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[0:00] 

 

Francesca: We would like to thank you for coming in and taking time out of 

your busy schedule to interview with us today.  It's a great 

pleasure. 

 

Lewis: __________ to it.Well I’d like to do it. 

 

Francesca: Thank you.  So could you state for us your name and your current 

occupation? 

 

Lewis: Well, my names is Lewis Randolph Donelson III, and I am now I 

guess be classified as Senior Partner at Baker, Donelson, Bearman, 

Caldwell and Berkowitz law firm. 

 

Francesca: Could you talk a little bit about where you were born and raised? 

 

Lewis: I was born in Memphis, raised in Memphis; I've been here all my 

life except for being away at school and being away at law school 

and being — and I spent three years in Nashville when I was 

working for the state. 

 

Francesca: What part of Memphis did you grow up in? 

 

Lewis: Well, we — I was born — when I was born, we were living on 

Harvard; we were almost across the street from where Bellevue 

Junior High is now.  Wasn't there then, Bellevue; according to my 

father, it was not even a gravel road.  It was sort of a dirt road, but 

then we moved several places, but I really grew up on Autumn 

Ave., which is right between __________Evergreen and 

Dickinson, right in this neighborhood almost. 

 

Francesca: What was your father's name you mentioned? 

 

Lewis: Same as mine. 

 

Francesca: Same as yours, and what was your mother's name? 

 

Lewis: Catherine Campbell Donelson. 

 

Francesca: And what did they do for a living? 

 

Lewis: My father was a food broker, and my mother was a housewife. 

 

Francesca: Did you have any brothers or sisters? 
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Lewis: I had one brother — 

 

Francesca: What's his name? 

 

Lewis: — and his name was William Campbell Donelson, and he's a little 

younger than I, but he has passed away. 

 

Francesca: What was it like growing up in Memphis? 

 

Lewis: Well, it seemed fine to me.  [laughs] You know, I — I had a very, 

very happy time growing up.  My parents were wonderful, and — 

to me, and we had a very good relationship, and I have a great 

story that my father used to tell.  It sort of described our 

relationship because my father was about 35 or 36 when I was 

born, and they — and my mother's 27 — and they'd just treat me 

like an adult.  I was one of the family, so to speak.  Daddy used to 

say, "Yes, I can remember when I went in first to see you lying in 

the crib, and I said 'How are you, son?' and you said, 'Pretty good, 

Daddy.'"  [laughs] __________ we had a wonderful relationship, 

and my parents gave me every possible opportunity. 

 

 I started Snowden School right here in the neighborhood, but it 

didn't very last very long.  Well, it's a long story, but then I 

changed and went to Pentecost School, which is a private grammar 

school — very excellent school.  I finished there in the eighth 

grade and went to the tenth grade. 

 

Francesca: We youYou were able to skip a grade? 

 

Lewis: I skipped ninth grade, and I'd already skipped the second, but in 

any event, I went to Central High school, and I didn't crack a book 

and made straight A's, and my father said he was furious.  

__________, and he kept — first he said, "Where's your report 

card?" 'cause __________ when the report card came out, I had 

straight A's.  He said, "Well, next year you won't be there." 

 

 So then I went to Choate School in Wallingford, CT; it's a 

__________marvelous school, finished there, and then I came back 

and went to Southwestern and then to Georgetown Law School. 

 

Francesca: I want to go back a little bit.  You mentioned that you were really 

close to your parents.  Would you say they were your role models 

growing up? 
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Lewis: Well, a lot of __________.  We just had a very special 

relationship; my mother was a wonderful person, and she was a 

person who, when I think she used to __________tell me when I 

was talking about something, I'd be mad at somebody over 

__________.  She'd say, "Now, just think of how they're feeling 

about this."  She had that wonderful ability to put herself in other 

places, and of course she had many, many friends and was beloved 

by a lot of people. 

 

 My father was a frustrated professor, and every night at dinner, 

why, there was a class, and we talked about something that you 

know we or he was interested in. 

 

 My brother was treated more like a little boy than I was, but — and 

we just had a very good relationship.  We — my parents — 'cause 

I was punished and various — 

 

5:00] 

 

 — things , but basically most of the time when I — when they — 

even when they changed me from Snowden to Pentecost, they 

discussed it with me, and I'd, "Just tell me what to do."  Then when 

I went to Choate we discussed it, you know, and — because the 

reason I came to Rhodes was we had one of my father's — well, 

my father's only brother became ill, and he said, "I've got to 

support him, and would you mind going to Southwestern?"  So I 

did and I loved it over here. Well, __________ we never discussed 

changing our minds. 

 

 But that was the kind of relationship we had, and they taught me 

several, many things.  My mother taught me a lot about getting 

along with people.  My father taught me a lot about the love of 

learning, and love of literature, and the importance of knowledge 

in the power — of knowledge and all that sort of thing.  My father 

had one of those photographic memories; he could recite poetry on 

his own and on and on.  I never had that, and I was always jealous 

of his ability.  I mean you know he could — his __________ 

__________ you know starting off in the Latin, but he taught me 

Paradise Lost.  He could — and then he went to college in the 

days of Robert W. Service, who wrote about the Yukon, you know, 

and he could recite all that — you know The Cremation of Sam 

McGee and Shooting of Dan McGrue and so on and so forth.  Just 

really, just —  

 

 My brother had some of that, not quite as good as Daddy, but he's 

— so that is — there's wonderful example.  My parents were very 
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influential, too, because they were very strong church people, and 

that certainly influenced me in that way, and for that reason I was 

very active and certainly went to Sunday school regularly and was 

active in the Sunday school and all that sort of thing. 

 

 So that was what we — and I like to tell one story about my father 

that's not one of my favorite stories.  I had the very great privilege 

of being elected an elder of the Idlewild Presbyterian Church 

where my father was also an elder, so we served together.  While 

we were on — while I was — we were on the session together, 

they had the __________ sit-ins atof the churches, and well, I'm 

very proud of the fact when they came with to Idlewild we seated 

them with no fanfare.  But then they had a big meeting afterwards, 

"What should we do about this problem?" and had all the elders 

and deacons, and it was a big crowd. 

 

 My father, whose mother — who was a lovely woman but she was, 

you know, born before the Civil War and very southern, and she 

just — you know, she told me that she was sure that black people 

were supposed to be servants.  They were the children of Ham and 

so on and so forth, that type ofa very popular thing.  But my father, 

in that meeting, they had various proposals.  We'd have a special 

place for them; we'd sit them in the balcony or we'll do this and 

that and the other thing, and he got up after much discussion and 

said, "I move that we seat them just like anybody else," and it 

passed overwhelmingly. 

 

 But that's part of my upbringing, too, because I was — my father 

was never how you might say a southern segregationist, but he — 

that was part of my heritage if you will. 

 

Francesca: Thank you for sharing that with us __________.Mr. Donelson. 

 

Lewis: They had a very __________ touching important role in my 

__________. 

 

Francesca: Do you recall what year this was around? 

 

Lewis: Must have been in '63 or '4 — '2 or '3 maybe.  I don't know, 

something like that.  The early 60's. 

 

Francesca: I was want to back a little bit and talk about your experiences here 

at Southwestern — now Rhodes. 

 

Lewis: Well, when I came, we had 450 students.  The tuition was $250.00 

a semester, and fraternities and sororities were very big influences 
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on the campus; almost everyone belonged.  Most of those that 

didn't were — 

 

[10:00] 

 

 — either people who working part time and going to school and 

that sort of thing and didn't have time for that, but it was a — just 

that is a part of it.  The wonderful thing about it at that time was 

that we had — classes were small, and we had close relationships 

with the professors, and that was really a very extra benefit.  You 

really knew the professors, and they knew you, and that helped to 

make things go better. 

 

 Well, I'll tell you a story about — of course, I'd gone to Choate, so 

when I came to Southwestern, I took — except for Freshman 

Bible, I took all __________ Sophomore courses, and one of them 

was a review course in English literature, and they had a professor 

called Sam Monk.  We were, oh, two or three weeks along, and 

Sam Monk says, "This is an example of __________ and theory of 

tragedy.  Anyone know what that is?" and I put up my hand and 

explained what it was.  He said, "See me after class," and he says, 

__________, he said, "How do you know that?  'Cause I been 

asking that question for ten years; no one's ever answered it 

before!"  I explained that going to Choate, and we'd learned it up 

there and so forth.  So that was the beginning of a friendship. 

 

 The I got — they had this way you could make $100.00 grading 

papers for — the professor so I graded papers for Dr. Monk, and 

my favorite story is about the Dean Johnson.  The dean called me 

one day and said, "Dr. Monk has put an exam on the board, and we 

— no one can read it, and I've heard that you can read Dr. Monk's 

handwriting!" 

 

[Laughter] 

 

 — and I said, "Well, I've read a lot of it.  I think I can probably do 

it."  I was home, and I got up, came over here, and sure enough — 

well, some of the questions were very easy to read, but as he got 

down toward the bottom of the blackboard — [laughs] — he was 

out of town, and I told him when he came home, I said, "Dr. 

Monk," I said, "I gave them an exam; I'm not sure it was the one 

you gave them." 

 

[Laughter] 
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 But he said, "Well, you did very well," but we became very, very 

good, close friends, and that's the kind of relationship we had, and 

that was — and then there were many other professors — and I 

was probably closest to him, but Dr. Hamilton, __________ 

majored in political science, and I took that from him.  We became 

close friends — Dr. Hamilton wasn't a — he was sort of a reserved 

person, but he was a very good professor.  Anyway we did — that 

was kind of — they made it very special. 

 

 Other thing — and Dr. Monk told me this — he said — now, 

reallyLewis, this is an unusual time.  I came to Southwestern in 

1934, which is the Depression was beginning to lift a little bit, but 

things were tough, but and he said, "__________ "Interesting thing 

is it?  In Southwestern now, we have this amazing group of really 

bright students.  There's kids like you and others that would have 

gone to Eastern to schools somewhere, couldn't afford it, and 

they're here — the second, the third best thing or whatever."  He 

said it was just amazing to see how many and particularly bright 

men we had, and of course it's always __________ women are 

mighty smart.  But it was an unusual time, and I remember when 

Dr. Hamilton gave a course in constitutional law.  There were 12 

of us in the class, and I don't think there was maybe a couple, two 

or three girls, but in any event. __________.  Then he said, "I'm 

gonna do something I've never done in all the years I've been 

teaching.  Everyone made A."  But that described quality. 

 

 So that's — other thing, of course, the school was so small, you 

knew everybody, and it was very friendly — very friendly.  Of 

course, when I came to Southwestern, I was 16 years old and very 

small.  So it was a little bit awkward; I dated mostly and ran 

around mostly with high school friends of mine.  They were my 

age, but they were in high school, but after a while I —  you know, 

my junior and senior years I had a great time __________.  Had a 

lot of friends and so on, and it was a wonderful experience.  I 

enjoyed it thoroughly, and I just — well, let's see; today's Friday.   

 

 

[15:00] 

 

 On Wednesday I was quoting Dr. Diehl talking to a group of our 

young lawyers in nowNew Orleans, and Dr. Diehl I remembered 

so well.  He used to say, "The good is every the enemy of the 

great.  If you are satisfied with being good, you'll never be great."  

It was a powerful expression. 
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 The other thing was __________we learned from Rhodes which is 

Mike Coney.  He's years younger than I, but we arrived at many 

should we say good or do good projects, and Mike always says 

Southwestern's influence is still working.  But it was, too.  We 

were strongly endowed with the concept of your obligation to the 

community, what you need to do and the fact that you'd been 

privileged with a college education and you owed back to the 

community and all.  My father was strongly of that same 

impression, and so that was — it was sort of the hallmark of the 

school, and I think it — surprisingly, I was talking to somebody 

yesterday.  He didn't go here, but he said, "I've just been thrown 

with some young Rhodes graduates recently, and they're the 

smartest, the brightest, the most well motivated people I've ever 

seen."  He said, "I just can't get over how impressive they are and 

how mature they are." 

 

 Anyway, that's my view of the college; you can see I think highly 

of it.  Course, it's a much better school than it was when I was here 

and I'm sure much harder.  Particularly, the competition is much 

greater, but it's a great school. 

 

FrancescaTiffani: What did you do after you graduated from Southwestern? 

 

Lewis: Went to Georgetown Law School.  That same uncle who caused 

me to go to Southwestern caused me to go to Georgetown.  He got 

married and proceeded to have a baby.  He was 55 or 66 years old 

— [laughs] — and I thought it was __________, "You're gonna 

have to go to law school."  I had already applied and been accepted 

at Harvard.  [laughs] He said, "You have to go somewhere where 

you can work, 'cause I got to support Jack and his family!"  

[laughs] 

 

 But anyway, so I went to Georgetown; it was real interesting.  I — 

there were very few law schools in the country that were 

accredited where you could go at night, a handful — probably 

Georgetown, and George Washington, and Columbia, and New 

York — the only one in New York, I believe 'cause NYU didn't 

have a night school at that time — and there may have been one in 

Chicago; I'm not sure.  But anyway, it was very, very rare, and so I 

went to Georgetown, and of course it was interesting.  I was a little 

Presbyterian going to a Catholic school, but it was a Jesuit school 

and Jesuit schools are not very Catholic.  [laughs]  But it was an 

excellent school, and I had a very good experience there.  I went 

two years, and I quite work and went the last year fulltime so I 

could graduate in three years, expecting to be drafted, and I was 
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drafted, and then I was turned down  for the service so I never 

served.'cause __________. 

 

 But that's what I did next, and then when I finished law school I 

stayed a year in Washington and worked for the __________ 

Board in their legal behalf on their general counsel __________, as 

they called it.  Then I came home and worked a year for a federal 

judge and then I started practicing.  I actually started practicing in 

June of 1943. 

 

Francesca: This when you opened Baker Donelson? 

 

Lewis: No, no.  I went with another firm, one of the larger firms in town.  

Now, I guess it maybe the largest; it had 12 lawyers.  [laughs] But 

for various reasons I only stayed there a year, and I went out on my 

own and, and then after about a year of being by myself I was with 

an older lawyer, but I — he just gave me half his space and let me 

use his secretary__________.  Then this tax firm said, "We've got 

a lot of tax disputes, and we don't have anybody to try them. 

 

[20:00] 

 

 Will you come and try tax cases?"  So I sort of became a tax 

lawyer by the back door by being — by trying tax cases.  I had a 

lot of them, and very much success, and made my reputation that 

way. 

 

 Then in 1954, when I had been practicing for a little over ten years, 

I opened my own office. 

 

Francesca: What was it like coming back to Memphis after law school and 

then being here for — during the 40's and 50's? 

 

Lewis: Well, it didn't seem much different.  The big change in Memphis 

between 1938 when I went away and 1942 when I came back was 

it was — really didn't come __________ 'til after '45 when the war 

was over — was a huge influx of black people off the farm.  

__________ You had your blacks in Memphis before the war was 

much smaller than it became after, and then it began to grow 

steadily after that.  But that was a big difference in before that, 

because you know it was the South and people were — people 

__________, like me, he'd who'd say — although I was conscious 

of it and my father was conscious of it, most people were not 

conscious of race problems at all.  Things were — Mr. Crump was 

the ruler of the roost, and if you remember the song, it said, "Mr. 

Crump don't 'llow no easy riders here." 
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[Laughter] 

 

 But that's — and you know the interesting thing about it was that 

Mr. Crump — black people always voted in Memphis their whole 

life 'cause he voted them all.  [laughs] __________ allHad to 

control their votes.  But so that was not a — the fight for the vote 

was not a Memphis issue, but other rights were very much a 

Memphis issue. 

 

 I'll never forget I had a friend who went out of here, and he had 

become a newspaper reporter, but he called me and asked me if I'd 

come to his church and talk about Brown v. The Board of 

Education, which had just been decided.  I said, "Why, sure," and I 

went down there, and I made — I just spoke from the heart.  I 

made a __________  well in retrospect with a very, very strong 

pro-integration speech.  I didn't think anything about it.  Back at 

__________ the next day __________ front page story accordingly 

at length about my — and I got my first really introduction to the 

problem because I must have gotten 50 hate calls.  Just amazing, 

and it stunned me.  Just didn't realize it was out there.  'Cause 

Memphis really, I always described it as a plantation town, not a 

redneck town, and Birmingham was a redneck town, it was you 

know redneck farmers, and but Memphis was a plantation town.  

That's when Memphis had two things; they had cotton plantations 

and the had the big timber people, and they all were different, and 

while they were segregationists in a sense, it wasn't — there wasn't 

any antagonism toward blacks.  It was much more of a paternalistic 

attitude. 

 

Francesca: So that idea of the plantation mentality — 

 

Lewis: It has a plantation — __________ the black people are your 

responsibility. 

 

Tiffaniy: How'd that differ towards the redneck? 

 

Lewis: Well, rednecks hate them.  They're rivals, and they take their jobs, 

they — all that sort of thing.  It's a different attitude, and it's — 

Memphis is a planta — it was back in my youth a plantation town, 

and the rich people were all timber people or — and of course 

what happened, most of the timber people came from Michigan 

and other places in the North to cut the timber in Arkansas, and 

then 1900, Arkansas was just like it was in 1800.  They were just 

trees, and they would come down here and buy a big track of 

timber, and __________ he really famous, he came down in 1900, 
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and he owned 40,000 acres of land.  He had come down here and 

cut all the timber, and then he farmed it, and that's — so many of 

your plantation people were timber people.  We'd become 

plantation people. 

 

TiffanyFrancesca: So Mr. Donelson, what — after you got the threatening phone calls 

and everything, what was your take on race relations in Memphis 

and how did you become more involved? 

 

[25:04] 

 

Lewis: Well, my minister, who was the older brother of two of my class 

— not __________ but my fraternity brothers in college — and 

Paul Tudor Jones is his name — was — he came to Idlewild in 

about '54, and he immediately began to preach about integration, 

and the church, many members left, but he didn't change.  When 

the church __________ the size of the church went down from 

4,000 to — it went down during his time probably __________, to 

2,500, but he was — became a leader in the community in pushing 

integration.  I remember I had a good friend who was very 

supportive of what Paul was doing, but he would say to me when 

he walked out with me __________ he was a Rhodes __________, 

graduate, and he just died last year, and he said, "That was another 

grating sermon," and what he meant was it grates on your 

conscience. 

 

 So Paul did a lot of that, and he took — he became a leader in the 

community and became well-known and so on and so forth.  He 

created the atmosphere that allowed us to seat people when they 

arrived, but he and a man named Dr. Hollis Price formed 

something about 19 — I don't know — it may have been the late 

50's but probably around 1960 called the Shelby County 

Community Relations Committee.  It was a very unusual group; 

we had an equal number of blacks and whites, but we had the 

editors of both papers and the managers of both TV stations on the 

committee.  They didn't send a delegate; they came, because no 

one could send delegates.  Everybody — Paul got me appointed to 

the committee, and it's — there's some we — that we did that was 

amazing to me that — of course there had been various movements 

to denigrate and — but we started in, and we integrated first the 

buses, then the water fountains, then they library, then the zoo, 

then the restaurants. 

 

 Well, I was the chairman with — co-chairman with a black man, 

Vasco Smith, of the committee and a to integrated the restaurants, 

and I'll explain to you how that worked.  I called up ten prominent 
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restaurants.  At that point there were three department stores 

downtown; each one had a restaurant.  Of course the Peabody 

Hotel had a restaurant, and the __________ also had a restaurant.  

One of the department stores said they wouldn't do it, but 

everybody else that I called said we had — I said, "On this day we 

will integrate your restaurant, and we will send four couples, two 

of which will be black and two of which will be white, and you are 

to seat one black couple and one white couple — and they'll be 

telling you who they are; they know each other — at the table, and 

there'll be a plainclothesman in the restaurant in case anything 

happens."  Then the next day we announced that yesterday the 

restaurants were integrated, and we did that for everything, ending 

up with the schools. 

 

 Memphis is the only place in the South where they never had a 

single incident.  Of course, one reason was nobody knew about it 

before we did it.  'Cause what you read in the paper, then it stirs up 

the  __________trouble the troublemakers, and they rise to cause 

trouble.  But it was amazing how — and they just were so — it 

went off so smoothly.  It was just amazing; it was — 'cause even 

after they was announced, there was not any big to-do about it.  A 

reporter from the New York Times came to call on me after it was all 

over, and I — he said, "Why do you think you were able to do 

this?" and I said, "Well, the __________a little bit of what I told 

you a plantation town, not a redneck town.  We don't hate black 

people; we think they're our responsibility.  We like black people.  

We depend upon them, and we — and we want to protect them."  

He said, "No, I've a different idea."  He said, "I think it's because 

you lived so long under Mr. Crump —" by that time Mr. Crump 

had been dead at least ten years — but he said, — 

 

[30:00] 

 

 — "I think you've lived so long under Mr. Crump that when the 

leadership of the community said this is what we're gonna do, you 

just did it."  So I don't know, but he didn't write a story because it 

wasn't news.  [laughs] It's a dull story as far as he was concerned.  

But that was — that was a major part of what I had done.   

 

 I also had been very much involved into getting the Republican 

Party reinvigorated in Memphis, and there was a coterie of black 

people called the Lincoln League that voted the blacks 

__________.  We had a lot of dealings with them and we worked 

with them to try to build the party and so on and so forth, but that 

was a little different from the civil rights problems, but that, it was 

nonetheless our situation, and then — then of course, I —  
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 After the __________ ofsit-ins at the church — as I said, I was 

very close to Paul Tudor Jones — and he got me appointed to a 

committee of the Presbytery to settle this problem because I think 

we were the only Presbyterian church that seated them — may 

have been one other, but in any event — it may have been 

Evergreen seated them; I'm not sure.  But in any event, Second 

Presbyterian, they just wanted, turned them down __________, 

and so I was involved in getting that problem settled in the 

Presbytery.  We persuaded Second Presbyterian to do it, so that 

__________those that hated it moved out and formed Independent 

Presbyterian, which of course is a contradiction in terms.  [laughs] 

But because they __________ weren’t a member of any 

Presbyteryians, they couldn't really be Presbyterian.  But 

nonetheless — and that turned out be a very fine church, but it was 

born in sin. 

 

 But that's — so I was involved in that, and then other problems in 

the integration particularly in church problems that arose where 

Paul would say to me, he said, "I'm gonna get you a delegate to the 

Presbytery this time because this issue's coming up and I want you 

to be our spokesman."  So I did a lot of that, and Paul — somehow 

or other Paul felt — and it probably did go come easier from 

__________ me than to here itb from a preacher.  [laughs] So 

that's — I was involved in all that. 

 

 That sort of brings us up to the sanitation strike.  It's interesting; 

we had this commission form of government for years, and it was a 

ve — it was installed by Mr. Crump, and it probably was good for 

the city at the time because the city was — our black population 

was small in 1910, proportionately as well as actually, and they 

had five commissioners.  One of them acted as mayor, and each 

commissioner had his things that he supervised, and it was obvious 

to many of us that it needed changing because it didn't have 

anyone who really spoke for the committee as a whole and it didn't 

have anyone that things could focus on, and no black person had 

ever been elected to anything.  The way they elected the 

commission was that they had an election that __________ people 

announced, and the top five vote getters were elected, and so the 

papers got involved in it, the Commercial Appeal took the real 

lead; the Press Scimitar was involved as well.  They kept pressing 

the council — the commission to do something about a new 

charter commission.  They wouldn't do anything, so they called a 

town hall meeting in the auditorium.  There were only two 

organized political groups in Memphis at that time, and that was 

the Republican Party and the ACB. 
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 The __________ Democrat party was they had been living on their 

reputation and __________ had lost momentum told about how 

bad Mr. Crump is.  I just read this from 75 years ago last Fall.  The 

Crump ticket was elected yesterday with 96% of the vote.  They 

didn't campaign; they never raised a dollar; they never made any 

speeches, they did no advertising. 

 

[35:00] 

 

 All you did was when Mr. Crump anointed you, you just 

announced, and you just waited to be elected, and you served.  

That's what it was. 

 

 Anyway, so we elected a charter commission that was made up 

mostly of black people and Republicans.  [laughs] There were a 

few proletarians; __________ that was about it, and we came up 

with this mayor/council form of government and so on and so 

forth.  But I was very much involved in that, and there was three or 

four members on the new council that had been on the charter 

commission.  That's important to my point.  One of the things that 

the charter — we attempted the to draw the up a charter which 

called for a strong mayor and a council, and so the mayor had 

broad powers, shall we say. 

 

 Well, then I was one of the few people on the charter commission 

who had been I'd say politically activity in natural election 

campaigns.  Most of these people were civic leaders and that sort 

of thing.  So they said, "Lewie, you go out and find some 

candidates," and I — man, I did it, Lewie.  Most were nice people; 

it was still — it was ten years by the time — 1967.  Mr. Crump has 

been dead over ten years, but people were very reluctant to run.  

Mr. Crump had this rule; he said to businesspeople, "You stay out 

of my bidness, and I'll stay out of yours, and I won't ask you for 

any money."  So it's very hard to persuade people to run, 

 

 I finally got a pretty good group — I guess there was seven of us 

— there were eight — I guess there were eight of us, and they all 

said, "I'll run if you'll run."  Well, I had no intention of running.  I 

talked to my wife, and she was strongly against it __________ 

gone through that fairly — 'cause she got most of those bad calls.  

You know, I'm never there, and I'm busy, and I was protected by a 

secretary at the office and all that sort of thing, but she was very 

much against it, and my children thought it was a sorry idea as 

well.  But I ran, and I got caught up all in it, and I said, "No, 
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nobody can back out.  You've all said you'd run if I would; I'm 

running." 

 

 Well, __________ one of us lost but we elected seven of us, and 

almost the first thing that happened was that the sanitation workers 

went out on strike.  Then — it's lost in time, I'm sure, but the cau 

— the immediate cause of the strike was the fact that they had a 

rule that the workers came in, and if it rained, they sent them home 

but they didn't pay them, but they paid the foreman who went 

home, too!  But that was the initial thing that got them mad; it was 

a rainy day, and of course they'd had this union that had been 

stirring up things.  There was a Supreme Court decision 

__________ there were several Supreme Court decisions 

__________ they made it very clear that governmental bodies 

could not recognize unions.  I didn't know that; I thought that was 

a Southern — but 35 states had that same rule at that time, so it 

was not anything unusual at all. 

 

 So there was — in the beginning, we all thought, "This is the 

mayor's problem."  Charter said the mayor handles all contracts.  

We would ratify the contract, but we wouldn't negotiate or 

anything else, but then there was a bright black preacher here 

called Jim Lawson, and he has become a good friend of mine over 

the years, who realized that this was — __________ he realized 

that this was a racial, racial more than contract issue.  He came up 

with the idea of having a march on City Hall, and they wore these 

signs that said, "I'm a man," and it became clear within two, three 

weeks it was a racial question, and it was really serious, and the 

city was getting a bad name because of it and despite the fact that 

we hadn't been a very racist city — overly racist city, I should dsay 

— before that. 

 

[40:00] 

 

 Three of us, three of the commissioners — three of the white 

commissioners, and there were only three black commissioners — 

__________ began to push to settle the strike.  As you can 

imagine, I'm strong-minded and very vocal.  I became viewed as 

the leader of this movement to settle the strike, and I was trying to 

convince them that this is not a contract question anymore; it's a 

racial question.  It got more and more bitter, and unfortunately, the 

underlying racism in the community really came to the surface, 

and I was somewhat — I was really amazed and horrified at how 

widespread it was.  Everywhere the mayor would go, he'd get a 

standing ovation, and the mayor himself was not really very racist.  

He was very anti-union; he hated unions, and that was more his 
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motive than the racism situation, but he — and it just got to be just 

really and more bitter, and then I remember one time I — there 

were three other white commissioners who wanted to vote, who 

agreed to vote to settle the strike if the mayor would let them.  

They felt like it was not them.  They should not overrule the mayor 

because it was his job, and so I came up with this idea; I said, 

"Would you agree to do it if they mayor said you could, but he 

agreed with you and that he didn't __________ for doing so?" 

 

 Well, I thought the mayor might bite, but he didn't.  Maybe they'd 

agree, but they didn't.  I never got those other three — all of them 

deceased now — who were willing to vote to settle the strike and 

thought it ought to be done but did not.  Well, then Dr. King came  

and they had their first march, and as you know, the first march — 

the violence that happened in the first march was caused by some a 

young __________ mostly University of Memphis students who 

were mad because Dr. King had not — not only had he refused, 

but he had not found the time to meet with them.  At least, that was 

there leant excuse, and they went down and joined __________, 

and broke a few windows, and started the whole thing.  Dr. King, 

of course, was humiliated 'cause whole thing was he could do these 

things peacefully, and it was unfortunate. 

 

 But it was so sad because, of course when they broke up the rioting 

__________ if you want to call it that why every newspaper in the 

United States ran pictures of it, and they had the police dogs out, 

not quite as bad as Birmingham, but lots of billy clubs out.  Just 

horrible publicity for Memphis, and I remember saying that no one 

proposes being so knowledgeable 'cause they want to be 

__________other people felt this way and worked hard to get it 

settled besides me.  I just was — I was in the firing line so to 

speak.  I — as I said, "Well, we showed them they can't start 

anything here in Memphis," and I said, "Yesterday's the blackest 

day Memphis ever had."  'Cause you didn't just call your friends — 

even in Nashville but call your friends in New York City or 

Chicago, the image of Memphis now is a racist, backwards city, 

and it's gonna hurt us forever." 

 

 But it sure had people that were sincere people that were trying to 

do the right thing but still didn't have a grasp on what the situation 

was.  We were still trying to settle the strike, 'cause we had — 

[laughs] — this ain't an interview; this is a monologue! 

 

[Laughter]  
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 But in any event, the big problem that we faced was we couldn't 

recognize the union.  That's what they wanted, but the law was 

very clearly against that, and the mayor'd gotten an injunction 

saying we can't do it and all that sort of thing, but Jerry Blanchard 

who was one of the lawyers on the council came up with a bright 

idea.   

 

[45:00] 

 

 —He said, "We won't recognize the union; we'll enter into a 

memorandum of understanding with them.  We won't recognize 

them; we'll just say 'Here's what we're gonna do.  Here's the 

working conditions; here's the pay; here's —'" and so on and so 

forth.  Then he said, "But we want the check-off.  We don't 

__________ union dues," and I said, "We can't do that," but I said, 

what we can do is what we do for the United Way.  We can give 

you payroll deduction."  Not quite as good 'cause you gotta get the 

signature of the __________ worker to get payroll deduction.  But 

we __________ we — never was never really much dispute about 

the money.  __________ Interesting thing that very few people 

know, Mr. Plough called me — I knew him fairly well — and he 

said, "I will put up the money personally to give them a raised 

between now and April — July 1 when the new budget's done." 

 

 I — we — I say "I" — I was chairman of the budget community, 

and I sort of ran the financial end at that time.  We didn't have any 

money to for the raise, so that — but once he called we did have 

that, so that money was available.  The sad part of the story is 

sometime along the way, I think before Dr. King's march 

happened, we had a big meeting of the Public Works 

CommunityCommittee, which Fred Davis was the chairman and I 

was on it; Jim Nettis was the third member.  We came up with a 

proposed plan for selling it, such this much raise immediately and 

much bigger raise upon July 1 when we can have a new budget and 

we can arrange things.  So we thought we had really gotten it done, 

and several of the commissioners indicated they were gonna vote 

for us __________ they were considering it seriously, they might 

vote for and so on and so forth. 

 

 So we called a big meeting of the council, and we had it in the 

auditorium and had mob __________.  Freddie was young and 

inexperienced and very idealistic.  He was a wonderful person, and 

he got to be __________ able to report toof the 

communitycommittee, and he said, "Now we're gonna give you a 

raise of a nickel."  5¢.  That sounds very little in today's world, but 

I think they were making something like 80¢ an hour, maybe 60; 
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I'm not sure, but a nickel was a good-size raise.  He was gonna say, 

"And then on July 1 we'll give you another raise of 25¢ more, 

which is a pretty big raise," but before he got that out, some kind 

guy in the back of the room said, "The nigger done sold us out for 

a nickel." 

 

 Everything just went berserk, and they hollered and screamed and 

carried on and couldn't keep order and everything else, and our 

proposed settlement went out the window, which is really one of 

the saddest things about the whole situation. 

 

Francesca: Was it your responsibility to settle the crowd as president of the 

council? 

 

Lewis: I wasn't president of the council. 

 

Francesca: You wasn't president? 

 

Lewis: I never was.  I was much more powerful; I ran the budget.  

[laughs] 

 

Francesca: Controlled the money. 

 

Lewis: I love that!  Well, I'd heard __________ when Winfield Dunn was 

governor as well, but it's you know, the — on a legislative body, 

the money is everything.  The person who's chairman is, he's just 

the presiding officer; they just — the money's everything if you 

control the money.  So that's what we did. 

 

 But it wasn't — we had policemen there, and they finally got it 

subdued, but it was — and nobody was — there was no violence in 

the sense nobody was struck anybody, anything like that — just 

hollering and shouting and disorderly conduct. 

 

Francesca: What did Mayor Loeb think about the agreement?  Did you ever 

meet with him? 

 

Lewis: Oh, yes.  Our first meeting — __________ well I knew Henry 

Loeb — not very well; he was a close friend of one of my close 

friends.  I'd actually played some tennis with him and so on and so 

forth, and I knew just minor socially.  He's, oh, five or six, maybe 

seven years younger than I; but in any event, I knew the man.  I 

know when we first started the council, the first two things I did 

was I filed a motion to make a Memphis an equal opportunity 

employer and a motion to create a civil rights commission which 

would hear complaints from city employees who felt they'd been 
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mistreated.  I went down there one day to talk to Henry about 

something, — 

 

[50:00] 

 

 — and he said as I was getting ready to walk out, he said, "Look 

here, Lewis, __________ see those notes right there on my desk 

that I've got 130 letters against you about your motion, and only 

two of them are in favor of it."  He said, "What do you think of 

that?"  I said, "I don't think I was elected to count letters."  

[laughs]  

 

 But in any event, he loved all the acclaim he was getting, 'cause he 

never went anywhere where he wouldn't get it so to speak.  I had 

— the sad part of the story is it was after Dr. King was killed, we 

had — when I — we heard it.  Someone called us; I was in nego 

— in a meeting with the union and the federal mediator, trying to 

make a settlement; and they said to turn on the television; and we 

did.  Dr. King had been shot, and __________ shortly they came 

back on and said he was dead, but so that was ongoing. 

 

 So Henry __________, and he said, "I've told __________, City 

Attorney, that I recognize it's got to be done."  He said, "But now, 

you go and settle the strike, and you sent it — you get it passed by 

the council, and you send it to me, and I won't veto it, but I won't 

sign it," which is sort of a sad end to the story.  But nonetheless, 

that's the way it was, and it was a — it was a terrible time in 

Memphis; it was a tremendous blow to Memphis, incredible blow 

to Memphis for then its image was seriously harmed, and it really 

took us 25 years to get over it, and we're still not completely over 

it, but 25 years of just — it affected recruitment of bit industry and 

all those things.  It was a tragic thing, and of course, I often say I 

consider myself to be an extremely persuasive person.  I've 

persuaded a lot of courts; and there was some cases that I didn't 

think I should win, I won.  [Laughter]  But that's the greatest thing 

in my life; I did something I could not.  Of course, what it — the 

one thing it did change, even with the mayor, when it's all over 

with, I had — I was by far the most influential person on the 

council 'cause everybody listened to what I said, 'cause I had been 

so right when some of them had been so wrong.  Even the mayor 

recognized that, although he wouldn't sign the agreement. 

 

Tiffany: What made you want to fight for the union workers to get 

something that __________? 
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Lewis: Well, I'd — I wasn't pro-union, you understand, but I was pro-

garbage man.  I mean I can go on with it.  That's just the beginning 

of the story, sending them home when it rained without pay.  They 

— 'cause everybody rode the bus in those days; they came to work 

on the bus.  They had no place for them to change clothes; they 

had no uniforms; when they finished work, they had to go home on 

the bus without a place to shower, anything like that.  It was just 

they had — oh I don't know how many sanitation workers — but 

hundreds of them.  One white man — every supervisor except one 

was a black; the other was white.  So it was — the whole thing was 

just rife with — they'd take __________ discrimination. 

 

Tiffany: Why do you think so many people were against unions?  What was 

the threat of the unions? 

 

Lewis: Well, I don't know how to answer that except to say that you know, 

in the late 40's and early 50's, the unions were very, very 

aggressive; and they created a whole lot of disturbances, and riots, 

and people hurt and injured, and all that sort of thing.  I guess 

__________ became more and more powerful politically, and the 

South was conservative.  That was changed; they didn't like that.  

They became a power in and of themselves.  Apart from their 

voting power, they were __________ theirselves.   

 

[55:00] 

 

 As far as I was concerned, I found that while the unions — if you 

looked at the union movement starting in the 1880's, they did a 

whole lot; but by the time that 1950 came along, the unions were a 

lot more interested in the unions than they were the workers.  

Many said that the biggest issue we had wasn't the pay, it was the 

check-off.  [laughs]  That turned me off; I didn't feel like they 

really were providing much service for the union people, and of 

course another __________ 'cause the South was now barely 

industrialized.  We really weren't aware of the industrial working 

conditions that were prevalent in Cleveland, Chicago and Detroit, 

and over in New England.  That's probably part of the explanation; 

I don't know.  Nobody ever quite asked me that question before.  

But that's an off-the-cuff answer.  [laughs]  

 

 But it's — it was — it was — and the reason that Loeb was so anti-

union, his family owned a laundry, and he had been the one who 

had dealt with the union, and so he had had lots of difficulties with 

the union, and so that sort of fueled his dislike. 
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Tiffany: So rewind just a little bit.  I remember you talking about when you 

did the integration of the restaurants and buses and the water 

fountains, and you had things happen before they got on the 

newspaper.  How did you choose the people who were gonna 

integrate those places? 

 

Lewis: Well, actually, I chose the white ones, and Vasco chose the black 

ones.  Now, that wasn't true of everything, but that was true of the 

restaurants.  Now, but __________ the buses, of course we had to 

work with the bus company and all that sort of thing, and the bus 

driver had to be alerted and all that sort of thing.  It was a different 

dynamics, but basically we would select someone who volunteered 

to do it and we felt could handle the situation, was poised and so 

on and so forth; and of course, we wanted to be sure that they 

could deal with an awkward situation because we didn't know.  It 

was the restaurants were one of the touchiest.  I mean even when I 

was elected to the city council, my wife and I decided we'd have a 

party for the new council, and we had one man say, "I don't eat 

with blacks," and he didn't come.  As he served on the council, he 

changed his mind completely; his attitude was completely different 

from that, but that was his current reaction at the moment.  His 

wife was very, very Southern, and I expected he was more 

influenced by her at the time than he was about his own views, but 

that's it. 

 

 But that's the way we did it, but some of them — movie theaters — 

wasn't all that hard.  You know, dark and all those things.  The 

hotels, it's not all that hard because you're staying in a room, but 

now, the hotel restaurants were a different piece of cake, but that's 

— we did it, but we always chose to have blacks and whites come 

together.  They'd get on the bus together; they'd go to the library 

together; they'd go to the hotel, check in together and all that sort 

of thing; so we would — the integrated part of it would be visible.  

Not just blacks coming to be allowed in the restaurant in the hotel, 

but blacks and whites coming together and all that sort of thing.   

 

 That's — we had wonderful — of course, we had something — but 

you can do that today.  No newspaper editor that I know of would 

agree to do that.  It's sad in a way, 'cause they did it, "Well, it's for 

the best interest of the community; why shouldn't we do this?"  

One of the editors, Mr. Meeman — Ed Meeman — was a big 

repress advocate, but he was also big for helping the community.  

So that was — but that factor made it possible, and nobody was 

ever leaked.  __________ we never had a single time when we — 

someone learned about it, 'cause it was just, the committee would 
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meet, and we decided.  We did them one at a time; we didn't do 

them day after day — 

 

[1:00:09] 

 

Francesca: What did your friends and family members think about your 

involvement? 

 

Lewis: My wife was totally supportive, and my family was, too.  My 

parents — well, we did the sanitation strike, my father had died 

and my mother was living with us.  She was Mrs. Lewis R. 

Donelson, Jr., and many people thought that was me.  When they 

called her phone, and said they were gonna kill me, and she was 

old, and it was frightening to her.  She wouldn't have been a few 

years earlier, but she was — she died just a few weeks after I got 

off the city council, but she — that was very, very disturbing and 

upsetting, and I remember one time my wife called me and said, 

"Your mother's just so upset, she can't — thinks that somebody's 

called and said they were gonna kill you, and I told her that you 

were all right, but she's so upset, she needs for you to come home 

where she can see you." 

 

 I did, and of course, I calmed her down, but that was — one of the 

worst time is my daughter was going go Rhodes then — my oldest 

daughter — and she got — heard the phone ring late at night, and 

she got a hate call, and she was very upset, and my wife of course 

got dozens of them.  At first, she tried to defend me, and she 

realized that was totally use — that just enflamed them, and so 

then she'd say, "Well, you have to tell me your name.  I won't talk 

to you unless you tell me your name."  Well, none of them would 

do that of course, and so she hung up.  She told them, "I'm gonna 

hang up if you don't give me your name." 

 

 Well, they called __________ lived down the street from us, and 

they __________ hung up on them.  __________, but she wouldn't 

hang up anymore, but she'd just hold the phone away so she 

couldn't hear what they were saying.  If they were still talking, 

she'd put a — and finally, when they'd hang up, why she'd hang the 

phone up, but it was difficult.  It was hard.  The interesting thing 

was that she — her experience was that white men — would just 

have enough Southern courtesy with them.  They weren't really 

super-ugly to white women, but the white women were just totally 

unrestrained. 

 

Francesca: So women called as well? 
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Lewis: Oh, yes.  Lots of them.  Some of them really — well, the ugliest 

letter I got was from one of my wife's closest friends. 

 

Francesca: __________. 

 

Tiffany: Were you ever afraid yourself, Mr. Donelson? 

 

Lewis: You know, I don't know how to explain that; no.  They — one day 

this — well, we'd me every day, you know and all, and at the end 

of that __________ meeting I'm telling you about why the police 

said, "We'll take y'all out the back."  I said, "No.  Nobody's gonna 

make me walk out the back door.  I'm gonna walk out to the 

crowd."  Of course, nobody touched me, and I just walked out 

through the crowd.  I didn't get called a No. 1 — one reason 

__________ and preacher called me a white rat, but it was a hard 

time. 

 

 One of the funniest stories is that I was out of town, and some guy 

kept calling and saying he was gonna kill me and my __________, 

and after that third time she went to see __________ Graves, who 

was the assistant city attorney at the time, and said, "Mr. Graves, 

what should I do?"  Well, he said, "Next time he calls, ask him his 

name," which I thought it was a silly suggestion, but the next time 

he called, she asked him his name, and he gave it! 

 

 So we sent the police out there; he didn't __________, sent the 

police out there and called him in — I was gone two days, and I 

got home, I said — they said, "What do you want to do with this 

guy?" and I said, "Well, is he sober?"  They said, "Man, he's been 

in that bullpen for two days; he is cold sober!"  [laughs] I said, 

"Send him on home.  I think he's learned his lesson. 

 

[Laughter] 

 

Francesca: With the escalation of the sanitation strike and maybe growing 

tensions here in Memphis, what were the reactions of white 

__________ that you can recall? 

 

[1:05:00] 

 

Lewis: Well, most of them supported the mayor, but I'd say a very 

substantial majority.  There were a number of white people who 

marched with the workers and who supported the strike and so on 

and so forth.  It wasn't universal, and it was a — well, the mainline 

Protestant churches were very supportive, and the ministers were 

very supportive, but and there were ma — I'd — Jerry Blanchard 
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was the only councilperson who marched with the strikers.  I did 

not do that.  Of course, it may of — my defense was that I'm trying 

to get this thing settled, and I don't want to make — decrease my 

credibility with some of my friends who are not willing yet to vote 

for it.  But nonetheless that was the situation then. 

 

 I didn't feel frightened, although we — people said they'd kill me 

and burn the house down, and they marched up and down in front 

of my house with a black coffin, and there was other things.  It 

wasn't fun; it wasn't fun.  I don't mean to say it — it wasn't fun; it 

was a tough time. 

 

Francesca: Do you think you would have been involved in the marches if you 

hadn't been on the city council? 

 

Lewis: I don't know the answer to that.  The real answer to that is I was 

working, you know, 80-90 hours a week.  My council time during 

that period took at least 40 hours a week, and I was still practicing 

law full-time, so I — I just didn't have time to do things like that.  

So I don't know what I would have — I might have done it once, 

symbolically. 

 

Francesca: Earlier you recalled the "I am a man" sign.  What did that mean to 

you, as symbolic of the movement? 

 

Lewis: What it meant was that they were like — they needed to be treated 

like everyone else.  They were human, and they were — had the 

same needs and the same wants and the same — they deserved the 

same __________, and all that white people did — that all other 

men did, you might say.  It was a powerful statement, I thought. 

 

Tiffany: Were there any amazing or like big shifts throughout your career 

that you can remember, like your attitude shifts or anything — a 

significant change through you? 

 

Lewis: Well, my attitude changed in a way because I really had not 

viewed Memphis as as racist as it was, and I — and — you know, 

how matter how old you are 'cause I'm — my great grandfather 

moved to Memphis in 1957; we've been here forever.  So it's — 

I'm a part of the community, my mother made her debut and all 

that sort of thing, which was a big deal in those days.  So were — 

but when you — what you realize is that that's really a very small 

segment of the community, and while I've never been rich, I've 

never been poor; and I'm very conscious of the fact that I've never 

been poor.  It's hard for me sometimes to relate to poor people 

because I — and of course when you went to private schools most 



 20080530_Donelson Page 24 of 32 
 Francesca Davis, Tiffany Smith, Lewis Donelson 

 

www.escriptionist.com  Page 24 of 32 

of your life — I went to Choate.  You know, I'm in the middle of 

the Depression where I was housed at Choate School, and I was 

about as insulated from the Depression as you could possibly be 

'cause I was there in 1932, 1933 and 1934.  It’s just — it was the 

bottom of the Depression, you might say. 

 

 So I'm very conscious of that, and — but — and it did change my 

attitude a good bit.  I realized when — I realized how much bigger 

the problem was than I thought it was.  I was overconfident about 

how easily we had done the integration of public facilities and that 

sort of thing, and I realized it hadn't changed hearts.  I do 

remember Judge Harold Welford's a good friend of mine, and this 

was long before he was on the bench, but in the late 50's, why, 

everywhere you'd go at a cocktail party, you'd call what I call — 

pardon the expression — nigger jokes.   

 

[1:10:01] 

 

 I was walking out of a party one night, and I said, "You know, 

Harry, I'm so tired of that I can't stand it."  He said, "So am I," and 

I said, "Tell you what let's do.  You and I begin it, and we'll get 

some of our friends to do it, too.  Every time someone starts to tell 

one of those jokes, say, 'I don't want to hear it.'"  We stopped it in 

our crowd, 'cause most of them were embarrassed when you said 

that to them.  Some of them weren't, but most of them were 

embarrassed, and but it stopped it.  They knew that they were 

gonna be called on it. 

 

 But still, I didn't realize how much the underlying was now, 'cause 

after the — Dr. King was killed, just — well, there was still a 

segment of the community was — but the great flip-flop in the 

mind, you might say that the churchgoing community and that part 

of the community, great flip-flopping there in their attitude.  That 

was very evident, and there was absolutely no objection to us 

settling the strike.  Everybody was not only happy — and of course 

Mr. Crump and Mr. Plough didn't tell anybody he'd __________ 

the money to pay that first three months, but — 

 

 So there was that; there was that.  'Cause the other thing was that 

we've — there was also the realization which I think it led me to 

change my attitude, what this had done to the community.  Ron 

Terry and I formed something called The Breakfast Club, and we 

had business leaders and presidents of the banks and all that sort of 

thing, and we'd meet.  We met every other week I think it was and 

trying just to figure out what we could do and what we should do 

to revive the city.  There was — there was a real recognition of 
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what we had done and what to damage our reputation and a real 

struggle to know what we could do to change it and to improve it.  

So that changed. 

 

 One of my close friends — now, he's younger than I — but his 

family have been clients of mine since he was a little boy.  He was 

a young man then, and he organized something, I think he called it 

Memphis Cares, and they had it at the Crump Stadium, and they 

had a big meeting, and they had tremendous — I say tremendous 

— it was you know, 20,000 people, probably; and pretty balanced 

crowd.  People got up and made reconciliation talks.  It was a great 

thing, and it was well received and so on and so forth.  Although 

he did get some calls, and they were not calls of approval! 

 

[Laughter] 

 

 But had — we were talking about it not too long ago, and he — but 

that's — but there was that shift, and I think that there is a strong 

consensus in Memphis now that the problem needs to be dealt 

with, but it's difficult, 'cause I describe Memphis now as a — in the 

political situation particularly — as here we are the — we're a city 

in which the blacks are the majority, and they act like they're the 

minority; and the whites are the minority, and they act like they're 

the majority.  It's not a very workable situation, and unfortunately, 

the trouble with most — with minority thinking is that you are 

more interested in protesting than you are in governing. 

 

 In today's world with so much divisiveness, you don't — in a 

democracy, it's the art of the possible; and we accept the will of the 

majority; and you produce a majority for your ideas by blending 

ideas to bring enough people together that you've got a majority.  

That's something that we are having difficulty, and so many 

problems in Memphis that ought not to be racist are.   

 

[1:15:00] 

 

 It's — so it's a sad thing to have.  This is not unusual to me.  

They've had problems in Atlanta, they've had problems in — 

Detroit is far worse than Memphis; it's awful.  Cleveland's not a 

whole lot better than we are if it's good.  Chicago's done a whole 

lot better with Mayor Daley.  He's sort of like Boss Crump; he's 

got as many blacks supporting him as he has whites.  He deals with 

everybody, and that sort of situation. 

 

 But that's — and I don't know how to get it resolved.  It's — it's a 

— it's troubling to me that we don't understand that compromise is 
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the heart of politics.  You very seldom can produce a majority that 

all just agrees in everything you want to do exactly as you want to 

do it and that's — because — well, I — it's a little off the point, but 

I was listening to some talk radio going home in the car one day, 

and the moderator says, "Oh, that person's just a damn moderate!" 

 

[Laughter] 

 

 Now, the more I thought about it, the madder it made me, and so I 

wrote an essay on moderation starting out with pointing out that if 

George Washington hadn't been a moderate, we wouldn't have had 

a country because Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson 

could have never gotten together.  Without Washington, they had 

to provide the glue to get it done and so on; and they basically of 

course would have got us through the Civil War with Lincoln, who 

was really a moderate and viewed in the South as being extreme, 

but he was really a moderate. 

 

 It really, of course, as you know, my firm is Baker, Donelson; and 

Howard Baker is my partner; and he — you know, he was a real 

advocate of but very skillful at producing majorities to get things 

done.  He did it by bringing people together, and reasoning with 

them, and just combining their ideas, and making them — and I've 

found in that work that I did on the city council and I've done.  At 

one point, I was Commissioner of the F&A for the state, and so I 

had dealt a lot with the legislature, and building consensus is what 

you do.  Of course, I was working for a governor that was a 

Republican, and I was a Republican, but the majority in both 

houses of the legislature were Democrats.  So you had to work 

with them to produce something, and my experience has been that 

for the most part, compromise produces a better result than you can 

produce by yourself.  If you're not tempered by other people's 

ideas, if it's just you, not many people are smart enough to get the 

whole sense of it without being — getting hit and being forced to 

consider the other side really, __________.  But that's — you 

know it'd be — you need that.  It's very, very, necessary in 

Memphis. 

 

Francesca: As you speak of compromise and change, and it seems that you've 

been really reflective throughout this interview in terms of your 

position on different things.  What advice would you give to say 

the youth of Memphis to make it be more progressive or changing 

to move, as you said, the right direction? 

 

Lewis: Well, my first advice would be open to change.  I remember when 

I was commissioner, I was proposing something to a legislative 
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committee, and they said, "Has any other state ever done this?"  I 

said, "Far as I know, no other state's ever done this, and it wouldn't 

be terrible of Tennessee was the first one to do something."  I don't 

know if I __________ his vote, but I shut him up. 

 

[Laughter] 

 

 But yeah, it is, and we need some drastic change, and that's a 

beginning.  I guess we've allowed our decision to get in this 

position, and boy, our press didn't help us any.  I think that we are 

— we've just taxed everybody to death. 

 

[1:20:00] 

 

 Well, the truth is we do tax more than our surrounding counties; 

but man, all you need to do is go to New York, or Boston, or Los 

Angeles, or even St. Louis or something like that; man, our taxes 

are low.  Taxes are low, and what it's resulted in — and of course, 

this is something tragic — is it — in Tennessee, really is — and 

I'm seeing __________ of last year or so.  A couple of the years 

ago, it was the lowest per capita tax burden of any state in the 

Union. 

 

 Yet it is a group that — now, I helped found it but I'm not a 

member that's associated with it anymore — I'm trying to — it's 

very hard to do this, but I'm trying to get out of it, you know.  But I 

do feel that we to realize that we're not gonna cure out No. 1 

problem, which is education, without money; and I'd say there's 

nothing in the water down here __________ that makes us able to 

do this cheaper than anybody else.  It just takes money, and you — 

it's sad, but you know, we've al — when we've tried to do early 

childhoods, we have a hard time finding people who know how to 

do early childhoods.  'Cause even our first grade teacher is not 

really prepared for the childhood education. 

 

 So that's something we need to do, and we need to sell it.  It's — 

but it's — a person like yourself, it's — to me it's disturbing how 

liberal support you get from your community for more money for 

education.  I can just tell you, and I know a whole lot about this, it 

can't be done without money.  I mean the highest paid teacher in 

the public schools — public education — in Tennessee, they've 

been there 30 years, makes less than the lawyers we're gonna hire 

this summer on their first day.  Now, that's a judgment that the 

public is making.  It's a sorry judgment. 
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 We're beginning to get aware of it; I mean the Chinese and the 

Indians — I mean the East Indians — are showing us, and their 

education systems are really concentrating on getting ahead.  If we 

don't wake up to it, we're gonna fall behind.   There's no way we 

can keep up if we don't improve our education system.  It's just 

really sad, and in the south, a whole lot of it is just latent racism.  

It's sad to know it. 

 

 There was an article in the paper just recently that in Shelby 

County, more than half of the white students are in private schools.  

You know, if man — I can't say a word.  I grew up in private 

schools, all my children went to private schools, and I'm a great 

supporter of public education, but nonetheless I got a wonderful 

education, and I wanted my children to have the same thing.  Had a 

good friend who was very active in pushing integration in 

Clarksdale, Mississippi and he called me one day — this had been 

years ago — and he said, "Lewie," he said, "my daughter is in the 

fourth grade, and she's the only white girl in her class.  My wife 

says that I'm being unfair to my daughter because she's not getting 

a very good education and she's been put in a very difficult 

situation for herself, and that my views and my public position on 

this is being considered prior and above her own rights, you might 

say." 

 

[1:25:00] 

 

 It was an awkward area, and he was agonizing over it.  He was 

agonized over it; he was praying over it.  He was trying to, "What 

should I do?"  Of course, I made a typical lawyer's end play, you 

might say.  I said, "Well, there's a school over here in Memphis; 

it's a private school called __________.  Anyway, you can send 

people in the fourth grade, and they can board."  He did that, which 

was — but it was — his wife was right; it was an unfair situation, 

and it's — but it shouldn't be that way, but it's just — of course, the 

situation kind of seems bad, one of the worst in the country as far 

as what we do for education.  Boy, what we do for our education is 

just pitiful. 

 

Tiffany: Before we sum up, I'd kind of like to ask you a question.  Why do 

you think that Boston's leadership — not Boston, worry — 

Crump's leadership and Loeb's leadership was so influential in 

Memphis? 

 

Lewis: Well, those wasn't. 

 

Tiffany: Okay.  [laughs]  
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Lewis: No, Loeb — I'm sure after the sanitation strike he couldn't have 

been elected to anything, and he was elected selected twice.  He 

was once a member of the commission and once as mayor, and 

he'd a very handsome, charming, really sort of charismatic kind of 

a person.  I mean you met him, he was — and he would be just as 

nice to you as he would anybody else that way.  He was a good 

campaigner, but he was a sorry mayor.  His problem was he had all 

these prejudices, and he couldn't change. 

 

Tiffany: Crump? 

 

Lewis: Well, Crump was — damn.  He was extremely charming.  There's 

a letter that I wrote to my mother; I wrote a letter to my mother 

when I was going to New York with my father when I was about 

13, so — and we got on the train, and we — Mr. Crump was on the 

train.  He invited us to have dinner with him, and I'd never met Mr. 

Crump before.  I was just totally taken with him; he was just 

thoroughly charming.  What was so charming is that I was 13, and 

he treated me just like I was an adult.  I was smart; I was probably 

better informed than most — it was about politics — than most 13 

year-olds about politics, the nonetheless, it was just him.  That's 

the way he was.  So he was very charming, but he also was 

ruthless.  He had the power, and he used it. 

 

 Now, of course was when I was college, Memphis was wide open, 

as we had lots of rivals.  We had every hotel had its own 

__________ room, worlds of bootleggers.  We had been — Mr. 

Crump had a collector named Frank Rice, who went around and 

collected from the brothels and all the hotels and all the gambling, 

all the night clubs and all that sort of thing.  __________ it's hard 

to know what happened, but Mr. Crump's second son, who was 

named John Crump, I think was being — structure grew up to be 

Mr. Crump's successor.  He, in '37, he was flying with a reporter 

over Arkansas to look at the flood, and was crashed and killed, but 

I basically Mr. Crump got religion.  In any event, he shut down all 

that about 1940, '39-'40, and then man, you couldn't get a — of 

course, liquor by that time was legal, but liquor by the drink.  

Years before we got that.  But the __________ places all shut 

down; all of them shut down, and the bootleggers was — they 

were all shut down, and the brothels were all shut down. 

 

 So he — a lot of people don't know this, but Mr. Crump got 

impeached and removed from office when he was mayor in 1919. 

 

[1:30:00] 
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 But he very shortly worked himself back into power, but he never 

ran again.  He didn't run once for mayor with announcing that he 

was gonna resign as soon as he was sworn in, and his hand-picked 

successor would be sworn in.  His hand-picked successor was a 

congressman who didn't want to leave Congress until he  

__________ something done, but in any event, that's — 

 

 I have one more story about Mr. Crump.  I got on a train in 

Cincinnati, and he's on the train, and I didn't know him very well.  

I had been invited like a lot of young lawyers were to go to the 

legislature.  Well, I was much too independent, and of course, 

they'd have somebody from Mr. Crump delegated to tell me how I 

was gonna vote and everything that day.  So I just said 

__________ I wouldn't do it 'cause I was too busy, and — but 

anyway, we knew.  Me and he, and we knew no one else on the 

train, so we went and had supper together.  He was — by this time, 

he was well up in his 80's, and he — but he was just as charming 

as he ever was; and we a delightful evening; and I remember it 

well 'cause at that time, in '52, probably, I was not politically 

active. 

 

 But we were sitting there at the end of the evening and getting 

ready to go to bed, and he says, "You know," he said, "Mrs. Crump 

is tired of politics."  I said, "Why don't you quit?"  He said, "I can't 

do that."  I said, "What do you mean?  You can just say I've been at 

this 50 years, and I've had enough."  He said, "No, it doesn't work 

that way," and I said "What do you mean it doesn't work that 

way?"  He said, "Well, listen, there are all those people out there 

that helped me when I was running candidates, and when they call 

me now, I've got to help them." 

 

 Well, I'm in that situation now.  [laughs] I'm trying to extricate 

myself, but it's hard to do. 

 

[Laughter] 

 

 But anyway, there's other stories I know that — I hired the first 

black man to be a member of a large law firm, you might say; and 

Alan Wade, who is now the Tampa City Council has left us, but he 

did a good job while was with us.  A very bright, able lawyer.  I 

was the one who integrated the United Way.  It's really ridiculous.  

I think I was president of the United Way in — I don't know — it 

was '61, something like that —, and no blacks were on the board.  

75% of our customers you might say were blacks, and the 

immediate past president and the president who was gonna succeed 
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me were two wonderful men, and I said, "This is ridiculous.  They 

should integrate the board."  They said, "Exactly right.  I don't 

know why we haven't done it before now."  Well, we did have two 

resignations when we integrated the board.  I also integrated the 

board down at the Rotary Club — I had my little side activities — 

but I even did that when I went to Nashville; I integrated those 

__________. 

 

[Laughter] 

 

 But anyway, that's it.  It's — it's discouraging to me that we haven't 

made more progress, and I — it's — they've — A.C. Warden is a 

good mayor, and he does a good job.  Unfortunately, A.C. is not a 

risk taker, and really, we need some risk takers.  We haven't had 

any risk taking mayor since I can remember, 'cause none Mr. 

Crump's mayors took risk; they took orders. 

 

[Laughter] 

 

 But they — we need some dynamic person to come in and really 

lead the charge of what we need to do, and that's — and of course, 

it's — Phil Bresden's been an excellent mayor — er, governor.  

He's — but he's a good manager, he's a good fiscal person, but he's 

not much of a risk taker.  He hadn't provided the kind of leadership 

that I think he should have on education and on higher education, 

and it's — that's the sad thing. 

 

[1:35:11] 

 

Francesca: Well, wrapping up, Mr. Donelson, this has been an incredibly great 

honor. 

 

Lewis: Well, your kind.  Very kind; it's my pleasure. 

 

Francesca: We just once again — 

 

Lewis: I'll tell you one more story about me, and I'll wrap it up.  When we 

first had the — __________ the county charter and had the county 

mayor, a delegation came to me and said, "You ought to run for 

county mayor."  My favorite answer to that question is, "I'm just 

barely smart enough not to do that." 

 

[Laughter] 

 

 And they said, "Oh, you — yes, no you've been well-known."  I'd 

been on the city council, and "everybody knows you, "and so on 
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and so forth.  They said, "Would you mind if we take a poll?"  I 

said, "Well, you can take a poll.  I don't care what the poll says; I'm 

gonna run for county mayor, but I'll tell you what the poll's gonna 

say."  They said, "What do you mean?" and I said, "It's gonna say 

that people in Shelby County think I'm too damn smart to be 

mayor."   Well, they took the poll but didn't show it to me, but they 

said, "You were right." 

 

[Laughter] 

 

 There's a sad — I wish I could tell you I had this magic key to 

settling it, but I know I've been — well, when I couldn't settle the 

sanitation strike, I proved there was just a whole lot of things I 

couldn't do.  But I've been blessed; I've been blessed; been blessed 

by having a lot of opportunity and some success and a lot of 

support from friends and family — and I've also been blessed in 

another way, too:  I've had incredible health because I'm going out 

this afternoon to play golf. 

 

[Laughter] 

 

 I will walk; I will not ride in the cart, so that's — and it's — there's 

no other 90 year-olds, at least at our club, that even are playing 

golf besides me, and none of them are walking, shall we say.  But 

— 

 

Francesca: Well, Mr. Donelson, again, we thank you for your time. 

 

Lewis: Thank you so much.  Yeah, that's just about right 'cause I've got a 

— taking some of my young lawyers out to play golf this 

afternoon. 

 

Francesca: Hopefully I'll be __________. 

 

Female:: There's been a few — if you were gonna deal with anything in 

your program, I would say, "Let's all talk about what it needs to be 

to create art in the democracy," and yet we've got that palpable 

right there on the stage, but in Memphis, five times as many people 

are gonna be going to a party instead, and so — 

 

[End of Audio, 1:38:28] 

 


