’d do what you want with it.  He never checks on you to see.  To attract industry you’ve got to have something going and this town just doesn’t have it.

Interviewer:
You just mentioned Atlanta as a different example of political development and also political influence and of working together back and white across racial lines.

[0:37:00]
In the 1960s for example it seemed that Memphis is far ahead, or ‘50s, ‘60s, is far ahead of those cities in terms maybe of voting registration of black people, for example, in terms of their political influence just in general.  I don’t know a lot about developments in other cities.  What do you think is the characteristic difference of Memphis and Atlanta since the 1960s?

Samuel Kyles:
One thing –

Interviewer:
In racial terms.

Samuel Kyles:
Okay, you’ve got the universities.  You’ve got a different middle black class in Atlanta.  You have a middle black class in Atlanta.  In Atlanta there are five schools, Morehouse College, Spellman College,

[0:38:00]
Morris Brown, Atlanta University has many.  You have a resource pool that was invaluable.  Dr. Benjamin Mays who was the top black educator who is now 70 or 80 years old and is still involved in Atlanta.  That made a tremendous difference.  You had that and you did have progressive thinking white mayors, moderate even in the South, which also affected race relations.  I imagine you could go right outside of Atlanta and think nothing changed but at least in Atlanta itself they got around the pettiness and they have a responsible kind of city government.  Being able to translate those votes

[0:39:00]
Memphis was almost like the granddaddy of voter registration and all that and using the voting power.  But that was not – we were not able to translate that economically.  Politics and economics are like those twins.  They’re inseparable twins.  It must go hand in hand.  One without the other, they’re like Siamese twins.  One will die without the other and I think Atlanta kept them together, political and economic, and Memphis may have gone political but it faltered economically.  We have the lowest per capita income of any city in our region.  It’s tragic.  Little Rock has a higher per capita income.  Jackson, Mississippi has a higher per capita income, if I’m not mistaken, than Memphis, Birmingham and before we got into this mess.

[0:40:01]
So not only in terms of race relations you had a more rural black here who would be more inclined to accept things.  You came up from Mississippi and worked in Memphis.   Atlanta you had people down there from the North for schools.  You had children of parents who went there now living in the North sent their children t Atlanta and you had a different breed.

Interviewer:
Also more rural whites.

Samuel Kyles:
Yes, yes.

Interviewer:
Coming back to the political situation today, do you think that the developing machine in the black community like Ford family for example is a very progressive way of black influence in city politics?

[0:41:04]
Samuel Kyles:
Yes, in the sense that you are developing power and we have always appeared to be powerless.  We have always had to broker our power through a white person.  Now what I want to see happen, it’s very difficult to happen because who was it that said power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely.  Power is really colorless.  Evil is colorless.  Good is colorless. So you’ve got to deal with those things and I don’t want to be under a black dictator any more than I want to be under a white dictator.  But at this point I’m not ready to give up on the Fords because I think the congressman is still manageable.  Even if I have a machine that is running over me,
[0:42:02]
I mean, at least I get to that machine – executives who don’t know anything about it.  They don’t feel any real pressures of segregation, they never have.  They went to school right after the demonstration and stuff they stepped out of school into these positions and expressed and stuff and they live where they want to live.  They talk about those people in the ghetto and they’re black.  That’s class but you have to consider what was the ultimate objective of integration and I never considered myself an integrationist as much as a desegregationist because the difference I saw clearly.  Integration was perceived as my losing my ethnicity, my cultural heritage, that I would stop liking green.  That’s integrating.

[0:43:04]
The whole melting pot idea was phony anyway.  It never happened.  Each group kept its own identity.  You go to a Chinese restaurant, an Italian restaurant.  The melting pot just wasn’t true. It was a lie because everybody kept their ethnic heritage and their fairs and everything but the expectation because of the unusual circumstance that black people came to this country, we were neither African totally nor American totally.  We couldn’t say like you came here and your ancestry is German and you don’t have any problem with that.  You’re German-American or German naturalized citizen or German heritage.  We didn’t have that and we couldn’t saw I came from Gambia.  That’s why the impact of Roots was so much.  We couldn’t say I came from Nigeria.  We were African-American but we were trying to search for who I am.

[0:44:00]
So integration would have a more profound effect on us, not desegregation.  Desegregation says I have a right to go in there.  I have the right to be employed.  I have the right to go to school where I want to.  But when you get into integration, the integrationists feel that you now take on the values of white people, you now take on the whole cultural thing of white people.  That’s why many blacks are still confused in that caste thing, in that class thing.  They don’t want to listen to the black music.  If I don’t like a certain kind of music I don’t like it because I don’t like it.  You can say whatever it is, ethnic or whatever it is.  But I’m not going to certainly like some music and not listen to it because I think people will think that I’m something else, that I’m not cultured or refined.  But that’s a whole set.  

[0:45:00]
We haven’t even had time to deal with that because we’re still talking about they’re shutting people’s utilities off in this town.  People are still dying.  In the winter some people are going to freeze to death in this town.  I mean, they will die.  They’ll get pneumonia.  They’ll put a stove in the floor and the fumes will kill them.  I know that’s going to happen.  That’s going to happen in 1982 in the winter.  So I can’t even be concerned about whether I can get to the class thing because I know it’s going to happen.
Interviewer:
How would you describe or define discrimination today, discrimination towards black people?

Samuel Kyles:
I think it simply takes on new faces.  I think it is as – discrimination against blacks is as prevalent today as it ever was.

[0:46:00]
It just has a new face.  It has more subtle ways, like gerrymandering, moving the boundaries.  They want us to vote in large but they don’t want us to live at large. They want us to marry at large.  The people who come under me now I consider myself like a veteran of the civil rights person and I can’t keep the same intensity.  I would be more content with things than would someone your age or younger than myself which is kind of a natural thing because you only recognize progress when you became aware.  I’ve seen a lot of progress.  But if you stay on top of it you do know there’s still a lot to be done.

[0:47:04]
But quite frankly I’m tired.  I really am.  I get up and come out here every Saturday.  It doesn’t mean I’ll stop but I’d like to be an advisor to young people who have the energy to go out and do what I did or do it at another level.  I can sit here two or three days or something but the day to day handling everyday kind of problems and they’ll always be us.  I’ve come to realize that.  There is no day that we’ll get to freedom land and it will all be over.  I realized that that was a dream and that’s all it is and it’ll never happen because when you get the race thing it’ll be the class thing.  When you get that settled it’s going to be something else.  It’ll always be something, environmentalists against non-environmentalists.  That’s life.  Life is a series of conflicts

[0:48:00]
What is the role of the black clergy during the ‘60s?  I can imagine there were groups, churches, who did not engage at all in the civil rights struggle and I bet there were churches, groups, denominations who were very heavily involved.

Samuel Kyles:
Yeah, most of them were involved and most would get involved to the extent that you ask them.  Very few will just volunteer.  The clergy in the black church in Memphis and the nation has really been the undergirding factor and force.  It’s the only free institution that we have and by virtue of that it’s our meeting place, it’s our gathering place.  They burn them down.  We build them again because it’s ours.  It’s the only thing that we really have.  It has been the backbone of the movement, the church has,

[0:49:00]
financially and spiritually and every other way and most of your outstanding leaders during that time were ministers, Marvin King, Alan Powell.  You just call the roll of them, Jesse Jackson. There’s no accident that all of these guys were preachers.  They came out of the protection of the sanctity of the church.  You see it’s one thing to try and move a whole nation.  I guess that’s the importance of the Jewish faith.  The best way to move people is through their religion, I mean spiritually.  We don’t have any local money.  Our organization is broke but we have dedication and I would take dedication over money any day because when the money runs out the people who are there for money, they’re gone.  But people who are dedicated, the church was able to touch the souls of people.  They didn’t care about 5-0s or they didn’t care about dogs.

[0:50:00]
There’s no other way we could have gotten people to march against cattle prods unless you touch their soul.  There would have been no other way.  We didn’t have guns.  We didn’t have factories to make guns.  We didn’t even have terrorists.  We didn’t know how to make a bomb.  

Interviewer:
The days of the mass support of civil rights movement is gone.

Samuel Kyles:
Yeah, and I’m not too sure that it shouldn’t be gone.  We’ve made some progress.  I think that when we didn’t have the capacity – now the job, it’s like retooling.  If America is not retooled Japan is going to run us in the ground.  So they know we’ve got to retool.  We’ve got the capacity.  We didn’t even have the capacity before.  We didn’t have the votes.  We do have the Voting Rights Act.  We have 17 million eligible black voters and if my figures are right

[0:51:00]
there are only 14 million Jews on the earth.  We have 17 million eligible black voters.  You’d be doing the same thing.  It’s like I was saying with the Budweiser thing.  We don’t have to get out and picket Budweiser.  We can get on the radio or TV or hand a handbill out and say not saying don’t drink beer, don’t buy Budweiser.  We didn’t have that option before and it’s no point in reinventing the wheel.  If we’ve come to the position, we can now – there’s a poster that says the hands that used to pick cotton can now pick presidents.  The problem is we’ve got to concentrate that power.  We have tremendous power.  Sometimes black people think they’re powerless but they’re not powerless.  We have economic power. Black people in America spend $147 million a year.  

[0:51:59]
If we were a nation we’d be the ninth largest nation in the world.  That’s not powerless.  We have 10 million voters.  New election is lost by more than 10 million.  We have potentially 17 million eligible.  So I say that in saying that I’m not too sure that we need to be doing the various things we were doing before because we didn’t have those votes.  We didn’t have that money to spend.  We have it now.  We just don’t spend it wisely and we don’t vote wisely and for black people to put George Wallace black in office is a sin and disgrace.  It’s awful.  There’s no excuse for that.

Interviewer:
If I look here at civil rights organizations in Memphis, take for example the NAACP,

[0:53:00]
the guard, the leadership, all veterans like you said and I wonder are there no young people in the struggle?  There might be several reasons which don’t exclude each other, for example that people just tend to hold those positions until they are 

Samuel Kyles:
That’s possible.

Interviewer:
I don’t want to attack these people.  It’s okay, they have these positions –

Samuel Kyles:
It’s a good observation.

Interviewer:
But do you think there are other reasons for it?  Another reason might be younger blacks who have a high education don’t “need” to go to work in civil rights organizations.  They can get jobs in the corporate or governmental sector.  They have the opportunity to work somewhere else.  But do you think there are other reasons?

[0:54:02]
Samuel Kyles:
Yes, yes.  One is, you’re correct, we tend to stay in positions too long, those of us who have them.  That’s number one.  Another reason is true that you mentioned.  Young blacks have not felt what we feel.  There are young blacks now who don’t even know what Martin Luther King was about. Some think he was a congressman or a rock and roll star.  It has to do with the lack of ability.  It goes back to that thing, and I’m not saying it as an excuse, it goes back to that thing I was saying before.  We don’t have that central core or that organization or that handle we can grab that says this is what back people ought to be doing.  We just don’t have that anymore and that was a natural result of our integration.  The more we integrate the more we dispersed.
[0:55:00]
We don’t have – if we don’t pull us together, we’re not a nation.  That’s our problem.  We’re not German.  We’re not Italian.  We’re not Chinese.  So there’s nobody that can speak for us, see what I’m saying?  So we have gotten thrown off.  The most many young blacks think about today, and you should hear the arguments with my son who grew up in the movement, my youngest son, he didn’t see anything wrong with Reagan.  This is my son talking because he never experienced anything.  He thinks it makes sense what he’s saying.  It makes sense to you because there’s food always on your table.  You’ve never had to experience food stamps or make sense of it. So I had to deal with him.  So if he’s that way I can imagine what other young people are like who don’t know the history.  We have no way of continuing developing our history, to teach our history to our young people.

[0:56:00]
It’s not done.  We don’t have a book.  We don’t have a means of doing that and that media is so powerful, it has become so powerful, that I just said this morning that if black people could boogey their way to freedom we would have had it a long time ago.  They don’t want to turn those radios off and that programming, that subliminal advertising, it’s programming that you don’t want to sit down and think about your condition because I don’t think it’s just directed at black people.  I think it’s directed at poor people in general, that group, to keep them bogeying and having all this insignificant stuff because if they sit down and think about their plight, there are more of them than there is of us and we’re not about to be redistributing the wealth. So keep them busy doing something.

Interviewer:
But if for example class becomes more and more important in the black and white community

[0:57:00]
I think the less will be opportunity for a civil rights struggle.  If you think very simplistically –

Samuel Kyles:
You’re correct, you’re correct.  But what’s going to happen it seems to me is the class will have to get together for their own survival because I’m not going to have two cars and you only have one.  I’m not going to have food on my table.  It ain’t going to be none of that 1934 stuff where they stood in line.  They’re gonna take it.  They’ll go in the store and take it.  They’ll come in your house and take it.  So if the class does not get together and create some jobs and do whatever, I mean, it’s gonna – somebody is gonna have to see for their own self-protection that they’re gonna have to create jobs for people, gonna have to turn that music off for a while and put some of these kids heads because Japan is going to bury us.  They’re going to bury us.  Khrushchev said he was.

[0:58:00]
But it looks like Japan will.  They did a skit on NBC News the other day, one of the news, the number of hours a kid in Russia takes science, a kid in America, and a kid in Japan and it’s something like 20 hours, to 15, to 5 in America and the whole thing is going scientific.  They want kids taking similar kind of things.  Excuse me.

Interviewer:
Just one last question, I have the feeling, the impression, I have only been here for one year, but for example the response of civil rights organizations to the cutbacks of the Reagan Administration here in Memphis was very low.  I didn’t see a lot of organized efforts to make it public, to educate
[0:59:00]
about the effects of cutbacks, who it will hit the most, and just dissemination of information, of background information on it.  I wonder what are the reasons for it because the NAACP, just take the NAACP for example, always has the image of being an advocate for poor people and I’m wondering just on this issue for example which I think is very important.

Samuel Kyles:
It seems to me that was a good deal because we dealt with our broadcast.  The difficulty now is I think the people have really become so disillusioned, he made so many promises to them and he couldn’t keep.  It’s hard to gather a crowd unless there’s a local, direct, emotional issue.  It’s hard to even get a crowd out.  That’s why I tried this broadcast.
[1:00:00]
Now we reach a lot of people on our broadcast.  We may not have 50 people at a meeting, 20, but we’ll reach 20,000 tomorrow morning and they’re just not coming out like that because they come out and ask what do they get for it.  There’s just so much will in you and the people who have been benefitted the most from the civil rights movement have not given back to it at the level that they benefitted.  That’s another reason why you have some of the same veterans working.  The other people have found a good life and rather than come to an NAACP meeting you would be surprised at the amount of energy you have to expend to get a crowd now at a civil rights meeting because just in Memphis alone

[1:01:00]
we’re talking about 25 years and at some level the same people are still involved and they’ve got to be tired.  For example I have asked the black merchants, these are young guys who are in business, I will be asking them to take Budweiser off their shelves.  They’re gonna put me through all kind of things.  They’re going to benefit from it but they’re gonna put me through all kind of changes.  They should come to me and say what can we do but I’ve got to go to them and say take it off the shelves please, support our boycott.  Some will say yes and some will say no.  But that’s the reality of it.  So you’ve got to deal with the reality.  But we dispensed good information on the broadcast but people didn’t see it

[1:02:00]
during that time and if you had called for a march you would have been embarrassed.  But now you’d probably get a pretty good march.  You probably could.  The cutbacks have been devastating to the schools and especially a lot of people who voted for him, they didn’t know what he was doing and he wreaked havoc on them too.
[End of audio]
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