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Thomas Faist, Rabbi James Wax

Thomas Faist:
Interview with Rabbi Wax, September 20, 1983.  Place:   Southwestern College in Memphis.  Method:  Structured Interview.   
Rabbi James Wax: 
There was much less activity in the civil rights even now than there was.
Thomas Faist:
Mm-hm.

Rabbi James Wax: 
I think the situation’s changed considerably to normal.  The blacks now have attained pretty much the political rights which had been denied before.  


I think the struggle now is with economics more than anything else and that’s a difficult problem to cope with. 

_____ ___ be pretty much when I think about it.  

[0:01:00.0]
 
Thomas Faist:
What I would like to know is when and how did you become a member of the Memphis Committee on Community Relations?

Rabbi James Wax: 
At the very beginning.  I’m a charter member of that.  I think the minutes are - did you see - have a record of them -

Thomas Faist:
Yes, I saw some of the records done for Mississippi Valley - 

Rabbi James Wax: 
Yes.  So I was the Secretary through all the years.  I was not saying, “is present.”  
Thomas Faist:
How were the black members of this committee selected?  Were they appointed?

[0:02:01.0]

Rabbi James Wax: 
Well really everybody was appointed in a sense it’s a funded group.  They were selected on the basis of their followings and the feeling that they were capable.  

Thomas Faist:
And what criteria were there to - to select them?

Rabbi James Wax: 
Well, you have Mr. Sugarman who is a lawyer.  Willis was in - is a lawyer - was a lawyer.  Hollis Price passed, has deceased now, was President of the LeMoyne College.  I think Reverend McDaniel, I’m not sure he was head of the Urban League, Director of the Urban League.  And . . . I don’t remember - Doctor Vasco Smith.
[0:03:08.0]

Thomas Faist:
But I can look that up.  Is there any - the beginning of the 60s it seemed to me that the cooperation between black members and the white members of the committee been very - or rather smoothly.  

Rabbi James Wax: 
Yes.  All of us were in that light.
Thomas Faist:
But whereas in the second half of the 60s there was some conflicts.

Rabbi James Wax: 
Well see everything was resolved amicably.  Until the Sanitation Strike great progress had been made.  That set this sort of relationship back a whole lot.  

And that was an unfortunate thing to say the very least.  Dr. King  being assassinated and all of that.  The problems were working out one by one.  

[0:04:04.0]


Now, I was the Secretary from its beginning until it ceased to function.  Not everything that went on is recorded in those minutes, advisably.  

Thomas Faist:
I just remembered one thing which I wanted to ask.  There was a Freedom Manifesto by Reverend James Lawson.  And he said, I just want to summarize it as I understand it and you can correct me and just explain it.  That although progress has been made in desegregation, desegregation of public and some __ private facilities, he said that desegregation was only “token” in Memphis.  


And I think Jessie Turner and Vasco Smith at the 1965, 1966 also took his position more and were more - I just want it call it more militant in urging the white community to make more concessions but in the economic field now.

[00;05;09]
[0:05:09.0]

Rabbi James Wax: 
This is correct.  Now the blacks often made demands on Community ____ but they really didn’t expect fulfillment of those demands.  It’s like a labor unit will ask for more than it expects to get at the bargaining table.  And…I really ____ some of the things they asked for, speaking of economic, the bakery is here and they have trucks which they have bread and other products.  


It used to be only the white drivers, service and salesmen would carry - would do the selling.  The black person could never sell the bread to the grocers.
[0:06:03.0] 
Most he could do was carry the big box.  The same thing is true in South ___ at this point in time.  Perhaps more in the line.  

Thomas Faist:
Was the same thing true also I heard of boycott of Schlitz, was that not so?

Rabbi James Wax: 
There was a boycott but I don’t know that they a relationship and it was a brewery.  I think that wasn’t any racial character.  I don’t know.  

Thomas Faist:
And in regard to the bread and to the soft drinks the black members of the MCCR they demanded that also blacks could sell this bread. 

Rabbi James Wax: 
That’s right.

Thomas Faist:
And how was it resolved - or was it resolved?

Rabbi James Wax: 
It was resolved certain people had some certain tasks, and some problem ____ and - and it was arranged for them to hire black 
[0:07:06.0]
people as salesmen to the - it’s Coca Cola, Pepsi Cola.  All of this was done by the way -and this is important- without publicity.  The success of Memphis High at that time was due to the fact that there was no publicity.  

I’ll give you an example of that.  This is very important to understand the relationship of ___________.  When they desegregated the busses, it was a local process - bus drivers were told around a certain Monday, I don’t know what date, let’s say it’s 
[0:08:04.0]
September 20th and on September 20th black people board the bus that aren’t compelled to go to the back seat.  The black people were chosen-told.  And the same thing was if you get on the bus sit on the front seat.  That went on for four or five days before it was ever printed in the newspaper.  


And you see by that time the integration of the buses had taken place and there wasn’t any reason to start any trouble.  Had it been announced in advance that blacks could sit anywhere on the bus there would have been trouble.  But the genius of it was that nothing was made public until after.  

Thomas Faist:
Was there an agreement on this not making it public off all the members of -

Rabbi James Wax: 
Yes, yes.  And since ____ like it was ____ the ___ _____.  For 
[0:09:05.0]
example integration of Memphis State and Dr. Cecil Humphreys can tell you much more than I can, the President Emeritus, C. C. Humphreys.  That’s right around September the 20th is when students register.  You need this form to register, your application to apply for admission.   

They pulled up the black students I believe there were eleven, I’m not certain of that.  There must have been standing in front of them Tuesday the 20th, the police come on Monday the 19th.  It had been rumors that there might be trouble.  And so what happened was the police, the black students were applied or accepted, they just registered quietly the day before.  When it was announced the black students had enrolled.  So relations didn’t have much that wasn’t 
[0:10:06.0]
anything you could do about it.  

[00;10;08]
Thomas Faist:
Do you think that this keeping the desegregation efforts behind the scenes had also some negative effects?  Or, do you see it as a -

Rabbi James Wax: 
It was a positive.  See just like in diplomacy it’s better not that you don’t have a situation where there’s a winner and a loser.  There is no such thing as a good loser.  A good loser feels bad and unkindly.  


It’s one wisdom.  Solving your problem find some ___ solve the problem.  Provide blacks with some employment.  Integrate the buses.  Get them into a university.  All of this was accomplished 
[0:11:00.0]
and not a shot was fired nor a rock was thrown.  Then finally, President Kennedy sent two people from the White House to visit the committee people here in Memphis.  I was not one of those interviewed.  How or why the Memphis programs went along so smoothly.

Thomas Faist:
When it came to the Sanitation Worker Strike in 1968 it became very obvious that the relationship between the races was not as good as it seemed on the surface.  Would you agree with such a statement?
Rabbi James Wax: 
Well that - that is correct.  The number of people involved in the MCCR was really a very small number.  Not as many as the membership roll might indicate.  Focused on the ____.  

[0:12:00.0]
No, the Sanitation Strike provoked really hostility on both sides.  You have to understand the __ part of the larger context.  But the people of this community were against other meetings in general.  [crosstalk] Charles Mosley being one of the people.  There may have been a little less violence but just as much dissatisfaction.   Just not in labor community.  


So you have that as a basis then of course these were people working on and being paid by a government, a city government.  There’s a feeling you shouldn’t strike against - government employees shouldn’t strike.  You have that factor.  

[0:13:00.0]
And thirdly, it just didn’t feel that the blacks were getting into a better position.  

Thomas Faist:
When did you become involved in the Sanitation Worker Strike?  I know there was a meeting of the Ministry of Alliance and the ministers tried to get the both parties, the unions and the city administration to the table.  And I know from the files that you were instrumental in well trying to mediate between Jerry Worth, the union president and ________.  But after that meeting the communication between the union and the city administration somewhat faltered.  That’s if I understand it the right way.

Rabbi James Wax: 
You understand it correctly.

Thomas Faist:
And what - I would like to know what was - what were the activities which were going on after that meeting - or that meeting didn’t bring any success.  

[0:14:00.0]

Rabbi James Wax: 
The all night meeting I think that you’re referring to -

Thomas Faist:
Excuse me was it February 20 -

Rabbi James Wax: 
Something like that.  It was held in the basement of Saint Mary’s Episcopal Cathedral.  You know we  met all night and there was just no agreement reached.  Henry Loeb would under no circumstances recognize the union.  

And -

Thomas Faist:
What I would - what I would be interested in is what was the situation of the white ministers?  I know for example,  from the thesis written by Selma Lewis -

Rabbi James Wax: 
Selma yeah.
Thomas Faist:
Yeah.  That the situation of the white ministers during that 
[0:15:00.0]
sanitation strike was particularly very peculiar because it was normal, almost normal for black ministers to support sanitation workers but it was hard for, for example, you or, I think Reverend Denick.

Rabbi James Wax: 
Denick, that’s right.

Thomas Faist:
From the Episcopal Church.

Rabbi James Wax: 
The bulk of your jobs by and large must continue.

Thomas Faist:
It was very hard for you to take a stand in that strike.

Rabbi James Wax: 
Yes.

Thomas Faist:
And what I understand, Selma would correct me, most of the white ministers who supported the sanitation workers had to leave because the segreg - that congregation pressured them even after the strike was settled.

Rabbi James Wax: 
This is correct.  

Thomas Faist:
And what was your situation during that time?  Did you get any support from your congregation?

Rabbi James Wax: 
Well many members I can’t say there were many a few but I have a feeling that many members didn’t like it.  But we didn’t ____ ____ school.  I had been a bit of an advocate of human relations, for human relations to civil rights, and human rights from the day I 

[0:16:01.0]
came to Memphis.  I mean I didn’t go around causing trouble.  


But there was no pattern here in Memphis__ _____.  In fact in the South as a whole our social action and participation can be ____ there’s no crime, no precedent.  Many other states ____ ____ faith and so on.  
My class starts.  But in conclusion I would want to say this ____ ____ we did not succeed, the ministers did not succeed.  The strike continued and culminated on and ended only after Dr. King was assassinated.  

Thomas Faist:

Okay.  Thank you very much.

[0:17:00.0]

Rabbi James Wax: 
Not at all.

Thomas Faist:

Mr. Wax for help with the interview.  
 [End of Audio]
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