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Elizabeth Gritter, Lillie Wheeler

Lillie Wheeler:
We were living out in East Memphis.  They called it White Station then.  That before the city took it in.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Okay.

Lillie Wheeler:
And we had been to a movie, my husband and I.  And we were going to have to wait on – they had yellow buses, we called 'em yellow buses.  I mean, they're run out – city buses didn't go out there, you know, past city limits.  So, we had yellow buses that go out in the county and they just run at certain time.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Uh-huh.

Lillie Wheeler:
So, while we were waiting on the bus, we decided to walk down to the park and sit down and look at the river and just sit and talk.  And the police came.  And we were sitting there.

And asked us what were we doin' in the park.  Just sitting here, 'till time to catch the bus.  And they shined this flashlight around.  And he said, "You can't sit here.  And what are you doing?"  I said, "We're sitting.  That's all we been doin' since we been here."

And sure enough, there was a Trojan under the seat we were sitting in.

Elizabeth Gritter:
A toad?

Lillie Wheeler:
A Trojan, a protector.

Elizabeth Gritter:
A protector?

Lillie Wheeler:
That men use.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Oh.

Lillie Wheeler:
And I – I'm sitting there eight months pregnant.  Why were we – and married and got a home.  Why would we need it?  Why would we need to go in a park and why would we have it?  And that, that just – I wanted to get up and slap him.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
But that's kind of harassment and stuff we had back in those days.  And they could have – a man could be just walking down the street goin' home, 'cause he didn't have no other way.  There were no car, no buses running.  You may have to walk a good distance.  And they would want to pick you up, slap you around.  Yeah, it was terrible back in those days.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
Now, that's the worst experience I had with one.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Uh-huh.  Yeah.  Do you remember much about the campaign of O.Z. Evers and Elihue Stanback, when they ran in 1959?

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh, a little bit.  I don't want to remember it too much.

Elizabeth Gritter:
You don't remember.  What do you recall?

Lillie Wheeler:
It was too much name calling and I didn't like that.  There were too much name calling and a lot of trying to – in other words, I felt they were trying to get to the top and just using people and calling names and telling lies and stuff that wasn't gonna make it.  So, I think, it was, you know, divide and conquer.
Elizabeth Gritter:
Oh, okay.  Do you think that's how most black people viewed their campaigns?  They didn't take their campaign as seriously as the one of Sugarmon and Hooks and others?

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Okay.  The Volunteers Ticket.

Lillie Wheeler:
I think, there was just a resentment towards Mr. Sugarmon during that time, you know, because they felt like he didn't have to work.  But he didn't feel that way, he was working.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Right, right.

Lillie Wheeler:
He wasn't living off his father or nothing.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.  And you said you did go to the Freedom Rally with King.  What was that like?

Lillie Wheeler:
Oh, it was – it was good in those early days.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
Because he could really get you stirred up.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
But he believed in peace.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
Everything being peaceful.  And being a minister too, you know, we just felt like he was – whatever he said, he was telling the truth.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Uh-huh, uh-huh.

Lillie Wheeler:
So, it was good.  And he knew how to get your attention and knew how to hold your attention.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
So, we felt we learned a lot from him.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Did it – you go to the Freedom Banquet with Daisy Bates?

Lillie Wheeler:
No, I didn't go to that.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Okay.

Lillie Wheeler:
I didn't get to go to that.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.  I noticed, looking at the press coverage of the freedom rally, that a lot of the speakers talked about traitorous Uncle Toms.  What did they mean by that?

Lillie Wheeler:
They mean that they just did anything the white folks said.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Okay.  Was that widespread during the '59 campaign?

Lillie Wheeler:
Pretty much, pretty much.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Like what did – were they bought off or how did that manifest itself?

Lillie Wheeler:
They wasn't necessarily bought off, they just was – we said, back in slavery.  They were just still back in slavery time.  And just anything the whites said, they just thought that's what they should do.

Elizabeth Gritter:
So, like they should – some of them would vote for the white candidates –

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Or work against the black candidates?

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
And so forth.  Okay.
Lillie Wheeler:
But as, like I say, after Mr. Sugarmon lost that race, I think, people started really thinking a little better about what was going on in the black race.

Elizabeth Gritter:
It started to awaken people more –

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
To how bad things were –

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
And how people needed to get mobilized –

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh, uh-huh.
Elizabeth Gritter:
To work to end segregation –

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
And so forth.  Yeah.  Were people surprised by the strong white reaction against the black candidates?

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-uh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
No.

Lillie Wheeler:
'Cause that's something they been used to.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah, yeah.  In some of the literature of Memphis and, I think, quite a bit of it as strikes me as probably written by white people.
Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
It says that the desegregation movement in Memphis was peaceful and voluntary.  What do you think of that?

Lillie Wheeler:
That's not true.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
No, that's not true.  We had to fight for it.  It was not peaceful at all.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-uh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Uh-huh.  I remember coming here the first time.  I – there isn't very much written about Memphis and that's the reason why I want to write more about it.  And that was the impression I had gotten from looking at the existing literature.  And I talked to Vasco Smith and, of course, he was like, "No way."  He was very aware of how that's been written and so forth, so.  But, yeah, I think, that really – to say that really minimizes the struggle of you and other people who were involved.

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.  'Cause right now, well, we don't have but one paper now, one daily paper.  We used to have two.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
We had a morning paper and an evening paper.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
The Memphis Press-Scimitar and The Commercial Appeal.  And I took the Press-Scimitar, 'cause they weren't quite as bad as The Commercial Appeal.  They were far from being perfectly good, but they were a little more liberal to me, than Commercial Appeal.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Did you find The Commercial Appeal had derogatory press coverage of blacks?  Or what did you find that you didn't like about The Commercial Appeal?

Lillie Wheeler:
I almost didn't like anything about it.  Usually, the name just would make me sick.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah, yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.  And we got it, but we didn't read it.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Okay.  Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
For a long time, we wouldn't even read The Commercial Appeal.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Was that widespread?

Lillie Wheeler:
And it wasn't so widespread, but a lot of us just couldn't stand reading it.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Because – why was that?

Lillie Wheeler:
Because they didn't – they weren't telling the truth and they wasn't giving good coverage to everybody.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah, yeah.  What do you think should be done now about the problems that still exist among blacks and whites?

Lillie Wheeler:
It's hard to say, because, now, this generation seem to think that older people don't know anything and that we let people run over us.  And that – and we can't tell them anything.  I don't – and everybody seem to be more into self, than community.
Elizabeth Gritter:
Oh, uh-huh, uh-huh.

Lillie Wheeler:
So, I think, we need to – the old days wasn't good, but there was a lot of good things about the way we acted during the old days that the young people could really profit from.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Uh-huh.

Lillie Wheeler:
So, and, I think, that would be good if they would just use their education to kinda turn things a different way, instead of thinking that everything have to be, I said this and, you know, me, myself and I.  And because I want this and think it was good for anybody.
Elizabeth Gritter:
Uh-huh.  And that makes – reminds me of like one last question I had was, in the '59 campaign electoral activity in the '50s and '60s, how involved were children and youth?  You mentioned that you took your children along with you to door-to-door campaign –

Lillie Wheeler:
They were pretty much involved, mostly teenagers.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
But they were pretty much involved.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah, with all the sorts of campaign activity, passing out literature and –

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
I know that there was a youth committee –

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
In the Volunteer Ticket and so forth.

Lillie Wheeler:
There's still a lot of thing they could do better than we could, like walking long distance and stuff.  But, you know, they still came when I got us.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Uh-huh, right, right.  Is there anything else you wanted to add at all?  Anything major that I haven't covered that I should know about?  Or anything you'd like to say?

Lillie Wheeler:
I can't really think of anything.  You know, at this age, your mind start leaving you.  I do think there's a lot of good relationships between the ethnic groups.  But now that Memphis is changing a lot, where we have more than two major ethnic groups, it's getting to be a little bit harder.  So, I don't know what to say to reach them, because I'm not familiar enough with some of the groups and their beliefs and, you know, what their culture is like.  But all cultures, all ethnic groups, I would like to see, you know, be together as one group for the better of the community and for the city.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Uh-huh, uh-huh.

Lillie Wheeler:
And I guess it would take some good leaders from each group to get together and figure out how to work it out.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Right, right.  Okay.  

[Break in the Audio]

Lillie Wheeler:
Be the big chief.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Right.  A community.

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Putting the community ahead of hierarchical and aggressive needs, yeah, yeah.  I think this is on.  We're not to work.  Okay.

Lillie Wheeler:
But we had grocery deliveries at the time.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
And this lady would order her groceries – she would order something every day to be delivered.  And when the young men got there –

Elizabeth Gritter:
This was a black man –

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Going to a white woman –

Lillie Wheeler:
To a white woman's house.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
And, of course, they was afraid anyway, because, you know, they didn't want to get accused of doing something and be killed.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
She would have – she would pull off her clothes and would just have her negligee on.  And she would tell him if he didn't have sex with her, she would call the police and tell them he tried to rape her.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Oh.

Lillie Wheeler:
And they would have believed it.  And he would have been probably dead.  And so, he got – he was scared, because – he said, "You know, you think, if her husband walk in, he gonna kill you."

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
And somebody find it out, then she'll say, I tried to rape her.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
And so, he just quit the job and left town.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Wow.  Hmm.  Was that widespread stories like –

Lillie Wheeler:
It was pretty widespread.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Sexual harassment of – by white employers of black women.

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.  Yeah, it was pretty widespread.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah, yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
And I say, "I don't understand it."  There was an Italian man that owned the grocery store out in East Memphis.  And – 'cause most of his customers was black.
Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
And my uncle worked for him – and for them at one time.  My mother babysat for them at one time.  And he was just always nice to everybody.  He was nice.  And he knew that the police would harass you and do things.  And he would loan you money to get out of jail.  So, they started calling him, nigger lover.  But it didn't hurt his business, 'cause we were going, you know, most all the blacks was going there anyway, because he was so – he was nice and treated people nice.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
And it would be a lot of stuff that one of the brothers owned a grocery store and the other one owned the service station next to the grocery store.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.

Lillie Wheeler:
And they was – and one of 'em, the sister was married to the police, who was one of the biggest segregationists since Crump.

Elizabeth Gritter:
The sister of the man – the Italian, who was running the grocery store was married to someone, who was –

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh, one of the big chief in the police department.  But as I say, I'm not calling names, because then –

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.  He was married.  I mean – I don't quite got it.  He was married to the – the brother was married to someone in the police department.

Lillie Wheeler:
The brother's sister.

Elizabeth Gritter:
The brother's sister.

Lillie Wheeler:
Was, uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Okay.  Yeah.  And how did that –

Lillie Wheeler:
And his dealing with black was very different from theirs, you know.
Elizabeth Gritter:
Right, right.  Oh, and you couldn't believe it, 'cause he was so nice.

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.  But he – the policeman was not nice –

Elizabeth Gritter:
Right.

Lillie Wheeler:
That's what I'm saying and I couldn't understand how marrying somebody like that, when their philosophy was so different.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.  But just within the family.

Lillie Wheeler:
Uh-huh.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Sure.

Lillie Wheeler:
But he was a lowdown person.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Huh.

Lillie Wheeler:
Everybody in Memphis know him.

Elizabeth Gritter:
What did you think of Crump?

Lillie Wheeler:
I think, he was just typical southern white man.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Uh-huh.

Lillie Wheeler:
From slavery time.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Yeah.  Uh-huh.

Lillie Wheeler:
And wanted to keep it that way.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Right.

Lillie Wheeler:
And, I think, most of the white people, at that time, just thought of us as servants.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Uh-huh, yeah.  Plantation mentality.

Lillie Wheeler:
They had that attitude, whether we were on a plantation or not.  They still had the attitude that we were – that we should just do as they say.

Elizabeth Gritter:
Uh-huh, uh-huh.  Yeah.  I –
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