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 Daniel Jacobs: On behalf of the Crossroads to Freedom Project, thank you for 

giving your time for this interview.  Could you state your name? 

 

Willie Herenton: Yeah.  Willie W. Herenton. 

 

Daniel Jacobs: Okay.  And your occupation? 

 

Willie Herenton: I’m the mayor of the great city of Memphis, Tennessee. 

 

Daniel Jacobs: Okay.  When were you born? 

 

Willie Herenton: I was born in 1940 in the city of Memphis, born when Memphis 

was really racially segregated – the schools, by law.  I vividly 

remember riding on the back of the bus, drinking water from 

separate water fountains marked colored and white.  You know I 

grew up in that era.  Yeah.  

 

Daniel Jacobs: What were your parents’ names? 

 

Willie Herenton: Willie and Ruby.   

 

Daniel Jacobs: Okay. 

 

Willie Herenton: Yes. 

 

[01:00] 

 

Daniel Jacobs: And did you have any brothers or sisters? 

 

Willie Herenton: I had one sister – Dorothy.  

 

Daniel Jacobs: Okay.  Can you tell me – what neighborhood in Memphis did you 

grow up in? 

 

Willie Herenton: I grew up in what is still called South Memphis on a street named – 

Barton and Iowa Street.  Iowa Street now has been changed to 

Crump Boulevard.  So when you pass down Crump Boulevard 

near 3rd and Main, that was the part of South Memphis that I grew 

up in.   

 

Daniel Jacobs: Okay.  Did you belong to a church, growing up? 

 

Willie Herenton: Oh yes.  Salem Gilfield Baptist Church was a big church up on the 

hill of Iowa – now Crump Boulevard – and Florida Street.  Yes.  
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Daniel Jacobs: And I guess for the record, where did you go to elementary school 

and high school? 

 

Willie Herenton: Yeah.  I attended Larose Elementary School and Booker T. 

Washington High School.   

 

Daniel Jacobs: Okay.  And what did you do after you left high school? 

 

[02:00] 

 

Willie Herenton: Did a lot of things.  

 

(Laughter) 

 

 It’s a long story.  But when I completed high school in 1958, I had 

thought of going to Chicago.  I was an amateur fighter.  And I 

wanted to become a professional fighter.  And I was gonna go to 

Chicago and make a lot of money.   

 

And one day, I went looking for a job.  And the foreman that came 

out – and there were a lot of men out there at the employment 

office.  And he said, “I thought I told you boys.  Get away from 

here.  We’re not hiring today.  I don’t need anybody to work.”  

And I looked at the faces of those old men – and they were all 

black, and they probably didn’t have any education.  And this was 

in July of 1958.   

[03:00] 

Man, I walked back home, and I told my mom – I said, “Mom, I 

just had a bad experience.  I saw a man talk bad to these old men.  

They didn’t have any skills or an education.”  And I said, “I’m not 

gonna go to Chicago to be a fighter.  I’m gonna go to college.”   

 

And the next day, I went over and got my high school transcript 

and had it sent to LeMoyne College, which is a historically black 

college.  And I went to college. Four years, played basketball, and 

then I entered the teaching profession.  So I became an elementary 

school teacher in 1963.   

 

(Background Talk) 

 

Daniel Jacobs: What was your experience at LeMoyne-Owen like?  Were you 

involved in any political groups?  Or? 

 

Willie Herenton: Quite frankly, when I was in college starting out, I was more of an 

athlete than a student. 
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(Laughter) 

 

 I later learned the importance of excelling academically.  I then 

gained a focus on having an interest in young people.  And that’s 

why I chose to major in elementary education.   

[04:00] 

 

 In those days, African Americans did not have many choices in 

careers.  Teaching was a professional arena that you could find a 

job and have a career.  So I chose the educational profession and 

taught school for four years.  Then I became a principal of a 

school.  Then I went and received my PhD.  Came back to 

Memphis.  I became the superintendent of the school system here.  

Yeah.   

 

Tiffani Smith:  About what time period was that, that you were superintendent? 

 

Willie Herenton: I was superintendent from 1979 to 1991.  When I became the 

mayor, in 1991, I retired.  Yes.   

 

04:49 BEGIN CLIP 2 

 

Tiffani Smith: So how did you feel about the Memphis School System?  Did you 

notice a lot changing from your youth to now? 

 

 

 

Willie Herenton: Oh absolutely.  The teachers, when I was a young lad growing up, 

were strong motivators.  The schools were segregated.  We had all 

black teachers.  And many of them had gone to the East, and they 

had received quality education.  They motivated us.  They instilled 

in us the desire to get a good education.   

 

They compelled us to look outside of our environment.  They 

instilled in us the value of getting knowledge.  And there was more 

discipline in schools then.  We had a stronger work ethic and a 

value for work and education.  I don’t see a lot of that now.  

 

Tiffani Smith: How would you say the Memphis environment has changed, in 

regards to racial relations?  Like in general – like I know you said 

you were in that time period when it was very segregated.  What 

was the integration period like?  What did you experience?  

 

[06:00] 
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Willie Herenton: In fact, I did my doctoral dissertation on school integration here in 

Memphis.  You know obviously when I was born, schools were 

segregated.  Blacks went to school with blacks.  Whites went to 

school with whites.  I remember when the first 13 African-

Americans integrated the schools here.  They had to have police 

protection and all of that.   

 

So schools were segregated.  We received the hand-me-down 

textbooks from white high schools, at Booker Washington.  In fact, 

a lot of them would come from Central and East.  These are high 

schools in Memphis.  And we would get the books when they were 

outdated.  Schools were different.  Discipline was enforced in 

those days – I mean paddling and suspension. 

 

(Laughter) 

 

 None of the nonsense you have in schools now.  I mean you had to 

do your work, or you got a paddling, or you got suspension.  There 

were no drugs. 

[07:00] 

I mean the culture’s changed now.  I mean we didn’t have 

television.  Believe it or not, we didn’t have television when I was 

in high school.  I’m that old.   

 

(Laughter) 

But what was really terrible in those days – and you’re young 

people – is that racism and segregation were so much a part of our 

life.  You won’t believe this.  When my mother would go 

downtown to the stores, she could not try clothes on.  If you were 

black, and you went into a department store, you had to guess your 

size.   

 

You couldn’t try clothes on.  Okay?  The lunch counters.  

Everything was segregated.  Theaters were segregated.  

Restaurants.  We couldn’t go in the front door.  You had to go in 

the side door.  Police brutality was horrible.  It was just not a good 

environment for wholesome living.  Everything was separate by 

race.  

 

[08:00] 

 

Tiffani Smith: How are you viewed by Memphians – as being the superintendent? 

 

Willie Herenton: Well –  

 

(Laughter) 
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 I don't know.  I think if you were to interview some people who 

observed my tenure, they would have said I was an effective 

school superintendent.  You could interview some people that 

would say I wasn’t an effective school superintendent.  But I was 

honored to have the privilege of being the superintendent.   

 

I was the first of my race, by the way, too.  Memphis had a 

problem with selecting African Americans as superintendents.  In 

fact, I’m the first elected African American mayor.  I’ve been a lot 

of firsts, in terms of breaking racial barriers.  But I think we had a 

good school system.   

[09:00] 

It has changed.  I think the kids today are strongly motivated by 

music, and a lot of the music is not positive.  You know it causes 

behavioral problems.  The movies.  Cable TV.  All of the 

influences that young people have on them today – we didn’t have 

in the old days.   

 

Technology obviously was not as advanced as it is today.  Teenage 

pregnancy was not a rampant problem.  I mean the society now is 

just so liberal and so open.  And there are a lot of challenges for 

schools and parents today that we didn’t have when I was growing 

up in Memphis.   

 

09:33:00 BEGIN CLIP 3 

 

Tiffani Smith: Did you feel a lot of criticism for being the first African American 

to do a lot of things? 

 

Willie Herenton: Yes.  Through the grace of God, I’ve been given some 

opportunities.  I was the first African American to head up the 

school system, the first to head up a city.  Yeah.  People have 

different expectations for you – some because you’re the first.   

[10:00] 

Blacks, for example, thought I was gonna make everybody a 

millionaire, because I was a black mayor.  They thought that 

money was just gonna fall all out of the sky, because you had a 

black mayor and opportunity.   

 

(Laughter) 

 

 And the whites thought I was not gonna be fair, that I wasn’t gonna 

hire any white people – I was gonna give all the jobs to black 

people and all the contracts to black people.  So when you’re 

African American, you’re confronted with a mixed set of 
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expectation – from your own people and then from other groups.  

So it’s just a part of the territory.    

 

Tiffani Smith: What influenced you to become the mayor? 

 

Willie Herenton: Five young African American men.  I was retiring as school 

superintendent.  And a mayoral race was coming up.  And these 

guys came to me and said, “Dr. Herenton, we think it is time for 

Memphis to change and elect a person of color to be mayor.  And 

there are a lot of African Americans who want to be mayor.  But 

we’ve observed you, and we think that you can do it.  And we look 

up to you.”   

[11:00] 

 At first I said, “No, I don’t want to do this.”  And they came to my 

office.  And then they invited me to lunch.  And it was at this lunch 

table that I saw the aspirations in these young men.  And I said, 

“Okay, I’ll do it.”  And the rest is history.  We got out, and we 

launched a grassroots campaign.   

 

Regrettably, that race was all about race.  The black citizens 

primarily voted for me, the black candidate.  The white citizens 

primarily voted for the white candidate.  But through the grace of 

God, there were about 3,000 to 4,000 white citizens who looked at 

me as a person and didn’t look at the color of my skin.  And they 

voted for me.   

[12:00] 

Had I not had the confidence of a minority group of whites and a 

lot of black votes, I would not have won.  There were a little over 

200,000 votes cast in that race.  I won by 142 votes.  In fact, a lot 

of the white votes I got were from white students – from Rhodes 

and the University of Memphis.  These kids – they wanted a 

change.  So we made it happen.  We broke barriers.  And now, I’ve 

been mayor for 17 years.   

 

Tiffani Smith: Knowing the history of Memphis and kind of the mood and how 

things change – because you’ve been here all your life – how did 

you choose the topics and the subjects to reach the Memphians – to 

be mayor?  Like what did you choose in your campaign?  Or? 

 

Willie Herenton: Okay.  That’s good.  That’s a good question.  Obviously given the 

history of Memphis, being a city torn with race polarization – and 

Memphis was one of the last southern cities to elect a person of 

color to mayor.   

[13:00] 

Atlanta had a black mayor.  Birmingham.  But Memphis was still 

struggling with breaking that barrier.   So when I became the 
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mayor – oh, it was historic.  The New York Times – they wrote 

stories about it.  But they said, “Memphis has finally crossed the 

color line.”   

 

So I felt good about the barrier being broken.  I felt good that there 

were people, black and white – even though the first time, there 

weren’t many whites, the second time, I had a lot of white votes, 

and the third time, I had a lot of white votes.  And people gave me 

an opportunity to break that barrier.   

 

I think Memphis is a different city today.  And sometimes – I’ll be 

very honest with you on the question of race – it looks like we 

sometimes make one step forward and then two steps backwards.  

Then we step up.  We make progress.  And then we retrogress. 

[14:00] 

But I will say this to you.  Memphis is a better city, much better 

than what it was in the ‘40s, the ‘50s, the ‘60s, the ‘70s, the ‘80s, 

and the ‘90s.  It’s a better city.  Doesn’t mean we don’t have 

problems.   

 

We still have problems.  All cities have problems.  Race, class, 

economic division is still a problem in the United States, still a 

problem in Memphis.  But we’re a much better city.  The fact that I 

see you young people here – I see a young man, two girls – black, 

white – that shows we’ve made progress.   

 

In the old days, Rhodes College was Southwestern.  I can 

remember the time we didn’t have any black students at 

Southwestern.  Fisk University, a historically black college – a 

young lady wouldn’t have been in any position of leadership, 

because we were not only a racist society, women did not have 

opportunities that you young people have today.  

 Yeah.  So we are a much better society.  But we still have 

problems.  

 

(Background Talk) 

 

15:11 BEGIN CLIP 4 

 

Tiffani Smith: What do you think took Memphis so long to break the racial 

barrier? 

 

Willie Herenton: That’s a real good question.  For whatever reason, Memphis just 

kept holding to the past, didn’t want to turn the past loose.  Other 

cities – like Atlanta – were forging ahead.  But Memphis still held 
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onto the Old South, all of the residuals of the Old South.  Memphis 

struggled.  And we just – that’s been a part of our character. 

[16:00] 

Others moved forward.  We struggled to maintain the status quo.  

So it took the Civil Rights Movement.  It took some hard-driving 

personalities.  It took a wave of change to move Memphis beyond 

stagnation on the whole question of race.   

 

Daniel Jacobs: I know we may be running a little bit low on time, but if we could 

shift back to our target period, specifically the 1960s.   

 

Willie Herenton: Yeah. 

 

Daniel Jacobs: Are there any experiences from the 1960s that stand out in your 

memory? 

 

Willie Herenton: Yes. 

 

Daniel Jacobs: You said you were an elementary school teacher? 

 

Willie Herenton: Absolutely.  Absolutely.  Let me tell you what I vividly remember 

about the ‘60s.  I marched with Dr. King when he came to 

Memphis.  In fact, I participated in a civil rights rally in front of 

City Hall.  I was a protestor in front of this building.  I was 28 

years old.  I wore one of those signs – “I am a man.”  We were 

protesting against the mayor and the City of Memphis for how they 

were treating sanitation workers.   

 

[17:00]  

 I remember the second march, when the riots broke out.  And we 

lost control.  I remember when the National Guard came into 

Memphis.  We had a curfew.  I remember all the police brutality.  I 

remember all of that in the ‘60s.   

 

And I remember the healing process as well.  I even remember 

when – for example, when I graduated from Booker T. 

Washington, I couldn’t attend Memphis State.  It was racially 

segregated.  That’s why I went to LeMoyne, a historically black 

college.  I don't know when Rhodes College had its first African 

American.   

 

But Rhodes was not a state institution.  Memphis State was a state 

institution, and the state institutions were also racially segregated.  

Thank God, we had LeMoyne.  We had Fisk.  We had Morehouse.  

We had our historically black colleges that gave African 

Americans an opportunity in the South to attend college.  Yeah.   
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Daniel Jacobs: Since you’re an elementary school teacher, did that job ever affect 

your participation in the Civil Rights Movement? 

[18:00]   

 

Willie Herenton: No.  In fact, in 1968, I was an elementary principal – I believe at 

Larose Elementary School.  In fact, I was working with young 

people then.  I had about 1,400 students in my school during that 

civil rights period.   

 

I guess I had a social conscience about changing Memphis because 

of these kids.  I wanted them to have a better city, a better 

community, where they were respected on the basis of who they 

were, and not rejected because of the color of their skin.  I wanted 

them to be able to have good jobs, go to the best schools, and to be 

successful.   

  

So I guess I had some compelling reasons.  Because every day, I 

saw about 1,400 young kids.  And a lot of them came from housing 

projects and came from families that were struggling with poverty.  

And I knew education also was a way out.  Yeah.  

 

19:15 BEGIN CLIP 5 

 

Tiffani Smith: How did you explain what was going on to your students? 

 

Willie Herenton: Well, it was difficult explaining to elementary kids what was really 

going on.  They obviously knew something was going on in the 

garbage strike, because garbage wasn’t being picked up.  Okay? 

 

(Laughter) 

 

 Garbage was piling up.  I think they knew something was going on 

when we literally had army trucks going the city.  We had a 

curfew.  I mean you had to be in the house by 6:00.  I don't know if 

many families had television then.  But I think those kids 

internalized something was going on.  They didn’t understand it.  

But something was going on in this community and in society.  

Yeah.  Yeah. 

[20:00] 

 

Tiffani Smith: To rewind just a little bit –  

 

Willie Herenton: Yeah? 
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Tiffani Smith: Do you feel like you still have a problem breaking the traditions 

we try to let go of – to progress forward – right now in Memphis? 

 

Willie Herenton: Yes.  I still believe that there are individuals that represent the Old 

South.  They don’t want to turn loose the past.  They don’t want to 

see a progressive city where diversity is respected.  For example, 

on your campus today, you have people from all over the world 

that attend Rhodes.   

 

Years ago, we didn’t have the world diversity in our community.  

Because of big companies like Federal Express, International 

Harvester, we have people that have been educated all over the 

world.   

[21:00] 

So Memphis, now, is more diverse.  And I think that there are 

some people in Memphis that still struggle with color, with 

ethnicity, with religion, class – yeah, they still struggle with those 

demarcations.  Yes.   

 

Tiffani Smith: Do you have any role models that have inspired you? 

 

Willie Herenton: Oh yes.  Well first, obviously I’m a man of faith.  And I’m 

religious.  So Jesus Christ.  Dr. Martin Luther King.  Nelson 

Mandela.  Those are my heroes.  Yeah.  

 

Tiffani Smith: If you had any advice to give to someone right now – to help them 

with the race relations in Memphis, or just advice to younger 

people, what would you tell them? 

 

Willie Herenton: Remember that God made us all.  God made us all.  He did not 

make any race superior to another.  God created mankind.  He 

created all of us.  He created us equal.   

[22:00] 

That’s what I would say to people.  No one is better than another 

person because of any skin color or any status.  God made us all.  

That’s what I would say.   

 

Daniel Jacobs: Is there anything else you’d like to add, that we haven’t asked you 

about? 

 

Willie Herenton: I’m fine.  God bless you all.  Okay.  

 

(Laughter) 

 

Tiffani Smith: On behalf of Crossroads to Freedom, we would like to thank you 

for sharing time out of your very busy schedule with us. 
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Willie Herenton: Thank you very much too.   

 

Daniel Jacobs: Thank you.  

 

Willie Herenton: And thank you all for the project. 

 

Daniel Jacobs: Thank you. 

 

Willie Herenton: Good luck in your education.  Okay? 

 

[22:37] 

 

[End of Audio] 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 


