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Jerry Wurf:  Well, what we did was this…we passed out dues deduction cards, and had 
been passing them out.  We didn’t sign up cards particularly, but we never asked them 
whether they were members or not to participate in voting or not voting.  We called a 
meeting, and any legitimate sanitation man had a right to vote.  When we settled the 
strike and, you know, the (muffled).  I don’t know if you know that, the tapes exist some 
place.  We read every clause and explained what it meant, how little, how much, how 
much it was.  We did something else.  Did you know we went to the community before 
we went to the men and said this is what we’re presenting to the men, and we want to 
know if you are prepared to recommend this.  Because there are many things not here 
that we would like to see.  Did you know we did that?  We had a meeting in the 
Peabody with all of those preachers, even the ones we hadn’t seen, and said, this is it.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  This could be, what was known in Memphis as the COME group, 
Community On the Move… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Well yeah, but this was more than the COME group.  You know, 
everybody was in and out.  You know, but the point is this was everybody.  But we 
cleared everything.  We said to the community, this has been your fight, as well as our 
fight.  You have -- if you think, we think it should be recommended for approval.  If, 
however, you don’t think it should be, you are welcome to come into the meeting and say 
what you will.  We want you to.  And I got out of the room while they discussed it, and 
every other union official got out.  And they agreed unanimously that it was worthy of 
recommendation.  You understand that the thing that gave us strength in Memphis was 
one that from the beginning we involved the community, secondly we never let the 
community feel for a moment that we were using them.  You know, they participated, 
they -- we set up a negotiating committee.  When did you ever hear of a union inviting, 
you know.  And we didn’t choose Jackson, they chose Jackson.  You know what I 
mean. 
 
David Yellin:  Now, what you’re saying, the entry of the COME group and others, was 
by your invitation, or was it mutual, or did it just happen?  Did you seek them out? 
 
Jerry Wurf:  When I came to Memphis that weekend, our guys told me about churches 
all over Memphis making appeals for funds.  I did not believe that this would produce a 
lot of money, but I did believe that this would produce support.  I have been aware for a 
long, long time, if I can be presumptuous, I think it was King who made me understand 
during the Montgomery times, or shortly after Montgomery, of the importance of 
churches in the black community, particularly in the South, but even in the North, and 
more so 5-10 years ago than now, but I understood the role of churches.  I think our 
other people understood the role of churches.  And, it’s a pity, that if you can get some 
of those police tapes.  I don’t know if you know a lot of union meetings were in that 
Firestone Hall.  First of all, there was no less than 5 or 6 ministers preaching before we 
got down to… 
 



 

 

Carol Lynn Yellin:  It was a revival meeting. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  It was a revival meeting every day, to a point that I didn’t see why the men 
didn’t get bored.  It was new to me, but we understood from the beginning the role of the 
churches, and we wanted to keep them there.  It took me a while to really realize, not a 
while, it took me a week or two to realize that Wax, and some of the Catholic guys and 
most of the (muffled) guys were really as phony as $3 bills, in the sense that they were 
not prepared to go the long haul.  You know, it didn’t take me long to realize that the 
bishop of Tennessee got (muffled).  You know, it’s a little bit different than this man 
Stone that I used to know.  And, then I began to realize that the inner community -- and 
then it was Jesse Epps who made many contributions to the men, it was he who kept this 
group alive.  And you’ve got to understand it was torn with factionalism of all kinds, 
hostilities. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It’s the only time in Memphis that there has been black unity in the 
black community.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  And the other thing is, and I, you know you dealt with Jim Lawson one 
moment, and you dealt with some hustler the next moment, and you dealt with Reverend 
Stark at another moment, and all of these were different men with different outlooks, and 
different political philosophies, and different social philosophies, and by the essence and 
even within the NAACP something that later surfaced, the quarrels, the resentments.  
We dealt with a banker who was very decent, with whom our guys later fought, and I 
think mistakenly because I think he is a very decent -- Jessie Turner, because I think 
Turner is an honest man.  Now, I don’t agree with him philosophically, but he is an 
honest man.  And turner was -- there was a few minute clip of us singing, “We Shall 
Overcome,” you know after the…  I still get the chills when I talk about, after we ratified 
the agreement in Clayborn Temple.  I happened to look at Turner, and I felt sort of silly 
because tears were coming out of my eyes, and he was crying, too.  You know, there was 
much of this, I hope your tapes pick up.  There was much of this.  I still am moved, as 
tried as that song has become you know, I am still moved by it because we ended every 
meeting that way.  That in Memphis we sang black and white together and the blacks 
would sing black and white together, and my God, my God.  We used to go to meetings 
and I used to be the only white man.  I don’t know -- one of the things I am very proud 
of is Bill, and you know he is a  truthful man, tells me that… I don’t know what you 
found in your tapes… but many of the black membership, I don’t know about the rest of 
the black community they are so cynical, but many of the members trust me like they 
don’t trust white people generally, and when I go to a meeting everybody wants to hug 
me and shake my hand, or maybe it’s not true, but I think it’s true. 
 
David Yellin:  Can I make an observation.  I would like to test it on you.  I am still 
interested because I think this could be a significant point for somebody, and I am 
thinking in terms of people coming at this later. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  (muffled) but I’ll make another appointment with you. 
 



 

 

David Yellin:  All right, okay, and we are almost finished as a matter of fact at this time.  
And, I think your strength, our strength, and that is this…Would you say that when you 
came in you realized that the situation was more complicated than you thought, you 
needed help, you could use help wherever you could get it in any community, meanwhile 
of course what had happened in the black community was that after the macing, the black 
ministers, that was the spark that made them come together.  I mean we have this as the 
background from their point of view, and that’s Jim Lawson and everybody else, because 
you came in on the 18th, all the ministers… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  There were a lot of things (muffled).  I think the importance of the macing 
has been exaggerated.  This is a private opinion.  I am not sure, and I am sure…the 
importance of the macing has been exaggerated because that was -- there is a great Latin 
phrase that I can’t think of -- that was a dramatic moment.  But the real thing that came 
together was, the contempt of the board.  You see they elected four men to the city 
council, the black community. 
 
David Yellin:  Three. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  But I think what, even the week of this, while I was getting there the black 
community really understood that they were getting tokenism.  That essentially when it 
got down to the nitty gritty, that these black workers were expendable, these black 
councilmen were expendable, that this is what united the black community.  Now, the 
dramatic moment was, if you talk to Jackson, who you know is a -- I spoke to him as late 
as yesterday -- you know he is a  very close friend and he comes.  You know, I just love 
him and he loves me, and I really know his strengths and his weaknesses and he knows 
mine, and so on.  He will tell you, they turned me -- you know he tells this great story.  
Up until that moment I was a reactor and, and … 
 
David Yellin:  After 30 years… 
 
Jerry Wurf:  But you know what, in my heart and in my mind I believe that these people 
understood that nothing had fundamentally changed in substance, but in form, and this 
realization is what brought together that black community.  And this realization meant 
that Evers and all the other politicians that were playing their little silly tokenistic games, 
you know, that that was over.  And I’ll tell you something else.  It is that realization that 
brought us within a half of a percentage point of beating you know, Wyatt Chandler, for 
mayor.  And that’s the issue.  Okay.  Let’s end at this point. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We have one more question, always.  We just have to ask.   
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, and we both thought of it at the same time.  Go ahead Carol Lynn. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, it’s been -- we have on tape from a number of other sources, 
we can’t leave without getting a statement.  City officials, city council members, the 
mayor have all said, “Well, you know we had that strike, it was over and done with.  If it 
hand’t been for Martin Luther King getting killed by the union with (muffled).”  



 

 

 
Jerry Wurf:  I have heard that.  As far as we were concerned, you’ve got to remember 
that I was in Washington lining up support.  I am a realist, and so on, and I want you to 
know in the privacy of tape, this is privileged, Champa took the position, we’re dead, 
let’s give it up.  Other staff members took different positions.  People are paying too big 
a price, and so on.  My decision was (muffled) we prevail if for no other reason in that I 
have the authority and a staff situation (muffled).  My position was that we had to go on, 
that there was no way back.  You know, maybe the undertaking was mistaken in the first 
place.  Perhaps we should have treated it as one more wildcat strike, and you know tried 
to ease our way out of it, but we hadn’t done that, we had decided that we had an 
obligation.  The obligation, in spite of all the suffering, or even because of all the 
suffering was such that we couldn’t walk away from it, and that I thought we would 
ultimately, you know, reach, you know, some point where we could have an existing 
going union.  And, getting back to your earlier question, of why they (muffled) such an 
important thing, and the mayor told me, to this day, he told me misunderstanding, you 
know we have an ongoing mechanism.  My guess is, but I’m not an objective observer, 
that we had ultimately won.  We had taken all the resources of our own union.  We 
involved the national AFL-CIO. (muffled) letters, the (muffled) involvement, which 
incidentally was deeper than another union’s involvement in Charlotte, was it Charlotte 
we had the 1199 showdown.  (muffled) had gone even further than that.  Walter 
(muffled)…with whom I sort of had an interesting relationship philosophically we were 
totally in the same camp, personally we had some difficulties, but it was interesting.  We 
didn’t get in until later, but I think we would have gone on.  I think eventually the thing 
that won for us, perhaps King’s death dramatized it, but the thing that eventually won for 
us is that the power structure in Memphis was convinced that they couldn’t be a winner, 
and the price they had to pay for this thing going on was too high, and that’s the way 
power structures are.  You know, they are very pragmatic, they are very practical, they 
are very tough, and that’s what I think. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  So the boycotts and so forth were working. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Boycotts.  Just as a year later, when they didn’t want to fight Loeb and we 
started spreading the poverty, and we brought people into their goddamn shopping 
centers and we made them understand we ruined your real property downtown, now 
we’re going to ruin your…  Jesse loves to tell the story, he said, did Jesse tell you this 
story, you know this woman walking into this clothing store watching all these black 
women trying on clothes and screaming, (muffled).  And Jesse chortling and saying, 
they can’t stand it, Jerry.  Jesse was a guy who called me every morning but he (muffled) 
the union.  He called me at home every morning.  It (muffled).  He always managed to 
call me when I was in the bathroom, but the point is, no, I think we would have not a 
winner because we didn’t have a win -- our win didn’t come until a year later.  A 
settlement that made it possible for the union to live.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  When the contract was re-negotiated in ‘69. 
 
Jerry Wurf:  Yeah, that was the win.  At that point all we did was get a premise for 



 

 

staying alive.  We got a dues deduction, I think 8 cents an hour, I don’t remember how 
they were figured, but they were nothing.  But I think, on the other hand that if we hadn’t 
made it clear that there would be a life and death -- you have no idea how grateful I was 
to Walter for coming to that meeting and marching, because in their eyes he represented 
the most militant force in America, you know by their standards, they had no 
understanding of what his real road was, but in any event, them understanding that we 
had (muffled).  The $50,000.  Do you know how long $50,000 is good for in Memphis?  
I don’t know if anybody has ever told you…one week.  But the point is, what he did 
was, in their eyes create the idea that this was for real.  And I think that kind of thing.  I 
think we could have had a march perhaps not that dramatic and that large.  Of course the 
thing with being -- look at the Washington Post and the New York Times, even before 
King.  We were beginning to make impact.  Foreign newspapermen had begun 
appearing.  You know, the whole thing.  I think the Times story appeared before the 
death, about a third rate city, wasn’t it, or was that after the death? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I think that was afterwards. 
 
David Yellin:  I think it was after.   
 
Jerry Wurf:  But even so, there had been a timepiece that said we were right.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I think we covered everything. 
 
END OF RECORDING 


