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David Yellin:  Memphis Search for Meaning Committee about the sanitation strike.  We 
started right after the strike and collected as much material as we could, interviewing 
people who were involved in it, and for some reason we missed you.  We tried a couple 
of times, and this is some 4 years later, and it’s an awful long time.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  And I don’t have a good memory, but. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, right.  What we’d like to do, and of course, what our real emphasis 
is not to have our own opinions, not to steer it in any way.  Of course we can’t help it.  
We have a definite feeling about what happened because we were involved, but what we 
try to do as much as possible is to hopefully get it from your point of view.  So, 
actually… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  What are you doing?  Are you writing a study? 
 
David Yellin:  We are doing it in… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Are you writing an archive? 
 
David Yellin:  Right, archives. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We started, actually we grew out of the… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I am asking you because that will help me, because I can go on for a whole 
day. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  During the strike there was a small group of people called Save our 
City, who were really trying to put some pressure to get the strike settled, feeling that 
doom was impending. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  (muffled) disappearing. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But out of that, immediately after the assassination there was one 
meeting of what can we do now, and one of the periods, or the areas of agreement was 
that (muffled).  So what started as a feeling that we should document what happened that 
we didn’t know during the strike as citizens of Memphis, we started, well let’s find out 
what happened and let’s then compare what we were being told while the events were 
going on, and as a result we started making taped interviews to find out what really had 
happened, and we found out it was so much larger than we thought.  From that we 
(muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  But I’ve seen incredible things, incredible documents, reports, studies and 
so on, which have the tragedy of being inaccurate to no ulterior purpose but sheer bad 
scholarship, bad investigation, distorting who was doing what to who, evaluating.  You 



 

 

know, and of course everybody comes up with the same conclusion, but I really see some 
incredible things (muffled).  You know there have been about five, at least I’ve seen at 
least five substantial reasonably (muffled), reasonably reputed scholarly documents.  Go 
ahead, and I’ll… 
 
David Yellin:  Well you know, and this may be as a defense or getting ready, because 
everybody, somebody will accuse everybody else.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  I am very carefully refraining from trying to, because I think everybody did 
it in good faith when this started.  I am very sorry I didn’t talk into a tape recorder then.  
I was in a very unique position.  I got out front a couple of times, but mostly I was 
dealing with everybody sort of as quietly as I possibly, for a personality like mine was as 
quietly as I could.  Sometimes with great deliberation coming forward, but ranging from 
the ministers to Jesse Epps, to the chamber of commerce groups, to some courageous 
white schoolteachers who disappeared from our site like, you know.  I was sitting there, 
and the tragedy is that I probably had more, I wasn’t involved in as many things, but I 
had more crossing my path than anybody else.  Had I kept track at the time, you’d have 
had a valuable… I didn’t, so… 
 
David Yellin:  Well, you know what we’re going to try to do, and this sometimes 
happens.  We will sort of put you on a couch and mesmerize you, and if we could, just as 
much as possible our chief objective is to get it from the point of view then, which is of 
course impossible at this point.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  It was one of these situations where strategy was made by events, rather 
than events resulting from strategy. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I’m sure that’s true.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  When I had an excellent opportunity to… for example, even a comparison 
of memory with Jim Reynolds, this excellent labor department guy who came up, you 
know, to settle the thing. 
 
David Yellin:  But he came rather late. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, after he came…but even our comparison, and he is a responsible, 
trained legal mind -- when we compared events we found ourselves in disagreement.  
And, you know, just as we chattered with each other, and it was obvious that the human 
mind is a tricky instrument.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, one of the things… 
 
David Yellin:  Right.  You know you go through something with somebody else, even a 
husband and wife, or people who know each other, and your memory, what you 
remember is much different than someone else’s. 
 



 

 

Carol Lynn Yellin:  I think Mr. Wurf would be interested to know we have -- the reason 
we’re alive again after 3 or 4 years, is that we have a grant with the National Endowment 
for Humanities, and they came down to look over what we are doing, and what really 
delighted them most about our material is that most of our tape recordings were made in 
June, May or June of 1968, and this was with the local people, so they said that they have 
found out that historically these are the most valuable things.  But, even within those, 
people who are talking six weeks after the event, there were substantial disagreements.  
It’s just kind of incredible. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, honest disagreements.  Go ahead.   
 
David Yellin:  Okay, can we ask you, has there ever been to your mind satisfaction, a 
good history of your whole organization? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Is there is any written (muffled)? 
 
David Yellin:  Any (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Lots of written material, and I will see that you get access to it.  I will see 
that the research department gives you a list of stuff, and they will be able to sing a lot 
better than me, pinpoint.   
 
David Yellin:  Right, because then that would save us just asking, you know, the 
beginnings and for instances.  We understand that it began way, way, way back in the 
‘30s and it was (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It took a drastic change in events.  The union 7 years ago would never have 
gotten involved in Memphis.  But, there is something that you may not know, which has 
anybody told you about the fact that we were mixed up in an aborted attempt at a strike.  
You know they had fired a guy for messing things up… 
 
David Yellin:  In Memphis? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  In Memphis.   
 
David Yellin:  Was that the year before, or two years before? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  A year or two before. 
 
David Yellin:  Right. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  You know about that?  I won’t waste your time. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  (muffled) 1966. 



 

 

 
David Yellin:  We only know about it from the Memphis point of view, and that’s where 
the injunction was started.  Is that the one you mean? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah.  Do you know anything at all about it? 
 
David Yellin:  Yes. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  You want to get my point of view on it? 
 
David Yellin:  Yes, sir.  I had never heard of your involvement in it. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, my involvement was it was after the fact, though.  It was a totally 
irresponsible action, and I fired the man who was involved.  The national union did 
something absolutely -- the national union representative who now of course is (muffled) 
for the Department of Labor.  It’s something. 
 
David Yellin:  You don’t care to mention his name. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  What do you do with it? 
 
David Yellin:  It’s there for history, I mean you know. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was this person, man, a field director. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was it Mr. Morgan? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, it wasn’t Mr. Morgan.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  There was an earlier field director named Mr. Morgan. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, there was a field director.  Let me tell you what I know.  I don’t 
care if you keep the machine on or off.  Is the machine on now? 
 
David Yellin:  Yes, sir.  Incidentally you have, we will give you a something to sign and 
you can do whatever you want with us as far… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You can put stipulations. 
 
David Yellin:  Whatever stipulation you want. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I have no stipulations.  If I have concerns, I will ask you to keep it 
privileged and trust your judgment. 
 



 

 

David Yellin:  Yes, sir.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  My only concern would be, you know, not injuring people unnecessarily. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well you can put such a stipulation, not to identify by name. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, but the -- it’s some years now.  First of all, you’ve got to understand 
that this union was really a union for many years whose tradition was in the old sense of 
civil service associations.  Its  affiliation with the AF of L, although it was considered 
one of the more liberal institutions in the AF of L, was  more to give itself lobbying 
power than as one that serves the kind of trade union philosophy that trade unions, you 
know, normally have.  For example, we sought civil service instruments rather than 
collective bargaining.  We sought to solve the problems of workers by lobbying, rather 
than by negotiating.  Let me not waste a lot of your time on that, but this is the backdrop 
of this union.  In a strange way it builds a few unions in the South, and they were kind of 
sorry instruments.  They were first in that tradition, and in some instances they were 
segregated mechanisms, and Atlanta is one example where we had something with an all 
white local and an all black local separated not on the basis of deliberate, you know, sort 
of one could pinpoint segregation, but if you organize one kind of workforce, in many 
places in this country even in the north, you will find all blacks, another kind of 
workforce all whites.  In this union, apparently while it passed all the civil rights 
resolutions and was very proud of the fact that it was on the right side of all the good 
issues, it really didn’t do a goddamn thing, you know, about the basic problems of race 
and indecency and (muffled) with regard to that.  Then, it is also important that some 
place you have recorded that in 1960 I would say, a serious disagreement took place in 
this union, and unlike most disagreements when there is a struggle for power in 
institutions, this one the issues became the disagreement long before the personalities.  
Generally the personalities seek power and the issues develop from the struggle for 
power.  In this instance, fundamental issues were developed and that’s of no concern to 
you, except to say that a group of then, relatively young men, called for and demanded 
drastic reform, and the thought in essence that the so-called liberal stance of the union, 
economic matters, social matters, trade union matters, and so on, was more form than 
substance, demanded substantive change in the structure of the union.  For example, a 
black could only serve once on a board for a short period of time due to a variety of 
complex reasons.  There wasn’t a woman on the board, and we were aware of these 
things a long, long time ago.  There was one black who was given a position of status, 
and they even ran a black for office, but he was black only in color and not in outlook.  
You know, this kind of thing.  There was a whole…and then there were very basic trade 
union matters, which in effect said the civil service system may be a reform and one that 
we treasure, but nevertheless it doesn’t serve the need of giving workers import into the 
mechanism that determines their destiny.  And we believe that in a democratic society, 
collective bargaining in essence means that the worker participates in deciding what his 
destiny is, and this is crucial.  And while they gave it lip service, our crowd, you know, 
said lip service was not being implemented; that it was slogans and not facts.  There was 
a, you know, the usual kind of beating around, and as a result in 1964 a radical change 
took place in the union, in that these young turks took power.  It is important to 



 

 

understand that at the time we took power, the union was conservative in stance, although 
you know orthodox liberal in resolutions that were adopted at meetings. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Mr. Wurf, I see you include yourself among the young turks who 
took power. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I was then a young turk, yes. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  A leader (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I was the old man.  I was the old man at the age, on trade union terms, was 
then -- I am now 52, this was 7 years ago, I was 45.  I was the oldest of the bunch. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You were the grand old man of the young turks? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I was the grand old man, but all the rest of them are beginning to get gray 
around the edges, too, and I guess there’s another group of young turks out there waiting 
for their moment in history, and rightly so.  But, the thing is, that the union also had an 
importance on the American scene.  Not many people knew us.  Not only did we have a 
clumsy name, but you know, we had no real impact.  In any event, when we took power, 
things began to change.  The, I think it’s worth a moment for your -- if you think I’m a 
talker… 
 
David Yellin:  No, this is fine. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I am a talker, I love to talk, and just tell me I’m off the reservation. 
 
David Yellin:  Are you going to say, I mean, how did you take power? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well all right, let me say this.  The thing is, well first let me say that the 
union when we took power was white, Anglo-Saxon, probably protestant, in the cities, 
ethnically divided, mostly catholic, and I want you to know that the leader of this 
movement was New York and Jewish and handicapped.  We had a great leader who had 
nothing to do with Memphis, but who, someday in your travels you might want to meet, a 
guy named Gotbaum, who succeeded me as the director of the New York district council. 
 
David Yellin:  Gotbaum? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Victor Gotbaum, who is very well known in trade union circles.  But, we 
still remember, you know, not that we want to needle him.  His great argument that I 
shouldn’t be the candidate for president, not that I wasn’t qualified and I didn’t come 
from a large pocket of strength in the union, an important power, but how the hell could 
you elect a New York Jew president to this damn union.  You know, and of course he is 
Jewish and we have never let him off the hook on it.  But, the… 
 
David Yellin:  Only he could say it I guess. 



 

 

 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, and as I pointed out, the others thought it, but they didn’t dare say it 
and it’s the only reason they ran me.  But, the thing is, is that this crowd took over, and 
we began to reshape the union.  At that time we couldn’t reshape it structurally.  We 
needed another convention, but we began to reshape it philosophically.  And, one of the 
things that concerned us was, this situation, dealing with people who were really poverty 
stricken, and one of the things I think that is important to those of us who have clout in 
this union is that there is a genuine importance to protecting the well-being of a 
reasonably paid worker, you know, and there is a necessity for getting a man a pay 
increase and improving his conditions of employment, and improving his, how should I 
put it in simple terms, let me say his grievance procedure.  In essence, this whole 
business of protecting a man’s dignity, which is the real raise on that trade union.  That 
beyond that… 
 
David Yellin:  How did you reach the people? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  What? 
 
David Yellin:  They were there all the time without this.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, there’s problems.  Let me deal with this.  The other thing is though, 
that we sort of felt and still feel that this union has a mission, as does every other union.  
In our union we have an opportunity to fulfill that mission, which is that those who are 
exploited most by the system are worthy of most of our effort.  In other words, the need 
for a fellow who drives a sanitation truck in New York and earns $10,000 a year is a 
serious need.  He has a need for a union, and he has a need, you know, for protection.  
But the fellow who drives a sanitation truck in some southern city and makes $3000 a 
year or $4000 a year, he has an even greater need.  And, we were aware of this, and this 
doesn’t mean that we turned our backs, you know, on those who were getting at least a 
sufficiency, but nevertheless we felt we had a responsibility.  Now, everybody says that 
and there’s no darn reason in the world for you to believe it, but that’s so, for your 
archives. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, and the sanitation workers in Memphis were mostly below, 
they were on food stamps.  They were eligible for food stamps, and of course didn’t get 
them until we had a real blood bath.   
 
David Yellin:  It’s interesting, and I sort of just throw this out and I’m going to write it 
down again, is that the two strikes were contiguous.  The New York strike preceded the 
Memphis strike. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  What New York strike? 
 
David Yellin:  The New York sanitation strike.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, no, no.  Everybody’s tied a relationship, and they are totally unrelated.  



 

 

 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Because that was a different union. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It was not only a different union, but much more importantly, the issue was 
totally different.  But, the only connection may have been that there was nationwide 
attention given to a sanitation strike, and that may have had an effect, but the other ties 
that I have seen… I have seen long, written turgid reports, totally unrelated, but let me, 
let me tell you.  Now having said that about our union, this explains some of our rather 
unorthodox actions in the Memphis strike.  For one thing, we had had a union down 
there for a long time that is a charter, but not a substantive organization.  Because, very 
simply, you can’t have a union unless you have two mechanisms of the most elementary 
sort; one is a mechanism for collecting dues so that the ongoing benefits of the union can 
go on.  This later statement of course becomes terribly important in what is my view of 
the real issue in the Memphis strike.  And the second thing is you must have some 
relationship with the employer, of communication.  If you don’t have these two 
essentials, you have nothing.  I would also point out that some place in your archives I 
hope there is an understanding that whereas workers in America have very important 
rights under the Taft-Hartley Act and the basic National Labor Relations Act, these rights 
do not extend to public employees.  So that our union’s existence, however powerful we 
become, however important we are and in spite of all these wild editorials, which 
denounce us for destroying America -- I remember once the governor of Wyoming 
accusing me of trying to institute a socialist state and destroy capitalism at our union, but 
in spite of that, we haven’t got the very essentials that make possible the American labor 
movement.  We don’t have those rights.  That where legal rights exist for us in the 20 
states that they exist, they are limited, they are employer dominated, they are dishonest, 
and that our capacity for using power, whether it’s a public relations mechanism, whether 
it’s a political mechanism, or the ultimate thing, the strike mechanism, is the only basis 
for our relationship.  We don’t have a basis of relationship in the law. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  This is one of the things we wanted to ask you about is that ‘71 
Supreme Court decision.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  Oh the latest one? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The latest one that employees, public employees cannot strike. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, you see again you’re making the mistake that all good liberals make.  
The right to strike is critical and important at times, but much more fundamental in that is 
the right to bargain is the essential issue, but that’s not nearly as lurid as the right to 
strike, and nobody would even dare go into the courts for the right to bargain.  And the 
right to bargain… actually the right to strike is something that we talk about as a 
principle, but in essence what it becomes is a tactic in communicating or impression on 
the employer.  And, what is totally misunderstood in all of the discussions, particularly 
in academia if you don’t mind me saying so, is this nonsense about the right to strike.  
The right to strike is important, and I have made more speeches as you know, and when 
they try to put us in jail for contempt, the one thing they did was dig up all my speeches 



 

 

on the right to strike.  This right to strike is important, but substantively the right to 
bargain -- the fundamental issue between Loeb and the union was our right to sit down 
and jointly determine the destiny of the workers; and what Loeb’s argument was when 
you get down to the nitty-gritty, and it’s been lost in all the talk, what Loeb insisted was 
that he, by virtue of being elected by the people of Memphis, could not do a darn thing, 
and had no responsibility to this union, and could not allow this union to interfere with 
his prerogative and the councils prerogative, although his involving of the city council 
was phony… 
 
David Yellin:  Even talking to you was illegal as far as he was (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Right, exactly, and the critical bargaining that took place after we thought 
we had a settlement, when they came into the bargaining room and they said they thought 
it was illegal to even talk to us, you know, when they changed their mind for the 88th 
time.  In essence, what I’m saying to you is, our union has a sort of quasi-legal existence 
in America, unlike other unions.  The federal workers do not assert, you know, the large 
Federal Workers Union, do not assert the rights that we assert, and we assert them by 
virtue of the rights that are endowed upon every American, and endowed upon every 
human being by God.  It’s just absolutely ridiculous that human beings do not have the 
right to participate in their destiny.  But, legally these rights are very vague, nonexistent, 
complicated, and on the contrary, the law is frequently hostile to us, and where the law is 
not hostile, the court decisions springing from the common law are even more hostile 
than the worse laws.  You know that, it is not possible, for example in any state in these 
United States, to have a legal strike, except in Pennsylvania and Hawaii, and in those 
instances where it would be possible to have a legal strike, such a strike would be so 
meaningless that it would be purposeless to have the strike.  In other words, you can 
only have a strike if it doesn’t interfere with the public convenience in these two states.  
In the other 48 states any kind of strike is illegal.   
 
David Yellin:  Just for the record, on what do you base your right to bargain?  On what 
part of the Constitution, just so… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I don’t even make a constitutional argument of it.  I make an argument of it 
that is quite simple.  Either we have one of our lawyers sitting here, or perhaps one of 
our more philosophic young men that would argue a constitutional right.  I just think that 
-- the words I have used over and over again is that one of the tests of a free society is the 
rights of workers, and I point out in a very long-winded fashion how the first thing that 
happens in a totalitarian society, whether it’s totalitarianism of the left or the right, is the 
destruction of workers’ rights and organizations where workers bring together power in 
order to deal in some equitable way with the employer, and the right of collective 
bargaining -- to deny workers the right of collective bargaining, is to deprive them of the 
democratic process.  So, without getting involved with the nits and jits of what the 
founding fathers who were writing for an agrarian society were concerned about that if 
you believe in a free society, then you must have this.  The other argument then comes 
up that if you have a situation where you are affecting the system under which we live, 
then in essence aren’t you jeopardizing that system.  We never had an argument with the 



 

 

existence of government, or even with the form of government.  We had an argument 
with politicians.  We have an argument with a government that’s in power.  And, 
unfortunately, in the United States unlike any other society in the world, people get real 
mixed up on what’s the state and what’s the government, and we are not at war with the 
state, but we are frequently in disagreement, serious disagreement with those in power.  
And, we really think that those in power -- in this country we have a great tradition of 
irresponsibility, particular at the level of the state government in every way, and that 
irresponsibility includes relationships with 13 or 14 million people who are part of the 
workforce in government.  And we insist that if you deprive 13 or 14 million people of 
legitimate rights, or reasonable rights, then that society is seriously tampering with 
freedom, and decency, and so on, and we go beyond that, and we say that the reason 
we’ve been successful in spite of the inhibitions that are imposed upon us, is because in 
essence no matter how far they fight them, in their hearts they know we’re right.  If I can 
borrow from Mr. Goldwater.  And, in essence, and that fundamentally there’s one other 
thing, we have been able in some instances to persuade workers to confront this powerful 
government.  Just think if we had confront -- look what we confronted in Memphis.  
Look what a few hundred men confronted here, half-tracks, guns, children with bayonets 
and loaded rifles and so on, because the good thing you learn when you get into this kind 
of, and in other instances, that the workers, in spite of our strongest pleas, have decided 
on these confrontations in many cities in these United States, and some instances in some 
states in these United States. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was that the case in Memphis?  I mean this… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I will come to the Memphis situation.  Let me deal with philosophically -- 
let me waste a few more minutes of the day and then I’ll get back to Memphis. 
 
David Yellin:  No, no, that’s fine. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  No, I just didn’t (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  But fundamentally I think you’re dealing with something so basic in a 
man’s desire to participate, in a man’s struggle for dignity that he will take on 
overwhelming forces, and that this is something that is not understood.  It’s not even 
understood by the workers who are in the process of doing it, let alone understood by 
those who are observing and reporting it, or the trade union officials who are involved in 
it.  But, the struggle for dignity, and the effort -- the men in Memphis were not out for a 
pay raise, and any fool that thinks they are just doesn’t understand the name of the game.  
They weren’t out for check-off, and any fool that says that was to raise (muffled).  But 
all of these things were symptoms, you know, wages, hours, working condition, 
grievance procedures, dues deductions -- whatever it was, these are all symptoms of these 
men’s efforts to get dignity.  And you know what, maybe they understood it, but I 
seriously doubt if many of them could articulate it that simply, and this is where the 
confusion is.  I don’t even think the leadership could articulate it. 
 
David Yellin:  It’s interesting.  Both of us were going to say the same thing, I think, and 



 

 

that is that we have, I think it would be satisfying to you to know that all of the testimony 
in essence that we have gotten really comes down to that point, the “I AM A MAN” sign.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, you know who wrote the “I AM A MAN” slogan. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was that…? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  That’s Lucy, though he never says it.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Is that right? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It was his slogan.  I am quite -- I have no real proof of it, but that is my 
memory of it.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It’s interesting because you said we’re going to say the same thing, 
and exactly that I was going to say before we got away from the philosophical 
implications of dignity, I was going to ask about that “I AM A MAN.”  I mean we really 
feel… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Lucy’s great contribution is his own understanding of dignity.  He just 
won’t really get on (muffled). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Have you ever used that again? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Oh, it’s used all the time. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  (muffled) that sign (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  (muffled) get up and carry it.   
 
David Yellin:  But you see, you know it’s interesting -- you say it’s used.  There it 
grew, I think. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It was born in Memphis. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah.  The men, now T.O. Jones, and of course we’ll get to him, he 
articulated it and this may have been post-happening, but said that in a way, and I think 
it’s all right to quote him as best I can loosely, “We just had enough.  We weren’t going 
to take any more.”  He said that, in essence that’s what the man said. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I want to say that T.O. Jones will say things now by virtue of having lived 
with a bunch of men who worried morning, noon, and night, and who were different 
kinds of men.  Jesse Epps was one kind of man; Lucy was another kind of man; 
(muffled); other men came and went, but one great man is dead now, but the point is… 
 
David Yellin:  Would you mention who it is? 



 

 

 
Jerry Wurf:  Oh sure, Eric Polazar who used to be at Cornell University was a friend of 
mine, and who came into the thing and unfortunately died of lung cancer (muffled).  But 
all of us, you know, had reactions, and we knew -- remember we knew long before the 
assassination of King that this was the Armageddon.  King knew it was the 
Armageddon, you know, as you can see from his behavior, and delaying things here in 
Washington, and you know, at a point in his life when he was playing with dynamite, 
fooling around with lightning.  He understood the importance of that strike, as we 
understood it.  T.O. Jones did not understand it, and T.O. Jones was articulate, 
particularly now.   
 
David Yellin:  That’s what I’m saying. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I’m afraid because he just essentially does not have the intellectual capacity, 
you know, to understand what happened.  But I’m sure he has the capacity for echoing 
some of the, you know, some of the big winds that were blowing around there.  I’m not 
saying, you know… 
 
David Yellin:  No, I understand that, and I mention that with little trepidation.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  And I must say (muffled), I was very distressed with Jones from the very 
beginning, and I… 
 
David Yellin:  Can we get to that? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, I have great concern and I have no desire to do him injury, and in a 
strange way he played a remarkable role in history.  And, our great problem is that we 
were guilty of something with which we can excuse very easily.  We put him forward as 
the great leader of the workers.  You know, as we were going stark-raving mad coping 
with him, but… 
 
David Yellin:  Yes. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  We never knew when he’d hop out on us. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, can we get back to that first strike?  That’s where we left.  I mean, 
please, we don’t mean to… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well right now I want you to know that we got here (muffled) Washington, 
we took off as we began putting together a structure. 
 
David Yellin:  Now this is when, just so we know? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  May 1, 1964, I was elected. I  probably got to Washington May 3.  I got to 
Washington.  I flew to Washington.  I got elected on the 1st, which was a Thursday, 
May 1964.   I don’t know how long…would you like some coffee?   



 

 

 
David Yellin:  We’ve had, would you? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Do you mind if I?  I promise to get more precise in my answers. 
 
David Yellin:  No, no, please don’t promise anything.  As long as you… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We want you to do it your way.  
 
(muffled) 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Because our questions may not cover -- we may not know what we 
need to (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I don’t know what you know, that’s my great problem. 
 
David Yellin:  All right, and let me tell you… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I have no desire to be redundant, or give you (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Let me tell you, we don’t want to be coy.  I keep telling Carol Lynn, I’ve 
don’t about 75 of these interviews, and I know nothing.  You know, in a sense… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I don’t know anything either, but I, you know. 
 
David Yellin:  I mean that in a sense, I don’t try to remember if you say this was May 6, 
and somebody told me May 28. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Because we are all blind men, you know, pushing elephants. 
 
David Yellin:  Right, and that’s all.  We almost start… 
  
Jerry Wurf:  And it was a big elephant.  It’s too bad we didn’t have a tape recorder each 
day.   
 
David Yellin:  Well, I kept telling people.  I told… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Incidentally, if the grant wasn’t big, why the heck didn’t you ask us?  You 
see, for the same we don’t have a good history of the union.  We don’t want to give 
anybody money to do a good history of the unions for fear if we finance it… 
 
David Yellin:  It’ll be a house history. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, not that it would be a house history, we would give it to somebody who 
is absolutely trustworthy, but nevertheless it would be tainted, and so that all of these 
things have been… 



 

 

 
David Yellin:  Can we answer your question -- you’ve just answered it.  That’s why we 
didn’t ask you.  For the same reason we didn’t ask anybody in Memphis. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  We were really, really -- well, at one point Joe Ames tried to sell me an 
idea.  He wanted a film.  Joe Ames, Secretary Treasurer,  He wanted a film with me, 
and Carnegie, you know the guy who’s so good.  Is that his name?  Carnegie? 
 
David Yellin:  No. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Yes, the one who the (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  That’s not Carnegie, that’s not his name.  A guy from St. Louis. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, he was (muffled) I think.   
 
David Yellin:  Oh, Carnegie?  
 
Jerry Wurf:  I don’t know, (muffled). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The one who did (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  You mean Wiseman. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, one of the really great filmmakers of our time.   
 
David Yellin:  Oh yeah. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And he probably would have given his right arm, left leg, but he needed 
$100,000.  And we didn’t have $100,000, but an organization like this can never get…  
and I says to Joe, it’s just one more organizing mechanism.  If somebody else will spend 
$100,000, it’s money well spent.  You know, of course the bringing together the film 
early would have meant intense research efforts, you know, going on.  
 
David Yellin:  Bill Lucy told us to tell you this, because we told him.  We have all that 
film.  That’s part of the collection.  We have 50,000 feet of film. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Oh geez. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We have, because one of the (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well maybe with this, maybe for our own purposes someday we will 
persuade somebody to go through it.  It is -- does anybody have access?   
 
David Yellin:  Well, once we finish this and put it, make it available, well. 
 



 

 

Jerry Wurf:  Well, where were we?  
 
David Yellin:  Well, wherever we were, we’d like to go back and go back to the original 
strike where you say… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  To 1964 when you took over, and what did happen?  What went 
wrong in that first organized (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, we kept getting reports that the people in Memphis were trying to 
reach an understanding with some mayor there who was supposed to have some, who is 
still around, some guy…Do you mind if I bring Lucy to refresh me on names, or do you 
want…? 
 
David Yellin:  No, maybe we can help you on names, but… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  A guy who was mayor prior to Loeb, who had been a… 
 
David Yellin:  Orgill? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Or Ingram? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Ingram, Ingram. 
 
David Yellin:  Oh, oh yeah, yes. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  There was all kinds of diddling and daddling to get check off, you know in 
some backdoor fashion from Ingram, because without check off we couldn’t have a 
viable union.  And there was one of a thousand things that crossed my desk.  I found the 
union in total disrepair, in much worse shape than we knew.  Even the financial 
statements, which you know unions are required to observe very rigid laws.  Even our 
financial statements -- we were hundreds of thousands of dollars in debt.  You know, in 
other words, you must understand that in a totally chaotic situation I remember vaguely 
that our director of organization, a man named Tom Morgan, you know, bringing to my 
attention some effort to establish something in Memphis, and that there was some guy 
down there.  Then in -- I was persuaded… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That would have been T.O. Jones, that some guy? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, but -- no, I wouldn’t even know his name was T.O. Jones.  That 
didn’t (muffled), and then we were hustled into giving him a few dollars, which I have 
since learned is a terrible mistake.  A couple of hundred dollars a month or something to 
sort of… 
 
David Yellin:  A retainer. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It’s not a retainer, but to sort of give him enough expense money so that he 



 

 

can… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  As an organizer. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, we didn’t treat him as an organizer -- to keep the flag flying in 
Memphis.  And at this point you’ve got to understand to us flying a flag for essentially 
black workers in Memphis was something we wanted to do, although believe it or not a 
couple hundred dollars a month at that time, although you see these rather comfortable 
surroundings we are in, a couple hundred dollars a month at that time was something we 
thought about very seriously before.  But in any event there was that.  Morgan was in 
there once or twice.  Morgan never got a real feel for the situation, and then he assigned 
a man named Brown.  I can’t remember his -- Pete Brown. 
 
David Yellin:  Pete Brown, right. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And, you might go and talk to him.  I think he’ll lie like hell to you, but I 
think nevertheless it would be important to talk to him.  He’s not a bad man, but Pete 
Brown was this kind of crappy, Tommish -- I know all this after the fact.  At the time I 
didn’t know it.  A guy who had been in some political job in Ohio and my then assistant 
came from Ohio, a guy named Bob Hastings.  Morgan came from Ohio.  Somehow or 
another in my saying we’ve got to get some black staff they brought in Brown, and… 
 
David Yellin:  Morgan was white. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Morgan was white.  Hastings was white.  There was nothing black around 
here, not a single goddarn secretary; one secretary was black.  You know, in a city that’s 
70% black it’s almost, you know, you’ve really got to put yourself out, although I have 
since learned that the black women with skills really, you know, can get better jobs than 
here.  But, nevertheless, it was an incredible situation.  But, in any event, this fellow 
Brown got into Memphis and some things happened, the truth of which I will never 
know, you know, as president of the union, and they were threatening a strike.  You 
know whether the strike had to do with wages, hours, and working conditions, or had to 
do with getting this dues reduction, or getting recognition, we could check the records of 
it.  If you care enough I will make the records of the union available to you, and maybe 
the reports will say something, but between us chickens, I doubt that the field reports will 
tell us anything. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  This would have been about 1966?  Would this have been the thing 
that lead to that 1966 injunction or was this a little before that? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It led to the ‘66 injunction. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  So it would be some time around, a year or so after you had taken… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  But you’ve got to understand, the union was in the midst of flux at that 
time.  And this guy Brown was sort of in and out, and nothing very much happened with 



 

 

him, and I don’t know, he -- but in any event he apparently stirred the workers up.  
(muffled) But in any event, let me get back to… So then we learned about the strike.  
Well, the thing that troubled me was, as much as I could learn about it, is apparently the 
workers had been stirred up, and had been persuaded to go out on strike.  A strike is a 
big thing, whether it’s a small group, or a large group.  Anything any experienced guy 
knows is, you know, a matter has to be studied, preparations have to be taken.  I am now 
boring you -- it’s an immense undertaking.  And in a place like Memphis on the 
Arkansas/Mississippi border, it’s more than an immense undertaking.  It’s a fantastic 
undertaking. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  An act of ultimate courage. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, well it’s not only courage, but you know there are people who are 
masochistically, and we have had it happen -- we have had strikes in Jacksonville, which 
were, you know, after the fact we were even attacked by the radical press after the fact.  
We send people to handle them because all that could result in is the loss of jobs and 
people in jail.  We have had strikes in Alabama, which were equally disastrous.  But, 
you must never strike in anger, if I coin a great phrase.  And, you must never strike in 
frustration.  You must only strike if you can win.  It’s this little small -- I know.  Or, if 
you aren’t sure you can win, at least there’s a possibility you can win.  You have no right 
to subject workers, or you have no right to allow workers.  It’s generally the workers 
who instigate these things.  They are generally not instigated by leaders.  What happens 
to leaders they become trapped, they’re afraid that they’ll lose credibility with the 
workers, or they’ll lose approbation by the workers, so they agree to things that they 
know are beyond the possibility of winning.  But, in any event, these people were 
steamed into a strike.  Well, once that step was taken, in my view, one must find a 
dignified way back, and it happens with grim regularity, although it happens with us now 
more than it used to because the union is more stable.  And, the thing is that we learned 
about this and we learned that people were served with an injunction.  And Pete folded 
the strike up.  The strike was folded with or without Morgan’s, you know, instigated and 
folded with or without knowledge.  Morgan is still in the union, and Morgan has got a 
job in Ohio running a district council there.  But, whether he really knows -- whether he 
was aware of what Brown did or not, in folding the situation, and you know, just in a 
most cowardly fashion bowing to the injunction, you know -- first being cowardly and 
bowing to the pressures of the situation with this strike call, and then bowing to the 
injunction was something that I found intolerable.  It was intolerable that a strike was 
called without setting up some way of dealing with it, and it was equally intolerable to 
fold in the middle of the night on that crappy injunction that was served on us. 
 
David Yellin:  Do you remember the letters that went out?  Did that mean anything to 
you?  Pete Sisson sent out letters. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Who? 
 
David Yellin:  Pete Sisson, who was the commissioner.  He was the one that they dealt 
with.  I just wanted to know. 



 

 

 
Jerry Wurf:  I don’t know.  I don’t know much about it.  It was not one of the big 
things in my life, but I was outraged that the thing had been handled with such ineptness, 
such irresponsibility, such cowardness.  That -- those are my impressions, and perhaps if 
I looked at reports, records, or somebody was here to jog my memory on conversations.  
But my second-hand, or third-hand knowledge of the thing was that it was an outrageous 
mishandling of the situation. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  May I ask one question about the aftermath.  The fact that the 
injunction was still in effect when you got down there in 1968, was that, and could the 
injunction have been lifted, or should there have been -- among the other things that 
might have been done if it had been followed through to get the injunction lifted?   
 
Jerry Wurf:  I would, if general counsel was hear and heard me say this he would bust a 
gut -- I couldn’t have cared less.  I have never been impressed with injunctions.  The 
point is, if you’ve got the power to win the strike, it’s academic, if you ain’t got enough 
power, they’re going to knock your head off anyway.  They’re going to knock your head 
off.  Now, that’s super simplistic, and I don’t always operate on that simplistic attitude. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But that was the point on which Loeb used to claim he could not -- 
he always said it was illegal for him to (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  But the point is that the real truth was this, I’ve been around this thing.  I 
have participated in literally hundreds of public employee strikes, and in the district 
council I came from, we practically pioneered the concept of public employee strikes.  
Other people threatened them.  Mike Quill, for example, was a flaming (muffled).  He 
never went out on strike.  He used to make the speeches and we used to go out on strike 
in New York City.  You know, and so on.  Loeb could have got an injunction with no 
trouble at all, so what the hell was the difference.  When we go out on strike, if an 
employer wants an injunction he gets it.  He gets it in New York.  He gets it in 
Memphis.  He gets it in Michigan.  That’s the name of the game.  And, I was not 
impressed with -- that’s why I was outraged, because if you threaten the strike… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You’re prepared to go through with it.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  You’re prepared to go through with it, or you’re not prepared to go through 
with it.  And we sometimes ask our people to retreat from strike threats and so on.  But 
you do it in a way to protect jobs, to protect the status of people, to protect the dignity of 
the union.  You know, by the dignity of the union we’re talking about the dignity of the 
workers.  But to do what Pete did was just able to get his, my language was get his ass 
out of town, instead of in jail, was outrageous.  Now, one can make excuses, he’s black 
and so on.  But, Jesse Epps is black, Bill Lucy is black, lots of people are black and they 
didn’t act like this.  T.O. Jones, who the hell knows what he said, because he is an 
almost pathological liar, and whether he pushed Pete out, or when he learned that I was 
down on Pete, it was some time after that, we didn’t want to fire Pete instantly, we just 
sort of pushed him out, you know, took some time to get rid of him.  But, whether he 



 

 

was saying things that he thought, you know, would go well at headquarters in order to 
hold on to the few bucks we were sending or what… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  This is Jones? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah.  I don’t know.  You see what I’m saying to you is, there’s a whole 
are where it is not possible to get credible information unless you have sources that we -- 
and we don’t care enough, it’s not important to us. 
 
David Yellin:  And while it was happening it was never as significant as it turned out to 
be. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  So, but that was there, but what -- the reason this is worthy of discussion 
from where I sit is, that sitting in the back of my mind was that was the feeling that as a 
union we had not, I can’t pass the blame to Morgan, or Brown, or Jones.  However, 
insulated I am by the fact that there are autonomous organizations making their own 
decisions, that enact unions.  (muffled) nevertheless when one’s dealing with Memphis, 
Tennessee and one’s not dealing with New York or Detroit, so that in essence our 
powerful response to Memphis resides as much in our feeling of having let the situation, 
you know, get messed up as a lot of other forces that are -- Loeb used to accuse us of 
having singled him out somewhat.  And  have to say, you silly son-of-a-bitch, if I 
singled you out, I picked (muffled).  I said that over and over again.  I said that if I’d 
have planned this thing, we’d have done this altogether different, and I’d have you 
begging for mercy.  I am competent, and the fools that set this up just have good hearts 
and weak minds.  I really said it that strongly.  But, in any event, that was the situation.  
But, so that it is important to make mention that situation.  Now it is also important… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You had a little bit -- you had Memphis a little bit on your 
conscience. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  In other words, it was lying there, yeah, and a lot of other places.  I almost 
always have places. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But it was in the back of your head. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, now the other thing that is important there is that we sort of subtly 
knew that we were trying to achieve recognition…(audio issues).  The thing is that, you 
know, this backdoor play was being made.  I think one of the excuses, although I just 
can’t, is that they had some kind of promise from whoever was commissioner or mayor at 
that time to give them dues deduction and recognition, that they’d do this and that, and 
then there’s two guys in this scenario that I can’t ever place accurately.  Two brothers 
whose names Bill would remember, who are the heads of a retail clerks union in 
Memphis, who Jones was very intimately involved with. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I do know that… 
 



 

 

David Yellin:  That’s where he ended up after, yes.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The retail clerks gave them a meeting place.  This was what he said. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, it was more than that.  Jones had some relationship with these guys.  
And these two guys had some weird ambitions to play some kind of fiddle-dee-dee, 
chicken shit politics in that city, and I don’t know who was doing what to who, and I 
think after a while they were confused as to what they were trying to do.  Because my 
one or two contacts with them, you know, led me to understand that, you know, they 
weren’t the epitome of responsibility.  But in any event, who knows who did what to 
who and why, you know, in this situation, and in a lot of these sort of cities of that size 
there is a kind of -- all kinds of insignificant people get all involved in some kind of a 
relationship with the power structure, you know, whether being treated with contempt, 
but you know, it’s like the old story of the guy who somebody spits in his face and he 
tells him it’s raining.  You know, they’re all messed up in who’s doing what to who and 
for what purpose.  In any event, this was the thing there.  Now you know by this time 
that we learned about the strike by a phone call from the Memphis newspaper. 
 
David Yellin:  Now you’re talking about ‘68. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, ‘68.  In the interim nothing much happened. 
 
David Yellin:  You mean the newspaper called you, personally? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I don’t remember if they called me, or called one of our staff guys, but 
that… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The union headquarters (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  They called the headquarters in Washington asking about this strike… 
 
David Yellin:  That’s Monday morning… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, and we knew nothing about it.  I have heard two or three stories 
from T.O. Jones as to how the strike started.  You have probably heard the same stories, 
no doubt.  It would be pointless for me to repeat to you.   
 
David Yellin:  Do you recall how you found out, that’s the, you know, I mean. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I recall that either I got a phone call from a Memphis newspaper, and by 
this time my mind, or our publications department, which is also our public relations 
mechanism, got a phone call.  But one of the two, or one of the, some person at 
headquarters, possibly myself, called and said that there was a strike in Memphis.  As 
soon as we could assemble some information on the thing, we… 
 
David Yellin:  How did you go about assembling it? 



 

 

 
Jerry Wurf:  We sent our best guy, and we sent our top guy in there, P.J. Chandler.  I’m 
very bad at remembering.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Yeah, and actually he had been in there before, I think (muffled), 
recently.  That’s the one (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  And he had an exchange of letters before. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  He had been in February at first. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  You see, what was important about it is, as proof to myself that we realized 
what we were going into, was our best people began flowing in there.  You know, our 
best people for that purpose.  Ciampa. 
 
David Yellin:  Of course it’s interesting, if I may, just to -- you say your best people.  
Well, Ciampa, and I’m making an objective report, antagonized Loeb.  He antagonized 
most of the people. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Oh he screwed up beyond belief. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah.  So, when you say your best people, I mean. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I’m using the wrong term. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, I mean he was a good man, but in the wrong territory probably.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  I think he played right into Loeb’s hands.  I think threatening Loeb, I think 
going into a southern city, or any city -- you’re absolutely right, and you’re objective 
observation is accurate.  We sent in our director of organization, our top field staff guy, 
instead of just some you know some run of the mill guy.  I think Ciampa would be -- 
Loeb got us in position and we could never run him off, and so on.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But on the other hand he got Loeb into position, too. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah.  You see, you know what’s interesting about this if you don’t 
mind, maybe this would give you a chance to get your resources, but what we have found 
in this whole concept is there are numerous steps, and I can’t even number them, that if 
things had been different it would have changed.  I guess like any chain of events that… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, let me go ahead and say this.  I think the word “best” and your 
calling my attention to that term is a very legitimate thing, and you’re quite accurate.  
It’s an inaccurate statement.  We sent, hierarchally, our top man in. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But you couldn’t before the fact know who would be the best man in 
Memphis, perhaps because you didn’t know what the exact -- no one knew who Loeb 



 

 

was. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Thank you for the excuse, but on the (muffled) of that experience and others 
since then, I would have sent in somebody who was softer speaking, perhaps somebody 
who was southern, who understood the moires and the cultural relationships, and the kind 
of thing that Ciampa learned in leading a union in Baltimore, or leading a union in 
Michigan, you know where the first thing you do is call the boss 4-letter words, because 
that rallies the workers.  In a place like Memphis, representing black workers, maybe it 
was the right thing to do, but that ain’t the way we planned it.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Again, the events overtook… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, the events overtook.  It was also the other thing, we were -- you send 
in the top of the thing, because in essence you’re sending a signal to a boss who hasn’t 
the vaguest notion that you’re doing this, the signal being our top guy is coming in, which 
means we’re available for some wheeling-and-dealing, because we’re not unaware that a 
strike in a city like that without preparation, without understanding our resources, we 
don’t even know if the labor movement locally is hostile or friendly, you know that the 
whole thing calls for diplomacy, sensitivity, and maybe we eventually have to holler and 
scream, but that you do last, not first.  It was bad judgment on my part, is what I’m really 
saying, and the judgment was made (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Well, anybody else, you know… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But you were assuming also that there was enough sophistication on 
the part of Loeb and the city government that they would pick up this signal, which they 
did not. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  But I shouldn’t have had that sophistication because continually through my 
whole life I have been amazed at how inept our employers are.  As a young man I was a 
member of the Young People’s Socialist League.  It’s sort of a (muffled).   
 
David Yellin:  The yipsels? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I was a yipsel, and what I like to say is I used to stand on street corners in a 
marvelous place in Brooklyn called Brighton Beach, which probably had more members 
of the American Labor Party when it was communist dominated than they had members 
of the Republican or Democratic party, and I was fighting all these big-mouthed Stalinists 
with my own hot (muffled) hands and making them angry as hell, and we had much more 
fun fighting then than fighting capitalism, but in any event. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Or Henry Loeb. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Or Henry Loeb, but well in any event, what I like to say is that I used to 
make these speeches and denounce public officials with such fervor, and with a lack of 
facts, and it’s true.  I made -- my descriptions were inaccurate and not factual.  It was 



 

 

much worse than anything I ever said in those wild, radical days.  (muffled) in America 
is administered in a very dreadful fashion, and the men who have great decision-making 
power -- I’m not talking about them being knaves, or being vicious, but they’re simply 
fools, and this is a terrible, terrible thing.  They are also vicious and knavish at times, but 
mostly their real damage is done by their ineptness, their lack of experience, their lack of 
qualification for their responsibility and so on.  But, this is just a broad, sweeping 
generalization about government, which is very distressing, but accurate.  But to get 
back to the thing is, we sent in -- we brought in Jesse Epps, not because we really 
understood what Epps was at that time, but I had met Epps once or twice, and he had 
given me the feeling of being a good agitator.  Now, I am saying, using agitator in the 
very best sense of that term, and I just live in fear when I use the word, even with my 
own staff that it’s misunderstood.  Good agitators are hard to come by.  I consider 
myself a good agitator.  This doesn’t necessarily mean somebody who is lacking in 
responsibility or not -- this means somebody who has the capacity for moving other men, 
you know, in a direction, you know that makes sense, that is meaningful and so on.  We 
sent in -- incidentally Epps was not brought in to be the flaming leader, and that’s not the 
role he played in Memphis, contrary to the legends.  He was the guy who worked with 
the church groups.  He’s the guy who worked with the community groups.  He’s the guy 
who even did very well with the Chamber of Commerce.  And, only from time to time 
somehow or another was he picked out to be the big noise.  He’s an agitator and … 
 
David Yellin:  Of course that was later, though. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That really fits with what really happened during the sanitation 
strike.  He didn’t come in recumbent.  (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah exactly. 
 
David Yellin:  Only later was he… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And everybody’s memory is confused on that, but we didn’t, we didn’t even 
know his strengths in that direction.  Evidently we would have probably been very 
dangerous as we learned later in that speaking for your historical record, he would have 
been dangerous in that way out front record, he’d have been even worse than Champ in 
creating barriers, you know, towards reasonableness… 
 
David Yellin:  (muffled) because of his color? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No. 
 
David Yellin:  Primarily, or just because of the very nature of his personality. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  He is a man who has a tendency to get carried away by emotions, which 
destroy his usefulness, and he is a man who has a great capacity for moving other people.  
But, you know, and this is a great capacity in a trade union leader.  But if you have a 
capacity to move people, and at the same time are not responsible yourself all the time -- 



 

 

he’s not necessarily irresponsible, you just keep on moving them perhaps in destructive 
ways and so on.  But this is -- he is a, I have very mixed feelings about Epps.  I will 
never forget the tremendous contribution he made during the sanitation strike, and his 
contribution was immense.  On the other hand, some of his conduct subsequent to the 
strike, and even some of his conduct during the strike, which I was not aware of, was 
quite distressing.  But, he never did anything for mean reasons.  What he did was to 
help, it’s just that his decision-making was sometimes so emotionally-laden that it 
became counterproductive. 
 
David Yellin:  Now, you remember your own entry.  You didn’t come until February 
18th, which was… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  A week or two after. 
 
David Yellin:  A week later, or 6 days after it started. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, well I’ll tell you something that nobody knows until now, and that I 
have never said publicly.  I came because I realized that the situation was important, and 
the reports I was getting were very distressing.  I got reports of these ridiculous 
negotiating sessions in front of television cameras.  I got other reports, and you’ve got to 
understand that when reports get to me, the tendency in a structure like this, and I am 
much more aware of it now than I was then, is tell me what I want to hear, and it’s a 
terrible problem of leadership.  Well, I guess every leader has the same problem. 
 
David Yellin:  Even our president. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, particularly our president.   
 
David Yellin:  Yes. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, I don’t know.  That president, our current president, I don’t care -- I 
don’t know if that son-of-a-bitch cares.  But, in any event, the thing is that then one of 
the staff guys down there, the guy who was then the editor of our paper -- it’s also 
interesting that I sent in the most important person in the editorial department of the 
thing, you know instead of sending in one of the lesser likes. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Of the union (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, it is significant that I sent in (muffled), who was then (muffled) John 
Blair. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We have copies of that, of the (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Oh yeah, John Blair. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And we have copies of the paper for those particular months from 



 

 

(muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Blair went into Memphis himself, apparently under my direction because he 
didn’t want to stay there.  He didn’t like it, he didn’t want it, but he was there.  But I 
kept him in there.  Blair called me one time and said for goodness sakes, the whole thing 
has gotten out of hand.  Ciampa has gotten to the point where the mere sound of his 
name, you know, sends tremors, and not only through the white community, but even 
responsible elements in the black community think he’s bent on suicide, you know, rather 
than winning the strike.  We need something strong in here, and perhaps your presence.  
And then I came in, and by this time I had the idea that in Memphis, the arrival of an 
international president would not bring out the (muffled) that sometimes accompany you.  
 
David Yellin:  You know sometimes international is spelled with a capital “I,” so you 
might have been… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  But there would be no understanding.  Had we gotten some measure of 
Loeb’s demagogue, (muffled). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You realized your signals were not getting through. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, and we also were beginning to understand the (muffled).  And I went 
in there determined to take a reasonable posture, because I didn’t quite fully understand 
how encrusted Memphis was with sort of trying to save the day for Dixie.  I didn’t 
understand that until I was there a week or two, and I didn’t understand the premise of 
Loeb’s election.  I don’t know if I would have done anything different, but it is 
important to note that I didn’t know, and I think incidentally that has never happened to 
us again.  We learned from Memphis, and when we’ve been in other confrontations, and 
even a couple where we lost, but essentially we at least did not make the same mistakes 
that we made in Memphis.  I was appalled by the hate mail Ciampa was getting.  I don’t 
know if you know it, but when you’re talking to Ciampa later today, there was a 
tremendous amount of hate mail he was getting.  Now, if you’re able to get that kind of 
hate mail, you know… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You’ve never encountered this before. 
 
END OF RECORDING 


