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Tape 2 of Jerry Wurf, Washington, February 3, 1972.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  Now, if you’re able to get that kind of hate mail, you know.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You’ve never encountered this before? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  There’s always some hate mail, but never like this.  And it was bitter and 
vicious and so on.  And, I never got -- I got some, but I never got as much as him.  He 
apparently had touched nerve endings in these public confrontations with that mayor that 
(muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Oh yes he did. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And what I didn’t understands was that Loeb was wallowing.  I didn’t 
understand that until much later.  Loeb was wallowing in the confrontation, and the 
strike was not really seriously inconveniencing the city.  Loeb was sort of imitating John 
Lindsay with much more success than Lindsay had, you know, in standing up to the 
union.  We had allowed the bitterness of the quarrel, the outsider issues, the black issue, 
and so on, obscure the very fundamental problems that were involved here.  Remember 
what John Lindsay was doing was arguing over something that was ultimately settled for 
$50 or $100 a year, you know, and an internal quarrel inside of a union, and you know in 
standing up -- John Lindsay is no bargain in many respects, but that was the issue.  You 
know, there was no fundamental issue of rights, recognition of a union, you know 
decency.  You know none of these things were involved in New York, but Loeb had 
very adroitly allowed our people, and the thing that worked for him, and the thing that I 
found hard to believe in was the incredible attitude of the press there.  The absolutely 
totally irresponsible attitude of the press, which, and I am no defender of the American 
media, and I have seen papers crucify us in their editorial pages very unreasonably.  I 
have seen some distortion of news on front pages, but I have never encountered what we 
encountered in Memphis.  And let me say, hastily, that for the record those papers have 
changed radically.  You know, now don’t get me wrong, they’ve not changed in outlook 
or philosophy, but they no longer handle the problems of this kind that way, because 
white Memphis and establishment Memphis paid at least as big a price for that 
confrontation, except the loss of Dr. King, which of course was a price the whole country 
paid.  They paid a price and they are not willing to pay that price again, and the papers 
are a much better instrument in the community in terms of inter-community problems.  
Their attitude for example in the showdown some years later on the school board, in 
which the union became a vehicle in that power struggle.  One could argue with what the 
paper said and did, but the measure of venality and irresponsibility was an altogether 
different kind of thing than it was during the … 
 
David Yellin:  Can you pinpoint anything in the paper?  This is a completely unfair 
question, but just again. 
 



 

 

Jerry Wurf:  Just the simple coverage of the outsiders.  Get the clips, look at them.  
 
David Yellin:  Oh we have them. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And you look at them and what it seemed to me, they distorted the issue as 
a struggle for power, instead of a struggle for dignity.  They knew that the strike had 
come from the inside and that the outsiders had nothing to do with it.  They knew that 
the workers had legitimate grievances and were unable to stand up to it.  They knew 
what the real issues were and were unwilling to print it.  And, occasionally, they would 
print it, and most times they wouldn’t. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Mr. Wurf, one reason they might know that is because it was their 
own reporter that called here, it was their own reporter that discovered that you didn’t… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, but I think the facts were there, that any trained, any untrained -- 
anybody who talked to the workers.  You know, just go over and talk to them, ask them.  
You know, to have you talk to them.  These are not the kind of men -- there’s 800 men, 
speak to 100 of them and let them tell you what happened.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  One of the interesting things was that they did not have a single 
black reporter on the paper, so they didn’t have someone who could easily go over and 
really talk to them. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, they had other things, though.  They -- I’ll never forget something 
that shocked me.  A former president of the newspaper guild, and I remember that 
newspaper is unionized.  The former president of the newspaper guild, among others, 
pleaded with me for the right to attend our meetings.  I am experienced enough to say, 
you know if you attend our meetings, the basis of a lawsuit, the basis of our people going 
to jail now, will your role in these meetings be privileged, you know, otherwise we can’t 
let you in.  I give you my solemn (muffled).  That son-of-a-bitch sat in the courtroom -- 
well one fellow named Sweat who resigned from the paper went to work for Bishop 
Caroll refused to testify and told the judge to put him in jail.  But I remember other guys 
who had given us the same commitment that Sweat had given us, glibly and 
unconcernedly -- now sending me to jail for 5 days makes me a martyr or 10 days.  But, 
you know, these poor sorry workers destroying their union with this.  You know you 
could have continued to bring in workers until you put everybody in jail, you know if you 
wanted to smash us.  It happens that the judge didn’t have the stomach for it.  But, the 
point is, the thing is these were the kind of things we encountered.  Then the reporters 
got together and raised a few bucks to give us, and then they were going to do it through 
their guilding, and I remember that the white collar workers in the guild… 
 
David Yellin:  They had a vote. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Had a vote and turned it down, given that there was… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  They included all of the secretaries, and all the (muffled). 



 

 

 
Jerry Wurf:  But you understand what the reason was.  It was the blacks.  It was, you 
know, this nigger loving.  It was all that was ugly and the newspaper did nothing to fight 
it.  I pointed to this goddamn hambone, it that what it was called?   
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, yeah, it sure was. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  (muffled).  I would point to the cartoon.  We have it in Joe’s office of a 
black man sitting on a garbage can.  You know, what kind of newspaper does this?  
Reynolds and I agree on one thing, that we busted -- my language sometimes gets 
colorful, I will… 
 
David Yellin:  It’s all right.  She’s married. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well you know, I keep saying, my wife is very distrustful of my language, 
and she is such a strong woman liberationist.  You know, I keep saying goddamnit.  But 
in any event, the thing is, go interview Jim Reynolds, he is worth talking to.  But I know 
that Jim has said to people that I -- well look at the article that was printed in the Wall 
Street Journal.  There is a great reporter who is no longer on labor.  I didn’t like the 
article because he talked about my hot temper and so on and so forth.  But one thing he 
understood, the president of the United States was scared to death of my hot temper in 
Memphis, but it was Reynolds, one of the most responsible officials in the United States 
government knew one thing -- I spent half of my time to keep that city from burning 
down, while the goddamn mayor was pouring gasoline on the situation, and I ran around 
pulling matches out of people’s hands.  Now if that’s an overstatement, and that’s a 
self-serving statement, (muffled) believe it, but I really want you to know that for most of 
that strike I had this terrible feeling that this city, you know, could be burned down and 
destroyed. 
 
David Yellin:  Why didn’t it though? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Because Lucy, Epps, and Wurf worked day and night, and I really think this 
was the thing -- I have treated men so bitterly and viciously, and this excellent rapport we 
developed with some black leaders, not all of the black clergymen were on our side, but 
the ones that were on our side we persuaded to appear to be on our side.  We persuaded 
them in most interesting ways.  We just made it clear to the black community, you know, 
how moral our fight was.  And I don’t know if you know it, night after night these 
meetings in all these churches, and you know I (muffled) on so many (muffled) Bibles I 
almost became converted, but the point is, and we spoke peace.  If you go back at all my 
public statements, I kept speaking peace, and I said the same things privately.  And, you 
know, I made our people understand that violence was the end of it.  We kept catching 
plants inside of our meetings.  You know, guys with pistols on them who had been sent 
there to get evidence, with or without tape recorders.  I always insisted, and I prevailed -- 
I always insisted that they not be injured, that they would carry them out.  Almost every 
meeting we carried out a couple of guys that somebody would recognize was not one of 
our own, you know, take their pistol.  It was always a funny sight of four guys carrying a 



 

 

guy out, and one guy carrying the pistol in front of him.  And it’s southern, it’s 
something -- you know in New York you don’t, you know the evidence of pistols and, 
you know, its just never seen.  People have a kind of contempt for violence down south, 
but northerners have a difficulty accommodating to.  I don’t know what (muffled).  But, 
in any event, I was determined that there be no violence.  What’s his name, Lucy and 
Epps were determined that there be no violence.  King obviously was determined that 
there be no violence.  King wasn’t in there enough to have impact.  When his name 
became a meaningful thing in the situation, we could use him to some extent. 
 
David Yellin:  Can we talk a little bit about, unless you want us to stop here.  (muffled) 
bit about your liaison relationship with the ministers.  Do you remember how that 
happened?  Did they come to you, did you come to them? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Before you, one other thing.  The perceiving this as a civil rights 
thing, as well as a human thing, did you, at what point did you see the two things working 
together? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  About 24 hours after I was in Memphis. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Is that right? 
 
David Yellin:  Really, why?  I mean what… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well it was clear that we weren’t fighting for wages, hours, and working 
conditions.  We were fighting a mayor who was determined to use the race issue as a 
mechanism to enhance himself.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Had this ever happened before?  Had you ever found yourself just 
right smack in the middle of civil rights as a union? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  We had been involved.  You’ve got to understand the background of this 
union or myself.  Jim Farmer, long before he lead Freedom Rides, was a member of the 
staff I supervised in New York.  I hired Jim Farmer.  Jim Farmer left my office to go to 
work for Roy Wilkins as an assistant, and left Roy Wilkins to take over CORE.  Joe 
Ames, myself, and other people around here are founders of CORE, and CORE was an 
integrated organization, probably drives (muffled) crazy for us to remind him of that, but 
that’s what it was.  Many of the people in this union have a long association with causes.  
The early Freedom Rides, the (muffled) after early Freedom Rides came from the district 
council that I administered in New York.  Just buried one of the guys about a month ago 
who was involved in that.  Jim Peck remembers that he used to get beaten up with 
regularity, but the guys sitting next to him would try to save him from destruction were 
members of our union then.  When white thugs moved in to beat up on blacks who used 
a chain of hamburger joints, I don’t remember which one, Black Castle, you know I don’t 
remember in New York; we took our heaviest and fattest laborers and -- I don’t 
remember, and we took our guys and legally and properly (muffled) that black people 
had access to this chain.  When they needed bodies to picket airlines because they 



 

 

wouldn’t hire black staff, our union in New York led this, and while subsequent to that, 
1199 went into business with the strike, but it was arguing that pioneered, you know, in 
New York, and in a few other places.  And Chicago -- let me go on and tell you.  You 
know, we didn’t wait until it became fashionable, we were in there from the very 
beginning.  So, with that kind of background it wasn’t hard for me to sense that I was in 
the middle of a race conflict and a rights conflict, you know that perhaps it was at least as 
important as the union conflict, and the thing that I am not getting to yet, because we 
haven’t gotten to that point yet is I was so happy when King perceived that we couldn’t 
afford to lose this damn strike at any cost.  I was so happy that King, who had come to 
Memphis before that the year before that and gotten all the people to listen, even at the 
height of his power, you know before the Chicago, the (muffled) and so on.  That when 
King came to Memphis this time they’d have given us a building we’d have given them 
every black in Memphis, but when we had people out --  I don’t know if you know what 
that meeting was like.  Some place around here there’s a picture of me sitting next to 
him in that meeting, and he’s asking me, fill me in.  You know, Jesse said I think we got 
2000 people there.  And Jesse picked him up at the airport, and of course he came there.  
You know, just fantastic.  And the reason it succeeded is that I understood we couldn’t 
win this fight on the narrow issue of 800 men in a confrontation with this man Loeb.  
The only way we could win this thing was by mobilizing the black community to 
understand that what these men were going through was, you know, what the community 
was struggling for, and so we perceived it as that. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It was symbolic. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It wasn’t -- I don’t think symbolic is a legitimate word.  It wasn’t symbolic, 
it was a great Yiddish word, it was ammus, it was the depth, it was the truth.  It was the 
absolute, in other words it wasn’t symbolic.  In other words, if these black workers with 
the power of the black community could win this beef, then that black community had 
achieved a measure of freedom that did not exist before.  That is not symbolic. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That’s real. 
 
David Yellin:  That’s _____. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  You’re using the plural on the singular is the (muffled).  That’s true.   
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, but by the same token, somebody could say, aha, therefore you 
made it a racial issue.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  I didn’t make it a racial issue, nor did Loeb make it a racial issue.  It was 
clear that white workers would not have been treated this way if they were in the same 
position.  For example, Loeb constantly and redundantly told us, the first thing he told 
me within the first half hour I met him.  Remember I met him in front of a television 
camera, which is an incredible situation.  I still think I was a big ass to ever go into that 



 

 

goddarn thing, but anyway.  What a fool I was, but I just couldn’t believe somebody 
would be, could be that irresponsible, that brash, that crazy.  But in any event, bad 
judgment.  But in any event -- on our part.  But in any event it was clear that Loeb had 
an ongoing relationship, for example, with the building trades unions in that town.  It 
was a comfortable relationship.  It was clear that the community, if not technically the 
mayor himself and by use of the Man’s Mass Transit Act, had a responsible trade union 
relationship with what was a publicly owned transit system.  It was clear that the school 
board had a rational relationship with the teachers, you know, in that town; and, although 
they discriminated against black teachers and so on, fundamentally the white 
establishment of the teachers were treated with a measure of dignity and reasonableness.  
It was clear that one of the reasons that these men were being treated this way was the 
contempt that men like Loeb have for black people.  And, you know, that is so obvious.  
We didn’t make it a race issue, and I resent it.  Nor did we make it a civil rights issue.  
It was.  It was the desire for a man to have access to a job, which has been denied him 
because he’s black, and he uses resources to get access to the job doesn’t mean he’s 
making it a civil rights issue.  There is a civil rights issue, and in this sense since it’s 
access to economic reasonableness.  In the instance of the Memphis strike, there was 
economic discrimination, and even more important there was social discrimination.  In 
other words the men were treated in a sub-human fashion.  The facilities for washing, the 
business of eating on your truck, the work norms. 
 
David Yellin:  The rain. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  The rain, the sending home of black workers and the keeping of white 
workers.  The manner in which a couple of men had been killed in a truck.  All of this 
spoke of one thing, that blacks were not worthy of social or economic concern by the 
establishment.  And Loeb thought that that was grist for his mill.  Loeb was different in 
one respect, for example, than a man like Sam Massell. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  In Atlanta. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  In Atlanta, who talks about black rights in a way, you know, that makes me 
look relatively moderate, who talks about the right of public employees to strike in a way 
that makes me look like a moderate.  You know, he treats them no differently than Loeb 
treats them, but in terms of his public position, Loeb was something different for me.  
His public position was as bad as his, you know with the usual southern rationalizations, 
but his public position and his private position were the same.  Loeb thought that these 
goddamn people were inferior.  He understood that portion of his constituency that one 
would refer to as the cracker constituency, the redneck constituency, and pandered to 
them at the expense of these men, and he thought it was good politics to exploit these 
men, to treat them viciously, to fight this union, and so on. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I want to interrupt here, because in speaking of you and Loeb, do 
you recall the banquet that you attended? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Oh man, I’ll never forget it.  I was just… 



 

 

 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I would love to hear you just tell about when Henry Loeb took you 
to the banquet for the newspaper editor, Frank Aldred, or he was being awarded. 
 
David Yellin:  In fact it was right the day before the macing as I recall, the 22nd of 
(muffled).   
 
Jerry Wurf:  Was it the day before (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  The day before, yeah, February 22.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, what happened was this.  Loeb and I had one of these public 
confrontations.  And, you know, I said to him, you know, Loeb… 
 
David Yellin:  Is that what you called him? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I called him all kinds of things.  You know, Mr. -- depended on the mood I 
was in, you know.  And I’ve got a -- some of these things you heard about my sharp 
tongue are true, although I thing I curbed it publicly in Memphis.  And, I know 
everybody hears these things, but at some point I said to him, look you silly 
son-of-a-bitch, I’m not getting out of town, I’m going to fight you, and you’ve won a few 
battles, but you know in the long run you can’t win.  And, in the long run you’ve got to 
live with us.  Why don’t you knock it off.  Understand that this is the end of the line.  I 
am not going to leave Memphis.  The union is not going to leave Memphis, and you can 
beat us on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, we’ll come back on Friday.  I have 
mobilized the tote union.  We spend money on nothing else.  You know, I’m bringing 
in, you know, anything I have. 
 
David Yellin:  And all this was true. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And this was true, and I said you’ve got to understand that we cannot walk 
away from these men, we just can’t.  You know, I said I can tell you it’s a moral issue, I 
can tell you it’s a pragmatic political issue.  I am just telling you this is it.  And he 
began to give me this bull about if I was a Memphian, if I understood.  I told him that 
that was a lost of fertilizer, except that’s not the word I used.  And we went on.  But it 
was not in anger.  And he said, son-of-a-bitch, you’re getting to me.  Look, why don’t 
we go to this banquet tonight, and let’s sort of lay down, get going, and perhaps we can 
get to talking to each other, which I understood, and there’s no reason to believe I 
couldn’t have been wrong.  Because I want you to know this business of National 
Conference of Christians and Jews, which down yonder is a business let’s take a Jew to 
lunch this week or something.  It never impressed me as a substantial effort, you know, 
to save the world.  And the other thing is by this time (muffled) learn something about 
Memphis, that it had always sort of redneck/Jewish community, and that incidentally a 
Jewish community that is totally alien to me, as Jewish communities are changing in 
America because the socioeconomic dynamics are a very interesting thing.  Let me 
interrupt, probably turn the machine off here.   I live in a part of Washington where 



 

 

there are a few blacks, but mostly it’s, rather comfortable and I get to work easily, but the 
school system is just beyond description bad.  And this has nothing to do with blacks or 
whites, it’s just a dreadful school system for a whole variety of reasons I don’t want to 
waste time on.  And my wife and I, and my wife is really a marvelous moral woman who 
worries about a family like ours having a cultural contribution to make to a school system 
and on, and on, and on; and we worried two or three years about our son.  We happen to 
have young children.   I have a son of 6 and a daughter of 3.  And, finally after a much 
painful decision, we put our kid, you know, because he -- in Washington it’s a foot race, 
like Yale, Harvard, Princeton, (muffled), you know the ordinary state colleges.  Our kid 
got accepted by the 3 best ones in town, and we chose the one that was nearest to our 
house.  Really, kids take -- it’s ridiculous to get into kindergarten and the kid took 
psychological, all kinds of crap.  The whole system is beyond belief.  But in any event, 
and there is no rationalization and we are still worried out, should we move to somewhere 
(muffled).  On the way downtown this morning my wife probed me.  We are just 
worrying about the same stuff again.  But in any event, the school of course that my son 
goes to, which is the best school in Washington, and a lot more expensive than I can 
afford, and my daughter goes in next year, and I don’t know how the hell I’ll pay for both 
of them in spite of the fat salary I earn, it’s integrated.  And we had some friends over to 
the house a couple of weeks ago, and one of the parents was pointing out that, you know, 
my wife was expressing her doubts about this elitist kind of thing, you know, the usual 
kinds of normal concerns that sensible people have.  And, it’s not only on a moral basis, 
but even on a pragmatic -- you don’t want your kid growing up in a hot house and then 
have to face the real world and so on.  We, and I remember these people saying, but you 
know after all you’ve got to admit that public schools are 99.44% black, and whereas the 
schools, you know this school, this fancy joint where our kid’s going, and I want you to 
know that it’s nothing like that place full of dust and smelling of urine that I went to as a 
boy, it’s just a beautiful thing in the middle of a beautiful -- ah, it’s just a lovely place.  
You know, it’s totally integrated.  You know, about 30% of the kids, I don’t know what 
the figures are, 20% or 30% of the kids are black, and there are a couple of oriental.  I 
said well you know that’s a lot of crap.  You know the problem with integration has 
nothing to do with color.  You know one black kid’s father I happen to know is an 
important obstetrician in town.  Another kid’s father is a (muffled) another one is the 
auxiliary bishop of the Episcopal Church.  I don’t mean the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church, I mean the real Episcopal Church.  What the hell integration.  That’s no 
integration.  These people are really upper middle -- one of the Marriott kids, the British 
ambassador’s son.  You know, what the hell, don’t talk to me about integration.  
 
David Yellin:  Well you’re helping to integrate it.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  As a matter of fact, I have said, you know I ended the discussion by saying, 
after all I’m a worker and I’m sending my son to school there and of course that broke up 
the conversation.  But the point is, the truth is that integration is not merely a matter of 
color, and I think that’s totally misunderstood, and some professional guy on my staff 
who’s an economist, or you know let’s his hair grow high, and so on and goes around 
feeling like he’s a representative of the ghetto is kidding himself.  I don’t even think he 
kids the people in the ghetto.  He -- the color is different, and maybe there are some 



 

 

prejudices left over from that, but it is what he represents, and when he faces 
discrimination rather than what he is, that brings on discrimination, and color is not it, it’s 
a socioeconomic thing, and it’s a socioeconomic hostility and so on, and I think there is 
grave misunderstanding in America on this.  Although King talked about the oppressed 
and the poor, and Ralph Abernathy, you know, who is by no means a Martin Luther 
King, touches on this, there is great misunderstanding.  Okay.  I said this sort of 
jaundiced thing, whereas, getting back to Memphis.  So, in that spirit I agreed to go to 
this thing.  I was obviously being set up, or what’s his name thought I would see him in a 
light where he was very popular and I would learn something. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Talking about Loeb.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah.  Now what happened was Loeb did not sit on the (muffled) where 
ordinarily a mayor would sit.  But when I expressed interest in the fact that he was not 
sitting on the (muffled), he explained to me that the goddamn editor whom they were 
honoring that night had not supported him in the campaign, so the hell with him.  So, 
therefore, that was not true.  That was not the reason.  He sat with me because he 
wanted to be the humble guy.  The other thing is he was showing me something else.  
He was showing me that although in some ways he was (muffled), he had busted loose 
from the Jewish community in his own way, that this joint that was crawling with the 
Jewish community, you know, approved of what he was doing.  And then he was 
introduced from the platform and he got this tremendous applause, and then they forgot 
to introduce me, and this schlemiel from the Greek Orthodox church you know how came 
to the first meetings and then disappeared and was never seen again. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin: Vieron? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I don’t know what his name was, but a man of strong conviction, but little 
courage.  Just (muffled) that I was introduced to him as the newspaper (muffled) and that 
was a very accurate thing.  But was Loeb was trying to do to me as he tried throughout 
the thing, he always wanted me to look at his mail.  He always wanted to tell me the 
number of phone calls approving of his situation.  What Loeb was doing at that banquet 
was showing me he had the community on his part.  And I of course told him at the 
banquet when he drove me home, that you know, so what.  You know, this has nothing 
to do with it.  I was not running for mayor.  I didn’t care if I had community approval, 
and I didn’t care if I had establishment approval, but I pointed out to him something that I 
think I was a prophet -- that these people would grow to hate him, because the price he 
had to pay to win would hit these people where they lived. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  In their pocketbook. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And let me give you the classic example.  That Jewish councilman that 
owned the store, you know on the Main Street. 
 
David Yellin:  Perrill. 
 



 

 

Carol Lynn Yellin:  Phillip Perrill. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Who was really a kill ‘em, chase ‘em out of town.  You know, he was 
going to the be the court Jew and prove that he didn’t like these goddamn types, and so 
on.  And I incidentally used that term on him and sent him through the goddamn ceiling.  
He was for blood and thunder and (muffled), but when his store stopped becoming -- as 
did most of downtown Memphis, that they have never recovered economically from that 
strike, and when we started spreading the poverty a year or two later out to the shopping 
centers, you know we frightened the living bejesus out of them, and the thing is that the 
prophecy I made that night, I am boasting now again, forgive me, that going in the car 
with -- and I’m sure the car was wired, so if you ask Loeb, he’ll give you the tape.  We 
think most of our phone conversations, as we deliberately used the phones and 
conversations to deliberately send messages, and you know.  But in any event, we just 
didn’t think that that police force was the type that would be concerned about protecting 
all of our civil liberties, and our access to phones was too much of a temptation for them 
to resist.  But the thing is, that again, the tragedy of this situation was there are some 
things I can’t tell you, but I can tell you this much, there were people inside the Loeb 
administration, important people in the power structure, who agreed with that there was 
no way back for us, and there was a way back for Loeb, who couldn’t persuade Loeb to 
move.  Incidentally some of the people we dealt with who were responsible, for 
example, this lawyer… 
 
David Yellin:  Manire? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  What? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  James Manire? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Not Manire.  I don’t want to say anything about Manire. 
 
David Yellin:  Graves? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, the guy (muffled). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Sam Weintraub? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, no, Weintraub was a…  What’s the name of this lawyer, the guy who 
headed this law firm, and this guy who now represents us occasionally. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Sabella, Anthony? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No. 
 
David Yellin:  No, no, no, no, no. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  The guy who came from the, the head of the establishment law firm. 



 

 

 
David Yellin:  Armstrong? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Tom Prewitt? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, no, no, no, no. 
 
David Yellin:  Oh dear. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Lucius Burch? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Burch. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, Lucius Burch. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Burch was a man who really understood.  First of all, I think he was 
morally affronted at the position Loeb took, and it took courage, but it took less courage 
for him than others, because apparently he is so firmly established, you know, that he 
doesn’t even have to worry about the middle of the road crackers, you know, he could…  
But I think he was honestly morally affronted, and I think also pragmatically.  He above 
others understood, and you know I sat in his office one day, and he said, “Tell me Wurf 
what it takes.”  And I told him (audio issues).  He never said he spoke to the mayor, but 
he made a clear effort.  He made a clear effort I suspect to make portions of the power 
structure understand that we were for real, and we weren’t going to go.  I think he 
probably, I would guess I have no knowledge of this, would check up on me to find out 
how responsible I was (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Did you ever meet a young fellow named David Caywood in his office? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  He works for us now.  He represents us.  I met Caywood at the time.  I 
was very impressed with Caywood.  I thought Caywood was a sensible man, and 
Caywood was a practical kind of guy.  And Caywood made a very good impression on 
me, and he was also at that time Burch’s son-in-law.  And, Caywood, a couple of our 
people did not trust Caywood.  I did and do, and you know and so on.  They kind of 
thought he was some plant by the establishment.  But, Caywood used to curse out Loeb 
by the hour (muffled), but Caywood I found was a man who could deliver.  He was very 
highly regarded in real establishment Memphis, in the sense that while he was apparently 
not part of, what’s that called, the Memphis Country Club, but he’s not a part of that.  
Nevertheless, he had access to those in it, who treated him, you know, with credibility.  
That was my impression.  I don’t know how correct it is. 
 
David Yellin:  This is fairly accurate, and especially through Lucius Burch. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And I worked it for what it was worth, in the sense that I wanted to make 
these people understand two things; 1) We would not back away; 2) That we were 
capable of sustained, you know, like a sustained action.  I don’t want to use a word like 



 

 

warfare, but we were capable of staying with it.  And I think that they began to get 
advice.  Another guy who understood the name of the game was this guy, this fellow 
who acted as a mediator several times. 
 
David Yellin:  Fred Cook? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Miles? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Miles.  And Miles, who comes out of the trade union movement, although 
he represents management, knew that a national union president of substance sitting in 
Memphis, this wasn’t going to go away.  And again, I think Miles, who I sometimes 
have great difficulty with, because his difficulty was that his principle who from change, 
you know, it was the establishment on one day and it was Loeb on the other day, didn’t 
know what he knew, which is that this was for real.  It may be interesting to you, and it’s 
not been recorded; George Meany made it clear to me that money, marbles, and chalk, 
before King was killed, and Meany has never gotten recognition on this, and nobody 
seems to have understood.  As a matter of fact, the reason I wasn’t in Memphis when the 
first march was broken up that King led was because I was meeting with Meany.  And 
Meany was saying without knowing there was a march that day and so on, and I 
explained the situation to Meany with whom, I don’t know if you can keep up with this -- 
I am on occasion in disagreement with Meany.  I’m considered the left wing of the 
executive council of the AF of L-CIO and so on.  I’m not that far left, you know, 
(muffled).  But nevertheless, the thing is that Meany understood the nature of this beast, 
made a donation of $25,000 or something like that, and did do some very important 
things, sent out a letter (muffled) to every union in America to give us money.  Did you 
know that? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  No, I didn’t know that. 
 
David Yellin:  No. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And nobody seems to know that, and Meany has never -- and as hard as I 
am on Meany sometimes because he is wrong sometimes, on this one he was right.  And 
Walter Reuther came to Memphis and gave us the $50,000 and so on.  Meany did not 
come, but Meany -- once when George was talking to me about it, you know how bitterly 
these two men felt about each other, you know, before Walter died, I said George, I know 
and you know and everybody that’ll listen to me will know that you gave us money and 
sent out a letter before King was dead and it became a national issue, when it was still, 
you know, pretty much of a local issue, and our people will never forget this, George.  
You know, goddamnit you’re so wrong about so many things, and George said, oh by 
God that’s true.   
 
David Yellin:  I’m a pretty good guy. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, to him it was more important he was a good guy.  That he was 
convinced by me that this was a legitimate strike worthy of the -- he only, he sends out 



 

 

two or three letters a year like that, you know the General Electric strike.  You know, it’s 
things… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Do you know, could we get a copy of that letter? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Oh sure. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We would love to have a copy of that letter in our files. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well all right, just write it down.  Very easy.  And incidentally, Meany has 
been good on all these, in Atlanta and all of them.  Would you excuse me for a moment?  
To Meany’s credit it should be known that he was approached with the situation, 
convinced it was worthy of, you know because he does not give his name lightly to a 
situation, and he doesn’t take the federation.  And letters were sent out to every AF of 
L-CIO union asking them to support this as a legitimate cause.  And, you know, I was 
here for that and I remember I made a speech at a Federal Bar Association, and just 
before I spoke or just after I spoke I am not clear, the Washington correspondent with the 
Memphis newspaper or whatever the hell it’s name is, the Commercial Appeal, came up 
to me and told me about the breaking up of the parade.  You of course know that we, this 
parade was supposed to come, we had snow for the first time, and another time 
something else happened, and the other thing is that two-thirds of the big problems in this 
strike were on what the black brothers call CP time.  You know, setting things up, the 
goddamndest things would happen, and I, who as you learn not the most,,, 
 
David Yellin:  Punctual. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Punctual of men, used to go to a point that I used to curse and swear I’d 
leave town, and just really was (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Can we get back to a series … 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  CP time is “Colored People Time,” isn’t that what they call it? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  They do, yeah. 
 
David Yellin:  On the 23rd there was the macing and that’s the picture of Ciampa.  Were 
you there at all. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Oh yes, let me tell you about that.  You can’t talk about the macing without 
talking about this very significant meeting that took place and which so affronted the 
community because the papers deliberately decided to inflame the community with the 
situation that took place in the city council.  There was a hearing called in the city 
council.  I’m sorry, you know, I just have to begin at the beginning of things.   
 
David Yellin:  No, that’s great. 
 



 

 

Jerry Wurf:  (muffled).  There was a hearing called of the public works committee, and 
again as you’ve learned by now my memory sometimes is atrocious.   
 
David Yellin:  Fred Davis. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Davis, the little son-of-a-bitch. 
 
David Yellin: He’s now head of city council. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Who, you mean. 
 
David Yellin:  Freddie Davis.  Fred Davis is the chairman of the city council. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Really?  The (muffled) insurance agent. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  He’s a rotten, corrupt, son-of-a-bitch. 
 
David Yellin:  He was reelected and he’s now chairman. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I knew he was reelected, I didn’t realize he was … 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  There’s been some dissention within the black community. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well anyway he’s a totally immoral man.  Now, here’s what happened.  I 
was the engineer on that situation, and I thought I did very well until we got 
double-crossed.  The hearing took place.  We went down to the hearing, and Epps and I 
addressed the hearing, and what we said is a matter of record, and although the quotes 
may have been out of context in the papers, what we said I’m sure was recorded there.  
And Davis then raised the question of he didn’t want to, in essence, I don’t remember his 
exact words -- he didn’t want to hear a bunch of outsiders, you know, because we did not 
flood the council.  We came in there on terms of conciliation.  Actually our hope is that 
we wanted the council to stand up to the mayor and prove that, you know, they had 
something to do with government of Memphis, and that they hadn’t advocated to the -- 
did I say governor-- to the mayor.  And we came in with reasonable words if you look at 
what Jesse said that day.  If you look at what I said.  And I didn’t put myself into these 
public situations after that silly confrontation with Loeb when I first came to town, but I 
got up and spoke.  And I think I spoke in a conciliatory fashion.  That’s my memory of 
it.  It may be totally erroneous.  And Jesse spoke, and perhaps some others, but there’s a 
memory of Jesse and myself pleading for reasonableness, and realizing that Davis was 
grimly determined to support the concept that we were a bunch of out-of-town 
troublemakers, and that the workers were repudiating us and saying that he didn’t want to 
hear the people from outside of town, he wanted to hear the people from there.  And I’m 
making a decision, let’s stall the goddamn thing and ask the people to come over, because 
happily they had at that point were beginning to assemble, as they assembled every day in 



 

 

the Firestone Rebel Workers Hall, and we brought them over, you know, we could have 
knocked the chamber over, over and over again.  And another thing that was my first 
encounter that I remember, was of course I met him prior to that with Bell.  He came in 
with his trusty little sleeping bag, and began saying very provocative things to Davis and 
frightening Davis because I think if we convinced Davis if nobody else that day that we 
were for real, and that we took over the council chamber.  We then demanded that the 
council deal with us.  And they did deal with us.  And, if I could get a hold of Bill and 
he could remember that we dealt with a white man essentially because Davis and Netters 
faded into the woodwork and… 
 
David Yellin:  This was a subcommittee, or a committee. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, but after a while the whole damn council began appearing. 
 
David Yellin:  Was it Blanchard? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was it Jerred Blanchard? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No it wasn’t Blanchard. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Downing Pryor. 
 
David Yellin:  Donelson. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Lewis Donelson. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Grayish hair. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Smallish. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Smallish, but. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Lewis Donelson. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, Donelson began dealing with us.  He dealt with us in this hallway.  
And the name of the game was that while we were sitting there our people were hungry.  
We didn’t want them to leave because we were sure as soon as they left the room that the 
police would shut off the room and that would be that.  And we brought in the food.  
The place was policed.  And you know, this great fuss they made to infuriate the people 
of Memphis that we had -- that the black people were dirtying up their council chamber.  
I’m sure you got lots of that.  I consider that absolute provocation, almost in a czar 
sense, you know, and so on.  And… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Leaving their sandwich wrappers.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, well we really tried to (muffled).  But in any event, and we knew, I 



 

 

knew that they couldn’t come in there with tear gas, and they couldn’t come in there with 
guns, and we were lead to believe that there would be some reasonable adjustment to the 
whole thing if we would give them time for another meeting, and they would stand up to 
the mayor and that we had the votes with us; and, Donelson assured me of this.  I am not 
sure he was lying to me, but he was persuaded to go in another direction.  As you know, 
we built this thing up, and we thought that this was the beginning, if not the solution to 
the confrontation that was developing in Memphis.  This was in the early days, and we 
didn’t quite understand where the power was.  We didn’t understand Loeb’s (muffled), 
although we suspected it, you know, and so on.  But in any event, again without wasting 
a lot of time on words and events, we come to that meeting in that civic auditorium, you 
know where we weren’t even given a chance to address it, and they just passed a motion 
telling us to drop dead.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And turned off the microphones. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And turned off the microphones.  And then when we leaped on the 
platform, I leaped on for peace, because oh I remember several blacks who we never saw, 
except when there was a chance to get in the papers, and we were making the wilder 
speeches, you know.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That would be O.C. Evers. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Evers making a speech about sending for one of the black militants. 
 
David Yellin/Carol Lynn Yellin:  (muffled) 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Sending for Stokely and for what’s his name, (muffled).  And for the first 
time, one of the very few times, I saw these men who for the most part were not red hot 
radicals, which nobody seems to understand.  They were tired, beaten men.  They were 
sorted of making (muffled) that before they died they’d stand up and be men.  They were 
not bomb-throwers.  They were not young blacks.  These were men whose choice was 
chopping cotton for $3 a day, or picking up garbage in Memphis for Loeb.  And, you 
know, men who scrounge and struggle and buy too many things on time, and manipulate 
money lenders, all their life and scratching and scrawling and humbling themselves.  
These are not bomb-throwers, but they were really worked up that day.  And when that 
kind of guy gets worked up, he’s worked up, and I was scared.   
 
David Yellin:  Now you’re talking about the sanitation workers. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I’m talking about the sanitation workers who were in that room that day 
when that council spit in their eye and treated them with the kind of contempt which I 
have never seen public officials treat anybody.  And remember there’s something else 
about Memphis that by this time you become aware of.  The old Crump machine had 
given these men something that had been denied other blacks in the South, and had used 
them as tools, but nevertheless had given them access to the polls, and taught them to 
vote and so on.  Anyway, I don’t want to get diverted by that.  And there was bitter, 



 

 

bitter anger in the room that day by the men, and even more bitter anger by the leaders.  
You know the preachers who were accustomed to having a kind of phony courtesy, 
which they treasured given them by the white establishment that they had been 
contemptuously, that they had been told.  Ralph Jackson was no radical, but Ralph 
Jackson was radicalized that day.  You know, this kind of thing had happened.  And I 
remember we came out, and I made a brilliant decision.  And again with this concern I 
had that the one way we would lose, and the second thing my concern and the concern of 
Jesse and bill and so on, we all had was that how inflammable the situation was, we 
decided to march to Mason Temple, although our normal meeting place was much nearer.  
Our normal meeting place was, what’s the name of the church?   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Clay? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Clayborn Temple.  Although Clayborn was nearer, I took the position 
Mason Temple -- feeling that we could walk off some of the anger.  I don’t think this has 
been recorded any place.  And I told our staff guys, and they really -- we started 
marching for Mason Temple.  I am no more capable of marching to Mason Temple 
without stopping.  I don’t know if you know it I had polio, I am crippled, and I have a 
terrible problem, which may be solved, but there are no shoemakers.  None of the guys 
are coming from Germany and Italy, and I (muffled) 10 years since the guy who made 
me shoes quit.  I have a very great difficulty in getting shoes that fit.  Now, it may not 
sound like a big problem to you, but the Rusk Institute is making a gadget for me now.  
You know, the rehabilitation institute in New York, which may solve the problem.  I am 
very excited about it.  But, I didn’t even know that they could.  But anyway, nobody 
knows if (muffled).  But anyway, so march -- I did a lot of marching in Memphis, but 
you know, Mason Temple was pretty far away.  But, in any event, but when we got 
outside the police were obviously prepared for provocation, and they insisted that our 
people march on the sidewalk.  And I insisted to the policeman I spoke to, who was not 
an important guy, but he was in charge of the small group that I happened to walk into, 
and I pleaded and I used the word, I was quoted of context.  I was not really quite the 
supplicant in the papers the next day, that I sound like, but I pleaded for the right to walk 
in the street saying these men have just had an absolutely devastating thing done to their 
dignity.  I plead with you for the sake of, you know, the safety of the city, the safety of 
the men, you know, please let them walk in the street.  But of course a number of the 
guys had said, we’ll march in the street, you know, and were really getting worked up.  
And I must admit there were some who really got carried away with their own rhetoric.  
You know, I don’t think they were trying to provoke anything and so on, and the thing.  
Then, through their radios, you know, and through their walkie-talkies they finally got me 
somebody of substance, and I was able to persuade him to let us march in the streets. 
 
David Yellin:  Do you remember who it was? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was it Henry Lux, the chief? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I don’t know if it was Lux or not.  I remember Lux.  At that point I 
wouldn’t have known one from the other.  It was not… 



 

 

 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It was not Frank Holloman, the police commissioner. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It was not Holloman, and I don’t think it was Lux.  Whoever I spoke to 
cleared it through the radio, and you know identified who I was.  I think Holloman, 
whatever his shortcomings are and there were many, Holloman believed that I was, you 
know, that I was opposed and concerned about violence.  There are other incidents to 
prove he felt my presence was provocative, and he was hostile to the very soles of his 
feet, but I think in spite of that he had enough intelligence, and enough sensitivity to 
know that I was going to use my authority to prevent violence, you know, up to any point 
that was I was physically capable of preventing it.  So anyway, somehow or another -- 
but then they start laying down these absolute ridiculous conditions that would be hard to 
impose on West Point cadets, you know so many abreast, you know, and so on and so 
forth.  I then stood outside the hall as people came out, you know to try to keep my word 
to these policemen that there would be four abreast, or eight abreast, I don’t remember.  
But some goddamn silliness about traffic.  And my saying about what happened to 
traffic.  You of course know that when I did this I had seen the bastards put on their gas 
masks and so on and so forth.  They were getting prepared to gas and mace us, you 
know, when we came out.  The Holloman and Loeb, or one of the two had figured out 
that when the city council told us to drop dead, and just absolutely one of the sorriest 
days I have seen, and one of the sorriest sights by a bunch of public officials, and I will 
never forgive any of those black officials.  Our people have forgiven some of them, I 
haven’t.  You know, sat by and allowed this thing to happen, and (muffled) early, voted 
the right way, but really allowed this thing to happen.  I was standing there, trying to 
prevent violence, trying to, and I was trying to prevent violence, not only -- I think it’s 
important to say, not only, I think it’s important to say, not only because I’m opposed to 
violence, you know, and believe in nonviolence to my inner gut, but our people would 
have been slaughtered.  The possibility of killing a number of our people -- and by this 
time I was beginning to understand the climate of that city, how it was a confrontation 
between Loeb and decency to a lot of the white population and some of the pulls and 
tugs, and so on.  In any event, I was not present in the point in the parade where the 
shootout took place because I simply couldn’t keep up with it, and had sort of begun to 
march after a while, but was at a point where the big department store, which is on the 
same side of the street as the auditorium. 
 
David Yellin:  It’s either Goldsmith’s or (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  One of those places.  I had fallen out and was talking to people, and 
apparently at that particular moment the confrontation took place.  I don’t know what 
you’ve been able to discover.  I have never known whether the car ran on the woman, or 
they shook the car, I have never been able to find out. 
 
David Yellin:  Any version you want, we have. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, but I have heard all the versions.  I -- there just was simply nobody 
there.  I do know this.  I do know that an experienced guy like Champ being stomped 



 

 

and maced and all these men surrounding him means that these cops either on a 
rank-and-file level were looking for a showdown, or at the upper reaches were looking 
for a showdown and so on.  And I think that one of the reasons that they let us go into 
the street may be that the reporters heard me say, please, please don’t start something that 
will result in people getting killed and so on and so forth.  I am not sure that they’re 
yielding to me, to not force this sidewalk (muffled) didn’t spring from their fear of the 
press.  Because remember by this time there was a possibility that members of the press 
were not representing the Scimitar or the  Commercial Appeal.  Some out of town guys 
began to appear on the scenes.  They didn’t know who they were.  We didn’t know who 
they were, and so we didn’t use them wisely in the beginning either.  We should have 
because our real fight, we really began to get responses when we began to get the news 
out of the city.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The national response. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  There is one thing you know, the man who was the AP correspondent in 
that city is guilty of simple suppression of facts and news and distortion (muffled).  I can 
prove it.  Take me back.  I have seen some of the stuff he sent out.  He actually 
deliberately and maliciously distorted it.  The united press was never checked out, but 
obviously the news was not getting out, and I have talked to people who received the 
stuff, the people at the Washington Post.  It was just clear that they were trying to lock 
the thing in.  But, in any event, that was it.  We then tried to put our forces together.   
 
David Yellin:  Where were you when you heard about the macing, can you recall? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  At that department store. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I know it took place while I was at the department.   
 
David Yellin:  Were you on the street? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, I wasn’t in the street.  I had gotten into a car after a while and had gone 
to Mason Temple to wait for our people.  I learned about it at Mason Temple.  I 
couldn’t walk to Mason Temple, it’s just physically not possible for me.  I am not saying 
that for your record.  I just, I forget what it is, five or six miles, at least that long.  Well, 
whenever we had marches there, you know, it was something I prepared for.  You know, 
I’m just not capable of walking that much.  The point is that I was not there on the scene.  
I regret it very much, because I have always felt somewhat guilty, but our guys were in 
there.  They also did something that was very interesting.  They managed to do their 
dirty work when some of the most important black community leaders were around, and 
so on.  And I have thought that there’s a possibility, no proof; A) It could have been the 
(muffled), but macing Ralph Jackson was something that sensible men wouldn’t do 
unless they decided that this is what they do.  They maced Jackson and I think at the 
time said he thought that they were trying to show this nigger that they were in charge.  I 
don’t know.   
 



 

 

Carol Lynn Yellin:  The individual policemen, or? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Who knows?  Who knows?  Who knows?  I never really knew.  There 
was also a kind of hatred for us by some of the rank-and-file policemen.  You see they 
really hated the system.  They had grievances of their own, and they resented that in a 
strange way we were opening up the situation for them.  Loeb’s insistence that 
everything he gave us he had to give them in spades, and so on., meant that they had a 
kind of dependence on us and a kind of obligation to us that they resented with a 
fierceness and a bitterness that was very distressing. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  (muffled) I remember Jim Lawson, James Lawson, one of the 
ministers.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  He’s not one of the ministers.  He is, in my opinion, one of the outstanding 
figures, a great man. 
 
David Yellin:  He had about 40 hours of tape. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  He did recount or recall that he was even talking with one of the 
policemen.  He was walking with him and making this point that it is your fight, too.  
And then he later saw the same policeman macing people. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, but Lawson is an eternal optimist, and in some areas he is very 
realistic, and in other areas he is… But Lawson, what Lawson never understood through 
this whole thing, this is a footnote, but Lawson never understood how he, Lawson, was 
hated to a degree that the other guys, far out of proportion.  They understands Jackson’s 
(muffled).  But Jackson was a guy they felt they could ultimately deal with.  Lawson 
frightened them, and they accused him of being the wildest kind.  In a funny way they 
worried more about him than Bell, though Bell said much more provocative things, and 
Bell wasn’t as committed to nonviolence as Lawson was, and so on.  But they feared 
Lawson for the most interesting of all reasons, and I am indulging in psychiatry.  They 
feared him because he was a totally moral man, and totally moral men you can’t 
manipulate, and you can’t buy, and you can’t hustle; and, that’s why they feared him, and 
that’s why they hung this label of super-radical on him, because in the long run it is 
Lawson who I certainly felt was one of the keys to keeping the thing from reaching the 
violent stage.  You understand we had these goddamn crazy kids with their $5 pistols 
come into the situation, invited by T.O. Jones, who I wanted to (muffled) when I learned 
about it -- we didn’t have enough trouble without it.  We learned that an awful lot of 
people, our guys and everybody else, an awful lot of people in that goddamn city carry 
guns, or at least began to carry guns when I was there.  That there was a propensity for 
violence present that would not be likely say in the city I came from, because you know 
carrying a gun is against the law, and the law is enforced you know to a large degree, and 
the chances of finding 100 men and finding more than 2 or 3 guns is odd.  Whereas in 
Memphis, I suspect if you stopped 100 guys in the street at that time, any 100 guys, you’d 
find 50-75 of them with guns.   
 



 

 

David Yellin:  Now you’ll find 95. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  What? 
 
David Yellin:  Now you’ll find 95. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, all right.  Maybe you would have found 95 then, but remember this 
was something that was kind of new to me. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It’s back to the days of the old west. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It was very, very frightening to me because, well anything that’s new to a 
mature man is… 
 
David Yellin:  Are you talking about the militants who came to the meetings? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The Invaders. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No what I’m saying is -- the Invaders and so on, all of these things were 
situations where men like Lawson were invaluable.  He, in his understanding that you 
didn’t treat the Invaders like the antichrist, but on the other hand you didn’t let them take 
over.  You of course know that at one point a gun was pointed at (muffled) at a meeting, 
and they were taking over and Lucy told them what to do with the gun.  I wasn’t present, 
but I was impressed.  I hope I would have shown the same amount of courage.  But, the 
thing is, there was this factor there in Lawson.  In addition, his courage, his status, and 
this business of the goddamn fool establishment not understanding that Lawson was one 
of their most important safety valves in the black community was an incredible piece of 
stupidity.  And Loeb’s hatred of Lawson, which was very hard for me because Lawson is 
not a hateful man.  Lawson is the kind of guy who when he found I was not on his 
position, I didn’t have his position at that time on Vietnam, and why he spent 2 hours 
with me, and he and my wife were ganging up on me.  You know, this is not a 
bomb-throwing man.  This is a man that would reason with a policeman, he’s reason 
with a labor leader about Vietnam.  You know, that’s the kind of man. 
 
David Yellin:  That’s exactly right. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And no understanding of this, how stupid they were.  He was their most 
valuable asset. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well you know, it’s been said that Memphis, the whole city didn’t 
know who Martin Luther King was.  In essence, they didn’t know who they were dealing 
with, but I think they didn’t know who James Lawson was.   
 
David Yellin:  Well they still don’t.  Donelson does, which is kind of interesting, but 
that’s another story.  He’s come a long way. 
 



 

 

Jerry Wurf: Well, you know there was this other guy, what’s his name. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Blanchard. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Blanchard -- what a man that is.  I am almost afraid to say it now, because I 
think he destroyed himself politically with us.  But, what courage he has.  Far more 
courage than anyone else.   
 
David Yellin:  He found it on the day of the 23rd.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  His story of exactly those … 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I don’t know how he feels about, how public he would be, but I think he is 
one of the -- he’s a great man. 
 
David Yellin:  Oh yeah. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I do too. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I think of his age and his background, it’s so hard to divorce yourself from 
the status quo.  It’s so hard to have everybody you respect and like to turn against you. 
 
END OF RECORDING 


