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Interviewer, Interviewee


[0:00:00]
Interviewer:
...interviewing William N. Morris, Jr. on June 24, 2004.  This is equipment from the Southern Oil History Program at UNC, and all the interviews are kind of a historical collection.  But yeah, I wondered if you did have any memories of when Sugarman made that first bid for a major office in '59.

William N. Morris:
I don't have any special memories, but I do remember it, and I remember it was a unique situation to have an African American involved in a local political situation where there was an obvious bias in the community towards whites, and the numbers suggest that whites would not vote for blacks and that type of situation.

[0:00:58]

And I thought it was a very courageous thing for him, he and his – he's a very intelligent and qualified, competent person.  His only negative is the fact as far as political office was concerned, that he was black.  And we became friends even during those years, and have remained friends throughout the years.  

But it was an interesting situation.  He conducted himself in such a scholarly and mannerly way.  You know, you had to be attracted to him as an individual, and I thought that that was important.  There was not a hostile candidacy at all as I recall.  And it was one where he articulated his qualifications in a very good manner.  But then even as much later, it was difficult for black candidates to get sufficient funding, because African Americans didn't contribute to campaigns and whites would not.

[0:02:05]

So he had to run a campaign based on you know, a very frugal campaign, and it was based on getting grass roots people out working and getting into the churches and as you do in the south.  And particularly in the African American communities there's a great deal of the political effort is handled more in the churches, through the ministers and the church congregation than most places.

Interviewer:
Do you remember what people were saying about his candidacy?  You said you were supportive, but it seems like you were probably one of the few whites who –
William N. Morris:
No, I didn't say that I was supportive.

Interviewer:
Oh, okay.

William N. Morris:
No, because I don't recall that I was even involved in that campaign at that point.  I was just out of the Army and new in Memphis myself.

[0:03:03]

I'd only been living in Memphis at that point three years, but I had – my connections and how I knew about it was that I was a member of – I joined a junior Chamber of Commerce.  And one of our members in the Junior Chamber, Bill Ferris, was a candidate at that time for Public Works Director and so forth so that's where I actually got involved in politics just as a group and not as an individual.  But I didn't have a role to play at that point.  It was not until about five years later that I became really involved politically and ran for sheriff.

Interviewer:
And I saw you were one of the – you integrated the police cars?  How did that work?  What was it like before then?

[0:03:53]
William N. Morris:
Well, you know, by the time I got – you know, the Civil Rights Act was passed in '63 and then it was then activated in the summer July of 1964.  I was elected in August of '64 and became the first sheriff of a large metropolitan area to be looking at the issue of making the changes in compliance with the Civil Rights Act.  And it was quite interesting for me coming from a rural north Mississippi town where I grew up on a  very poor environment and you know, had a different attitude about blacks at that point because I had always been friendly towards blacks and they'd been my friends.


But when I became sheriff, I was 31, and had never been in law enforcement, but I had very – I was a very active individual in the community, and I understood the community's multi-cultural situation.

[0:05:00]

And knowing that I was elected by the total community, and when I ran my campaign, I got a good feel for it, the accountability situation toward being equal to all people.  And so I walked in the office the first day and they had water fountains – colored water fountains, white and colored, and that to me was abominable.  And so I mean I changed that the first day.


The same thing had happened, I looked at the records, and I looked at the employment situation and women doing equal jobs to men were being paid 60 percent of the same amount of money.  So I began to make transitions there.  But the biggest issue, along with many others, but the biggest issue was the fact that we had a number of black deputies who were there and could only arrest black people.

[0:06:00]

And that had been the policy until September 1, you know, when I went into office, black officers could arrest black people, and they generally were seen only in black communities.  


And so I made a decision that day to deal with that issue, and what accomplished that, turned out to be not very difficult at all, and because I handpicked the most racist white deputies that we could come up with and brought them into my office, and we sat down and we talked about how to do something historical, and how to give real leadership and become a great humanitarian in that process.


And that is to adopt one of the black officers to be their partner in a squad car, and accept the responsibility of introducing that black officer to the white culture, because those black officers never would have thought about going into a white restaurant, you know, at that point.

[0:07:05]

And particularly going into white neighborhoods to either serve a paper – a ______________ paper or to go to make an arrest or to go into the suburbs of Memphis and to white communities to go into the restrooms, it's a black officer.  They just didn't do that.  And certainly none have ever arrested, given a ticket or arrested either a white person.


And these people – every one of the white officers that I selected to me made one of the greatest contributions of my administration in that they accepted responsibility and every one of them became an absolute leader in terms of – and their lives changed.  Their whole lives changes because they became friends with these black officers.

[0:07:57]

Within 30 days after we began the process, the black officers were being invited to come over to their house – to the families, meet the family and have a barbecue out back, and that was part of the plan.


And it didn't take long for our black officers to get a feel that, you know, the whole deal is I reminded them the badge that they wore was the same badge that everybody else wore, and the message behind that was you represent me, the sheriff. You are a deputy sheriff, and as such you are the sheriff, which makes you a powerful influence in the community.


And so we took it from there, and as we went through the process, those who disagreed with our policies, we were able to let them find work elsewhere, and over a period of two years we were able to transcend the old, good ole boy network and untrain basically law enforcement agencies to one that was becoming professional.

[0:09:09]

People were hired for qualifications, not political influence, and all of that.  Women were getting equal pay and we were treating everybody the same, and we had a situation where we had rules about not gratuities and what have you, and I boosted the salaries, got the salaries up to accommodate the needs of the law enforcement.  But the whole thing was I thought that the sheriff's department became a lighting rod, if you would, for right.

Interviewer:
Became what?

William N. Morris:
A lightening rod, you know, a – 

Interviewer:
Oh, lightening rod. Yeah.

William N. Morris:
A good beacon if you would of light of the new course, if you would, of relationship in our community.

[0:09:57]
Interviewer:
Right, right.

William N. Morris:
And of equal opportunity and equal treatment.  And then of course when the sanitation strike came up, it was obvious to me then that it was a black and white issue there and that the leadership in the city wanted to continue doing business in the same old way, and where in the sanitation department – without getting into all the details – people had been working under all conditions of weather and what have you without having the proper gear to protect themselves in all kinds of cold weather, hot weather.

Safety equipment was not available. Training was not available.  Even to the point of where in that department, we started a volunteer program of teaching people to read and write, you know, volunteers through the JCs and other organizations to teach people in the sanitation department because they couldn't tell whether they were getting paid the right amount or not, and didn't know whether they were getting the right change when they got their checks.

[0:11:10]

So there was a very terrible situation I thought in terms of the indignities if you would of ignorance of what to do and the treatment.  But anyhow, the strike took place and it happened – .

Interviewer:
So in your capacity as sheriff?

William N. Morris:
As sheriff.

Interviewer:
Then did – but you weren't supervising the sanitation workers?

William N. Morris:
No.  No, no, no.

Interviewer:
But you started the volun – 

William N. Morris:
The volunteer work.

Interviewer:
You decided to do the volunteer work because you saw how bad the conditions were?

William N. Morris:
Yes, that's exactly right.

Interviewer:
Okay.

William N. Morris:
And we'd been doing that for some time.  But the strike took place, and it ended up you know, creating a national situation, and it appeared to me that organized labor was to be the catalyst for trying to move these changes.  

[0:12:10]

AFSAME was in town, and the leadership in AFSAME, they took charge with a national organization, and then they recruited other labor organizations as well as the SCLC, the Southern Leadership Conference to try to give them momentum.  And it was a do or die situation frankly for them, and they were willing to go to the wall to try to make the changes.

Well, that was by 1967, I had been re-elected sheriff, a two-year term the first time and the last time.  No one had ever been elected without opposition.  And I was very happy about that.

[0:13:00]

But the situations continued to be worse as far as citizens were concerned, and then of course the assassination took place, and I was involved in creating the curfews and working with the city and incorporating our effort with the state of Tennessee and they sent the National Guard in, and what have you.  It was some very trying times.


And I mentioned earlier to you about the economic situations, the economics of our city began to change because there was a great exodus from businesses to move out of downtown and move to the suburbs, the safety zone for white businesses. You know, because with blacks beginning to permeate the downtown area, you know, because, for whites, an unsafe zone.

[0:14:02]
Interviewer:
People were fearful they would riot or?

William N. Morris:
The whole thing.  Just there was an anger between blacks and whites, and whites did not want to mix with the blacks and you know, blacks were forced to sit in the back of busses and they had special places to sit.  Couldn't even – they'd go in the back door of restaurants, you know, all those conditions existed in the 50s and the early 60s.

So the response from the white community at that point was – it was called white flight.  You know, and then school bussing became a school issue.  It happened to be a big issue and it was in contingence, even today in our community where we have basically white suburban school system and basically a black urban school system.
[0:14:55]

And that translates into many, many of the problems of our community today that society has not been able to deal with.  In other words, it hasn't gone away. Even with all the positive things that have happened, we're still culturally poles apart because the black community is viewed as a whole as being one of a culture of entitlement versus productivity, in spite of all this going on.


There's an anti-feeling toward black government by many, and so things are still a lot of good in many, many areas still shaky in terms of a cultural _______________ and the ability to live together and work together and have common purposes, and work together to solve mutual problems together.
[0:16:00]
Interviewer:
What do you think can be done to make things less polarized?

William N. Morris:
We don't have but an hour, you know, but in terms of this interview, but it is obvious to me that somewhere along the line we have to do a better job of convincing the community of the investment, adequate investment in our school system to educate our kids in a way that's productive.


And when I say that, I understand full well that there's so many – such a high percentage of kids that come to school from a home environment of broken homes where there is a single parent situation and because of the lack of income, job availability, training of the parent, there's not a high level of expectation for children.

[0:17:05]

And so children find that there's too many, and there are many, and there are thousands of kids in public schools that are more obedient to their gang buddies than they are trying to deal with a home situation where there is no home basically.  They just have a place to hang out.


That influence is so great that it translates into community crime, community disorder, far beyond the scope of law enforcement to deal with.  Add drugs to that, add prostitution to that, and I'm talking about teenage prostitution at 12 and 13 years of age, the promiscuity, the morality level has diminished dramatically since the 60s.

[0:18:02]

We thought things were bad in the 60s but it had to do with equality. But now it is a license now that so many people want license or freedom to do whatever even in your face type attitude.  How many of our shopping centers have been destroyed because of the abuse of those shopping centers by kids, 14, 15, 16 years old just moving up and down the hallways.  


You know, it changes the dynamics in these shopping centers, and I know two major shopping centers were built in the last two decades, major investments, both have gone out of business.  Go to some sections of our community where not long ago, ten years ago were thriving, exciting, new growth areas inside Shelby County. And now all of a sudden they call them  the hood.

[0:19:02]
Interviewer:
The shopping centers is where – that's where gangs hang out or?

William N. Morris:
They hang out in shopping centers in all areas and you know, then after awhile, people don't go to those centers where there's, you know?

Interviewer:
Because that's what they were built for, and the purpose, right was to have thriving community.

William N. Morris:
I mean you know, we have theaters that you're afraid to let your kids go to because they're going to get accosted and it's not safe for – many, many times it's not safe for girls to go because they're mistreated, and the guys hang around and the language that they use and the physical abuse and the intimidation that takes place.


We didn't have all of that. Even though we had problems 40, 50 years ago – almost 50 years ago when you're talking about late 50s and early 60s.  So with all the civil rights freedom that we've had – and Ben Hooks is a very good friend of mine, and Ben and I have talked many, many times and we kind of grew up politically together over the years.
[0:20:08]

He and his wonderful wife – I suspect that Ben Hooks would say the same thing that I'm saying, is that we've unleashed a whole lot of anger and all the, you know, as far as the black community – and a lot of the translation of that is that there's an expectation of something for nothing, and we've created a great society, and the Johnson Administration started sending down help, and help ultimately became a crutch for so many because the jobs were not – in other words, the training to get jobs that would replace the assistance was never put into place.

[0:21:01] 


Even though many, many area working today – African Americans are working today and doing extremely well, there's an attitude I think among many, and our public school system today that there's not – there's not much to look forward to even though you know, everybody wants to end up ultimately go to college and get good jobs.  But for the masses, they feel hopeless.  

The average age of our college student at our university today is 27.  So what's happened?  What happens to all those kids that are 19 or 20 coming out of high school, you know, at 18, 19 years of age?  What happens between then and 27?

[0:21:59]

There's too many that are not making it, and the number of kids who start to high school and the percentage that finish is getting lower and lower and lower and lower, and the truancy situation.  Now you asked me the question what would you do about it.  


If I had an answer to that, it would be worth a lot of money because a lot of wonderful people, social scientists and what have you have tried to figure out how to deal with the trend that's taking place, and I don't know the answer to that.

I mean we have local governments that are sitting here now today in a situation where it costs more and more money to provide the services that are demanded by constituencies and that is not producing.

[0:22:56]
Interviewer:
That's the what?

William N. Morris:
More and more is demanded by the constituency who do not produce revenue to get those services.  I mean 85 to 90 percent of the kids that go to school have a free breakfast when they get there.  Who pays for that?


They have daycare for thousand and thousands of kids.  Free.  No, paid for by somebody else, but available to low income people.  We have a housing situation, lack of housing,   When housing is provided to low income loans, major.  We even have people who expect to have their utilities, the power company give them free electricity but who's going to pay for that?  Other people do.

[0:23:53]

We have people, free education, but somebody has to pay for it.  We're not putting enough people back into the economic mainstream to produce adequate revenue to pay for the services that are being provided.  You see what I'm saying?

Interviewer:
Yes, the economics of it

William N. Morris:
The economics of it.  

Interviewer:
Right.

William N. Morris:
And so at some time and point, you add the fact that we're in Washington and they're spending 500 billion dollars and then maybe a trillion dollars dealing with problems in other parts of the world, and then you filter on down you see what's happening in housing and education and health, and without controlling the health care costs, and we're providing health care for all the people in Shelby County who, you know, who cannot provide for themselves.  Even in small businesses with Tin Care and Medicare, and then our public hospitals.  And somebody has to produce the revenue to pay for that.  

[0:24:58]

You know, you just can't issue more money and pull the leaves off the tree you know, and pay for it.  And our tax rate continues to go up, and the people who are on fixed income who have worked all their lives to have what they have, now they have a taxing environment that is negative to them because the people who are on fixed incomes are expected to pay for those kids in school and those free lunches and all that goes with all of that.  And you know, the system becomes very unfair after awhile.


So there're not any quick fixes at all.  And then we have added to that the newest dimension is illegal immigration, of adding tens of thousands and millions of illegal immigrants and legal immigrants as well to the mix of the employment pool.  

[0:26:00]

To a point of where a much larger segment of our low-income African American community are finding themselves more difficult to get a work situation that pays them enough to get off welfare.

Interviewer:
Competing for jobs with the illegal immigrants.
William N. Morris:
Yes, and that's significant.  If you look in our community today, where the building trade used to be dominated by African Americans, you know, whether it's pouring foundations or brick laying and all that, now it's the Hispanics, and you know, what happened to those people who were in the trades in the African American community?

[0:26:55]

And the problem will continue to – I suspect – grow in that regard.  Now, even to the point where we in this country are – the federal government is requiring local governments to provide services to illegals.  California is a good example.  And the financial picture in California, the bailout ultimately is going to be at a price where working people of America, middle income people will pay the bill because you know, the tax liability of the industry, top businesses, top executives and so forth is less than the middle class and the lower class.  So we're close to making it very difficult for middle class America to survive.  So are things better today than they were 50 years ago?  

[0:27:57]

I think our country, in trying to do good failed to control in a way to support the changes adequately to make it a productive move.
Interviewer:
A productive what?

William N. Morris:
A productive initiative, the Civil Rights thing.  I think that – I mean just opening the door to equal rights without opportunity didn't make any sense to me.  

Interviewer:
That was one of the things too that I was interested in and wanted to ask you about, and I’m sure what you've been talking about, is the impact of black public officials, and you mentioned that there was an anti-black – or an attitude against black government and a lot of literature, and looking at what black aspirations were for political power, they thought once they could attain political power that would just make things dramatically better.

[0:29:00]

And you mentioned about the limits of that.  What do you see as the benefits, or do you think it's had a good – having blacks in a position of power has had any way a positive effect?

William N. Morris:
I tell you, we have some awfully qualified, competent black officials, and the expectations for the black officials I think has been greater than those expectations of white officials more often than not, particularly for blacks of black officials.  


The same thing is happening in Africa, you know, when apartheid comes along and they get a black leader, and Mandela comes along and everybody there in Africa thought boy, now we're going to have schools for everybody, houses for everybody, and all of that.  

[0:29:57]

I think that is a parallel to what we have here, that blacks expected black leadership to all of a sudden convert the wealth of the community and a chicken in every pot for the black community. You know, jobs for everybody and while a lot of that has happened, it is not limitless in terms of ability.  


I mean there is not a pot that just grows with money, you know, the money has to be created and there is just so much money. Our city and our county now is in greater debt than it's ever been, because there seems to be just an endless demand to build schools and to do these kind of things without the benefit of being able to afford to do it.

[0:30:54]

And I think we are seriously on the edge, unless we put some type of controls, as Mayor Wharton seems to be trying to do right now, on our growth of government.  And the role of government in providing too many services to too many people for no return.


There used to be a saying about communities going from white to brown to black to broke, because the change in the economics of a community was a hostile movement by lots of corporate entities out of those areas the came under the leadership of black officials.


Hopefully that's changing because you're seeing you know, more African Americans and more minorities if you put it that way, in Congress and in the Senate, and then the judgeships and the courts and so forth.

[0:32:03]

So we're sitting in 2004.  We've moved into the new millennium.  If you only look back and see where we were 50 years ago, I think you have to look to see where we're going to be 50 years from now, where hopefully our society will adjust to equal rights under a democracy, and this republic of ours to a point of where we catch up to the issue of individual accountability and productivity.

Unfortunately which has moved from an industrial and society into an information society, and we then move the education system up to catch up with it.  You see what I'm saying?

Interviewer:
Right, I do.  I do.

William N. Morris:
We're teaching people to read, write, and arithmetic, and go out and got a job doing carpenter work or whatever and so forth.
[0:32:59]

But now there's just not enough of those jobs, and manufacturing now is, what, 3 percent, 2 percent of the employment where it was 40 percent you know, before, and you could go to work for Firestone and build tires or build tractors or build cars and what have you.  And those numbers have dwindled dramatically, because they've become robots have taken places and computerization has taken place of human beings in those shops.


I mean I went into a computer manufacturing operation in Japan a few years back, and I looked around and I said, "Where are all the people?"  Well you know, Japan has the same problem.  They've put the computer to work and put people out of work.

[0:33:55]
Interviewer:
So the goals – the things that open the doors 50 years ago just – 

William N. Morris:
Now closed.  Yeah, those doors are closed.

Interviewer:
Yeah.

William N. Morris:
See if everything had stayed the same, then it would have been fine. But then all of a sudden, boom. This drought came on those kinds of jobs and the training that people had, there were no jobs for them.  


Now we've tried, for example, and I can think – when I was Mayor, we had lots of companies that moved out of one type of operation into the other, where the people who had been working there 15 years no longer were qualified to do the jobs other than new management, the new operation.  


I mean they've gone to a new technology.  The new technologies wipe out the old labor mentality. So we create programs to encourage businesses and gave them tax incentives to pay for the training re-training of the people that they had.

[0:35:00]
Interviewer:
Right, right.  

William N. Morris:
So they could be upgraded.  And when they were upgraded, they went from let's just say $12,000 a year to $20,000 at that time.  So it was good, and it was a good thing, but there's still not enough of that because there's not enough where you had 60 employees, now you only need 30 or 20 or 10.

Interviewer:
Now with needing Masters Degrees and so forth –
William N. Morris:
Oh, yeah.  Exactly.  And I would think when we look at – At the University of Memphis, I'm on the board of visitors there and we look everyday at – 

Interviewer:
The board of what?

William N. Morris:
The board of visitors, that's the – 

Interviewer:
Visitors? Okay.

William N. Morris:
At the university.

Interviewer:
Okay.

William N. Morris:
And we have a school out there now we started to train people in the hospitality industry which is a worldwide need you know, it's a worldwide situation.  

[0:35:54]

And our student numbers have doubled more than we anticipated, but that school at teaching people about registrations and communications and currency and all that, so people can get a job in the hotel industry and hospitality industry around the world.  It's the same thing we have at FedEx Institute, and it's all about information technology, and we're creating an environment for the kind of students there that will demand the highest page jobs in the entire city.

Well not only do the companies – you have to go and get the companies, they need to train personnel to do that.  So our university is meeting a lot of those needs. But at the same time, we're having difficulty getting money to keep our university going.  


Now the University of North Carolina, you sit there and you've had a billion – $800 million dollars in new growth in the last 10 years in terms of capital campaigns.  

[0:36:57]

You're probably one of the most successful schools in America in terms of capital campaigns, growing money, and I met with your people over there and talked with them about our university.  So we're having to depend more and more on the private sector, you know,  in concert with government funds to keep our university going.

But more important – not just to keep it going but to enhance our ability to get the competent people to teach the kind of skills that's needed in order to grow jobs in our community that are relevant.  When we're doing all of that though, you're talking about the top one percent or two percent, and what about that 40, 50 percent below the income level sitting out here in substandard housing, substandard neighborhoods, poor street environment, lack of rat control, mosquito control, health control, illegitimacy is 90 percent.

[0:37:58]

And babies are being born like crazy, you know, and ___________________ is continuing to pour money,  pour more money without any limitations on how far they're willing to go and how many babies you can – those kind of – how do you deal with those variables?

Interviewer:
Yeah, that's complicated.  Right.  

William N. Morris:
In one little small community, which is a microcosm of cities like ours all over America.  

Interviewer:
One of the striking things too that I've looked at is the influence of the black vote and how that increased, and like the Shelby County Democratic Club, and we talked about the importance of that club and how that played a role in your campaigns.

William N. Morris:
Well in all the campaigns that I was involved in, the last 16 years particularly I've received over 90 percent of all African American votes in all elections as well as 90 percent of all the white votes.

[0:38:56]

So the majority – no one does that anymore, but it is because while I’m running for mayor, I had swore to the black community because of the three terms I served as sheriff where the African American community felt I treated everybody fairly.  And Maxine Smith said to me the last day I was in the sheriff's office, she said, "I know you must have been doing something wrong, but I haven't been able to find it, and we appreciate you."
Interviewer:
That's a compliment from her.

William N. Morris:
Yeah.  And when I had David Abernathy in jail during the riots you know, and all of that, we had a lot of time to talk and share, but there is – was a confidence that I was going to be – that I was real and that when time came to build Romaine Motel for example, nobody else was willing to move on the issue of funding the Romaine Motel.

[0:39:54]

I stood up in a meeting and said if the city will do their share, state will do their share, we'll be the first to say we'll put our share in and let's go build this thing.

Interviewer:
Because the civil rights _________________?

William N. Morris:
Exactly right.

Interviewer:
Okay.

William N. Morris:
The lobby of the Hotel Peabody.  I said – because I said, "We're always thinking about projects for white people."  Museums and so forth, but the black community has a right to expect something for their investment too.

Interviewer:
Right.

William N. Morris:
And so we began to deal with the issue of visible – taking a visible look at projects to see who is going to use that project.  Who's going to get the benefit of investing public dollars. You see what I'm saying?
Interviewer:
Yeah.  Yeah.

William N. Morris:
And if it's not a fair deal, what are you going to do to make it fair?  And so if you did something that was particularly 100 percent for a white neighborhood, plan on doing something equally beneficial to the black neighborhood.

[0:40:56]
Interviewer:
Did you find that the people who supported you at these projects the most were the ones who were elected with black support?  Because I'm wondering about, because obviously in terms of black support for you made a positive difference in terms of getting benefits for the black community.

William N. Morris:
That's exactly right.

Interviewer:
So I'm wondering if other people who were elected with black support, if it also paid off in that way.

William N. Morris:
Well, you know, the truth of the matter is that in terms of mayors, we had mayors for all of those years that were basically dominated by the white community, you know, and I think I was probably the only mayor – and a position of administrative leadership that played that role as heavily as I did.  Then and now until you come along with two black mayors starting in 1990.

[0:41:58]
William N. Morris:
Herrington and then now Wharton in 2002.

Interviewer:
Right.

William N. Morris:
So Wharton worked for me for 16 years before he became mayor.  Dr. Herrington was of course in the school system.  He was the superintendent of schools.  I never personally thought that he did anything outstanding in terms of elevating the Memphis School System – and he's a friend of mine, but we've had these discussions, and so being total fair you know, I'm not going to patronize him because he's the mayor or because he's my friend.


The truth of the matter is I think we made a lot of mistakes in dealing with a lot of school system problems in the late 60s and 70s that we could have done lots of things differently.  We're more interested in the racial divisiveness than we were academic successes.

[0:42:59]
Interviewer:
In terms of like bussing and how that polarized the community and – 

William N. Morris:
Sure.  We spent too much time dealing with those issues without dealing with neighborhood issues, building a strong neighborhood so that schools would get the benefit of that – strength of that neighborhood.


For example, we have teachers now that have no idea where little Johnny and little Mary come from.  Don't know what they get, but you know, teachers don't know about the home life and they're sitting there trying to teach Johnny and Marry and we you know, when I was mayor, I did the first – I put the first daycare in a high school to keep these young mothers of 15 and 16 in school.

Interviewer:
Right, right.

[0:43:51]
William N. Morris:
And we did that at Northside School.  And I've been so concerned about that school even my church is about to ___________________ even today.  But then we had health care, you know, for pregnant women in that school.  So they could have a healthy baby and stay in school. 


The whole idea is give them a sense of pride, give them a sense of health and then for them to have the kind of job to be able to get enough education, get a job that they can take care of the family.


At the same time, there's dudes standing outside when school was out at 2:00 in the afternoon waiting for these 14, 15 year old girls to come out so they could take them out and prostitute and make money to buy drugs for the guys.  And they used intimidation to make that happen, and it still happens, and how do you deal with that?

[0:44:55]
Interviewer:
So these alternative ways of getting things done and moving beyond the racial decisiveness – yeah.

William N. Morris:
But I think what's happened – going back to your question about whether or not black political leadership has made it more productive for the black community in terms of things that they get.

I don't know that that's happened because I don't think that just because you're black that you have a more humane consideration for concerns of people who need help than the whites for example.  I'd put my record up against any black official in America about the contributions towards the black community.  And I really would.  It's not just in dialogue. I'm talking about in real terms.

Interviewer:
Right.  Right.

[0:45:58]
William N. Morris:
And so it's a matter of I think electing the right kind of black officials who will be the kind of example, set the kind of example and role model that show the right type of concern so that there will be a desire on the part of all the people in the community to do better.  


Our city, unlike – I mean like many other cities, I think we are experiencing an unparalleled moral decay and it's very discouraging.  

Interviewer:
Let's see how we're doing with the tape here. Oh, I'm going to turn it over.  I mentioned the Shelby County Democratic Club.  Did you have to appear before that club, or did that club play a – 

[0:47:05]
William N. Morris:
They like many other organizations have what they call a screening committee, and you would go before that club and they would ask you questions, and you'd make promises when you could, and they would decide whether they supported you.  


With the exception of I think maybe the first – I think I had their support in almost all of my – for 30 years of whatever.  And as well as all the other black organizations in town.  And I had labor support and then I had good media support. But it was because I guess I became the first chief executive who believed in consensus building.

[0:48:06]

And to me, that meant more than patronizing.  It meant getting people around the table and talking about you know, what our needs are, and I did that in every community in Memphis.  I went to more churches than the local parish priest.  You know, I was in churches, and I was in schools, and I was in the people's homes, and I had programs that dealt with getting kids off the streets, and when I was a sheriff out in the county, we reduced the juvenile crime rate to the lowest level ever recorded of the total percentage of crimes to 11 percent of the total crimes.


It was because we were out there and we were taking up kids and was going home and asking their mom and dad why they're out here doing this, and if they didn’t have a satisfactory answer, I'd take them to court for contributing to the negligence of their children.

[0:49:04]

And so enforcement and education became very much a part of that, but then after I had left the sheriff's department and so forth, it just seems like all those kind of programs just went by the wayside, and the people who were elected after that didn't have the same level of interest as I did.  But those clubs, the neighborhood used to have civic clubs. 

Interviewer:
Yeah, that was another question of mine.

William N. Morris:
You know, in neighborhoods, and those civic clubs were very political, and if their neighborhood wasn't treated right by you know, sanitation and all sorts of – they'd appear before the bodies and say why not.  And those same clubs in the white – the community of Frazier was all white back then for the most part.  

[0:49:57]

And if you talked about building a house project in that area, man, the civic club will come out and storm the city council.  Oh, yeah, and raise all kinds of ruckus about that.  So housing became – public housing became a very bitter word in the community because where you put public housing is it's always their neighborhood or ours, you know?
Interviewer:
Just – you mean – what time period are you talking about?

William N. Morris:
I'm talking probably late 50s, 60s, and early 70s.

Interviewer:
Okay.  Okay.
William N. Morris:
 Probably about a 20-year period in there where that was really a major, major, major thing, and that's the issue that mayors had to deal with.

Interviewer:
Right.

William N. Morris:
The county mayor didn't do that so much because we didn't much of that outside the city, but then I brought the county government into the city.  

[0:51:02]

So much of it in public health and education and all that kind of thing, so we set a trend. But because Shelby County government represents all the citizens of Memphis and Shelby County.  It's the largest constituency.  The mayor of Shelby County represents more people than seven states in the United States.
Interviewer:
Wow.  That's a lot. I didn't realize it was that big.

William N. Morris:
You know, almost a million people.  And you have some states, several – I think seven states have less than a million people.  

Interviewer:
If you were to talk too more about the impact of this city, King's death and your role during that time.  You said it had a major economic impact.

[0:51:53]
William N. Morris:
Yeah, I think that it did.  I think that there was a fear factor in terms of new businesses looking at Memphis as a place to locate because it was a city where a lot of labor problems, union problems, and industry that wanted to have a new location would not look at Memphis because if they needed a 200-employee situation, if they were going to build furniture or whatever they were going to build, the first thing that would happen in their mindset was that they'd get near Memphis and somebody would come in and want to unionize.


And then the employees would tell them how to run their businesses.  So that became a real big negative for us for a long period of time, and then we saw companies leave Memphis because of that.  At a time when technological changes were available to Firestone Tire and Rubber, they just chose to close their plant.

[0:52:54]

Same thing with Ford Motor Company had an assembly plant here.  Same thing with International Harvester who had a major plant here.  Same thing with Armor & Company – I can name you company after company after company, you know, left the city.  And so when I became mayor I joined with our local government, Lamar Alexander, and I said look, we have to reinvent our city.  


And we created what were called a jobs conference to look at what Memphis could be.  We knew that we couldn't ever be an Atlanta or you know, we don’t have any surfs, no slopes, no slot machines, so what are we going to do?  We have the river.  We have commerce.  We have transportation. We have more railroads here than you have any place than any other city in America going different directions.


We're sitting in the heart of the population – we're the epicenter of the population of America, and we have a strong work ethic and that type of thing.  

[0:53:59]

But so we began to reinvent ourselves as a distribution center and warehousing and all that goes with that. But that was an overt act on our part because asking – census building was important to me during all of my administration. We found also strategic planning was as important to our city as it is to your university or it is to IBM.

Interviewer:
Right.  Right.

William N. Morris:
So we have to define what we are, and what we want to be, and create policies and initiatives that will make that happen.  And so we began to do that in the early 70s and we began to take our message not just across America but around the world, and we visited countries all over – visited Japan and – 

Interviewer:
Also a great experience.

William N. Morris:
And all the places, and we went there and we told them, and they've never heard of Memphis, Tennessee.  They'd heard of Oak Ridge because it made the atomic bomb, but we began to attract businesses.

[0:54:58]

And we brought 120 Japanese businesses over the next 15 years into Tennessee, and have the largest growth of Japanese industry industrial jobs of any place in America. But it didn't just happen.  We went and we sold them and we brought them, and we showed them the sensitivity – understanding our differences in our culture and creating schools for them, and what have you.  And even our amenities recognized those different cultures coming, and our community – our symphony would provide the kind of music that would be helpful and we created a comfort zone for people who were afraid to move to the deep south from New York.


I went to New York and I spent an inordinate amount of time with International Paper Company to move their operation to Memphis.  But a lot of people in that company did not – they had an image of Memphis that was not good.  

[0:56:00]

But they moved anyhow, and to make a long story short, between Dick Hackett and myself, the two of us we wore them out and they came.  And the president of the company said best move they ever made. Not only did they move a few hundred people.  Now they have thousands of people here, and it is to them the center of their business universe.


But all those companies – and I could name you many – but we went out and went selling.  We went to sell people on us, and we gave something in return.  We promised them competent employees, and we promised to train those employees, and with partnership with the state.


And so we've had good jobs growth, and we have reinvented the city, and now we went to – we wanted to showcase at Graceland and rebuild Beale Street, so we wanted to make Memphis a destination city where people would come here and instead of just coming through.

[0:57:05]
Interviewer:
Right, right.

William N. Morris:
And in the early ages, we weren't even on the bus stop. We weren't a bus stop, and then we began to work with the tourist industries around America and creating the kind of attractions that would be helpful, and we'd begin to go to those conventions and sell our wares, and the senior citizens or who owned the Greyhound buses moving around America all of a sudden started coming through Memphis.  Now they start coming to Memphis.  


So we have a lot of good things going on in Memphis. We are a transitional city.  We are a city burdened with the same thing that many urban cities in America have.  We have a – we still have that mixture of problems of the non-productive citizens, both black and white.  


We have a greater dependency on government than we ought to have.  We have too many people that are not individually productive and never will be. 

[0:58:00]

We have too many people that are committing crimes and going to jail.  Our prison population is going up.  We have an inadequate medical delivery system that is affordable to more people.  We have an educational system that has eroded as opposed to being enhanced over the years, and we're not able to meet the sociological concerns in a classroom environment of our neighborhoods.


We still have, in my mind, such a transitional city that we need to be looking towards more internationalism in our community.  We need to be prepared for that.  Our classroom ought to reflect that, and we try to do that with Memphis in May.  I still believe that on the positive side, that Memphis Tennessee will ultimately be a model city. 
[0:59:00]

Down the road where the African American and the black culture will raise itself up by its own boot straps if you will and will grow and mature to a point of where in the year 2050 we won't just be a black-managed city.  We will be Hispanic, and we will have 100 languages spoken here perhaps, and they'll be Islamic and you know, and Latin and what have you.  


Memphis is – because of the airport and Federal Express and the _____________________ and so forth, it will be interesting to see Memphis in 2050.

Interviewer:
Yeah, definitely.

William N. Morris:
I hope my grandchildren like it.

Interviewer:
I see you don't have many more minutes.

William N. Morris:
Yeah, I'm going to need to go very shortly.

Interviewer:
Is there anything else you want to add?

[1:59:59]
William N. Morris:
No.  I congratulate you and the university for looking at other places in the world and trying to help us at least take a look at our past, because we don't know our past, how can we help create a good future?
Interviewer:
Right.  

William N. Morris:
And I congratulate you.  Good luck to you.

Interviewer:
Oh, that’s very nice.  That’s a good stopping point.

[1:00:18]
[End of Audio]
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