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[0:00:00]
Interviewer:
Interview with Ron Walter, general administrative assistant to Congressman Harold Ford from 1977 to 1981.  Since then, vice president of Memphis Light Gas and Water.  Date, September 19, 1983, 10:00.
Ron Walter:
– candidate for Mayor of Memphis, and a woman who is now a political opponent of his _____________________ highly recommended him to me.  I was working at Memphis, the Shelby County Public Library where I was doing a lot on black history from the mid-1800s to the turn of the century, and they thought that kind of research and expression of that research to the public was an articulate format and they felt that the kind of work that I did there could be easily transferable to a political kind of job.

[0:01:03]

So Congressman Ford hired me as a legislative assistant.  Well, actually he told me I would be his district director in Memphis.  It came out of the newspaper, however, that I was his legislative assistant going to be trained in Washington which was quite a surprise to me because I had no intentions of going to Washington to train to do anything, no less to be a legislative assistant.


So when I talked to him, I said, "How did this come about?"  And he said, "We talked about that.  You remember that, don't you?"  I said, "No."  And so he said, "Well you can go up to Washington, can't you?"  And I said, "I guess I could, you know, but I have no intentions of staying there at all.  You know, I plan to come back here."  And that's what I did.


 I went there for – I trained there for about two months.  He brought me back to Memphis to be his district director, and I stayed in Memphis for two months, and he transferred me back to Washington to be his legislative director since his legislative director had resigned.  

[0:02:04]

And within a period of another two months, I was promoted to his administrative assistant.  And within a period of two more months, I was appointed to his Chief Administrative Officer, coordinating the work of both Washington and Memphis offices.  So I had fast mobility.

Interviewer:
And what was your main function?

Ron Walter:
My main function was that of an assistant to.  That meant handling constituent complaints, for example.  If somebody called who was a voter or a resident of Memphis complaining about a bill before the Congress, for example a bill that dealt with Humphert Hawkins, full employment bill.  They supported it.

[0:02:56]

And I would take that information, relay that to the Congressman, and when the bill came up for a vote on the floor of the House, I would keep a listing of the calls that came in from constituents and include that in the floor file.  The floor file was a document that they used prior to the vote on the floor of the house to understand that bill.  List the other people in the Memphis area who were supporting or opposing that bill, organizations or groups, and also national groups that were supporting it, ________________.


This job gradually evolved into handling his mail, all of his mail, handling speaking engagements for him that he could not attend, developing positions for him on particular issues, and so it was really not me in the forefront, you know, being a politician per se.  It was me doing this for him behind the scenes, but occasionally coming out front.

[0:04:00]
Interviewer:
I was an intern working in his office two years ago.

Ron Walter:
Oh, yeah. Yeah, I had just left.

Interviewer:
And when I was down there, I got the impression most of the success of Congressman Harold Ford is built on his constituency.

Ron Walter:
Well this is true.

Interviewer:
Do you think in comparing, you have experience in Washington and dealing with other Congressman, do you think that it's very unique, his approach to constituency policy in politics in comparison to other black congressman?  Or was it basically the same?

Ron Walter:
I tell you that most black congressmen are fairly close to their constituents, and let me tell you why.  They generally represent a poor constituency with the exception of Ron Dellands, who has a fairly affluent, well-educated constituency in California which is not __________________ .

[0:05:02]

But the others – and I would think he's fairly close to his too but he can do a lot and get away with it, Dellands can.  But black people who are poor have greater needs from their elected officials than white congressmen or elected officials. And they call upon them for a whole lot of things that aren't even ordinary, congressional concerns.  They will call about city services or a street light or a street needing paving, help on the utility bill, help on the house note, help on the rent, and these are outside the realms of a congressional action – formal congressional action.  But the poor feel that need so they call upon him, and consequently those members are closer to their constituencies.

[0:05:54]

There are some notable exceptions though on whites.  One in particular is Don Sunquidst here in Memphis.  He's very close to his constituency it appears to me, and I think he's copying the Ford style in that respect, and he has openly stated that.

Interviewer:
Do you think that – most people I talked to, especially white politicians like Lillian Ferris or other people – do you think the Ford family, Ford Brothers, already established a machine?  It's still unclear what really this term machine means to me.  To me, it seems the term machine means that they control most of the political power here in Memphis.

[0:06:58]

And that they are able to place the people they want to remain best positioned or the most important positions in politics here in Memphis.  That's what it means to me, machine.  Do you think that in those terms, the Fords already established a machine here in Memphis?

Ron Walter:
When I worked for Harold Ford, he was really quite concerned about people referring to him as a machine, because for years Memphis was dominated by the Krump Machine which had some very negative implications.  So consequently he avoided that term.


And in the strictly intellectual sense of a machine, I would say there's some similiaries but not exact match.  I did a story – I wrote for the _____________________ Hill also and I'll give you a copy of that story which talked about the Ford family's power base, and I mention the fact that it is a machine in a way.

[0:07:59]

 And it defies you know, it's like a perpetual motion, this machine.  And you know, the brothers have the right mix of education and background to heal you if you're sick, to feed you if you're hungry, to bury you when you die.  You know, they can cover you from birth to death basically.  They can bring you into the world, these ones of position.


And they just have a lot of different skills that when combined can take care of a race of people. You know, they have a funeral home. So you know, in other words, they can cover you from birth to death.  They can help you during the – in the political arena and they can use their influence to help you outside of formal politics.


So I'd say that – and right now he refers to his family as a machine.  So he's gotten comfortable with that terminology.

[0:08:58]

And I think what made him comfortable with it was the way I put it in the newspaper, because I never heard him refer to his family as a machine until after that.

Interviewer:
What do you think are the most important politicians – and not only politicians but most important people in the black community power structures except the Ford family?  To me, it seems whether they're basically two factions and many others, more factions, but the main factions to me, it seems are okay, this is the so-called new guard, the Ford Family, and there's an old guard, all the people engaged in the NAACP like ______________________________________.  And then there are other people like ______________ Bailey, which I couldn't put into a category, or Mr. Hicks ____________________.

[0:09:53]
Ron Walter:
I think you're perceptive, but I think on your question, the first part of it what –
Interviewer:
What do you think are the most important people in this black community power structure right now concerning politics here in Memphis?

Ron Walter:
You mean what group is more influential?

Interviewer:
Yes.

Ron Walter:
Well do you want me to name people?

Interviewer:
What group is the most influential, and the second question would be –
Ron Walter:
_____________________ that the Ford Family is the most powerful and most influential political group in Shelby County, you know, terms of blacks.

Interviewer:
And the next question would be what are the main differences between the groups politically, in issues – concerning issues for example.

Ron Walter:
I think they have a lot of similarities in the group with respect to issues.  The big difference is Harold Ford and the Ford Family has been able to garner a degree of white support.  They have used modern tactics rather than the tactics the NAACP and other blacks of that older era had.  They are still using the tactics of the 50s and the 60s which don't work in 1980 as effectively as the way the Ford Family uses their power.

[0:11:05]

They don't resort always to the name calling, you know, they say racism in a different language.  They'll say racism to equate to poverty, to equate to unemployment without using the term racism.  The older generation will say racism without being explicit. Just by being explicit without giving the implicit information that the Fords give.
Interviewer:
So if I understand you right, you say the difference in tactics is that the Fords use a different language?

Ron Walter:
Different language, a different approach.  They use an approach of – and another thing is too that the Maxine Smiths and the Jesse Turners and all the others are a little bit estranged from the masses of people, the poor, you know?

[0:12:00]

And the Fords will become that when they get older too and more affluent.  You know, they have become fairly comfortable people you know, economically.  They are not known as intimately as neighbors and friends of the masses of poor. You know, they are presidents of banks and doctors and dentists.  And those are right people, you know, and poor people don't relate that easily to them.


Fords are downright homeboys out of the ghetto, you know, who live in houses broken down not so many years ago who had to use an outdoor toilet not so many years ago. They've had to ride in broken down buggies with horses not so many years ago when other people are riding in cars, who wore stinking clothes not so many years ago. 

[0:12:52]

Their poverty is still fresh on their minds and the people still remember them, you know, because they lived on Horn Lake Road where all the other rural poor lived.  And he constantly reminds himself and his audience of where he's come from.  Even though he is trying to get away from that, you know, by surrounding himself with a plutocratic lifestyle.  You know, massive houses and cities and fashionable automobiles and big diamond rings for his wife.


I mean they – in spite of all this aristocracy they are able to get down to the nitty-gritty so to speak with the lower classes of people.

Interviewer:
I see.  And you also mentioned that the white support is very substantial for Harold Ford to win the elections.  And as far as I know, it seemed to me that the coalition with labor was the most important in getting support from the AFL-CIO labor council, here in Memphis, for example, _________________ Powell and other people.

[0:14:01]

________________ with people in labor ________________.  What in that group was the most important for Harold Ford?
Ron Walter:
What white group?

Interviewer:
Yes.  And I refer to it – I think it's – yeah it's wrong to refer to the AFL-CIO as a white group.

Ron Walter:
Well, it is traditionally thought of that way, so I have no problems with that.  I don’t' know what the most important white group was to him in his early beginnings because I only ________________ with him during his second term in politics.


And I was not following him that closely, but I would think that the democratic party played a great role in shaping his – in terms of whites, in getting them to support him.  If you recall – you probably won't recall – that was during the years of Watergate.

[0:14:55]
Interviewer:
Yes.

Ron Walter:
And we had a United States President, Nixon, who was embarrassed and who left office in disgrace.  At the same time, occupying that position was a white republican who supported Richard Nixon down to ________________ and there was enough anger among whites to go out and support Harold Ford, and the democratic party seized upon that opportunity to solidify some support.  


Now he didn't get that much, but he got enough to tip him over. You know, he got about 8 or 10 percent his first election, which was significant because blacks had not been able before that I knew of out to get that kind of support among white people.

Interviewer:
And when I recall it right, what I got from those figures was that most support Harold Ford got was from lower income whites?

[0:16:01]
Ron Walter:
I'd say –
Interviewer:
And from upper income whites.  But none from the middle class.  Do you think that's right, or – that was my perception.

Ron Walter:
I think your perception again, and I think this is just based on gut feeling among myself and my knowledge of how people think they come from rich and poor whites.  Mainly because rich people are generally not as threatened, and poor people cannot be threatened at all because they've already ______________________ things.


So the very rich would support him, you know, because they figured that they could massage him you know, and get things that they wanted anyhow because of the fact that they're rich, and they always knew that they could build a bigger wall around the house if you moved into the neighborhood.  I'm using that symbolically of course.  

[0:16:54]

So you know, I think in America, the middle classes are the ones who are fearful of black people in general, because the middle class is the bulk of America today, we have this racial problem.  They are the ones who most likely will be replaced on the jobs by blacks.  They're the ones who are most likely will see blacks taking over more of their income share, and they're afraid.  So the white upper class can vote for him and support other blacks without the fear of blacks penetrating their enclave, so to speak.


Interviewer:
Is it right to imply that he got this poor white vote and the vote of the rich upper class – white upper class also in the following elections, following 1972 and '74?
Ron Walter:
I think that support was there in '76.  It was certainly there in '78, which was the first year that I really _________________ to the campaign.  It was there in 1980 when I got out of the arena, and I think it's been eroded a little bit now.

[0:18:08]

Because of the fact that he resorted to some of the tactics that were traditional among people ________________ calling people racist, etcetera out – open.  In the open.
Interviewer:
Why do you think that it changes that, or for example when I read the newspaper this summer when I came here for a week in August, I – I couldn't believe what I read because he called people racist, like you said, and I wondered why he did because __________________ his tactics are different.

Ron Walter:
He's probably speaking some basic truths, you know, I think that was it.  But they changed for some strange reason, and I think it was he thought it would wake some people up who were not really supporting his ___________________ or wouldn't support his _______ that he wanted to do.

[0:19:07]

And by using name calling, which he had not resorted to before, then he thought it would arouse more support of instill a little fear in people's hearts, but it didn't work.  It backfired. You know, the more he said the more he got into trouble.  And once you start doing it, you can't stop basically.
Interviewer:
Just coming back to this so-called white support, is there a close connection between the Jewish community and the black community in Memphis in regard to foreign politics?


For example, I heard – I don't know if it's true, but for example a Jewish lawyer – 

Ron Walter:
Jerry Hoffman.

[0:19:56]
Interviewer:
Jerry Hoffman until last year when he died was very instrumental in getting support for Harold Ford, and I wondered about it traditionally in America, Jewish people have been discriminated and black people too.  Also there's a big difference in the kind and degree of discrimination between Jewish people and black people, and I don't think it's really comparable to each other.


But do you think this historically, Memphis, is it a sort of coalition between the Jewish community?  I don't have any – 

Ron Walter:
I don't think that's a conscious coalition at all.  I'm not aware of any blacks and Jews who feel so tightly bound around a candidacy or support of the Ford family.  Black people, I think basically view Jews as whites – or a special breed of whites who have lots of money.

[0:21:01]

And I think that's a  misperception also because Jews as a group generally have achieved more and have more money, but they don't have the important kind of money that makes the country or makes a city _________________.  You know, they have the professional money, and they spend a lot so they show it, but they don't have the money.  They don't have the banking empire.  They don't have the automotive empire.


Federal Express – the big industries here are all white Anglo-Saxon Protestant.  But black people always have this perception of Jews having wheelbarrows full of money.  You know, so... in many respects there has been some friction between the Jews and the blacks because of the merchant-customer relationship.  They always owned, and blacks always wanted what they had and couldn't afford it.

[0:22:04]

So I don't think there's any – there's every been any historical base or basis for Jews and blacks to be together in coalition in the city. There's not been any kind of – but Ford did have some significant Jews that supported him.  Some who were even republicans.  For example, Ira Redman, who owns Garth Smart, came about as a strong supporter of his, a republican.


Cooper – Early Cooper who is a big real estate developer who was also on the board of ________________ was a big supporter of Harold Ford's.  Jerry Hoffman who was his lawyer brought in a whole slew of professional Jews who were also lawyers and doctors and quiet money. The Bicks family, you know, which are related to the Bells family.
[0:23:00]

The Bells Family who owns the Peabody Hotel, also successful real estate developers had been long-term supporters of the Ford family. So there is that instance on those examples of fairly rich Jewish families, very rich Jewish families who have gone out and supported him.  


Even probably to a greater extent than the white Anglo-Saxon Protestant families.

Interviewer:
Was there also some support, or is there some support from the Anglo-Saxon rich families for Harold Ford?

Ron Walter:
Yes.  Oh, yeah.  I looked at the ____________________ this event. Members of those families.  They have a big story in there about the most expensive real estate in Memphis, and they said – the 10 Most Expensive Pieces.

[0:23:55]

And the richest being the Taylor estate, Wildwood Farms and ___________________ Road.  One of his most arden supporters is Audrey West – Audrey Taylor West _____________ who comes from probably one of the most redoubtedly rich influential white families in Memphis, and she was a reporter for the ______________________ because she was a rich girl.  But she gave her money and her support to Ford and had parties at her house on her polo field for him.


She invited all the other rich, super rich families.  There have been some who have been slow to come over, but they have come over.  They have include people like the Hydes, and that support came about through is wife, Judy Hyde, who often came before the office in Washington seeking his help on the ____________________ project across the street.  

[0:24:58]

And she was a contributor of his beginning in 1978 and continues as a contributor, and I understand her husband, who for a long time was quite aloof of Ford, has been a supporter of his as of recent.  People like Mike Hote.  He was a supporter of Ford's at the very beginning, a democrat. Again, I ________________________ democratic party played a greater role, or at least an equal role to bring whites into Ford's race and into Ford's candidacy.


I find though that the ____________________ families are the ones who supported him, not the old guard.  Although there are some exceptions, for example people will support you if they know you're going to be in for a long time.

[0:25:56]

There's no way you're __________________  going to be weakened because they'll need favors too.  So you – and I'm not saying these people supported him for that reason, but the likelihood is probably there, but there are people like Sam Hollis you know, who's a _________________ president or a King supporter here, and Ron Terry, another ___________________ King supported him.  


John Beringher, who's not really in his district.  He's in Jones's district but he's a big democrat and he supports Ford to some extent.  

Interviewer:
Just a very different question.  Last year, this runoff between Wyatt Cody and Dick Haggert, do you think that the success of Dick Haggert was based on the fears of most black voters here in Memphis to get a liberal mayor?

[0:27:06]
Ron Walter:
To ________________ get a liberal mayor.

Interviewer:
Yes.  And do you think that this perception is right, or what is your perception of what is _______________________.

Ron Walter:
I think the election results clearly showed that the masses of white people aren't ready or do not want any radical changes in Memphis.  You know, they want to continue along the same line, and fearful, you know, of what they see of blacks are those on the streets you know, with bags on their heads and grease running down the hair and stealing and robbing, and all that kind of stuff.  And that is often reinforced in people's minds more so than the experiences they would share in an office.

[0:27:57]

For example, seeing a young lady outside as a conservative, competent, black secretary, you know?  They see that on the job every day but what they remember most are the greasy-head, bag-wearing blacks who walk around with judo – not Judo, with ghetto jukeboxes on their you know, these carrying cases with loud music walking down the street.  That's what they see and that's what they remember so they're afraid of that, and I guess it has some __________ of validity or fear.

You know, I wouldn't imagine if I wanted – if I were white I wouldn't want it either.  You know, I wouldn't want it in my neighborhood or taking over my life either.  But what people tend to forget is that if blacks economic conditions were greatly improved, they would take on the lifestyles of those others, you know, who have quieter lifestyles, who live in you know, very few poor people I know who become rich don't know how to spend money and live comfortably and get out of the ghettos.
[0:29:04]

They take on the manners of the ruling classes over there.

Interviewer:
And what do you see as the basic differences in issues between the three black candidates this year?  Do you really think there is a big difference?

Ron Walter:
The issues that they're supporting are separate.  _________________  being I guess the most different of them all.  But the problem with ___________________ is in spite of the fact that he was a poor boy, he has estranged himself so much from the masses you know, by becoming ___________________________ which black people generally regard as holier than thou kind of thing.  

[0:30:04]

And really becomes open to the white establishment, and making statements that he wouldn't have certain things in his neighborhood which gets publicized.  


That's another example I'm showing that as blacks become more affluent they adapt and adopt the ways of the ruling classes.  Black people really don't because ___________ of a candidate.  That's just my impression right now.  They all, I think, they all are supporting the same causes, again with the exception of __________________ who is saying things with a slightly different twist, and I'm sorry I can't give you any more specifics about it because I don't recall it . I'm not following this election as closely as I should, but I read glimpses of what he's saying, and he's saying things a little bit differently.

[0:30:55]

And I've heard a lot of educated black people say that he is making sense.  __________________ is a candidate who's making sense, but they don't know if  they want to support his candidacy because he's quote, unquote "so ugly" in appearance to them.  And so it also shows you that appearance has a degree of importance which the Ford family has.  You know, they have a good appearance.

Interviewer:
What would you see as the most important problem relating to blacks' relationships and black and white ________________?  I sometimes thought the impression of the so-called race questions come up every time when there's a severe problem which I would see as a class problem. Just one example of what my perception is.  For example, in 1980, the Federal Housing Authority – 

[0:32:03]
Ron Walter:
In 1980.

Interviewer:
1980 or 1981 I think claimed to build some public housing projects.  And the Memphis Housing Authority did not propose _______________ which were according to the guidelines of the Federal Housing Authority because I think they can only build those public housing projects in areas where it's about 60 percent white population.

But they failed to propose a plan to fulfill those guidelines.  And I got the impression from reading newspaper articles on it that neither the so-called white middle or upper class – more of the black middle or upper class really didn't want those public housing projects near to their neighborhoods, and well, it's very clear why not.  

[0:32:54]

But to me it seems – and the NAACP just made a racial question of it.  It seemed to me really clearly it's really clearly a class question.  And I don't know if they're – it seemed to me that there are many other examples.

Ron Walter:
Particularly today with all civil rights blacks have _____________ law ____________ any place you can afford to except for private clubs.  The important question is the economic one for blacks more so than a racial one.  I think you're quite right in perception that it is a class thing, you know, because the problem __________ eroded economy for the masses of black people.  They still live – the masses of us – certainly in dejected housing.


The masses still don't know how to uplift themselves for some reason or another.  You know, it's just not there.  So you know, but as the economics of these blacks improves, the race relations will certainly improve as a consequence.
Interviewer:
To me it seems that right now there's a very dishonest point, a turning point in that well, will Memphis have a black mayor or not, and it seemed to me that in this kind of period, race relations become more tense, only for a short time, only because it's the mayor – 

Ron Walter:
I think they're always there.

Interviewer:
And then – 

Ron Walter:
That tenseness is there at all times.  It's just amplified more during the mayoral race for exposed or – because of the issues at stake.  And again I think it boils down to economics.  

[0:34:56]
Interviewer:
The impression I got from them, because I don't know too much about the economic situation, but the impression I got is that neither in the 60s nor in the 70s the white city government really tried to help poverty problems, and a lot of black poverty which is the most widespread and the most visible, more maybe that for white poverty here in Memphis. 


And do you think that the black mayoral candidates really offer an alternative in that ______________?  It doesn't seem to me that they really offer an alternative in for example forcing or trying to establish programs which would help that "well black people can help themselves better."
Ron Walter:
Well there's certain things that elected officials can and cannot do, and certainly that's not within their realm of help.

[0:36:01]

I will certainly say that black people sort of even feel that with the election of a black mayor, their chances of improving their plight is enhanced, and I think that's pretty accurate because a black mayor will certainly look out and make sure that blacks get appointments on strategic spots in the city.


Corporations who are eager to cooperate with him will let the black – with any mayor but with any city's chief executive will come to him or her and try to _____________________ or come to a mayor, to a black mayor for assistance and he will ask, "is there anybody we can help you out with in terms of appointment in our company?"  And that will certainly happen. And in those respects, they'll get used to dealing with the black on a business basis, and they'll see it's not so bad.

[0:37:03]

And I think the plight will improve.  It's not going to come about as a result of any program that they're going to initiate per se but it will certainly come about as a result of their candidacy.  The white has failed to do that in the past.  They have failed miserably in making sure that blacks are totally involved in their community.
Interviewer:
I only had a short talk to the former mayor, and only about five or ten minutes, but in those five or ten minutes while he told me some things from his point of view, and for example is that well, "The first time I was mayor in Memphis, 1971 to 1975 but I tried to work with people in the black community."

[0:37:57]

And I asked him, "Well, what were those things that you tried to do?"  And he told me, "Well, I established recreational areas.  I appointed more blacks and than mayor before and things like that."  And he said, "But blacks didn't appreciate that.  The blacks in general."


Then I got the impression well, he thought he came halfway, but the black community in total, he didn't specify then.  It was too short.  Just didn't come out the way they needed it to.  That's the impression I got.
Ron Walter:
Well I think, you know, black people aren't so naïve that they can't see beyond you know, in front of their two eyes.  A park or something is not – recreational facilities and a couple of appointments don't do anything.  They don't come close to the total revamping that needs to be done.

[0:39:03]

And until that happens, you're always going to have this black-white division.  

Interviewer:
And do you think they were – to me, it seemed the appointments to city office, like for example, ____________________ he was appointed by – 

Ron Walter:
I think he won three elections.

Interviewer:
And then I think in 1971, he also was appointed legislative assistant to Mayor Chambers for a short time.

Ron Walter:
I think you're thinking of Metters.  I don't know. I think ____________ was always their –
Interviewer:
It was Metters, yeah.  And well I got the impression he had one token black official in his administration.  

Ron Walter:
Having one when the city is 50 percent is not enough.  You have to go beyond the ordinary.

[0:39:55]
Interviewer:
And I know things did not change significantly but did Mayor Hackett for example improve in appointing some officials also from the black community to offices which really are somewhat important for the local community?

Ron Walter:
Which ones are you thinking about?

Interviewer:
Well, for example in the mayor's office, or in the city administration.

Ron Walter:
I haven't seen evidence of that as of yet.  Only at a major point was Tawanna Stocks, I think her name was Stocks or Stouts, who earns less than all the other city directors according to the newspapers.  That's the only thing I can go by because I don't now.


There's still not a great deal of trust for Hackett, you know, among black people because of the fact that he's never shown any warmth.  Although he has done some symbolic things, declaring Hollits Price day and seeing that a church's park was decided.

[0:41:08]

I think he has an interest and he's probably going to try to do more, particularly if he gets re-elected.  But that remains to be seen.  You know, there's just not that much evidence, and it's just too short of a term to draw any kind of conclusions right now.
Interviewer:
Just going back a little from the 70s, further back.  What do you think were the most important developments in the black community in Memphis, well, from the 40s or 50s onward in the political field and in the economic field?

[0:41:55]
Ron Walter:
Fourties onward?

Interviewer:
Fourties or fifties onward.  I just chose this time period because of –
Ron Walter:
Well major economic gains were made well earlier than that, like 1800s, early 1900s, it was an establishment of Solvent Trust Company which was the first black bank.  Later ________________ blacks with substantial capital who were frugal in investing their real estate like Dade and Washington families.

Interviewer:
Well those successes, they were eroded weren't they, here in the Great Depression?

Ron Walter:
To that and some due to the Crump family, the Crump machine from the 40s.  I'm trying to think now.  Well, you have – in the 40s you have the emergence of the Walker family who were powerful in economics but there's not been any substantial documentation that they were really city-minded other than the fact that Dr. Walker ran for public office.

[0:43:06] 



And ____________ Walker was appointed to a couple of civic boards, was the first black ____________________ appointed to a civic board.  They've been mostly preoccupied with business although there's some information that ___________________ and Jesse Turner were parts of the integration movement of the 60s.

You know, the era of the 60s when blacks began to assert more publicly their needs.  You have people like Hollis Price who was a great healer between the races who was during that period.  But in terms of real power, it didn't emerge until 1974 when Harold Ford was elected to Congress.  That was a real big turning point.

[0:44:00]
Interviewer:
In comparison to other cities, do you think that, well the black leadership in Memphis, I just want to use this term in general – but the black leadership in general was too apt to accommodate to the pressures of the white community in comparison to other cities?

Ron Walter:
I don't think so.  I think that you know, they have that same vocal fighting spirit.  But Memphis had more of a dictatorship than any other city.  You couldn't say very much without being economically demolished or run out of town.  You _________________ political regime.

Interviewer:
It's always said that the Crump machine had a long lasting effect on them, just even after Crump died in 1955.

[0:44:58]
Ron Walter:
I think that's ludicrous to say that.  I mean if you can't change a city because of one man's influence and he's been gone for at least – more than two and a half decades now, then there's something wrong with you and your people who are in charge of the power structure. 

This city is using that as an excuse.  There's no way you can tell me you can not have trained – other people cannot train themselves to take over leadership positions because of the Crump's paternalistic or materialistic way of operating.

Interviewer:
Just one question back to the 60s.  To me it seems that in the 60s most of the black circle protested ________________ from the NAACP were willing to work with companies like the ______________ this Canadian community relations, this biracial committee in the beginning of the 60s.

[0:46:01]

But at the end of the 60s, like in 196, 1967 they pulled out of those companies.  Do you think that this reflects well rising expectations among the black community or just the realization that they couldn't get – 

Ron Walter:
I think it was a sign of the times, you know? The late 60s there was a national trend of black is beautiful, you know?  The black people were becoming independent of whites and that whole feeling was interwoven into the Memphis arena just like it was everywhere else.  And so the early efforts to merge in interests and power was submerged so to speak.

[0:46:56]
Interviewer:
Just one question I would be interested in is your opinion on Memphis's, if you read newspapers and newspaper articles from the 60s especially commercial ___________________ Memphis boasted on itself as being a very progressive city in race relations.
Ron Walter:
What years were these?

Interviewer:
1969 to 1964.  And to me it seemed, well that this was kind of self-boasting.  This did not reflect the reality, and _________________ Memphis when the – well, public facility _________________ and so on the one hand I could see there were no violence in Memphis like in Birmingham or in other cities of this size. 


On the other hand I think that for example, a ________________ of sit-ins and demonstrations wasn't nearly as high as in other certain cities.

[0:48:08]
Interviewer:
I know that's a hard question.

Ron Walter:
I think you know, again I'm not familiar with what was going on in other cities, but there were sit-ins at ___________________ pickets at Walgreens, there were pickets at the public library.  There were pickets everywhere at sit-ins and protests, at the State University.  I mean I don't think there were too many facilities that were left unturned.


It's just that there was an amount of violence, and that violence came about as a result of whites setting bombs off in Alabama.  It was not really black violence.  The blacks basically were pacifists throughout the country.

[0:48:57]

And they still are, you know, their basic ___________ group of people.  It only came about with the riots in the mid-60s that the violent element was played up because for a long time, you know, the 1800 riots in Memphis were always whites starting it.  Lynch blacks ______________.  

Interviewer:
Just let me come back to that period.  It is always said that, for example in the race riot in 1866 it was basically a class conflict between poor Irish people here in Memphis who did rescind black people coming from the countryside to Memphis to get work as ______________ or drivers, something like that.

[0:49:52]

Would you follow this interpretation of racial conflict in Memphis in the _________________________ do you think that's a predominant pattern of black-white relations?

Ron Walter:
I think that is – I don't think it's a pattern. It just shows you that as long as you have two economically deprived groups of people, there's going to be that conflict.  And until the economy improves for the masses of black people, you're going to always have friction.  

Interviewer:
And how would you describe the friction, not between the races but between the classes, for example in Memphis between poorer blacks and richer blacks?  I just want to put it this way.

Ron Walter:
I've done a story on that too.  There is a friction there.  Not a great deal of it, but there's some uneasiness among the better to do blacks when it comes to association with poor blacks. 

[0:50:57]

For example, I heard a woman say only recently that she didn't think that there was anybody in the __________________ Housing Project that was worthy of her company.  She bunched a whole group of people together, and I think that sentiment is there, you know, among those who have succeeded and achieved.

Interviewer:
Because I just wanted to refer to one incident which happened a long time ago, just in the 19th Century, and I happened to read a letter from ___________________ after the Civil War who urged the white city authorities and the federal authorities, the Freedman's Bureau to send black poor people back to the countryside.

Ron Walter:
Well, I think that's human nature. You look at what the Germans Jews, how they treated east European Jews, they were very much ashamed of them.

[0:51:57]

You know, with the long beards.  The German Jews were the most aristocratic of those.  They looked very Anglican.  They were more successful in the sense that they were in the banking industries, and they were the ones who carried their wears on their backs down the streets and wore all these dark clothes.  And you know, they were ruining – in their opinion – their prestige by being _______________ imagine those upper blacks felt the same way.  Even today they feel the same way.


They will say that those poor blacks in the ghetto are doing nothing but make the situation worse by having more babies, by not taking birth control, by just getting welfare. They use the same kind of arguments that white would use.  They probably wouldn't say it publicly but there is that feeling there.  And again, I trace that back to human nature, you know, the most explicit example is the Jewish group.
[0:53:00]
Interviewer:
Would you agree or disagree with an opinion saying that the relations between black upper class, middle class, and so-called lower class, that for example, historical tendency during the 50s, 60s, and 70s is that for example the black upper class did not engage politically, not even here in Memphis; that it was the black middle class who formed the black _______________ leadership, who finally from this class there came politicians.  Would you agree with such a conclusion?

Ron Walter:
I'd say that the black lower class has developed more politicians than any other group.  ___________________ Bailey is a good example, Otis Higgs.  I don't want to call them low class people, but their background's in poverty.

[0:53:59]

Black middle class is like the white middle class, you know, they don’t rock the boats too much.  And they're a small group, you know. The upper class is very small too.  So it's only natural that the leadership will come from those ___________________ when there are more of them.

Interviewer:
Would you say that there is a development from, for example the NAACP people in the 50s and 60s coming from middle class background, and most politicians here and black politicians here in Memphis today coming from a sort of a lower class background, like Ford or Otis Higgs, or the _______________________.  

Ron Walter:
__________________ comes from a very middle, upper class background, so to speak.  Although he does – he indicated he was poor when he was growing up, which he might have been, I don't know.  But he was not poor in the sense that he didn't have a mother and father who earned a living  He might have been poor because there was a bunch of children in that family.

[0:54:56]

But his grandmother was a fairly well-to-do citizen, and his grandfather was the same way.  They lived on Lauderville Street, which was a street that the upper class whites and blacks ____________________ late 1800s.  Senator McKellan lived on that street along with the Church family, the postmaster general for this area, so he does not come from poverty as he might say.


Maxine _______________ certainly comes from a middle class family.  Her father was a postman, and for black people that was certainly middle class, almost very close to upper class back during that period.  Jesse Turner was a rural. He's not a Memphis man.  He comes from Mississippi.
[0:55:56]

So I don't know much about his background, but from what people tell me, he was not a rich man.  So – but he had middle class inclinations.  His wife though was from a middle class family out of New Orleans.  And she was pretty much a believer in civil rights also with her husband.  I think he was also in the NAACP at that time.
Interviewer:
For someone like Hollis Price?

Ron Walter:
Hollis Price came from – I don't think he was really directly associated with NAACP but he would have come from what you might call an upper class family in the sense that they were all educated and they were principals of a school.  But he's not a Memphis man.  He came here in 1940, '41.  

[0:56:57]
Interviewer:
Just a totally different question again.  Do you think that the annexations that were made in the 60s and 70s of areas like ______________________ were – I heard they were – 

Ron Walter:
Yes, they were. You're right.  They were to _________________.

Interviewer:
They were to augment or to increase the black vote here in the city?

Ron Walter:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
And is there any evidence for that, other than it's coming – I mean it makes sense to me that they were, but is there any evidence which could document this?

Ron Walter:
I have not seen any evidence, but I imagine in some private files locked away some place are some letters or some – there were tapes – there's some tapes that say very explicitly why this was being done.

Interviewer:
This statement made very much sense to me.

Ron Walter:
And they're openly saying it now.  The _______________ is going to annex part of Shelby County out in – I think it's Southeast Memphis.

[0:58:03]

He's going to do his best because if they don't annex that, there will be a black plurality in the next election, although those people out there don't want to annex __________________.  

Interviewer:
Are there any other strategies where the group which is in power right now, be it the white group or the black group here in Memphis, it's just the white group community which what are other strategies to maintain the political power other than annexation?
Ron Walter:
I don't know.  I'm not privy to what white strategies are, because they don't let me in on their secrets, because we don't _________________________.

[0:58:57]

In terms of the block structure, you know, they would like not to see annexation come about merely for political reasons.  I don't even think they want consolidation for political reasons, for the masses of black leaders who would be a little concerned about consolidation of Shelby County and Memphis __________________ because of that, the great unlikelihood of blacks being able to be elected to council seats.

Interviewer:
Well, comparing Memphis maybe to other cities, do you think that black politicians here in Memphis really accept most of the influence or that they can use the political power they have in the sense that they maximize it?  For example, there is in other cities, which have a much lower black population ratio, like Los Angeles, they've got more black people or black politicans and really powerful offices _________________ in Memphis, and what do you see as the most important recent ____________________?

[1:00:30]
Ron Walter:
Well you look at, he was – Mayor Bradley, you know, he's a – talk about accommodation. You know, I'm not saying he's an accommodator but he's a low key, and he's very much like a white person or even more so.  He's so cool they say he's frigid you know, in certain respects.  He doesn't make people afraid of him I suppose.  That's just his style and his tactic which is the way he gets elected.  

[1:00:58]

Another thing is that aside from Watts, the masses of black people when I went out to California, all of them had rode horses and lived in nice houses, so at least in Southern California, Los Angeles.  But the poverty is not as severe as it is here.  Education is not as bad.  
Interviewer:
For example, comparing Memphis to Atlanta, I think it's about well the same amount of black people and white people living, or the same ratio – black-white ratio here in Memphis.

Ron Walter:
I think there are more whites though in ______________.

Interviewer:
Do you think that there's a different pattern of working relationship between _________________________.

Ron Walter:
I read a book, and you might want to see this.  It's called – by Steven Birmingham certain people which deals – has a chapter on that, it describes America's black elite.  

[1:02:00]

It says that Atlanta's blacks and whites get along together because it's a traditional city in that there are a number of black families there who are directly related to whites, you know, through the Civil War period when people got on the wrong sides of beds and everything.  They had double families, and they know each other well.  


And they wouldn't think – the white power structure wouldn't think it was – it's unthinkable for them to treat their relatives bad.  It wouldn't be _______________ these black people who are a part of their – like animals __________________ that sort of relationship, you know, families with the same names who are both ___________________ black communities as well as white communities are you know, are there.  You don't have the knowledge in Memphis, or people have forgotten it more so.  

[1:02:56]


Interviewer:
So do you think – 

Ron Walter:
 I think also with the fact that Atlanta has tried, and its leadership has tried, it's business leadership has tried, and they're more – 

[1:03:13]
 [End of Audio]
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