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Interview of Mr. Leon Jones.  Interviewed by Joshua Jeffries and Holly James of the Crossroads to 

Freedom Project, Rhodes College. 

 

Mr. Leon Jones is a retired postal clerk worker, and is a graduate of Xavier University in Louisiana.  

Although he contributed financially, Mr. Jones provides a unique perspective concerning why he 

chose not to directly participate in the push for Civil Rights. 

 

This interview was conducted in 2007 to be included in the Rhodes College Crossroads to Freedom 

Digital Archive Project.  

The transcripts represent what was said in the interview to the best of our ability. It is possible that 

some words, particularly names, have been misspelled. We have made no attempt to correct mistakes 

in grammar. 

 

Holly James: We’d just like to thank you for coming in and sharing your story 

with us.  Can you state your name, please? 

 

Leon Jones: Leon B. Jones.   

 

Holly James: All right.  And where were you born and raised? 

 

Leon Jones: I was born right here in Memphis, Tennessee on the south side and 

I was raised right here.  I never got out of the city limits ’til I was 

16 years old, so I was – every minute – my formal youth was spent 

right here in Memphis. 

 

Holly James: All right.  And what is your current occupation? 

 

Leon Jones: I’m a retired supervisor from the postal service.   

 

Holly James: Okay and who are your parents or who _____? 

 

Leon Jones: Who are my parents? 

 

Holly James: Mm-hm. 

 

Leon Jones: My father’s name was Willie Harvey Jones.  My mother was born 

Bessie Ware.   

 

Holly James: And what did they do?  I’m sorry.   

 

Leon Jones: Well, my mother was only – she just – I said “only,” but 

everybody says it’s important but she was a housewife.  You 

know, she didn’t work out.   

 

[00:01:00] 
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Leon Jones: My father worked in the hotel business.  He was a bellhop down at 

the Peabody Hotel until he – that was the only job I ever known 

him to have and he retired from there until he died.   

 

Holly James: And do you have any brothers or sisters? 

 

Leon Jones: Oh, yes.  I have eight sisters and two brothers.   

 

Holly James: So what was life like at home? 

 

Leon Jones: Well, in those days, life was hard, you know.  I grew up during the 

Depression and I think most of you probably heard about the 

Depression.  See, I was born in 1928, which is right in the middle 

of the Depression. 

 

 And the only time we were able to come out of the Depression as 

country was when World War II started, so other than that, that’s 

when things started lifting up financially, you know, for – 

especially for black people.   

 

Holly James: So what would you say your earliest memory was or significant 

memory? 

 

[00:02:03]   

 

Leon Jones: My earliest memory was somewhere around four or five years old 

that I – there used to be a place that’s called Bethlehem Center 

here in Memphis and it was one of these outreach places, you 

know, for displaced or – I’m trying to come – get out the right -  

well, deprived children.  I’ll put it that way.  And I was one of the 

deprived because of the economics.   

 

Holly James: So what was your primary school education like?   

 

Leon Jones: It was hard, also, but I went to grammar school here at Porter 

School.  It’s right over here, right down the street from Booker 

Washington, Booker T. Washington, which has, you know, more 

known here in Memphis than I imagine the Porter School was. 

 

[00:02:59] 

 

Leon Jones: But that’s in the heart of the inner city and the heart of the ghetto is 

where I was born and reared.   

 

Holly James: Mm-hm.  So were you involved in any activities at school growing 

up?   
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Leon Jones: Oh, yeah.  I forgot to put that one on there.  In grammar school, I 

was – only thing I ever did was box.  I was on the boxing team.  I 

boxed for two years, from the sixth grade through the eighth grade. 

 

 And when I got to the ninth grade, I was too short and too heavy, 

you know, to continue ’cause everybody was much bigger and 

arms longer and I immediately saw that boxing was not one of my 

fortes that I could follow, so I gave it up after the eighth grade. 

 

Holly James: Did you do any activities later on in high school or –? 

 

Leon Jones: Oh, yeah.  I participated in football and track in high school.  As a 

matter of fact, that was the only way I was able to go to Xavier 

University.  I obtained a football scholarship to Xavier University 

in New Orleans.  

 

[00:04:03]  

 

Holly James: So were you involved with any church activities? 

 

Leon Jones: Not in the those days, no, not growing up.  Actually, I really didn’t 

get actually involved in church activities until I retired in ’97.  All I 

did was go to church and come back.  I didn’t – because – well, 

because of my background.   

 

 I was one of these people who were out there trying to make it 

financially and, see, I held down two jobs for 17 years, you know, 

trying to improve my financial situation and – but other than that – 

then when I retired in 1997, that’s when I started my church 

activities, but before then, no.   

 

Holly James: Okay.  So you said you went to New Orleans for college? 

 

Leon Jones: Yes. 

 

00:04:56:00 BEGIN CLIP 2 

 

 

Holly James: What was that like, leaving the city?  

 

 

Leon Jones: Well, that was one of the – I guess you would say it’s one of the – 

that was all about the time where my life really started to change 

for the better down there and – because of the fact that I had a 

scholarship, you know. 
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 I didn’t have anything to worry about because everything was 

taken care of, you know.  The only thing I had to provide was my 

personal needs ’cause room, board, tuition, everything was paid by 

the scholarship committee.   

 

Holly James: So did you have any significant experiences during college? 

   

Leon Jones: Not that I can remember, nothing, nothing.  See, this was from 

1949 to 1953 and, no, there was nothing while I was there, you 

know, that happened and nothing – matter of fact, I can’t even 

think of anything minor much less major.   

 

Joshua Jeffries: So what did you do after you graduated from college? 

   

[00:06:00] 

 

Leon Jones: Well, when I graduated, I came back home to Memphis and I was 

seeking a job, and I think – just like I come home in June.  Along 

about September of the same year, I got my greetings from Uncle 

Sam telling me he needed me in the service. 

   

 So I went in the Army and while I was there, I joined the 82nd 

Airborne.  I was a paratrooper and I did my little 18 months and I 

come on back home and I’ve been here in Memphis ever since.   

 

Joshua Jeffries: All right and what job after you had your army experience did you 

have once you came back? 

 

Leon Jones: Well, I first start – I was going to school on the GI Bill and I was 

going – on my application here, I put Henderson College.  Now I 

was a student there but I was going to school because of the GI Bill 

and I didn’t have – now, I didn’t have a job at the time. 

 

[00:07:00] 

 

Leon Jones: And you could get a check for so many months while you were 

going to school if you were a GI, but that was the only income I 

had and about two months – by the way, it was just a two-year – 

something like a junior college.  It was only two years. 

 

 And about two months before I was graduating, one of the teachers 

was leaving ’cause he got a better job and simply because I had 

been in school prior to that, they asked me if I would take his job. 
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 So like – say, like on a Friday, I was a student and I came back that 

Monday as a teacher of the same people I was a student with, so 

that was a – I don’t know.  I guess you could say that was one 

dramatic change in my life.   

 

Joshua Jeffries: That is.  I want to ask you a few questions about the Civil Rights 

Movement because you coming back to Memphis sorta correlates, 

with you know, with the mid-’50s when things started to happen 

concerning civil rights. 

 

[00:08:02] 

 

Joshua Jeffries: So what’s your earliest memory or recollection of being aware of 

the civil rights, especially in Memphis?   

   

Leon Jones: That’s really a question that I cannot answer truthfully because I 

really don’t remember when.  All I can tell you is that I was not 

one of the people who were out front in the Civil Rights 

Movement, you know, the people taking part in the marches nor 

the people who did the sit-ins and things of that nature.   

   

 I knew they were going on and they were asking me to do it, but in 

those days, I felt that it would be better for me to stay in the 

background because I did not have the temperament to deal with 

the hardships and the different things that those people had to 

undergo.   

 

[00:08:56] 

 

Leon Jones: See, I didn’t have that passive – I guess you would say that passive 

nature because, as I explain to a lot of people, see, if I had gone 

down there and somebody spit in my face, I don’t think I could just 

turn the other cheek or just wipe it off.   

 

 They would have had a big fight then, so – but I contributed all I 

could financially toward the Civil Rights Movement and any time 

that they wanted to talk to me or they were looking for some 

advice or something along those lines, I was there, but physically, I 

was never out front. 

 

00:09:31:00 BEGIN CLIP 3 

 

Joshua Jeffries: Okay.  Did you work with any particular organizations?  You said 

you contributed.  What type of people did you _____? 

 

[Crosstalk] 
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Leon Jones: Well, with the NAACP is one of them and at the time back then we 

had what we called the Junior Chamber of Commerce.  I used to 

belong to that.  We also had the Young Democrats.  Now I was one 

of the ones – the Young Democrats, by the way, is active today. 

 

 

Leon Jones: But I was one of the founding people of the Young Democrats and 

the only person that I remember now who is still living is Russell 

Sugarmon, Jr.   

 

 Matter of fact, he’s the one that brought the idea to me because, 

well, how you run into parties and what have you and we just got 

to talking and he was telling me about he was thinking about 

starting this Young Democratic Committee and wanted to know if 

I would go and I told him, “Sure.”   

 

 And there were several.  I think with me, I was probably the least 

on the list because Bishop G. E. Patterson down here at Church of 

God and Christ, now he was one of the originators but at the time 

he was only practicing law.  He hadn’t turned to his ministry, you 

know, at the church at that time and that’s about all I can think of. 

 

[00:11:00] 

 

Leon Jones: But those, yeah, those were the major organizations and I don’t 

remember any other one.  You know, if there – there may be but I 

just can’t recall them at this time. 

 

Joshua Jeffries: Okay.  You mentioned that you did military service right before 

you came back to Memphis.  How was that especially thinking 

about segregation?  Was that a segregated experience? 

 

Leon Jones: Definitely.   

 

Joshua Jeffries: Ok 

 

Leon Jones: When I joined – well, the reason I joined the Airborne in the first 

place because when you finished basic training.  They were 

sending everybody back home for 30 days and then they were 

gonna send them to Korea.   

 

 Now I was never interested in going to any war, so in order to 

avoid or delay it, I volunteered for the Airborne and they sent me 

to Fort Bragg, North Carolina.  When I got there, I come to find 
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out that this whole battalion was all black from the major on down, 

everything. 

[00:12:00] 

 

Leon Jones: It was called the 3rd Battalion of 82nd Airborne and everything in 

it was black.  Now each division has three and I was with the 3rd.  

The first two was all white.   

 

Joshua Jeffries: So I guess how does your consciousness change about segregation, 

especially during the Civil Rights Movement?  How did you, I 

guess, experience desegregation?  What are your thoughts about 

that? 

 

Leon Jones: Main thing, I did a lot of praying.  I felt, you know, that could help 

them since I wasn’t gonna be out front, you know, participating 

physically and, like I say, that’s all I did.   

 

 I prayed and I contributed financially all I could, but the physical 

part, I just felt that I would do them more harm than good by being 

out front, so I refused to go out front.   

 

Joshua Jeffries: Okay.  Did you have a lot of friends or family that did sort of do – 

go out front?  You say you personally were in the background. 

 

[Crosstalk] 

 

Leon Jones: Yeah, I had – we had friends.   

 

[00:13:00] 

 

Leon Jones: But I don’t – no family members, no, but, yeah, many friends.   

 

Joshua Jeffries: Okay and you said they used to turn to you for advice.  What type 

of advice would you give them? 

 

Leon Jones: Yeah.  They would come to me and they wanted to know what do 

they do in these situations and also come to me with advice about 

what they should do in case of – well, in the media, you know, 

there was always controversy because anytime you get two people 

together, you’ve got two different ideas. 

 

 So – and they would ask me about things of that nature and I 

would certainly, you know, tell them what I thought.  Now whether 

they used them or not, I didn’t know and I just had a feeling that 

two or three of them had confidence in me because almost every 
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time that they’d get ready to go, they’d come by my house and talk 

to me about it. 

 

 And I lost contact with both of these fellows, oh, years ago.  I 

should remember their name but, you know, I don’t – even today, I 

don’t know whether they are dead or alive. 

 

[00:14:03] 

 

Joshua Jeffries: Mm-hm.  Okay.  Did you have any mentors or role models of 

people that you looked up during the Civil Rights Movement and 

maybe got some ideas from about how you personally approached 

it?   

 

Leon Jones: Well, the only ones that I had, like I said, was Russell Sugarmon.  

See, he had just come back from law school at the time and we just 

became friends because we met at the parties and just started 

talking, you know, conversationally. 

 

 And then he and I, you know, got to be friends at the time and, you 

know, that was just it, but, you know, it was nothing else.  Now he 

never asked me for advice.  Matter of fact, I’d go to him for 

advice.   

 

00:14:50:00 BEGIN CLIP 4 

 

 

Joshua Jeffries: How does your faith play into your whole experience during the 

Civil Rights Movement?  Did it have a role at all in how you 

viewed what was going on? 

 

Leon Jones: Well, to tell you the truth, I never thought about it along those lines 

and at that time – excuse me – I really wasn’t anchored in faith and 

church work and things along that nature.   

 

 Like I say, I was one of these people who made the big mistake of 

out here trying to achieve financially and almost everything else I 

pushed in the background and that’s one mistake that I really 

regret, but it happened and nothing you can do about it nowadays.   

 

Joshua Jeffries: That’s true.  I think it’s interesting that you mention regrets 

because a lot of people we interview do say they wish they would 

have done this during the Civil Rights Movement, even if they did 

have very grand achievements, so is there anything else that you 

sort of wish that you would have done or had the chance to 

participate in? 
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Leon Jones: I had also wished that I could have taken part physically but you 

take for instance like today.   

 

[00:16:00] 

 

Leon Jones: Now I can do it today and no problem but, see, this was, what, 40, 

50 years ago that we’re talking about, so – and I’ve just made a 

drastic change since then.  My mentality is different today than it 

was back then.  I was a young stupid young man.  That’s all. 

 

Joshua Jeffries: Mm-hm and what has, I guess, contributed to your mentality being 

different today than it was back then?  Was it what you learned 

from those experiences? 

 

Leon Jones: Exactly.  Really and truly, I learn more from other people’s 

experiences, watching other people, than from my own because I 

know a lot of people that would make mistakes here and I would 

take notice of that and so when I’m gonna make sure that I don’t 

do this ’cause they tried it and failed. 

 

 So – and I always tell people that you don’t have to have 

experiences to learn or to change.  All you gotta do is open your 

eyes, ’cause a lot of times it’s right there in front you.   

 

[00:17:00] 

 

Leon Jones: All you gotta do is look at it and you’ll see it and, see, that’s what I 

was able to do and I think that that was God’s blessing to have – 

give me the ability to be able to look at other people and see what 

kinda mistakes they were making and avoid those mistakes.   

 

Joshua Jeffries: Mm-hm.  Okay. 

 

Holly James: So what advice would you have for today’s generation who didn’t 

get to witness what everyone else was doing during this time? 

 

Leon Jones: What advice do I have for those? 

 

Holly James: Yeah. 

 

Leon Jones: Well, I guess the main thing is just like I said.  Look at the world.  

Look at what’s going on.  See if anything in it that you don’t like 

and you think should not be and try to change it and if you can’t 

change it, then you just forget about it and that’s what I do 

nowadays.   
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 Every time I see something that I think is wrong, I try to remedy 

the situation.   

 

[00:18:00] 

 

Leon Jones: If the situation proves to be beyond my – well, I wouldn’t want to 

say control – beyond my ability, I’ll say, then I just forget about it 

or I usually go to somebody else who I may think would be able to 

solve whatever the problem is.   

   

 But that’s one of the reasons why I don’t have a whole lot of 

problem nowadays is because I’m able to meet a problem, face it, 

try to solve it.  If I can’t solve it, I drop it and move on. 

 

Joshua Jeffries: How much do you think things have changed from the Civil Rights 

Movement to now?   

 

Leon Jones: Ooh.  If you talking about percents, 100 percent almost, even 

though we know it’s not that good today, but going back to my 

childhood, there has been – well, we say 160 degree turnaround.   

 

[00:19:00] 

 

Leon Jones: It’s just the opposite and it seems that its working toward today – 

its completion, that is, you know, I’m talking about, but it still has 

not reached that point yet.  That’s why it is still important for us to 

work toward it ’cause it’s still not complete.   

 

Joshua Jeffries: Mm-hm.  Okay.  Well, thank you for coming out today for us to 

interview you.  We’ve really enjoyed your responses to our 

questions and we just want to say thanks on behalf of the 

Crossroads team. 

 

Leon Jones: You’re quite welcome.  I wish I could have done more or had more 

information but I don’t and I gave you want I have.   

 

Joshua Jeffries: It was great.  We appreciate it. 

 

[End of Audio] 


