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Tape 3 with Jerry Wurf, made February 3, 1972. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  (muffled).  Blanchard, I don’t know how much he told you, and I’d rather 
he tell you himself, but he’s somebody who I would only talk about in the greatest 
confidence.  He went beyond the call of duty, and I warned our people.  Please you will 
destroy him, and you will destroy his usefulness by pushing him out front.  I was 
constantly doing that.  I don’t even know if he knows it because I would never say it to 
him.  I was dealing through our people, but please, please do not use him because what 
courage he had.  Marching with us.  Do you know what it meant to march with us in 
Memphis? 
 
David Yellin: Well he said, and I think -- let’s see what is not destroying confidence.  He 
said, in essence, that when he stood there on the 23rd and saw these men being affronted 
the way you have described, that he just knew that from then on he could not go on -- that 
one. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  He very much resented being told to leave by the back door as the 
rest of the city council did, after they had made the announcement.  And he said I cannot 
leave out that door.  To him that was cowardly.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  But, you’ve got to understand something that I hope when you write this 
thing, or whatever the hell you do with it, that some place you say something that we 
took this nondescript guy, from a political standpoint of a juvenile judge, and (muffled) 
and this is confidential and you can’t use this for the next 10 years.  With our money and 
our clout and our (muffled) with that community and using what’s name, you mentioned 
his name before, Burch’s son-in-law. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  David Caywood. 
 
David Yellin:  Oh yeah, David Caywood. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  David Caywood.  He almost elected a guy, mayor of that city, and I want 
you know contrary to everything you know, this was our private little effort, and it was 
only possible, I don’t want to boast about what the union did here, and I thought we were 
brilliant.  We, you know our guys, not me, but this was only possible that we came 
within a few of licking that cracker.  I use cracker the way other people do, I shouldn’t.  
I should stop.  My wife (muffled).  But in any event, because there, we did reach a piece 
of Memphis.  We made it a little bit -- the white community we gave a raise …(audio 
issues). 
 
David Yellin:  This is about the concerned (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, well this is long after the strike.  It was a renewal of the contract 
with the mayor again we were going to have, and the guys came to my home in 



 

 

Washington, and we had a big conclave on the porch of the house, and… 
 
David Yellin:  What guys?  You mean your union men from Memphis? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Jesse, and I don’t remember who else, (muffled).  Jesse and I -- I got along 
like fire and water with Jesse and we had a (muffled), which was impossible, but the 
thing is -- I don’t remember who else, but there were more.  The funny thing is, the man, 
a very nice man who is the ambassador from Kenya who had rented the house next door, 
who told me very recently he says how impressed he was.  He moved into the 
neighborhood and there were so many whites there.  He said his first day in his house he 
looked across the yard and there were blacks and whites sitting together, obviously you 
know as equals screaming at each other.  It was one of the most reassuring things that 
had happened to him since he’d come to the United States.  Kibingi is his name.  I keep 
wanting to call him Kenyata, and he (muffled).  But the point is the thing that you say, 
which is important, is that women were really touched, and these two or three minutes on 
television of that white woman from East Memphis when Jesse took her on this tour at 
the site of what she saw in poverty in the black household, and these two women crying 
about the thing is what you of course know.  That’s what gave us the second contract in 
Memphis.  Those two or three -- and those women obviously used their clout.  In the 
Republican Women’s Organization we sensed a vast amount of empathy through the 
whole thing, not because they approved of us, but they disapproved of the manner in 
which it was being handled.  They disapproved of the irresponsibility to children, to 
poverty and so on.  I think you’re absolutely right. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The women, they were not able to make their power or their 
potential felt during the strike, and certainly not to Henry Loeb. 
 
David Yellin:  They didn’t know they had it.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And they didn’t know they had it.  But I think that the strike had a 
great effect on the women in Memphis that then showed in that summer. 
 
David Yellin:  Can I get back.  Before we go a little further, when you did come that 
first time in Memphis, you came to a minister’s meeting with Rabbi Wax?  Is that -- do 
you remember that? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Oh boy, It wasn’t a ministers meeting it was a negotiating session which… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Ministerial Alliance (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I made a very serious tactical mistake from a trade union standpoint, which 
just as trade union I would spend an hour. I spent an hour talking to our staff about it.  I 
went to the meeting, and I sense that Loeb was horsing around for the cameras, you know 
this nonsense, you know its not possible to negotiate with television cameras with public 
officials, not possible to negotiate, you know, with people in private industry. Because 
there has to be confidential, exchange and give and take, and men are not willing to show 



 

 

that they give and take.  The role of the public official is you have to take a position and 
never yield an inch of course its essentially a moral position, you know, and that’s; so, 
you know, however phony that stance is.  But in any event, I went to that meeting, and I 
got involved in a situation. I then did something that was incredibly stupid as I look back 
on it. Again because our people had warned me of what they sensed was the flammability 
of the community, and as this keeps coming through, it’s this fear of violence that 
motivated much of my action.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin: You knew instantly you had a tiger by the tail. 
 
Jerry Wurf: No, I didn’t know instantly, over a period of a week or two with all the 
reports you was getting, and John Blair’s reaction that... 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin: By the time you arrived.  When you arrived personally (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah I wasn’t sure of it, but there was reason to take this kind of concern 
seriously.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Right. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And one can’t tell how deeply involved -- as time went on it became a 
bigger and bigger problem.  By the time Reynolds came to town after King’s death it 
was you know, you know, a moderate, like a real moderate. You know my classic story is 
a real moderate like what’s his name, they just arrested the other day in New York. 
 
David Yellin:  Oh, Bayard Rustin 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Bayard Rustin, who many of our blacks consider a sellout, you know, 
whether that’s true or not you know they really think he’s an apologist for the worst 
elements in the American Labor Movement and so on. Whether that’s true or not or 
whether he deserves it or not I don’t want to go into, but Bayard riding with me from the 
airport, you know, as we came from Washington on the same plane by coincidence, and 
one of our guys met me and I asked Bayard to come with me you know. I know Bayard 
from the Young People Socialist League when he left the Communist Party and joined 
the Young People Socialist League 30 years ago.  So I know Bayard. I’ve always been 
an admirer, he’s one of the most eloquent men I’ve ever met and so on, but in any event, 
Bayard -- Bayard who you know is a man of moderation committed to non-violence 
totally, whatever other faults he may have.  He looked around and said my black 
brothers simply haven’t carried out their mission.  There’s too much of this down 
standing. Now this is not Bayard Rustin, and although he was cool and sarcastic, and 
perhaps saying something in the privacy of an automobile that he didn’t really mean, it is 
not characteristic if you know Bayard at all. 
 
David Yellin: But it was descriptive of Memphis. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  This was when you came… 



 

 

 
Jerry Wurf: This was when we came... 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  After the assassination. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  After the assassination to this --  if we ever get to it and we won’t, 
obviously.  I’ll tell you about the night of the assassination and my phone calls to the 
White House and so on, but the point is if you want my side of it -- you apparently have 
many more hours and many more spools of tape than I think you ever did, by a lot, but 
there’s too much here we haven’t yet got to describe it yet. 
 
David Yellin: Then we’ll come back. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, the point is this, the... 
 
David Yellin:  Or when you get to Memphis we’ll talk. 
 
Jerry Wurf: Well, the point is this -- and I need to have my memory jogged.  When its 
jogged as you see -- the important thing was that.. Where were we?  On this question of 
Wax?  Well that night I made a serious mistake.   
 
David Yellin: Rabbi Wax. 
 
Jerry Wurf: Yeah well. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin: And this was at St. Mary’s wasn’t it?  What’s known as the St. 
Mary’s meeting is what they… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, yeah, and it was in a basement.  I did what every responsible official 
did.  I listened to all the non-sense, I participated in some of the double talk, and then it 
became clear to me that Loeb had taken positions and our people had taken positions, and 
there was a way to get the dues deduction without the city giving it to us. And I made an 
incredible blunder; and there was a way of getting the pay increase without Loeb 
capitulating on the whole thing.  But the situation hadn’t developed very long and I 
should’ve saved that for some time to come because I’m fairly experienced in 
negotiating, and I’m fairly, even then fairly familiar with confrontations at this time, of 
this kind, public officials take positions, and once they take them they find it hard to back 
off.  And while I had no real understanding of the community, one would have to be 
very insensitive not to understand that in addition to whatever Loeb’s other problems 
were -- the thing was that there’s ways to get through these things so that these guys can 
preserve, how shall I put it, their posture.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Save face. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, save face, and deal with the realities of the situation.  And Wax 
made a very eloquent speech, and I who am a speaker and have listened to a million 



 

 

speeches, I was very impressed.  And Wax talked about us bringing peace to the 
situation, all that the rednecks were coming across the bridge and the town would burn in 
the confrontation, the divisions that had taken 50 years to develop would…he really 
carried on both in terms of the possibility of the violence, and he carried on about the 
division that would take place between the races.  And you of course remember this was 
a time, which was sort of the beginning -- well not the beginning certainly, but a kind of 
realization among those of us who had been devoted to integration, that perhaps black 
leadership were no longer sold on integration, whites were no longer sold, and 
polarization was becoming a way of life.  Black power, which was not nearly as 
frightening then to me was frightening to me, because it in effect meant a complete end to 
all of our efforts and dreams, and so on.  In any event, he dealt with that, and he dealt 
with the physical part of it.  And I don’t know which impressed me more, but he 
impressed me in a way that I’m almost ashamed to confess in my -- I think he was 
sincere, but I also didn’t understand that at that time that Wax was giving to eloquence, I 
will not indulge myself by waxing eloquent, and I am not prepared to support -- he struck 
me as an honest man.  Perhaps I was prejudiced by the fact that I was pleased to see a 
rabbi playing, you know, an important role.  Who the hell knows.  He, you know, had 
no understanding of the role that the black community had played for a long, long time in 
the power structure, and I don’t know.  I just really, but I really was impressed by wax 
and convinced that the Armageddon was 24 hours away.  And, made a cold decision 
after conferring with my colleagues, to get down to the nitty gritty, and give our ultimate 
position as to how to -- after they, you know they had filled me in, I don’t know if you 
know it, in the course of the meeting there was a recess and I got filled in as to how far 
the mayor had gone, how far we had gone.  I got filled in on how affronted everybody 
was by Champ’s situation.  I understood then that I could not get Ciampa out of town 
without doing serious injury to our stance, you know, or even our credibility with our 
rank-and-file membership.  But I also realized what a handicap, you know, his presence 
continued to be, and so on.  Handicap in the viability situation.  On the other hand… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  In the local situation. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah.  You know, in other words to find an end to the -- because above all 
things, when you’re in a strike an honorable settlement as quickly as possible is in 
essence the #1 and #2 responsibilities.  So, first it’s got to be honorable, and second it’s 
got to be quick because each day, you know, brings untold trouble.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And it’s costly, too, just to keep it going.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, the cost.  Well, we didn’t realize what the cost would be then.  I just 
really wasn’t aware.  But, in any event, the thing was I was convinced that we show our 
aces.  And that was a mistake because I violated -- once on another occasion I violated… 
I know my business and I violated my role by I spoke to these guys and they agreed with 
me instantly that we show our aces, show our hand, give the mayor his way out, so on 
and so forth.  What we did was foolish, what he did was idiotic.  Instead of taking it if 
he had no desire to give, and tucking it away, he took it and threw it away and then 
forever it was gone.  And, that was in terms of how little -- you know we talked money, 



 

 

we talked telephone numbers, but we were really signaling much lower numbers.  We 
talked about the check off not being given by the city, but using -- I think the first 
mechanism I thought of was the credit union you know and all the other things, and that I 
showed it because I was convinced of Wax.  Well, two things; one, Loeb was not the 
least bit ready to deal; secondly, he was totally unimpressed with Wax; thirdly, he knew 
what I didn’t know, that Wax couldn’t stand up.  Wax wouldn’t or couldn’t stand up, and 
that’s one of the real tragedies.  And Wax… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was wax his old rabbi before he left, before he became an 
Episcopalian? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well Wax was the establishment rabbi.   
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, his congregation was (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  That’s the natural enemy is the Chamber of Commerce.  Before King was 
killed. 
 
David Yellin:  Oh, before?  I thought it was after. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  After they became openly…This business with Wax, I was inclined to take 
our trump card, and Loeb out of intransient stupidity, lack of experience, and so on, took 
our position and threw it away.  You know, he publicly said he wouldn’t take it 
left-handed, right-handed, and so on. 
 
David Yellin:  Did you seek -- where did you seek help in Memphis?   
 
Jerry Wurf:  Very good -- I was just thinking the same thing.  I, this fellow who was 
(muffled) from the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, Taylor. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Taylor Blair -- told me that the Building Trade, with whom I generally have 
had difficulty in getting along, would listen to my cause, and perhaps we could enlist 
their assistance.  And, I went to that meeting, and (muffled).  I’m an international union 
president.  I was then likely to be a member of the executive council of the AFL-CIO.  
This is taken very seriously, to a point that to some might be a little absurd.  You know, 
when I walk into a meeting of our membership, everybody rises.  Are you aware of that?   
 
David Yellin:  No. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It’s kind of silly, and it took me a couple years to get accustomed to that, 
but anyway, I am saying this so you understand what I’m about to say.  I’m not boasting 
to you.  It’s part of the tradition and always has been.  Even the guy they’ve just 
defeated or about to defeat, it’s part of the… 
 



 

 

David Yellin:  It’s part of it. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It comes with the position.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  You know, it’s like (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  I’ve just seen Henry VIII on television, so I know what you… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  So anyway, the thing is, Blair says come on to this meeting at Building 
Trades, and I came and they were meeting some place in some building he took me to, 
and they were doing what building tradesmen do, reviewing all the building jobs in town, 
and sort of seeing to it that everybody is getting his share of the work.  Building 
tradesmen worry about availability of work all the time, and, like their problem is 
availability to work.  Their relationships with the contractors are quite intimate.  
Everybody sort of gangs up on the consumer in that kind of relationship.  The consumer 
being public buildings and so on, where there is a prevailing (muffled).  Anyway, 
secondly it was felt that they had some influence on Loeb, so it was a very valuable 
meeting for me.  And, Blair was doing what you do, he was trotting out a big gun, an 
international president.  You know why the word “international” is used, don’t you?  
Nobody seems to know.  Most of the unions have a section in Canada.  Ours happens 
not to be in Canada, but in Panama, but that’s why the word “international” is used.  Did 
you know that? 
 
David Yellin:  No. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Most people don’t seem to know.  Most American unions are national 
unions if they have no Canadian branches, Canadian locals, and they’re international 
unions if they have Canadian.  I always (muffled) we have no Canadians (muffled).  We 
gave away our Canadian membership to a union in Canada (muffled).  We do have a 
substantial union in Panama.  The native Panamanians are members of our union, the 
American citizens over there are members of the building trades unions.  But, in any 
event, so I came into this meeting and they kept me waiting.  I just sat in the back of the 
hall and they continued a rather nondescript, unimportant discussion, and of course I 
realized that I was getting contemptuous treatment, and Blair whispered to people and 
went back and forth, and finally I was called forward, and I told them we had a strike and 
the workers were seeking, not a full blown collective bargaining agreement, they were 
seeking a rational relationship in a wildcat strike, which we trade unions don’t approve 
of, you know, in the sense it was never properly thought out, prepared for, (muffled), but 
there it was.  The workers were totally supporting it, and I didn’t -- what we (muffled) 
would like their assistance in trying to persuade the mayor and the community, you 
know, rather it’s the kind of thing that if you want to shake ‘em off you pass a resolution 
and give Loeb $50, or you set up a committee to get into the thing, because these outfits 
move very slowly, and very conservatively.  I am not exactly considered a typical 
member of the AF of L-CIO in terms of building tradesmen, particularly in the -- I wasn’t 
in New York, let alone, I had lots of difficulty with them in New York, and certainly 
having more difficulty (muffled).  And, their behavior bordered on insulting.  It wasn’t 



 

 

quite insulting, but it bordered on it, and I realized it and I also showed some forbearance.  
I, there was no point in telling them how wrong they were, and how right the workers 
were, or telling them that their unions had a splendid opportunity to prove their concern 
for blacks because their unions were disliked, and resented throughout America because 
of their hostility and unreasonableness to blacks, because it was clear I’d be wasting my 
time to these guys being anti-black was apparently a feather in their cap with their 
members (muffled) and so on.  But, there was one rotten son-of-a-bitch.  I think he was 
a painter, I’m not sure.  Who when I got done said, President Wurf, I would like to say, 
I’m not sure he wasn’t saying “President Wurf” the way when I talk to the southerners 
sometimes talk to a preacher and say “reverend” because that’s one way of avoiding 
calling him “mister.”  But, maybe I’m looking for trouble, I don’t know.  But, in any 
event, he told me there had been some frost on the ground that morning, and driving to 
work he’d seen a car skid a few feet, you know, and he really thought that the union 
ought to take a few dollars and buy an ad in the newspapers an apologize to the good 
people of Memphis of how we were inconveniencing them that there was nobody to clean 
off those crosswalks that morning, or sweep the water off the crosswalks, or put salt on 
the crosswalks and so on.  And everybody nodded their head in sage agreement with this 
rotten bastard, and I uttered a few words about the tragedy of the situation and that it 
might be a good idea to buy an ad thanking (muffled).  It is clear that these men assured 
Loeb that they were on his side from the beginning to the end, and to this day would 
consider themselves Loeb followers.  The other side of the labor movement, the 
representative of the AF of L-CIO really wanted to be helpful, but he didn’t want to 
antagonize anybody, and he was so goddamn inept a son-of-a-bitch that he was 
absolutely useless.  He really kind of helped the restaurant workers.  He couldn’t get 
himself across the street intelligently.  He was a national AF of L-CIO.  You know what 
the national AF of L-CIO is?  
 
David Yellin:  Yeah. 
 
Jerry Wurf: (muffled). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You mean Bill… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Not any name that you would ever even know, but I can find out his name, 
but he was just an inept, useless man. 
 
David Yellin:  So you didn’t get really, well Taylor Blair. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Now Taylor Blair gave us help.  Then there was this fellow who was the 
secretary treasurer of the central body. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Tommy Powell? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, Powell was a president. 
 
David Yellin:  Bill Ross? 



 

 

 
Jerry Wurf:  Bill Ross. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Bill Ross, yes.  That’s the one I was reaching for. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  We have very mixed feelings on Bill Ross.  At times we thought he was 
totally on our side, but at some critical moments he just was absent.  And our people 
suspect, and there’s reason to believe them, that he knew T.O. Jones was somebody 
whom he could handle, and if the union cut it, he didn’t want this big mechanism out of 
his control.  But, he resented us, and he really, he just didn’t -- he wanted to be with a 
winner rather than a loser.  He’s not a terribly moral man in our opinion.  He’s not a 
terribly decent man, although Blair is essentially a building tradesman and was torn and 
conflicted, and was lusting to organize the power company and didn’t know if we 
wouldn’t move on in the power company and, you know, take it away from him. 
 
David Yellin:  He since has (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  He since has, and if we hadn’t bled to death he wouldn’t have, because they 
had no intention of letting him get it, but with my decision to tell our folks to leave it 
alone, although many of the power company guys came to us and asked us to move in 
there, both white and black, because they liked our tough style, as opposed to -- but 
nevertheless we thought Blair was honest.  Whether he was a little of both, he played it 
pretty straight as these things go.  Ross would meet with us and assure us, but I don’t 
know, right through it we really didn’t think he was a guy we could really count on. 
 
David Yellin:  Now are you saying, in essence, and this seems like a rather naïve, but I 
think you really have to be as basic as possible, that the concept of unionism in a way did 
not really override all the other… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, being naïve, unbelievably.  Trade union movement is the institution, 
like any other institution, like the concept of unionism, those who are in leadership 
positions are good, bad and indifferent, pragmatic and idealistic, probably a combination 
of all of these things, and like any other institutions we have an awful lot of good people, 
we have a fair share of bad people, and most of our people don’t (muffled) when they get 
into a taxi cab, so… 
 
David Yellin:  No. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  There’s nothing especially different about mendacity in the labor movement 
in Memphis that doesn’t exist… 
 
David Yellin:  Than anywhere else. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Maybe the race thing is a stronger dynamic, or maybe the race posture.  In 
other words, it’s even possible that there’s less hostility to the races in Memphis than 
there is in the northern city, but it’s better politics to display it in Memphis and bad 



 

 

politics to display it -- but it may be good politics to be for it, and so on.  There’s all 
kinds of nuances.  But, what you’ve got to understand is that the trade union movement 
is not a unilateral mechanism.  It’s got 13.5 million people with hundreds of thousands 
of officials with all kinds of pulls and tugs.  It’s a slice of America.  It’s got all of its 
friends and all of it’s wars, and of course academic America notices only it’s faults, as at 
one time they only noticed it’s beauty.  When I was a young man they used to think that 
the unions were totally without blemish and that was stupid, and now they see nothing 
but blemish, and that’s equally stupid.  I have a great feeling about this, but I’m not 
saying that to you because you are out of academia, I’m just, I’ve been working with Dr. 
Wall at Harvard, and I’m just about to throw in the sponge.  I’m just really impossible to 
deal with people who patronize, which above all is the worst crime, and the other thing is 
that, you know, they’re looking for utopians among men who are out there in the real 
world struggling.  You know, I don’t know how it is inside of a bio-marine laboratory, 
maybe the utopia exists there.   
 
David Yellin:  It’s exactly -- no it does not.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  But we of course know that, and we know that the politics in academic 
America are about as bad as they are in the American Trade Union movement, which is a 
little bit worse than it is in governmental politics.  You know, we are aware of these 
things, but we don’t find the same kind of realism in there.  But in any event, to get back 
to this, we didn’t  (muffled).   (muffled) sincere, and then there was trouble with power 
later on.   
 
David Yellin:  That’s Tommy Powell.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, Tommy Powell.  I think he was sincere and decent.  I think he stood 
up.  It was Powell who would make speeches that the bankers divided up this, and the 
manufacturers divided up that, and then the rednecks they threw in the blacks to kick 
around, you know, and so on.  And, I think that Jesse Epps turned him off later on, 
because Jesse did get wild and get did irresponsible and unreliable at times. 
 
David Yellin:   Now are you talking about the sanitation strike?  You’re not talking 
about the hospital strike. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, no, during the sanitation strike I am convinced of Powell’s good will.  
I think we frightened him and upset him, and distressed him, but I think his good will was 
there.  He was aware of nonsense before we were aware of it.  By we I mean myself, 
and Bill and Champ and so on.  And he was disturbed by it.  And I think he also has to 
live in Memphis. 
 
David Yellin:  Now what do you mean by the nonsense?  All the things you’re talking 
about? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  He knew that there was a measure of corruption going on in the handling of 
funds that we didn’t know about until after the fact.  He knew that T.O. Jones was an 



 

 

unreliable character.  We knew it too, but actually he was more aware of it than we were 
I suppose and more subject to the vulgarities and the politics there.  He knew the, what 
irresponsible (muffled) -- although I guess on his deathbed he’d never confess it -- these 
two retail clerks guys are, these two brothers that run that union there and how they were 
manipulating things.  He knew about Jones trying to make private deals with Loeb all 
the time that we were unaware of.  He knew lots of things, but he stayed pretty good.  
Later on he broke with us and was very hostile, but I think that Jesse in his, you know by 
later I mean past the strike.  I think Powell conducted himself rather well, although some 
of our people would disagree with me.  The central body was all mixed up.  Some of the 
-- by the central body I mean the Central Trades and Labor Council, whatever they call it 
in Memphis.   
 
David Yellin:  I don’t remember -- I think that’s exactly what they call it. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It is the Central Council, I believe. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Whatever it’s called, the Central Labor.  Some of the unions were for it, 
some were against it.  Some, like… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The Firestone union. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  They went beyond the call of duty, and I’m not sure we didn’t destroy those 
officers.  There was no question they had lots of heat and they didn’t know how the hell 
to get rid of us. 
 
David Yellin:  They eventually did, though, you had to go somewhere else. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah. 
 
David Yellin:  Even right in the middle of it. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Do you think that was because they had so many black workers in 
that union, in the Firestone union?  Didn’t they have a lot? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  They had a lot of black workers, but they had a lot of white workers, and 
after a while… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And they were really an integrated union. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, but you’ve got to understand, you know when Walter Reuther 
marched with -- I don’t know if you ever saw that picture of Walter and May Reuther and 
myself, and (muffled).   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Yeah. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  There wasn’t a single auto worker marching with them.  They (muffled) in 



 

 

that vicinity.  Not a single goddamn autoworker would march.  They met Walter at the 
airport, shook his hand, and you know and so on.  You’ve got to understand what this 
thing meant.  This Loeb understood his… 
 
David Yellin:  Which is what was the reason for my question before that, superseding 
unionism, religion, everything else, there is something more basic that was… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well that was something that I think…  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And it was racism. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well, it was racism and we understood it as racism, and we fought it that 
way and that’s the only way we succeeded.  I think that even Dr. King’s death, that there 
was reason to believe they would fight on if we hadn’t made them understand that we’d 
go on forever. 
 
David Yellin:  Can we shift to that? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Every time I say something you want to shift.  You’re going to get the 
most incoherent tape I ever saw. 
 
David Yellin:  No, no, no.  No, it’ll be much more coherent because what I don’t want 
to lose, see you have told us much more than we thought in this, but I don’t want to 
lose… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  (muffled) one of the most important things that ever happened to me in my 
whole life, or anything, even though my memory is bad some.   
 
David Yellin:  No, your memory is becoming excellent.  But, I want to shift, I want to 
get to Dr. King, because I think that little tidbit that you threw out and said the night with 
the White House and so on.  Because we have gotten very little of that. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well you know again, you know, to my great despair, when King was killed 
I was in Washington.  I don’t remember why, but I was in Washington.  I was in 
Washington during the first parade, you know. 
 
David Yellin:  The first march, the 28th. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  The first march, yeah, and I was in Washington.  Now I said George 
Meany, it may have been -- and I can check these things out by checking the dates, but 
once I was making a speech to the Federal City Club, you know.  
 
David Yellin:  And I remember you were making a speech, in fact there were a couple of 
them. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, and it was covered in Memphis because, you know, there was a time 



 

 

in my life where every speech I made every place was covered in Memphis, but 
particularly the wilder ones.  And, the -- for some reason or another I was in 
Washington.  There was a personal problem involved that very people -- I am married 10 
years and I am 52 years old.  It’s my second marriage.  My wife, while younger than 
me, is 8 or 10 years younger than me, and she was pregnant during this period with our 
second child.  And there was reason to be concerned, serious reason to be concerned.  
And I was kind of -- I don’t know if you’ve got a record of this, I was constantly shuttling 
in and out because, a) there was the business of running the union, which was in part true, 
but I must confess, very great concern about my wife, who kept assuring me she was in 
great shape, but when our son was born, you know, very difficult problems and my 
constant fear for her health, and somebody who you couldn’t believe on the telephone 
who would assure you that she’s totally fine and so on.  But, in any event so that there 
was this, and it was a debilitating factor on me.  I am saying this to your (muffled) of no 
importance, it’s not the thing that one says.   
 
David Yellin:  Did you intend to come to Memphis for the march that Martin Luther 
King was going to lead? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I, no.  Well, what happened was I was there for the first march, you 
remember they had the greatest snowstorm? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  March 20th. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, the one that was canceled, right? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, and I remember I had all kinds of people there because we didn’t 
really trust the marshal system, and we were prepared to see that the march was 
nonviolent, and we didn’t think they were prepared, and incidentally our guess that they 
were unprepared was right.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was right. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  We had a problem, of course.  When King came in the so-called King staff 
came in.  And, they were a nice bunch of people, but they were arrogant beyond belief. 
 
David Yellin:  Now we’re not talking about April 3 in the end.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, no, anytime.   
 
David Yellin:  The 20th. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, you know the first march that didn’t take place, I can’t remember the 
date. 
 
David Yellin:  The 22nd of March. 
 



 

 

Jerry Wurf:  We were not convinced that their insistence that their marshal system was 
working and so on.  I didn’t believe it.  King was a reasonable man to deal with.  His 
staff is/was, you know, totally impossible.  I don’t know, he seemed to assemble every 
egocentric, you know, character in America; and us trying to tell them that they were not 
in control, that the people weren’t prepared, that the marshals weren’t prepared. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Who all was there?  That was -- was Hosea Williams, or?  
 
David Yellin:  (muffled) 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Hosea was there, Jesse Jackson was there, this big tall fellow. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Bevel. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, Bevel was there. 
 
Jerry Wurf:   Bevel was there, and Bevel was beginning to show -- well, you know, I’m 
not going to tell you on your tape. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  He later had mental problems. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, well this was this great moment during -- we had problems.  But 
anyway, I had an appointment that I had to come back to, you know, and then I had 
something else that I came back to when King was killed.  I was called some place, and I 
am still blank on where I was, although I suppose I could reconstruct it if I tried.  I 
remember getting to my home that night, and knowing that King had been shot.  The 
first, they didn’t want me to tell me he was dead, although apparently they knew it. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Do you remember who told you? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I think my wife.   
 
David Yellin:  When you got home.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  I was some place, and I was pulled home, and I was -- and I remember we 
called a meeting.  And there was also a fear of what was happening there and what was 
happening to our people.  There’s something else you’ve got to understand.  I refused to 
have any bodyguards, as did our other guys (muffled), but our people there kept insisting 
that we were in constant jeopardy of our lives, and that there was a possibility of 
assassination all the time, the possibility of violence all the time.  
 
David Yellin:  Did you ever get any direct threats? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Unsigned threats, phone calls, you know, that kind of thing. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  As Ciampa was getting (muffled). 



 

 

 
Jerry Wurf:  Ciampa is, you know he got 100:1. 
 
David Yellin:  Did you get them in Memphis, or did you get them here, do you 
remember? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  The telephone things I’d get in Memphis.  The written things I think were 
mostly Memphis, although a few came here.  Mostly in Memphis. 
 
David Yellin:  Ok. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  The, you know, but our people honestly were concerned for our lives, and 
your first thing was how could such a thing happen, how could King be killed?  And of 
course at that point we thought it was directly related, you know, to the strike, which was, 
you know, there was no reason, you know, at the first moment.  And then secondly, 
what’s happening to our people?  And you know, where are they?  Are they dead?  Are 
they alive?  You know, it’s -- I have a complex phone system at home, you know in 
addition to the regular office phones there’s an extension and a switchboard and I have 
adequate, and I remember all three phones going at one time to track people down to find 
out what was up. 
 
David Yellin:  Can I just ask you this then in that relation?  You said in connection with 
the strike, can you recall was it your feeling that those opposed to the strike might have 
been involved, or even some black?  Because you remember the first rumors possibly 
were that blacks did it, Malcolm X, and so on.  I don’t know.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  I don’t remember.  The whole situation was so traumatic.  I felt so 
devastated.  I really, you know, it’s customary to pay tribute to King and so on, but I 
really think I was very realistic about King.  I think I continue to be realistic.  He was 
not a saint, you know, that people would make him, but he was a very great and able 
man, and it’s, you know, and the analogy is equal.  I never admired John Kennedy the 
way other people did.  I never looked upon him as the savior as (muffled).  I thought he 
was, when it comes to Richard Nixon, you know, my choice is very clear.  For example, 
I regretted very much that Hubert Humphrey didn’t win the primaries and that Hubert 
Humphrey wasn’t the candidate that year, even though that…  And I always was a little 
bit concerned with Kennedy that there was more style and statesmanship, you know, in 
the way -- I’m saying this so that you understand, I am very… But I remember being in a 
restaurant and the waiter walking over to me and telling me just before I was elected 
president of the union (muffled) months before I was elected president to the union that 
John Kennedy had been assassinated.  This terrible feeling of what’s happening, what 
kind of world are we living in?  (muffled) I guess all people, you know, react in exactly 
the same way.  The thing that occurred to me, is although I was a much greater admirer 
of King’s than I was of Kennedy, I had this same feeling -- why?  How?  How can this 
happen?  What kind of world are we living in?  You know this whole dreadful feeling 
of, you know, what the hell are we all doing?  I’m sure everybody has the same feeling.  
I’m sure I’m no different.   



 

 

 
David Yellin:  How?  Had you met Dr. King, I assume you had met him… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I had known Dr. King over a period of years, and had met him in several 
situations, and had known him and he knew me. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Were you ever in Memphis at the same time? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Constantly. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I mean during the period of this strike?  Were you there when…? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, we conferred.  Basic strategy was developed between King and a 
couple of our…King and Abernathy from his side, and… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  So you had been in there, say… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I was at the church meetings.  I was at all the meetings.  The only times I 
wasn’t there is that first march, which resulted in the slaughter when King was in 
Memphis, and the second time when those couple of days you know… 
 
David Yellin:  In April. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  When he was assassinated.  Outside of that, whenever King was in 
Memphis we met, we talked, we worked together.  We had once wanted to get together 
when he was in Chicago.  I wanted to work with the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference on the organization of voluntary hospitals in the city of Chicago, and after a 
lot of complicated negotiating for a variety of reasons, King felt he didn’t want to get 
involved in the situation. 
 
David Yellin:  Okay, now tell us about the calls to the White House. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Obviously the next thing was what would happen, and again I had exactly 
the same feeling as I had after that goddamn council meeting.  You know in the civic 
auditorium, whatever the date of that was.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Before the macing (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  What I wanted to do was get a substantial federal presence into Memphis, 
you know, to deal with the strike.  Secondly I was terribly concerned about the National 
Guard and the role of the National Guard, and I felt there should be a physical presence, 
and I wanted marshals who were civilians instead of…  And you recall we had the radio 
on, and the Lord knows there was a great feeling -- my great fear constantly, and my 
great disagreement with the guy who was then attorney general, who turned out to be one 
of the great American liberals of our time, I never persuaded him to get the goddamn 
guard out of town and bring in the National Guard, bring in marshals. 



 

 

 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Ramsey Clark. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Clark, yes, I really had a dreadful argument, not with Clark, but with -- 
people think it was Steve Pollack, but whoever it is, I guess it can be found out, you 
know, that it was a mistake to leave the goddamn kids with loaded rifles. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And bayonets. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And bayonets and half-tracks, and machine guns.  I really felt it was -- 
again with running through this tape, you’ll notice, and I didn’t notice it quite as much 
until I began talking to you, is my concern with violence all the way through.  But, in 
any event that night I called the White House switchboard in an effort to get a man I just 
saw last week in St. Petersburg, a man who was then the head of the Federal Mediation 
Service, he’s a professor, Simkin. 
 
David Yellin:  Oh yes, yes. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I tried to get Simkin, who I didn’t know. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Is it Leon Simkin? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No. 
 
David Yellin:  No, that’s the other guy. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  To get Simkin, and… 
 
David Yellin:  To go down to Memphis? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, to get Simkin to say goddamnit we need, you know, as the mediator.  I 
couldn’t get him, and I tried to get Bill Wirtz.   But I was aware that Bill Wirtz was not 
really the most powerful figure in the administration, as was every trade union leader in 
town.  You know, he was still secre… 
 
David Yellin:  He was still secretary… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  He was secretary of labor, but Lyndon Johnson wouldn’t have picked him 
out as his favorite cabinet member.  As we learned later Wirtz had taken a position on 
Vietnam internally, which was very disturbing to the president.  I then, you know, and 
there’s all kinds of phone calls with all kinds of people giving me advice and my finally 
saying, fuck you all I’m going into my bedroom and shutting the door and making calls, 
you know, because I was just really annoyed with people coming into the house, and 
giving me advice.  And then finally I called Bill Welch, who is now Larry O’Brien’s 
assistant, an old personal friend, with whom, you know, I don’t always agree politically, 
but whom I like and trust, and who was now Larry O’Brien’s assistant at the Democratic 



 

 

National Committee, who was at that time an assistant to Hubert Humphrey and saying 
Bill, I don’t know what buttons to press, but goddamnit, you know Memphis is going to 
burn.  You know, I didn’t realize the whole country would burn, but I know Memphis 
going to burn.  Bill, for chrissakes.  Bill said, “I’m on it.”  Then I said I’m going to call 
that stupid governor and tell that son-of-a-bitch that he’s got to supersede Loeb, and the 
one thing we’ve go to do is end this goddamn strike, you know, because I said and we 
can’t end it in a defeat because with King’s death, you know, on and forever.  So, and 
these are the realities of the call.   
 
David Yellin:  A question about that, and I don’t mean to chop you up here, and I hope 
I’m not, but did you ever hear at any time that Ellington was going through the process of 
ending the strike by sending National Guard or troops?   
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well there were National Guard. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, but I mean to get the garbage collected and so on? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I kept hearing rumors and I kept being assured it wasn’t true.  Ellington 
avoided me.  He sent guys to see me, black guys.  You know, he kept treating me like a 
fellow who wanted to have sex but was afraid of women.  You know, one can carry it 
out a little bit further, but you know what I mean.  And the one thing I knew was I 
couldn’t.  he was not a reliable man.  But I got Ellington on the phone instantly when I 
called that night, and you know the governor is not easily gotten, but I got the 
switchboard in the state house.  I didn’t have any private numbers or anything, I didn’t 
even want to try.  I remember I (muffled).  In Washington you can always find 
somebody who can get, you know.  I said the hell with all of that.  Let me get to the 
switchboard and tell him, you know, who the hell I am and let’s get through it.  I got 
Ellington on the phone.  Ellington understood clearly that we couldn’t let Loeb go on 
with his intransience, and if Loeb wasn’t capitulating, he was prepared to move in.  I was 
reassured by the conversation, only because it seemed to me that only a maniac would 
allow Loeb to remain in control. 
 
David Yellin:  Well how would he move in, though. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It didn’t matter.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  (muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Come into Memphis and make a public declaration, there must be some, 
declare martial law and sign the union agreement, I don’t know.  But I’m sure that if 
there’s a will there’s a way. 
 
David Yellin:  And maybe what we have heard has a different interpretation.  Instead of 
Ellington being prepared to end the strike and make the union lose, he was prepared to 
end the strike and make you win. 
 



 

 

Jerry Wurf:  I think it’s possible that he played both these roles, and played them in 
different phone conversations with different people at the same time.  I -- the one thing 
I’ve learned about Ellington is he’s a man with, according to descriptions I’ve heard, 
utterly without conviction.  You know, except a desire to be out front and a winner. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  He had earlier played both sides -- he had been elected first as a total 
segregationist, and then after the winds changed, why he changed as many people did. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yes, but the point is Ellington gave me the impression that he understood 
that.  Because I was trying to say I’m not a union advocate now, you know, I’m an 
American at a very desperate moment in history.  And in any event, it was reassuring, 
whether he meant it or not, that he at least understood the situation.  It is also interesting 
retrospectively that I had no feeling or belief that Loeb would have changed.  By this 
time I was convinced that I was dealing with a man who everybody was shocked when 
they heard Loeb say around that time, what a sorry thing it was for Memphis for this 
thing to happen in Memphis.  It wasn’t Memphis’s fault for this thing to have happened 
in Memphis.  Everybody was shocked, you know everybody in my (muffled) was 
shocked. That was exactly what I expected him to say.  I must say that I looked, by this 
time I was fairly expert on Loeb, and Loeb is a man… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  He was on tape, they had him on videotape speaking to, I think the 
Sertoma Club, or some local civic club the next day or, saying if it had to happen it’s 
really a shame it had to happen in Memphis. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  That was his position, he kept saying it over and over again.  Now, then the 
other thing was that whether my phone calls to the White House switchboard, which is an 
incredible mechanism that is not to be underestimated, you know, it’s just really an 
incredible -- you just have no idea.  You folks who are not in Washington who have the 
small access that I have to this monster called the government of the United States, 
whatever it was, it is now clear from the very best of sources that the matter was subject 
to discussion of the president of the United States that night, and I am told, I hope Bill 
Simkin never finds this out, but the decision that Bill Simkin going there was vetoed 
instantly as not being adept or subtle or wise or experienced or reliable and so on.  They 
sent, (muffled) the best troubleshooter on labor affairs in the United States, namely the 
undersecretary of labor, Jim Reynolds.  And, according to this Wall Street Journal piece, 
and the guy swears to me he got it from the best sources and is totally reliable, a very 
good young man, you might be interested in reading that portion of the -- it’s really a 
profile of our union and myself, written three or four years ago, you know, about six 
months after the Memphis strike, and deals with it.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We have that. 
 
David Yellin:  Your press? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Our guys can dig it up for you.  And I remember I got so angry at the guy, 
and my wife was so amused because he talked about my bad temper. 



 

 

 
David Yellin:  (muffled) 
 
Jerry Wurf:  I got so angry at him and my wife just collapsed in absolute laughter.  And, 
you know, so what you’ve got against him is he’s accurate.  This is your big weakness 
and he’s right, and the president of the United States was concerned, you were in 
Memphis, you know, why the hell shouldn’t he be, and so on.  But in any event… 
 
David Yellin:  When did they send Reynolds, do you remember? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  A day or two later, and then Reynolds did something interesting.  A guy 
named Eric Polazar, who I mentioned earlier, who I like and trust and who is an old trade 
union official, a very interesting guy.  A guy who in his younger days had been a real 
hard-bitten Stalinist, who in the days when my wife was in Madison helping, she was the 
mother of the National Student Association with Bill Welch who was the first president 
of the National Student Association, and including such eminent guys as Kennedy’s AA, 
who went on to be ambassador of Chile and run the university system in New Jersey.  
All of these, I don’t know if you know this, a whole bunch of crazy people helped found 
the -- not crazy, but very impressive people, but a crazy collection of people in 
personality (muffled).  But, they, where was I?   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Eric, this Eric. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Eric insisted on coming along.  Eric was at the university end, but he had a 
good hard-bitten Stalinist wit.  He had nothing but disdain for this reformist National 
Student Association.  And Eric went on to become an assistant to Jack Batovsky of the 
Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union, and eventually get annoyed and fed up with the 
American labor movement, and become a faculty member at Cornell School, you know, 
it has an industrial relations school -- where he developed even more contempt for the 
academia.  And, incidentally just before he died he agreed to come to work in this union 
because he found himself, if I may boast, in this union, and we had become -- my wife 
who knew him from those days, took a couple years before she really brought us together 
because she predicted that we’d either love each other or hate each other and she didn’t 
want us to hate each other because she liked him. 
 
David Yellin:  I don’t know why, you probably were two quiet and pleasant 
personalities. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  But anyway, we came together and we really loved each other.  We used to 
quarrel like crazy, but he was a brilliant mind.  But anyway he came down to Memphis 
with me when I went down the day after King’s death, and he sort of saw himself in a 
role, which I didn’t understand, it almost strikes me as ridiculous, as sort of protecting me 
physically.  You know, which was ridiculous, but it was a kind of, and if he were alive 
he -- it was a kind of romantic role that one doesn’t expect of this hard, you know, 
dialectic human being who likes to think that all of his actions are premised in logic.  
But in any event, when I first, when Jim appeared and I went into my first meetings, I 



 

 

brought Eric along, a) because he was an expert on labor relations in a real sense, a very 
sophisticated guy about labor relations, and I had no reason to trust the government.  I 
had no reason to know that they didn’t want to smash the strike, you know, and so on.   
 
David Yellin:  Had you ever before asked the federal government to intervene? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yes.  
 
David Yellin:  All through? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  All through. 
 
David Yellin:  Who did you try to contact? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  The Federal Mediation Service.   
 
David Yellin:  Yourself, not through any influence? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, I played it always.  I have a philosophy.  I am not above using 
influence if I thought it would work, you know, what I consider.  But I’ve learned a long 
time ago that the best way to deal with substantive situations is forthrightly and 
honorably.  In this business of pulling strings at the back door, maybe I’m so inept at it, 
that I -- or maybe. 
 
David Yellin:  There’s nothing bad about the word “influence,” it’s much like your 
agitation.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  But it think there’s a price you pay for it.  The price you pay for it, you are 
no longer a free agent to pursue, you know, what you -- once you get involved you 
become obligated, you’ve become part of the system that you might be fighting, and once 
you do that you’re in bad shape. 
 
David Yellin:  Right. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Ours is not an ordinary union.  Remember the source of influence is 
frequently the employer, in private industry the source of influence being the government 
is a third party.  With us it’s frequently what we’re dealing with, and so there has to be a 
certain care, and one of the big problems I have (muffled) is teaching our people to treat 
bosses as bosses and not as politicians or public officials. 
 
David Yellin:  Well what reason did the mediation board give you for not getting 
involved? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  (muffled) had no jurisdiction, and unless both parties invite them in, they 
don’t come.  Loeb wouldn’t invite them in.  Now, my calls I am assured that Humphrey 
called Loeb that night and Loeb either refused to take the call, or told him to screw off.  



 

 

If you get Reynolds… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Had you asked Humphrey, or had Jim Reynolds asked Humphrey? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  No, I had told my friend, Welch, you tell Humphrey, you get word to 
Johnson, that screw them, that George Meany (muffled).  This is for real, and as far as 
I’m concerned either the government is responsible (muffled) stands on its side and says 
it has no legal involvement here, I am prepared to say that the government is being totally 
irresponsible and so on, and you know, and away we go.  Anyway, I think that message 
was conveyed.  I think Humphrey tried to reach -- I am told Johnson tried to reach the 
mayor and that he either refused to take the calls or distinctly told them it was none of 
their business.  You know, whatever the whole story is there you can get from other 
sources.  I never cared enough to find out, but there’s no question that there were 
strenuous efforts to deal with this man.   
 
David Yellin:  Now excuse me, the efforts, those initial efforts were to keep the peace, or 
to take care of the immediate, or to settle the strike, or both? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  To settle the strike? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  To bring in responsible third parties to deal with the situation.   
 
David Yellin:  You’re not talking about the strike? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, I don’t think it would be reasonable for the president of the United 
States to call up and say settle that strike.  I think it would be reasonable for the president 
of the United States, or the vice president of the United States to call up and say, we’ve 
got to find some mechanism for ending this conflict.  You know, which doesn’t ordain 
that they would do it my way or his way but, you know, which means we end the friction.  
But, you know, I (muffled).  And to end the strike they had a responsibility to end it.   
 
David Yellin:  Of course it’s interesting in relaying this, if Loeb would say, as indeed in 
a sense he has either implied or said it, that there was great pressure from the federal 
government to end the strike, he lets it lay around to mean that there was great pressure 
from the government to end the strike for you. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Except that, well there wasn’t -- I suspect that there’s a measure of truth in 
that for this reason -- you couldn’t kill King and then destroy the union.  You know that 
would have been too much.  That would have been too much for Loeb, which that fool 
couldn’t understand.   
 
David Yellin:  Well that’s it, he still didn’t want to capitulate.  He didn’t understand that 
(muffled). 
 
Jerry Wurf:  (muffled).  Do you understand what could have happened to that city had 
they destroyed the union?  Had they beaten us?  You know, well anyway, Reynolds 



 

 

came to town.  Reynolds is a real professional, who is accustomed to the levers of 
power, and a very interesting guy.  You remember he starts off being a vice president of 
Westinghouse Locomotive, I may have it wrong, but you know and he ends up, you 
know, becoming an undersecretary of labor with the confidence of both the labor 
movement and great industry in this country, you know, a guy who’s the ultimate 
sophisticate -- and finally met this Loeb who’s telling him to drop dead and get lost.  
You have no idea how it shook him up.  You know, he’s a guy who has access to the 
president of the United States whenever he wants.  This is a guy who has access to the 
president of General Motors whenever he wants.  You know, he’s the guy who’s settling 
all the big things in America.  He may not get in the papers often, but he’s the big mover 
and shaker.  He’s the guy Lyndon Johnson gives the hot ones to.  This mayor of this 
third rate city is beating him with (muffled).  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That’s the (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  When I say third rate city I’m saying… 
 
David Yellin:  That’s all right. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  You know like the mayor of New York would take very seriously. 
 
David Yellin:  Say third ranking city. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Third ranking city.  
 
David Yellin:  No, that’s okay. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That’s probably what Loeb was worried about that very day was that 
Time  magazine had come out and called Memphis a… 
 
David Yellin:  River something.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  “Decadent river town.” 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Incidentally you have no idea how that shook up all -- some of the people 
who were even on our side were shook by that statement in Time.  They never really 
forgave Time  for that.  Absolutely the civic pride was incredible to watch. 
 
David Yellin:  Oh sure.  
 
Jerry Wurf:  The fact that it was once one of the most corrupt cities in the United 
States… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Murder capital of the United States in the 1930s. 



 

 

 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, but the point is I just read a piece about Crump, you know I’m 
interested in city administration and corruption, and obviously I am into that.  I was just 
reading about, Crump used that city like a …. 
 
David Yellin:  This is all a part of the problem. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  But, in any event, we had a hell of a time.  I think that why he capitulated, I 
think the whole power structure made him capitulate.  He would never have given into 
us, and even then, which Jim expressed privately to me the warmest thanks of the 
president -- even then I could have driven a better bargain than I drove.  I was criticized 
by some colleagues privately of better bargaining terms of a few dollars more, and better 
guarantees in the contract, but I moved because, again we weigh it out, and three or four 
of us that had to ultimately make the decisions decided that that was the name of the 
game, and we knew we had enough to build a strong union, and our judgment had been 
vindicated.  Our union in Memphis, despite our terrible business with it, ensuing scandal 
with the money, and all the rest of that, and the terrible mistakes that Jesse made and so 
on, has survived and is a very viable community instrument.  So our judgment, I am 
pleased to say, maybe because of sheer accident, was sound. 
 
David Yellin:  Now, you should be given a chance, I’m sure you’ve heard this, but we’re 
going to do it…Loeb has said that you told him privately that you didn’t care about the 
money, you didn’t care about, and I’m doing this rather roughly, but -- you didn’t care 
about the money the men were going to make, you wanted a union and that’s it. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That you wanted the dues check off (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  You know the implication being that you wanted to make your coffers 
full.  You’ve heard this I’m sure. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  His interpretation is that you’d take the money and run. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, but you see he’s said something else that was more accurate, but let 
me deal with this one.   
 
David Yellin:  Yeah. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  First of all, I said to the members of the union but never to Loeb, and 
Loeb’s policemen were present when I said it. 
 
David Yellin:  And the tape recorder. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  And there’s tapes of this, that the police taped this. 
 
David Yellin:  That’s what he said, he had tapes.  
 



 

 

Jerry Wurf:  I said over and over again, that the union struggle was not a struggle at this 
moment of whether we settle for 8 cents or 80 cents an hour, that the struggle was not a 
struggle, you know, to get less hours and more vacation, the struggle was to get the union 
to be able to participate, you know, in the way I opened up this tape, by telling you what 
was the basic philosophy that I hope (muffled) was to become part of the process of 
determining conditions of employment, and that we recognized that we weren’t going to, 
by this strike, solve the problems that these men had, but that we were going to see to it 
that although they were black and inferior, and we used to get quite dramatic about it and 
quite carried away because it was a very emotional thing, we got carried away 
legitimately, not demagogically, that we were part of that process; and that the thing 
singled in on the question of giving us the dues deduction.   
 
END OF RECORDING 


