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December 28, 1972.  We’re at 4241 Park Avenue, Carol Lynn and David Yellin, and 
Tom Beckner. 
 
 Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well I started to bring the committee records, so I would have 
proper dates and so forth, but I didn’t quite do that.  What was the date of the Save Our 
City meeting?  April… 
 
David Yellin:  11th.  Right, Thursday night. 
 
Tom Beckner:  (muffled)  
 
David Yellin:  King was killed on the 4th, and buried -- the funeral was the 9th on a 
Tuesday, and Thursday night the 11th was the Save Our City meeting.  Were you at the 
Save Our City meeting? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah.  In fact, that’s where I first met you all.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That was when the committee was -- the so-called newspaper 
committee was formed and my memory of Tom is that Tom suddenly appeared at the 
head of the line and said, “That’s the committee I want to work on.”  
 
David Yellin:  Well, how did you come to the meeting, Tom? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Well, I lived in the Georgian Woods then, which is a group of, a group of 
people in their mid 20s like I was, and… 
 
David Yellin:  Where is Georgian Woods? 
 
Tom Beckner:  It’s on Union Extended, right near Union and Parkway, East Parkway.  
And two or three people in the group there came over that afternoon, and left word that 
there was going to be a very important meeting over at Southwestern that night.  
 
David Yellin:  They left you a note? 
 
Tom Beckner:  No, they left word, they called or came by you know after we got home 
that afternoon.  And I thought, oh big deal, it’s another one of these church groups who 
are going to sit around and wring their hands and talk about how bad it was that it 
happened in Memphis, and so anyway, the evening came and we decided finally we 
would go ahead and go, and so we went over to the meeting, and wandered through the 
bookstore, you know trying to find this place at Southwestern.  Finally arrived there and 
someone I remember, I recall someone read a Bible -- a passage from the Bible.  And I 
thought, well I really don’t understand what that has to do with it all. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That was probably Darrel Dowdy. 



 

 

 
Tom Beckner:  No, it wasn’t Darrel.  I was trying to think this afternoon who it was.  It 
was one of the art, speech, and drama fellows. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Steve Malin. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah, that’s right. He did something or his wife; I can’t remember who it 
was. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Joann Malin. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah, one of them read a quotation from the Bible, and then I thought, 
“Well gee; we’re really getting sort of melodramatic, you know.”  And then I remember 
Dave stood up and said something about being from Pennsylvania, Philadelphia.  And I 
thought, “Gee, he’s kind of an odd-looking fellow,” and then you stood up and mentioned 
how shocked you were at the newspaper coverage.  And I had never been an admirer of 
the newspapers here, and I’d always felt that I was objective in my analysis of the 
newspaper coverage, and I was (muffled) that was perhaps the reason I joined the ranks 
so readily.  But I had felt all along that the newspapers were very unfair in their coverage 
of the entire strike, and it wasn’t hard to -- you know as we found out later (muffled). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, I recall the thing that really disturbed me, and I may have 
mentioned it that night, the thing about the newspaper coverage, and even to this day I 
haven’t gone back to find out which is the particular paper, or date that they had this, but 
it was when they described the black ministers and it was the Commercial Appeal, and it 
was the use of the work in a news column, “raving and ranting,” or the “overemotional 
appeal.”  Everything that I had ever learned about objective news coverage seemed to 
have been violated by, in particular the report of what the black ministers were doing.  
And this really bothered me.  So, it seemed to me that you can’t have public opinion 
being formed when their only source of information is not giving them really -- not only 
is omitting things, but is coloring their own opinion of what happened. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Because also here, of course the fact that the newspapers were both 
Scripps-Howard, and that one of the television stations were Scripps-Howard, and all of 
the news medial apparently took their news stories right off of the same press releases, 
and it made it even worse, but that the newspapers (muffled) as they did, because they 
were the same reporters who wrote the articles fed into the press wires.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Now, Tom, something I want to get into the record is because you 
work so much on the committee stuff, and you gave the whole summer of ‘68 to work.  
You were one of the full-time volunteers, so we really want to get a little biographical 
material on who Tom Beckner is, where you were from, where you were going, and 
where you are now going?  So, just -- we’ll ask you to do the same thing that we ask all 
those people that you cooperated in interviewing. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Well, in 1968 I had been living here for three years, having spent 



 

 

essentially the first 25 years of my live in Johnson City.  Not 25 years, 22 years of my 
life in Johnson City, Tennessee, and had come down here to attend medical school.  And 
after going to medical school for six months, or after going for two to three months, 
decided that that really wasn’t what I wanted to do.  So, I stuck it out for the full term, 
and I just went right out and out-and-out quit, and rebounded. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You were one of those dropouts? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah, really dropped out, and decided, “Well, gee what shall I do?”  
And this was when they were just beginning the (muffled) Vietnam draft pressure. 
 
David Yellin:  What year is this now?   
 
Tom Beckner:  This was in ‘66, about March and April of 1966, when they were starting 
to pull a lot of fellows into Vietnam.  And I had no desire at all to participate in that.  
So, I thought well, what can I do?  And so I had read some place that you can get a draft 
deferment teaching.  So, I thought, “Oh, gee.  That’ll be great.”  Well, I meant to get a 
deferment, and I can also -- it would give me some free time and a little bit of income just 
to decide what I want to do.  So, I applied with the city and the county and got a job 
teaching science at Bartlett High School. 
 
David Yellin:  And Bartlett was then in the county? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yes. 
 
David Yellin:  It still is, as a matter of fact, isn’t it? 
 
Tom Beckner:  It still is, but the county schools at that time were quite a bit larger than 
they are today -- this is four years later.  So, for the next two years I taught at three 
different schools, and really pretty much enjoyed it.  And, then about in February of ‘68, 
some time in February, I remember because everything in ‘68 was either dated by Martin 
Luther King’s assassination, or when I began medical school, and this was well before 
King was killed.  But I remember waking up in the middle of the night, just for no 
particular reason, and thinking, well, I’m going to go back to medical school, and the 
next day or two this thought persisted and I wrote the dean, and they said, well come on 
but you’ll have to start over because it’s been a couple of years since you were here, and I 
said well that’s great.  So I made plans to begin medical school again, with shaking 
knees.  Then, right in the middle of this, right about this time actually the sanitation 
strike started, and I really sympathized with the people in the sanitation strike, right pretty 
much from the beginning because I felt that they -- I had lived in Memphis long enough 
by then to have a distaste of the politics here, and particularly the men in politics here.  
And, had an admitted bias.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was this influenced by growing up in East Tennessee, do you think, 
Tom?  Did West Tennessee seem that much different to you? 
 



 

 

Tom Beckner:  I guess it could have had some degree of influence, but I think the 
greatest influence was just the way I was brought up, because I was always brought up to 
be fair with people, and that every man had a dignity all of his own, and that you should 
treat people fairly, and if a man -- I always felt, at least by that time in my life, I felt that 
if a man worked, put in an honest day’s work, that he should get enough money for it to 
keep himself and his family from starvation, and in this country today everyone should be 
able to have the necessities of life. 
 
David Yellin:  However, what was your attitude either right at that time or before then, 
and even as you were brought up, about blacks?  Negroes?  Colored? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Of course in East Tennessee, East Tennessee was an area of the country 
that had sided with the north during the civil war, because there was no reason, the 
economics of slavery did not extend that far north and east, and furthermore, my parents 
were very fair.  We always had a maid, a black maid, when I was growing up.  We had 
a series of black maids.  We had black people working in the yard, and they -- I’m sure 
by today’s standards they were underpaid and everything, but at the same time they were 
people that we respected.  We didn’t… 
 
David Yellin:  They weren’t subhuman? 
 
Tom Beckner:  No, no.  They were very human, and if they were sick, they were as sick 
as I was, or my brother, or mother and dad, or anybody else.  And, the word nigger was 
never used in our home, and never has been, and everyone was -- I don’t know, it was 
just a, it was never as if blacks were inferior, it was as if they were different, as if they 
were Englishmen, or Chinese, or (muffled).  And there again there was no -- blacks 
comprised only about 10% of Johnson City’s population, so the whole thing was 
different. 
 
David Yellin:  Was this a city, or a regional attitude, or was this just particularly your 
family? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Well, I think it was pretty much regional, just like you have a regional 
attitude here to a degree.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Would your parents, or your ancestors rather, have been living in the 
region for a long time?  Would they actually have been involved in, as they say down 
here, the “war between the states?”   
 
Tom Beckner:  Yes, they were involved.  I am not really sure about the exact 
involvement, but I know that my, on the Beckner side of the family, the Beckner 
ancestors had been in East Tennessee for well over 125 years.  And the Lankster family, 
which was my mother’s side of the family, had ambled down from Prince Edward 
County, Virginia, which we’ve talked about.  And of course there’s no doubt what side 
they would have been on, but at the same time both families had lives in East Tennessee 
for about 75 to 100 years. 



 

 

 
David Yellin:  Yeah, just to be sure, they would have been on the southern side. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I don’t know that they would have been on the southern side. 
 
David Yellin:  Well when you say there’s no doubt. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Well, I think at the time the Lankster family would have, I’m sure, 
participated on the southern side, but I think that tradition was erased during the next 100 
years pretty well. 
 
David Yellin:  After the Civil War? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yes.  There wasn’t -- there was never any kind of -- we never did hold 
the South up to be any great savior, you know, or any great place to live on either side of 
the family as I recall. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The reason Tom mentions that we’ve spoken of Prince Edward 
County, is that -- in fact we’ve spoken of several things because my own family comes 
from, my father’s family comes from near that same region of western North Carolina, 
and over the years that we’ve known each other, why we’ve found that we have a lot of 
background in common.  Plus the fact that I once helped co-author a book on the school 
situation in Prince Edward County.   
 
Tom Beckner:  And my brother, almost at the same time was attending college there. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Was attending college at Hampden-Sydney? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That’s right.    
 
David Yellin:  Ok, now, let’s if we can. 
 
Tom Beckner:  So, anyway, I was here in ‘68 and I was at the time King was killed I was 
more or less awaiting October of that year when I was to begin medical school again, 
with a great deal of trepidation. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Now, before we leave your background completely -- you went to 
University of Tennessee.   
 
Tom Beckner:  No.  I went to Vanderbilt for a couple years. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Vanderbilt.  
 
Tom Beckner:  And then I transferred to East Tennessee State. 



 

 

 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  East Tennessee State. 
 
Tom Beckner:  In Johnson City, where my dad thought he could keep a little better eye 
on me. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, the story I’m trying to get into the record is what happened 
when you, during the 1964 presidential campaign.  And please tell about when your car 
was parked in the parking lot. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I was a senior at East Tennessee State, and I had Goldwater stickers all 
over my car, although I was a reluctant Goldwater fan.  I was sort of for Goldwater, but 
then again I wasn’t.  I (muffled) one day to another, and I came back from class and it 
was just a beautiful fall day, and I had one particular place a couple blocks off campus 
where I parked, and it was -- no one else ever parked there, and it was always mine.  I 
pulled in.  I walked back to the car and on the windshield was a little 3 x 5 card upon 
which someone had written, “I thought you should know that some nut has put a 
Goldwater sticker on your car.”  I remember just being infuriated, and stomping around, 
and thinking -- I remember almost crumpling it up and throwing it away, but I put it in 
the glove compartment, and later got it out and looked at it again, and went around and 
took the stickers off the car.  And I voted for Johnson in the election that year, even 
though I went to the pole intending to vote for Goldwater, and I just couldn’t do it.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It got to you. 
 
Tom Beckner:  It really did, and it made me look at it all. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, what was the central thrust behind your change?  I mean why did 
you change?  What was the difference? 
 
Tom Beckner:  I just felt that Johnson represented more of the things that I wanted to be 
for, which mainly were just the fact that every man had a right to a better life, particularly 
in this country, than Goldwater did.  The fact that we did things this way in 1795 didn’t 
mean that we should do them this way today, that the conservative viewpoint was not 
really the one that I should espouse as I’d always felt. 
 
David Yellin:  Did you ever articulate this to anyone at the time, or was this almost an 
(muffled) decision? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yes, I did.  I did.  One of my closest friends then was John Wilson, who 
later came down here and went through medical school, just about the same time I did, 
and we talked about it a lot.  And, at the time he was much more liberal than I was, and 
was always pushing me in the liberal direction, and now things have turned around.  
He’s a lot more conservative, and I’m always pushing him that way, but he and I talked 
about it a lot, and I’m sure I don’t recall that well, but my parents and I talked about it a 
lot.  I’m sure my brother would have too, except he was in college. 



 

 

 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Now, your brother and, very quickly your brother, Jim, finished -- 
he’s younger than you? 
 
Tom Beckner:  He finished Hampden -- he’s 3-½ years younger.  He finished college at 
Hampden-Sydney, and then went to Vanderbilt Law School, graduated a couple of years 
ago, and now is practicing law in Nashville. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And before we go on, if we just finish up the biographical because 
you did, and we’ll get back to your committee stuff, but you did. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Well, I worked for the committee in the summer of ‘68, and then in that 
October, or last of September I began medical school again, and finished medical school 
a little over a year ago.   
 
David Yellin:  Excuse me, before you worked for the committee, however, you were 
working as a --in the building business, weren’t you?  In construction? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Oh gosh, that’s right, yeah for about two or three weeks.   
 
David Yellin:  And you gave that up? 
 
Tom Beckner:  And I found out I didn’t want to be a construction worker. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That was so hard you came to work for the committee. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah, it was so bad it drove me into working for nothing.   
 
David Yellin:  All right, now.  If we can get back.  I think what we’re interested here, is 
now that we’ve talked about you, and we will talk about ourselves some other time, I 
think what we’re interested here is just the committee itself and the whole idea, so that 
let’s get back to the Save Our City meeting on April 11, and I got up and spoke about 
Philadelphia, and Carol Lynn spoke about -- which I do not remember at this point.   
 
Tom Beckner:  You just said, as I recall you just said you were just astonished that 
people behaved as they did her during the sanitation strike, just that it was in that tone, 
that it would never have happened in Philadelphia, as I recall.  And I remember you had 
a sport coat and a horrible looking knit shirt on under that allowed your sort of pigeon 
chest to stick out and you blustered all this out.  And it sort of woke me up. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  No Bible reading there.   
 
Tom Beckner:  None, and then Carol Lynn mentioned about the newspapers and I sort of 
perked up about that.  And I thought, “Well, gee this is a sort of a really neat looking 
couple.”  And you said, “If anybody’s interested in this, let me have your name.”  And I 
think I almost immediately turned around and said I’d like to work on that.  Then a few 



 

 

days later I was very surprised, or just maybe in the next day or an evening or two later 
you called me on the phone, and I thought, “Well, gee whiz she’s really going to do 
something about it.”  And you said you were having an organizational meeting here and 
would I. 
 
David Yellin:  Here being our house. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  April the 14th.  On a -- I believe it was a Sunday night. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah, it was a Sunday night.  And, so I remember I came over, and as 
soon as I got here I stopped off at the office behind the house, and everybody was 
dropping off newspapers and you said bring all the newspapers that I had, and I had a 
whole bunch of them. 
 
David Yellin:  We did it that early? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Yes.  Yes indeed. 
 
Tom Beckner:  You know, Ron Berrod was out there.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And Nan Berrod who was very pregnant at the time.  
 
Tom Beckner:  And somebody else was out there that I can’t remember who it was. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Joyce (muffled). 
 
Tom Beckner:  No, it was another man. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Jim Lanier, from Southwestern I believe was. 
 
Tom Beckner:  It may have been, it was somebody who was real nervous, that’s the only 
thing I remember about him. 
 
David Yellin:  He didn’t have a funny shirt on? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah. 
 
David Yellin:  Now, do you remember the first meeting? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Oh, yes, very vividly.  I was sitting almost right in this very same place, 
in one of the old rocking chairs.  I was sitting right there, 3 feet from. 
 
David Yellin:  I thought I remember you sitting over there. 
 



 

 

Carol Lynn Yellin:  No, I remember you were sitting there, and we had the card table set 
up right here to the left, and somewhere I have the minutes of the meeting, which were 
written by Emily Yellin, who was then 6 years old, and they were on a 3 x 5 card, and it 
says, “We had a meeting.”  And it was written in her best first grader script. 
 
David Yellin:  Emily is present at this interview.  Well, Tom can you recall the meeting.   
 
Tom Beckner:  Oh yeah.  I was going to say, one of the reasons I guess I recall it so 
well is because I didn’t know anyone here really. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You were teaching at Millington High School by then. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yes, that was my third post in two years, and I was teaching out there 
and I was sort of a lame duck because I had already been accepted to medical school, and 
(muffled).  So, I came over here that evening, and everyone, you know, I introduced 
myself.  And I remember Judy Schultz, now Judy Schultz-Sullivan was there that night, 
and Joan Beifuss I remember.   
 
David Yellin:  No, she wasn’t there that night. 
 
Tom Beckner:  She wasn’t here that night? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Jerry Beyer was here.   
 
Tom Beckner:  I remember Jerry.  And so anyway, I remember you stood up, and you 
were -- as I know you now you seemed, looking back on it how you were then you 
seemed rather nervous, but you said you’d like to welcome us to your home, at least the 
portion  that you own, the banker would have tried to come tonight, but he had another 
invitation.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That sounds like Dave Yellin. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah, it really does, and I’m sure that that really -- I’ve always liked 
humor you know, but that really impressed me a great deal, and I’m sure that’s one of the 
reasons I remember the meeting so well.  But anyway, as I recall, no one really knew 
exactly what we wanted to do.  We just had sort of a real rough draft drawn up at that 
time, and just they wanted to try to find out what actually the newspapers had said, and I 
remember everyone was asked to take an assignment to analyze a certain number, two or 
three days of the newspaper coverage, everything that had anything to do with the strike.   
 
David Yellin:  To be more precise, each one was asked to take three days of one 
newspaper at that time, whether it was at that time or the next one, I’m not quite sure, 
because later on when we got more members we were able to say three days or so.  At 
this first meeting that you recall, maybe it will help, what I recall about it was that there 
was something like 20 to 22 people.   
 



 

 

Tom Beckner:  I was going to say it seemed like there were about 20 people here. 
 
David Yellin:  I remember the chairs, and I remember. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I could name some of them.  Selma Lewis was here.  Ann Trotter 
was here.  Edna and Kirk Johnson were here.  
 
Tom Beckner:  Keith Kennedy was here wasn’t he? 
 
David Yellin:  No, I don’t think… 
 
Tom Beckner:  I’ve got a list -- I still have somewhere a list. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, in fact, yes I think we have a list. 
 
David Yellin:  But there were 22 or something of that kind, because I remember 
counting the house. 
 
Tom Beckner:  John Bakke was here. 
 
David Yellin:  I think so. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Right, yes he was. 
 
David Yellin:  John Bakke, B-A-K-K-E. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  John Bakke was particularly interested in the newspaper.  Mark Orr 
was here that night.   
 
Tom Beckner:  What about Henry? 
 
David Yellin:  Yes, Henry Mitchell.  I don’t know whether he was here then.   
 
Tom Beckner:  Well, if he wasn’t here then he was here soon thereafter. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I know that Tommy Baker, the girls who work down at the 
Veteran’s Hospital.  And Ann McGinnis. 
 
David Yellin:  I don’t know whether she was here, but another one from the History 
department.   
 
Tom Beckner:  Anyway, it was sort of a real motley crew.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Yes it was.  Nan and Ron Berrod were here, because Selma Lewis 
had told them about it, and it was Selma Lewis who brought the Berrods into it.   
 



 

 

Tom Beckner:  But I remember it was just sort of a typical April night, and sort of, it 
seemed like it was rather warm, and maybe humid maybe rainy a little bit, I can’t 
remember, but anyway it was a good turnout, and no one really knew quite I don’t think 
at that point what we were really going to do.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Let me ask you, Tom.  Had you gone to the Memphis Cares 
meeting the previous Sunday? 
 
Tom Beckner:  I had gone to that, and I had marched in the… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  The April 8, the Monday march.   
 
Tom Beckner:  Uh huh, right I was in that. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  How had you come to do that?  Again feeling that you wanted to 
express some  …? 
 
Tom Beckner:  I just feel that it was important that people who felt along those lines 
show that they felt that way, because I felt -- I was very embarrassed.  I was very sad 
that what had happened had happened at all, but I was sad that it happened where I lived, 
too.  And I felt that there were so many people here who did not care, that they should 
know that there were quite a number of people here who did care.  That many of the 
people who cared were the people who lived next door to you.   
 
David Yellin:  Now, along that same line, had you done anything during the strike in 
relation to the strike? 
 
Tom Beckner:  The only thing I had done really was in at school I had made quite a 
number of comments, always pointing out that they were my own feelings, but I had 
discussed this particular situation with the students that I taught   
 
David Yellin:  And they are mostly white students? 
 
Tom Beckner:  They were just about all white students.  I had, I think maybe in a 
hundred students I had four or five black students, and most of them were from the more 
conservative elements .   
 
David Yellin:  Were they from the Naval base, or this was outside the Naval base? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Quite a few of them were from the Naval base, but most of them were, 
say civilians who worked at the Naval base, or just really sort of the lower middle class of 
society, of conservative backgrounds.  Very staunchly Southern Baptists.  You know, 
went to church every Sunday, and thought maybe once a week about anything important.   
 
David Yellin:  Did you get any response from your students when you mentioned this?   
 



 

 

Tom Beckner:  Quite a vigorous response from some.  Some of the people well, you’re 
entirely wrong, and others you could sort of see maybe a gleam of hope, or a spark of 
thought, and they would say agree, or they would ask you a question, which really, they 
really wanted an answer, it wasn’t just a provocation.  But for the most part there was 
sort of an impasse.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  One of the things going back to the meeting here that April 14, that 
Sunday.  It must have been that very night, too, that someone -- and I can’t remember 
who said, “Why don’t we do some surveys of student opinion?”  And, as a result we 
have in our files right now -- you did with your Millington High School students.  You 
have little 3 x 5 cards, or something where you had asked them questions.  
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah, I asked them some questions.  I think I just brought their own 
responses down.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Right, we have -- because Ann Trotter in some of her history 
classes; Jack Hurley, in some of his history classes.  You, and we have others that we got 
later, too.   
 
Tom Beckner:  (muffled) that’s right we do.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But they were done very early, and I was wondering, do you recall 
who suggested that student survey thing?   
 
Tom Beckner:  I don’t know.  In a way I feel like I did, but then in another sense I’m 
not sure that I did. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I think maybe you did. 
 
David Yellin:  I think so. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  This is what I was trying to get. 
 
Tom Beckner:  It seemed that the conversation was going along the way that why should 
we limit it just to the newspapers, that we need to get the opinions of a lot of different 
groups of society.  And I remember someone suggested the little anecdotes, you know 
the jokes you heard across the fence (muffled). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well now, I -- this was one of the things we had even worked up, an 
anecdote.  And this goes back to my experience at the Reader’s Digest, naturally where 
they say an anecdote is worth 1000 statistics. 
 
Tom Beckner:  And (muffled).   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But this is what I was wondering.   
 



 

 

David Yellin:  Now, it’s awfully hard to pinpoint the evolution of all of the things that 
came.  Somewhere also and I think we do have an agenda for that meeting.  I know we 
do.   
 
Tom Beckner:  I think I have a copy of it  (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Because what happened between, you see, if I may, and I think this is 
important, we might as well tell our story a little bit, just keep it up to date, and then we’ll 
concentrate on you, because you have to leave, but we both went to that meeting on 
Thursday night, Save Our City, and I guess the reason we went is because we wanted to 
do something, and we had been either on the membership of Save Our City and never 
attended the one or two other meetings that they had had, but we went, but I left I made 
may remarks I left.  And I left to attend the meeting with Maury Griner, and Norm 
Brewer, and Ed Grainy, because I had called Maury and suggested that he ought to do 
something to allow the blacks to have a voice in this community, and that’s how 40% 
came.  And that was born that night, but we’ll tell that at another time.  And then when I 
came back and Carol Lynn came back and said, “Well, I’m chairman of the committee on 
the newspaper thing.”  And what had happened at Save Our City was that they divided 
or separated into three groups.   
 
Tom Beckner:  One group was going to work on a memorial.  
 
David Yellin:  Right, and that was the Malins, Steve and Joann Malin.  Steve is a 
professor at Memphis state with Speech and Drama, and his wife and Carol Lynn with 
the newspaper, and there was a third one, which I don’t remember.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  There was third or fourth.  Joe Riggs was going to work on a group 
that would try to get out pamphlets and a newsletter.  Do you recall that?  To really get 
more information to people.  In fact, sort of continue doing what Save Our City s doing,, 
but also to work on actual leaflets to be handed out at street corners.  Someone seemed 
to feel that there was a need to do this, and I didn’t quite understand exactly what that 
was, but I also recall that there was still a fourth group, a maverick group, which I mainly 
recall sweet, good, Dr. Elizabeth Phillips from the English department, who was one of 
the staunchest volunteers, who was alarmed at the idea of police brutality, and here’s this 
sweet little 5-foot-3, southern lady who took it upon herself to lead a group of people 
down to the police department.   
 
Tom Beckner:  Oh, that’s right.   
 
David Yellin:  The police station.   
 
Tom Beckner:  That was early in the police brutality story, too.  There’s no other way 
you said much about it then.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And they went directly from that meeting that night, because this 
was at the tail end of the curfew period, and it was a period when there had been alarming 



 

 

stories. 
 
David Yellin:  I remember.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Everybody had heard alarming stories from either their own maids, 
or someone else’s maids, and it was a period when white people were beginning to say, 
but what if it’s true?  And which that was never said before. 
 
David Yellin:  Her point was, and I s there then -- her point was that if white people 
were around the police station, that the policemen would not do may of those things, and 
the best way is just to go down there and be present, so that they would not do what they 
were  purported to have done. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  May I just inject one other thought that’s come back to me as we’ve 
been sitting here talking -- I recall the call from Joann Malin, because it was indeed Joann 
and Steve Malin of Save our City, who felt a real need to have a proper memorial to 
Martin Luther King, something that still actually has not come to pass in this city, but 
their hope was that from this Save Our City group, which really was so tiny and so 
powerless as we now know, as far as the real giant power structure in the city.  But it 
was their hope that something would come of this that would be a marvelous citywide 
memorial, everybody expressing proper respect, but they called to ask us to come to this.  
Well, I’m trying to recall whether I had -- I believe I had already been, what had struck 
me in the day or day after, and two days, and three days after -- this was between april4 
and 11 April when his was, of Aril 8, was everybody kept saying, but why Memphis?  
Do you recall that? 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You know, “Why did it have to happen in Memphis?  So I was 
already to the point. 
 
Tom Beckner:  When everybody else was saying, “Well, why not Memphis.” 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  This was what -- I wanted to do a whole article.  I said, “Well, what 
I would love to do if we got that group of people together, is ask just everybody to collect 
their ideas.”  This was really -- my first thought was if you got a group like this together 
and you said, why not Memphis?  You know a city that can -- you know all these things 
that were on my mind about what, that had been building up during the sanitation strike 
period.  But what I’m trying to remember was whether I really brought that up at that 
meeting, because it seemed to me that the whole subject changed, and I mentioned the 
newspapers that night, the April 11th meeting, and I don’t think I ever got around.  I had 
asked permission of Joann, could I ask people to really turn in some material on why not 
Memphis, rather than why Memphis. 
 



 

 

Tom Beckner:  It seems that someone brought it up early at some point, but I don’t know 
whether it was at that meeting, or whether it was at one of the later -- as it turned out to 
be the Memphis Search for Meaning committee meetings or not.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Do you remember, one other thing about that meeting, and I do want 
to get it in -- do you remember the man from Canada? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Just now that you mention it. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Do you?  Because that really hit me.  This was -- why he was 
there, or who had brought him, I’m not sure.  But here was a meeting 100 to 110 people. 
 
David Yellin:  Were there that many?  I was trying to recall. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  At least 100. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I was thinking there were more like 50. 
 
David Yellin:  50 or 60.  
 
Tom Beckner:  There may have been more, but I just don’t remember that. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, Carol Lynn, I think there were 50 or 60. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  No, that’s a pretty large place.  Well, at any rate this one man stood 
up, and I’m trying to think, from Canada.   
 
David Yellin:  It must have been after I left, because I don’t -- you’ve mentioned this 
before, and I don’t recall him. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I remember when the man -- it seems as if his name were Kekafer or 
something like that, Kekauf, or… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, now he’s the… 
 
David Yellin:  Editorial writer of the Commercial Appeal.  Well, let’s get on, and 
maybe this will come back, just to keep on. Tom.  Do have anything else you remember 
about this meeting?  See what would be real good is if you could tell about this as if we 
weren’t here. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I’ve done it many times. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  You mean the meeting at our home, here? 
 
David Yellin:  Yes, because I think that’s important.  Nobody else will say this. 
 



 

 

Tom Beckner:  I remember that there were very few people, or I felt, I had the feeling 
that most people felt as I did.  There were very people here who really knew the other 
people very well.  Yet, at the same time it seemed that there was sort of a real spirit or 
bond here, that everybody really wanted to do something that wouldn’t necessarily be so 
sensationalistic, or so darn important, but there was momentum here to accomplish this 
particular goal that we had set out to explore.  And I remember it was sort of like a little 
miniature church group or something, where no one really knew each other very well, 
and people were sitting here and there, and somebody was sitting in the window sill, and 
there was a lot of shuffling of feet going on.  And I remember there was, we delegated 
so-and-so was the membership chairman, or telephone committee chairman, and 
so-and-so was in charge of the newspaper analysis, and everyone was asked to bring all 
the old newspapers and anecdotes.  It seems like the request went out for almost 
everything you could imagine that night.  And, there was a lot of discussion as to how 
formal the group should be, and when we should meet again, and there was a lot of 
discussion as to what -- it seemed like there was a lot of discussion as to what the name 
should be and what we were really going to do. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We had gotten into that already.  Do you remember that, Dave? 
 
David Yellin:  No, I don’t remember that, about a name.  I’m sure it had to come up. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We were first known as the Newspaper Analysis Committee.  
 
David Yellin:  Yes. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Right.  I thought that was it.   
 
David Yellin:  Well, maybe this will help you.  What had happened in the interim, again 
just to keep the record clear, when Carol Lynn came back and reported that there was 
going to be a meeting, and I think you had volunteered even to have it at this house. 
 
Tom Beckner:  She had before long, because when she called me, just in the day or so 
she said it was going to be here. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, I do recall one other thing I said at that meeting, I promised 
that if we came up with any information or any analysis that was worthy of national 
attention, I remember that I made a vow, a public vow that I would do everything within 
my power to get some sort of publication for whatever report we would come up with.  
Judy Sharp says she remember my saying this.  She was at that meeting, the Save Our 
City meeting. 
 
David Yellin:  Right, so people signed up at the Save Our City to come to this house on 
Sunday. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yes. 
 



 

 

David Yellin:  Right, and so that’s why you called, and maybe somebody else helped 
you call, but in any case.  Maybe Judy did, Judy Schultz. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I’m sure she did, and that afternoon before, what Tom remembers of 
all the assignments and all the assignment sheets and so fort, Luella Jackson, who was 
attending LeMoyne College remember, Antonie Baker, and Ann McGinnis came over, 
and we were typing all over upstairs… 
 
David Yellin:  Oh, yes. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  …in the dining, outside -- we were typing ditto sheets to get the first 
suggestions for how to write up anecdotes. 
 
Tom Beckner:  How to analyze the newspapers, and what to look for. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And we had that all prepared.  I got a lot of help on that, preparing 
the first assignment sheets, or query assignment sheets, and I think the first were ready 
for that very night. 
 
Tom Beckner:  They were.  I remember everyone handing out this.  You know another 
fellow who was here that we haven’t mentioned was the guy who had catalogued all the 
New York Times, wasn’t he here that night? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Ed Angus.   
 
David Yellin:  But, but Ed Angus was here. 
 
Tom Beckner:  The guy, you know who had that terrific file. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Ed Hungvald.  Oh, yes indeed. 
 
Tom Beckner:  That’s right. 
 
David Yellin:  Was he here the first time? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Yes, and he sat in that chair.   
 
Tom Beckner:  He sat right in that corner. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  He sat right opposite this where we’re sitting now.  He sat there and 
he listened.  He’s our retired Goldsmith’s Department Store executive.  And, in fact we 
are, he’s one other we’re going to talk to and get him on tape because he sat and said, 
“Well,” he said, “you’re going to do what I’ve already been doing for, you know 15 
years.”  And it’s so true.  He said, you don’t even -- he said, “I don’t need to do to this, 
I’m already doing it.”  And we agreed, he had some health problems… 
 



 

 

Tom Beckner:  He had a sample of his file there, I think that night, with all his clippings 
and everything (muffled). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  He talked back to the newspapers, and we agreed that he would 
continue doing, and it would be sort of an independent check on what we were doing, 
because he was so into it already.   
 
Tom Beckner:  It seemed, too, that the meeting that we had here that night, the first 
night, was sort of a Save Our City meeting on a smaller scale, that people had come, not 
knowing what really who was going to be here, or what was going to be accomplished, 
and it seems that everyone had a little different ideas to what ought to be done, you know, 
just like the four our five projects at Save Our City.  Everyone had his own value at that 
meeting. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, do you remember how it resolved itself?   
 
Tom Beckner:  No, I really don’t, except for the fact that there were two or three things 
already in the workings when we got here.  For instance, the newspaper, and this little 
scheme for analyzing the newspapers, and the newspaper file. 
 
David Yellin:  And the anecdotes.   
 
Tom Beckner:  And the anecdotes.  And I know the newspaper file originally was -- 
originally we were just going to analyze the two Memphis newspapers, and then 
somebody said, well then what about the New York Times because we need to compare 
the coverage here with what the New York papers were saying, and then somebody said 
well what about getting another couple of southern newspapers, and we got the Atlanta 
Constitution I think, didn’t we? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We got some, and we got the Christian Science Monitor and the 
Wall Street Journal. 
 
Tom Beckner:  That’s right, and then somebody said, well -- and then of course from 
there we branched into the -- in subsequent weeks and months what the local television 
stations, and radio stations had done. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, we’ll come to that.  What had happened in the interim, and again 
just because we want to get this all on the record as we recall it, was that we then 
determined Carol Lynn and I, that I’d better run the meeting. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And I’d run the newspaper file.   
 
David Yellin:  So, that that’s what I did.  I felt that what was very important, what you 
said, was because the Save Our City was fine, but it was going nowhere, and that the best 
way to get started, is to at least have something going, and then you can change it if you 
want to, and this very delicate balance between telling people what they ought to do, and 



 

 

then telling them also that they are free to make corrections and so on. 
 
Tom Beckner:  And as I recall, Save Our City, too, was a self-professed organization, 
which was meant to go nowhere, wasn’t it.   
 
David Yellin:  Right, that was the whole idea. 
 
Tom Beckner:  It was just to bring people together for…a think tank or something. 
 
David Yellin:  Somebody called, I think that I made the remark that it was the first time 
I’ve ever joined an anarchist group. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Yes. 
 
David Yellin:  And, in a sense that’s what, what’s his name… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Darrel Dowdy. 
 
David Yellin:  Darrel Dowdy was so adamant about maintaining, that no organization at 
all. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I know, he wanted no membership list, and no… 
 
David Yellin:  No decorum, no agenda, nothing, just come and you know, rap. 
 
Tom Beckner:  And that was probably the reason that it didn’t last very long. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Let me, again, these impressionistic things, and I have to go back 
again to the Save Our City meeting, because I still have several impressions of that, but I 
also remember that I was somewhat dismayed when here was Darrel Dowdy, April 11, 
1968, when semantics and nomenclature and everything was so important, it seemed to 
me, to the whole idea of the dignity of people who should have the permission to decide 
how they wanted to be referred to, Darrel Dowdy was saying Negroes all the way 
through.  And here was this real radical professor from Berkeley, California, and I do 
recall that we gave Darrel Dowdy rather a hard time, because you referred to the anarchy 
of the meeting; and, as I recall one of the things I said out loud and publicly was it did 
seem to me that it would be appropriate since there had been so much discussion in this 
city and tragedy, that at least we could follow the wishes of the black people and refer to 
them as blacks.  Do you recall that? 
 
Tom Beckner:  I remember that, I remember that. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I am recalling what the Canadian, before I get away too, the 
Canadian who did stand up then and said, “This organization is called Save Our City; 
well I’ve been in this city for two, three days now while all this has been going on, and 
let me tell you something, I don’t think your city is worth saving.”   



 

 

 
Tom Beckner:  I recall that, too.   
 
David Yellin:  Do you?  Yeah, I’m sure I wasn’t there. 
 
Tom Beckner:  The thing -- I can’t remember, how did the meeting here end that first 
night, the first newspaper analysis committee meeting? 
 
David Yellin:  Well, I think what we said we would do, and this is just picking it out of 
the air, unless somebody else remembers, was that we would meet again, and the purpose 
of meeting again was to firm up what we have already, what we threw out, and to think it 
out, and so on.  But also to get other people involved, because we felt that that was 
important.  Not only did we need manpower, but part of what we wanted to do was a 
catharsis for all of us who felt this way to come together, so that in a sense, everybody 
was asked to bring one friend.  I don’t believe it was that formal. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  There was some discussion of the fact that we would have no 
validity whatsoever, unless we had more black people, that we had to be integrated.  
Luella Jackson was -- I believe we had only one black member at that meeting, and that 
was Luella Jackson, who wasn’t so active later. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I think she brought that up, actually didn’t she? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Right.  But then there was -- was that when there was a discussion 
of the fact that if we were going to analyze coverage, that we could not have people in the 
member… 
 
David Yellin:  No, that was much, much later. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  In the membership who had been active in the events themselves. 
 
David Yellin:  I think that was much, much later.  I really don’t recall, Tom, it’s a good 
point, but I don’t recall except that we gave this out, and that then people were to bring 
papers.  We had asked some people on the phone to bring papers, but then we opened up 
our office outside of our house, and said this is where we will keep it.  I also think that at 
that point I don’t believe we at this point were determined to go beyond asking the 
university.  Because I think that happened all within the next week. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  No, we were aiming for some kind of a publishable book.  I know 
that I must have mentioned the Reader’s Digest. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yes, I remember that came out very early. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Because I believe the date is April 16 was when I made my first 
telephone call to Hobert Lewis, the editor of the Digest, or sent a telegram and asked that 
he call me.  This was right after that first meeting, which was April 14, and it was like 



 

 

April 16. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, on the Tuesday. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And I believe April 15 I had called Little Brown, or I had called, 
made an initial, and then decided, no it would be better to go to the Digest first.  My 
initial thing was go to Little Brown, who had published the book on Prince Edward 
County. 
 
David Yellin:  Right. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And then after that I went to Hobe Lewis instead. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Skipping ahead a little bit, I remember one thing that happened was that I 
remember after the thing gained momentum a little bit, and the group got a little larger, I 
arranged for one meeting to be held at… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Wesley Foundation. 
 
Tom Beckner:  At the Wesley Foundation at Memphis State.  I knew Don Moorhead, 
and he was in charge there.  And I remember that was when Charles Crawford was there, 
and I remember that was the night that the (muffled) history affiliation, at least in my 
mind. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  (muffled) 
 
David Yellin:  Well what happened just then, I can remember the meeting situation.  
The next meeting was supposed to be held here.  We called people, and they had called 
other people, and it had got to be where we thought there would be too many to be at 
house. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And indeed there were some 80 or so. 
 
David Yellin:  Right, well, so that then we contacted Ted Hoover, and he offered… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Barth House. 
 
David Yellin:  Barth House.  And we tried to call some people, but those we couldn’t 
we put signs on our door, both doors, saying that the meeting is at Barth House.  And the 
meeting was indeed at Barth House, and at that one there were some 60 or so people, and 
I can very well remember that meting, because that was starting to be formal then, and 
people wanted to… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  By that time we had prepared our statement of purpose.  It had gone 
through several re-writes, but the statement of purpose was read at that meeting. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I remember. 



 

 

 
David Yellin:  That was the longer one, yeah, the longer one.  And then also we 
reported about the Digest interest.  
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Right. 
 
David Yellin:  And then it started to take shape.  I think is was… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And the statement of purpose, we had already come to the 
conclusion that what we could collect would have some value, and should be deposited 
somewhere, because that was mentioned in our statement of purpose.  Now this was 
something like April 20.  It was a week after that April 14. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Things moved really rapidly. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And by that time, what astonished me, was that you must have 
brought in your student surveys, because the student surveys were done in April.  All of 
the student surveys. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I remember I did them. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That was amazing to me.   
 
Tom Beckner:  It seems that I did them two or three days after the original meeting, 
because I -- things, particularly in that age group, things moved fast, and I knew that two 
or three weeks later they would have had time to really either forget about things, or they 
would have gained a new (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  And also the semester was over. 
 
Tom Beckner:  True. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, actually the ones you brought in from Millington were not 
quite as heartbreaking, or shocking, as the ones that came from some, in fact from some 
of Gwen’s classes, I believe at Memphis State, the psychology -- a couple of the.  Or 
maybe it was some of Ann Trotter’s. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I think Ann Trotter brought in (muffled). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And Joan Beifuss was going through them the other day, and she, or 
a couple of months ago, and she even had to call me.  She hadn’t looked at them for 
some time, and she called me and said, I can’t believe it.  She said this is just incredible.   
 
Tom Beckner:  Well, I think the… 



 

 

 
David Yellin:  Well what was incredible about it, see we understand it, but the… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  What was incredible was the sheer outright statement of, “I hate 
black people.”  And “They got what they deserved.”  And, “Goody, I’m glad King was 
killed.”  And this from Memphis State University seniors.  
 
Tom Beckner:  It was just -- I remember some of the statements were, “Well, if the lousy 
son-of-a-bitch hadn’t come here, he wouldn’t have gotten killed.”  And a complete lack 
of understanding of (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Well, the complete reaction that was shared by a great many people in 
this city. 
 
Tom Beckner:  That’s true. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  What strikes you now -- I have been working with this material 
again, and what strikes you now is how much things have changed, now four years later,  
because you do read this with shock now.  I don’t think anyone would make this outright 
statement so much now.  I’d think they’d be a little bit ashamed of it, or know they 
aren’t supposed to feel that way.  
 
Tom Beckner:  I think they feel it more than they would say it. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, they still feel it (muffled). 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But they felt it and said it in ‘68.   
 
David Yellin:  You know what’s interesting I think, again to get back to the progression 
of the committee, is that the next thing I think happened, when you called the Digest, and 
I remember it very well, that Carol Lynn sent a wire to Hobe Lewis, who at that time and 
still is, editor, saying something to the effect that have great line on a story that would 
lead up -- about the assassination and the strike here. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  An unusual angle on Memphis story, I think. 
 
David Yellin:  And then he called and found out what it was, and he became very 
interested and said on his own, do you need money?  And that’s when we began to feel 
that, well we needed some kind of an organization. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Let me say that what this did -- in my own thinking, you know I had 
gotten up and said I’m going to get national attention for this.  If we really do it, I 
promise that I’ll use every power.  To me it was a check on my own, what I can only say 
editorial judgment.  I went out on this, just with real confidence that it was true, but still 
it was good to have an immediate reaction, and I think that the reaction from Hobe Lewis 
of the Digest, that not only was he interested, but of course he would, if we needed 



 

 

money, why they would be willing to invest money in this.  Even though it still was as 
nebulous then even as it had been as you say, we weren’t quite sure what we were getting 
at. 
 
David Yellin:  Then we also had the… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It confirmed the project. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, two things let me say, quickly.  What fascinated me was the next 
meeting at Barth House, which I  feel some 60 came to. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  April 20 or 21. 
 
David Yellin:  And oddly enough I remember, oh what’s her name, Nancy… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Nancy Bogotin. 
 
David Yellin:  Nancy Bogotin and her sister. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Jane Zisman. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, who asked some hard questions.   
 
Tom Beckner:  I remember.  She was like the old schoolteacher. 
 
David Yellin:  Yes, yes, and that was interesting. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  She was the tough New York public relations type. 
 
David Yellin:  You know, she couldn’t sense this.  It didn’t have organization from her 
point of view, whereas the rest of us felt there was something here, and if you organize it 
too well it would go away.  And this leads me to a point that I always felt, that what was 
important here was to get people inspired about it, and not so tightly knit.  Even though I 
knew that when it would come down to it after weeks and weeks, you would always get 
down to a small group. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Which we certainly did. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, well you had to.  You can’t keep 60, 80 people. 
 
Tom Beckner:  In a thing like this, though, if you became highly organized, then you 
really stifle creativity, because. 
 
David Yellin:  We wouldn’t have found you, or somebody else. 
 
Tom Beckner:  And, if you had found the people, if it had been so organized and very, 



 

 

very rigid in its structure, then people would not have said what they, would not have 
made the statements they did turn out to make.  Because they didn’t want to say them in 
front of 30 or 40 people, I think many times. 
 
David Yellin:  Right.  And that was, in a sense, the hard part.  And in talking about 
this, in the conception of it, I think we’ve got to mention, that we were sensitive to this -- 
to get a spread, yet at the same time, in other words organize it without seemingly 
organizing it.  Because so that we did this, and I remember somebody saying, either at 
the first, but I think more at the second meeting, “My God I didn’t know there were these 
many people in the city that thought the same way I did.”  Which is what amazed all of 
us, because each one of us. 
 
Tom Beckner:  (muffled) had that same thought. 
 
David Yellin:  Felt alone. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It was indeed a form of group therapy for idealists, who, for 
discouraged idealists. 
 
David Yellin:  Because in the city of Memphis, right, each one of us I think came out of 
a group in which most people felt the way Ann Trotter’s students felt, that here was this 
goddamn nigger causing trouble, and if they would only go away, and so on. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, we had been through quite a period in our church group of 
attending the First Unitarian Church, where we have the only ultra-conservative  
 
Tom Beckner:  Minister. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Unitarian minister in the country, who had preached sermons on the 
sanitation strike, and how strongly he was in favor of Loeb.   
 
David Yellin:  In fact it was at his house that turned me around, really, a meeting at his 
house. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And who had made remarks early on about James Lawson as a 
revolutionary, and there was considerable discussion about what he meant by 
revolutionary, and his wife later sent me a card in which she said, Jim was using the term 
revolutionary in the sense of the Oxford University, or the Webster’s University 
dictionary.  We felt alone, even in a group that was considered liberal.  I think we were 
appalled that in a Unitarian Church group that there would have been not more support 
for the strikers, so I think that we had a group of mavericks that all got together from all 
sorts of different groups.   
 
Tom Beckner:  Yet at the same time it seemed that the more things went along, the more 
people you found who sympathized with it. 
 



 

 

David Yellin:  Right. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Just as we discovered more and more different aspects of the thing that 
we had to jump into.  There were more and more people, who at least if they didn’t want 
to work at it, were at least sympathetic to what you were doing.   
 
David Yellin:  Yeah. 
 
Tom Beckner:  How many  people did we go interview who said, I’m glad, I’m just 
really glad you’re doing this because somebody needed to. 
 
David Yellin:  Right. 
 
Tom Beckner:  That happened over and over again. 
 
David Yellin:  And in the interviews we found out that they weren’t as rabid the other 
way as we thought they were, some of them, right. 
 
Tom Beckner:  And others we found out… 
 
David Yellin:  We found that they really were worse than they thought they were.  Well, 
can you remember anything else, Tom, I mean it’s awfully (muffled). 
 
Tom Beckner:  Well, the thing -- a lot of, I remember some of my motives for working 
as I did.  Of course I spent, I sort of gave that summer to the committee you know.  And 
I remember the reason I did was because I knew I was entering into a period where I 
wouldn’t have very much time to give to that sort of thing later on, and I wanted to… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Going into medical school. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Right, and I knew that the next three or four years would be very taxing 
as far as the time I would have spend on medicine, and I wouldn’t be able to delve into 
this sort of thing, which at the time was very interesting to me, and at times I wondered if 
I was doing the right thing in going on to medical school, but in retrospect I’m glad I did. 
 
David Yellin:  Of course I do remember you saying at one time or another that if this 
thing ever got going you would probably not even want to go to medical school.  And I 
was never quite certain, and I’m not sure that this is not in retrospect looking back, but I 
think as I recall that really, maybe what you were trying to do was to avoid medical 
school as much as getting into this. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Oh, I’m quite sure that’s what it was because I was really scared to death 
when I went (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  You know, not that I doubted your motives, or your.  
 



 

 

Tom Beckner:  But at the same time it was something that I was really interested in, and 
it was for a number of reasons, one of which was I really became fascinated with all that 
batch of news film.  I spent many, many hours. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That’s what I wanted you to talk (muffled). 
 
Tom Beckner:  Down at WMC trying to dodge all the news people and use their splicing 
equipment and everything. 
 
David Yellin:  Can you be more explicit in that?  How did you get into that, I can’t 
recall? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Well, I remember… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  (muffled) Churchill Roberts, or was it just you? 
 
Tom Beckner:  As I recall, you know one thing lead to another.  First it was the 
newspapers, and then the next thing we knew we were getting news film from all the 
television stations, and I remember that you and I, and I’m not sure, I think maybe Doug 
was there, and someone else, went over to -- by that time the committee had offices over 
on Southern, our suite over on Southern Avenue, on both sides of the hall.  And we got, 
we went by WMC and got the projector and all that film that one of your students had 
supposedly put together for us on a number of large reels. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, Dick Byrd, B-Y-R-D.  
 
Tom Beckner:  And Dick Byrd had put it together in such a way that it was impossible to 
show because he had stapled the film together.  So, I remember in the next few days you 
brought a very, very small splicing outfit from home, or from the office or some place 
that was just a little bird trap type thing, and I tried to splice a few of the films together, 
and then I think someone made the suggestion, why don’t you go down to WMC and use 
their splicing equipment and their previewers because you’d do a much better job.  And 
then it seemed that we needed to have a film to show at this big meeting we were going 
to have at the end of the summer, to tell people what we had done, and all this kind of 
thing.  And that’s how “Dump Closed” came to be.  And I remember going through all 
this thing, and we wanted just to pick out about 30 minutes of the best film, or the most 
provocative or sensationalistic or something, and I spliced together just the high points of 
various. 
 
David Yellin:  And did you make a tape of it, or we used other tape, or? 
 
Tom Beckner:  We had to.  We didn’t have film of certain events, such as some of 
King’s speeches, and some of the period of time right at the time of the assassination, we 
didn’t have any film, and so we used -- we supplemented the film with tapes from the 
various radio stations and we would have part of a speech, and then not the end of it, and 
then vice versa.  And I remember it was sort of a hodge podge thing, but at the same 



 

 

time it wasn’t too bad considering what we had to work with, and the shape that it was all 
in.  Because the thing -- you know the people at WMC had just used this stuff one time, 
and then they had just kind of dumped it in a box, and… 
 
David Yellin:  Which is what they do. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Naturally, and they had just pulled the sections they wanted, and some of 
it was on reels, and some of it was just really dumped in a box, and some of it was 
backwards on the reel, and all cut up, and everything like this.  A lot of it was just 
meaningless.  I know there was scene after scene that we looked at we said, who was 
that, you know, and who said that, and when was this and everything.  It seemed like 
after a long period of time we got most of it put together.  I remember there was a great 
deal of difficulty identifying Tommy Powell for a while, an O.J. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  O.Z.  
 
Tom Beckner:  O.Z. Evers.  O.J.?  O.Z. Evers. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  In fact, as I recall, O.Z. Evers was identified only the night of the 
meeting.  
 
Tom Beckner:  I think so, and he had said… 
 
David Yellin:  Was he the one who said it? 
 
Tom Beckner:  He was the one who said he’d rather live in Mississippi than in Memphis, 
because in Mississippi at least you knew what a person thought of you.  In Memphis, 
they thought one thing and said another. 
 
David Yellin:  And he was the one that asked for… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And he was the one who said, we’re going to bring (muffled) in. 
 
David Yellin:  (muffled) instead of W.L. Pickett that’s O.Z. Evers. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It was O.Z. Evers, and this was one of the… 
 
David Yellin:  Still having trouble identifying him. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I’m not sure that we have O.W. Pickett on film. 
 
David Yellin:  We have all that film.  O?  W.L. Pickett? 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  O.W. Pickett, and O.Z. Evers.  O.W. Pickett.  I don’t think we 
have… 
 



 

 

David Yellin:  Well, to clarify what you said.  As I recall, Dick Byrd heard what we 
were doing, and even before he knew that anybody was doing it, he felt that -- he had a 
sense that somehow maybe this film might be valuable, so instead of throwing it out he 
put in a box.  And that was not only the film that was used on the air, but the outtakes, 
films that weren’t used. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  I always that was Bernie, the cameraman. 
 
David Yellin:  Oh no, no.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  But that was Dick Byrd, your former student. 
 
David Yellin:  Dick Byrd who did it because Dick, yeah Dick Byrd who was then charge 
of film, which meant that he showed the film on the film features, and… 
 
Tom Beckner:  And he owed you a couple of hours in a course, too.   
 
David Yellin:  Right, so I assigned him that summer to put it together, and that was how 
he. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I remember asking you, how did you get him to do all this, and you said,  
“Well, he owes me some work in a course.” 
 
David Yellin:  I had passed him the time before. 
 
Tom Beckner:  And I remember, too, that we had about 50 hours of film, a total of about 
50 hours, and probably half of that was just -- it was almost like word salad.  You know 
it was just a 15-second spot of someone driving around in a police car, and you know. 
 
David Yellin:  Or before anything started, which is the way they tape news film.  And 
we have all of that now put together, collated, in chronological order, identified, and so 
on. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Let me ask you, the title “Dump Closed,” there really was a sign on 
the garbage dump saying “dump closed” wasn’t there? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Right.  People were beginning to use supplementary dumps when the 
sanitation department went on strike, and they were no longer picking up sanitation.  So 
they, people were using areas of the city, which at one time or another had been used as a 
garbage dump.  And I know the sign, “dump closed” was out on Hollywood right near 
the Wolf River bridge. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Do you remember having run across that again, where it says, 
“dump closed.” 
 
Tom Beckner:  There was a big sign out there that said, “Dump closed by order of the 



 

 

commissioners and Mayor Henry Loeb,” or something like that.   
 
David Yellin:  You know in all of the film we have now, I don’t recall that, but it could 
be that I… 
 
Tom Beckner:  That was the first thing we had on… 
 
David Yellin:  You know, I have a terrible fear that the film that you put together 
somehow was lost.   
 
Tom Beckner:  Well, it’s out in your office somewhere probably.  
 
David Yellin:  No, I’ve got all the film that we have. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  That’s what I’m afraid of. 
 
Tom Beckner:  But you know, I remember that summer, too, that we talked to various, 
we wrote all the network presidents trying to get all the film that had been shown on the 
networks, and it turned out that in the long run it seemed that we had more than they had 
anyway.  Because all theirs came from here.  
 
David Yellin:  Most of it, except CBS did send their people down.  ABC completely 
sent their people down.  Very little, some was filmed here.  NBC depended a great deal 
on what WMC did.  And since then, again just for the record, NBC has donated some 
film to us.  We went up last summer and saw some film.  Hopefully CBS will do the 
same, and hopefully ABC will do the same.  They haven’t yet, because we haven’t 
contacted them.  It’s very intricate.  Right.  But you know, I think you put that together, 
Tom, gee even while you were going to medical school, or did you do that during the 
summer?  Maybe you did it during the summer. 
 
Tom Beckner:  It was the very last of the summer, because I think the meeting where it 
was shown was -- if it wasn’t right at the time I started medical school, it was right 
afterwards.  
 
David Yellin:  It was very close, it was about the last meeting we really had. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, let me, you never did take it apart again then did you?   
 
Tom Beckner:  No. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  So it should be all together somewhere.   
 
Tom Beckner:  No, you wanted, somebody wanted to borrow it to show to a class or a 
group or something. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, I must confess. 



 

 

 
Tom Beckner:  I remember we nixed that because we said that we didn’t want the 
committee to be identified with having put it together. 
 
David Yellin:  Right.  I think what supposedly was to happen was that it was given to 
Churchill Roberts who then, also for credit was to go and to put it all together and put it 
into chronological order and identify it, which he did do partly, and it was done 3 times 
since then, and it’s going to be done again.  We may have it all together. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We have somewhere a thing that says soundtrack of “Dump Closed” 
but really it’s mostly Paul Barnett.  At any rate.  You can see that problems with the 
committee continue to this very day. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah. 
 
Tom Beckner:  But you know, during that summer I think the largest portion of times I 
recall was spent on the oral history. 
 
David Yellin:  Yeah, doing interviews. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Doing the interviews. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And still continues to be, because that -- once we opened up that, we 
opened up the endless, the bottomless pit.  There’s no way you can finish. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I know.  I’ll never forget when we first started talking about the tapes, 
and I’m not sure that -- the tapes came pretty early, very, very early, and I know someone 
asked you the question, who are we going to try to talk to on the taped interviews.  And I 
remember, it seems that you were sitting right here in the living room. 
 
David Yellin:  You being me, David. 
 
Tom Beckner:  That’s right.  You were sitting right here in the middle of the living 
room, and you had a little table there where you were jotting things down, and you 
thought and you said, “We are going to talk to everyone who had anything to do with the 
strike, who played a major role in the strike, directly or indirectly from Mayor Loeb, up.”  
And I’ll never forget that. 
 
David Yellin:  And we almost did. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I remember we started with a list of maybe at the most, two dozen 
people, and it expanded until later in December we had three lists of maybe 30 or 40 on 
each list with group A, B, and C priorities.   
 
David Yellin:  We kept revising it, however, right. 
 



 

 

Tom Beckner:  As things, as we interviewed one person, it was always the, sort of the 
house that Jack built.  And so-and-so had a more important role than we…every taped 
interview brought four or five new names. 
 
David Yellin:  (muffled) 
 
Tom Beckner:  And new involvements into the picture. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, what happened was, and then I think we could ask you one vital 
question.  What happened was that I’m not quite sure, and I believe it was after the 
meeting of the 14th, between the 14th and the 21st, or maybe it was after the 21st, Ann 
Trotter who is of the history department at Memphis State, came and said she spoke, was 
talking to… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Downing Pryor. 
 
David Yellin:  Downing Pryor, who was then president of the council, the first president 
of the council and told him about it, and he thought it was an exciting idea, and that he 
would be willing to talk and tell his experiences on tape.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  She had met him at a party, and this was just party conversation. 
 
David Yellin:  And of course as soon as she said this… 
 
Tom Beckner:  He also said that he would give her all his correspondence and I don’t 
think she ever went by and picked it up for two years. 
 
David Yellin:  Well, we still don’t have it.  I saw him a couple of weeks ago, and he 
said he has it on top of his desk, and is going to deliver it.  
 
Tom Beckner:  Four years later. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  In fact he said he would bring it to us now. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Maybe he’ll send it over in one of his prior Oldsmobiles. 
 
David Yellin:  But as soon as Ann said this to both Carol Lynn and me, I think the whole 
thing just sort of fit right in.  we went beyond the newspapers.  We knew that we had to 
go… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, by this point the newspaper analysis had gotten this far.  I 
want to give credit to one other person, Virginia Hoover came over, the wife of Ted 
Hoover, who at this point was taking some computer analysis, and how to set up 
computer programming. 
 
David Yellin:  This was Virginia who was… 



 

 

 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Virginia Hoover, and she was very much into market surveys, and 
opinion, of polling and this sort of thing.  So, she came and worked with Judy Schultz 
and me on setting up what became our queries.  She helped work out the form, in what 
are now our news analysis notebooks, where we said, asked people to list every editorial, 
and then the information we wanted on it, the people mentioned the -- all the 
summarizing so that it could be -- presumably all of this could be fed into a computer 
eventually, which of course we have no notion of doing, but at least this was the thought 
in the beginning.  I have forgotten the point I was making.   
 
David Yellin:  This is how it started.  That that part started, you wanted to give credit to 
Virginia. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Right, and in the process of analyzing the newspapers and seeing 
that we would learn this much by saying the newspapers had had so many mentions of 
Jesse Epps, and so many were favorable, and so many were unfavorable, etc., etc., that 
we still -- we could analyze this as long as we wanted to, but we still wouldn’t know what 
really happened, because the whole point was that there had been certain sins of 
omission, as well as sins of commission as we saw it at that point on the part of the news 
media.  And probably more important were the sins of omission, what the public never 
knew, and could never make the proper judgment.  I’m sure this is true now of every 
public event, or every event in history. 
 
Tom Beckner:  The papers had no ability to give the amount of coverage to that -- to 
everything which was going on as we found out later.  They couldn’t say… 
 
David Yellin:  Because to the people here, it wasn’t news.  They were not interested. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Oh, hell no.  They all had their minds made up anyway.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And more than that, you were having this thing of hundreds of years 
of history in which, as the invisible man, Ralph Ellison’s, “The Invisible Man.”  They 
had never given coverage to what happened in the black community, this separate culture 
within a culture, and yet here was a point where it was affecting everything.  And, we 
had to know.  So this was where, and I’m back to your point, Dave, of it all falling in 
and click when Ann Trotter said, “Well, if we do taped interviews, then we can find out 
first-hand what really happened.”  And, to my historical training, this was -- you go right 
back to the important thing of primary source material. 
 
David Yellin:  Right. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It is the great source of all -- of primary source. 
 
David Yellin:  And our first interview was with Gwen Awsumb, and in order to get 
Gwen Awsumb, this is what we then set up, and I think this is what you’re talking about.  
We didn’t feel, a lot of us, because we didn’t know these people, that we could go 



 

 

directly to people.  So, what we tried to do was go find out who knew someone, and 
because we were quite timid about this. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Who was approachable. 
 
David Yellin:  So I remember talking to Bobbie Sonnenberg. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  (muffled) 
 
David Yellin:  For well over an hour-and-a-half to influence her that she should ask 
Gwen Awsumb.  And she called back, and we had another conversation, and then we got 
Gwen Awsumb. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Excuse me, let me identify Bobbie Sonnenberg.  Bobbie 
Sonnenberg was also a member of the Unitarian Church. 
 
David Yellin:  That’s how we knew her.   
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  She was a Republican, and I presume would be a liberal Republican.  
She had worked as Gwen Awsumb’s campaign manager. 
 
David Yellin:  When Gwen Awsumb was elected to the council. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  When Gwen Awsumb was elected to the city council.  And we 
knew Bobbie Sonnenberg to be one who was far from being a racist, was not at all a 
racist, so we felt that she was a conservative non-racist, and she was very approachable. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Well, I remember the degree of timidity we had, because I can remember 
groups of us sitting around, spending hours. 
 
David Yellin:  Scheming. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Figuring out who should call so-and-so, and what approach we should 
use, and how we should mention originally before the fellow turned us off that we had 
already talked to so-and-so and so-and-so. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  To Gwen Awsumb. 
 
Tom Beckner:  And it was always important who you mentioned, because we couldn’t 
tell Henry Loeb that we had talked to… 
 
David Yellin:  Right.  And that was very important I think in the -- and let me get this in 
-- that we did Gwen Awsumb here, and then the tape recorder wouldn’t work, and then 
we had to do her again, which I thought was a very auspicious start.  But we are running 
out of… 
 



 

 

Carol Lynn Yellin:  But she was most gracious to do this. 
 
David Yellin:  We’re running out of tape, and Tom is tired, and has to move to 
LaCrosse, Wisconsin, and leave our. 
 
Tom Beckner:  City of (muffled). 
 
David Yellin:  Could you kind of just sort of lie down, doctor, and how would you 
remember this experience when you tell your lovely bride over there and all your 
progeny, well children…I mean.  I don’t know, it’s a starting point to some of the things 
maybe you missed. 
 
Tom Beckner:  It’s hard to really pinpoint just what it all means to me, and what the 
most important things are.  But, among them are, 1) I have always been amazed at the 
amount of wheeling and dealing that went on in the background during the entire city 
sanitation strike, and how close the thing came to having been settled on so many 
occasions, except for one little tiny point.  And I guess that it’s a bit of naivety on my 
part, because you see the same thing now in Vietnam, you know.  How many times, and 
every other situation probably, how many times has this thing come just within a hair’s 
breadth of being settled.  The other thing is the people who you see the papers and all the 
media report these events, and very often in such a grossly inaccurate way, and you get a 
picture of the personalities involved, which is so distorted from the picture you get as you 
explore it in more and more depth.   
 
David Yellin:  Did you ever think, or what did you think as we were going along as a 
group that we would ever do anything, that we would do a book.  
 
Tom Beckner:  I didn’t think we would as a group, but I felt like individually we 
probably would.  I remember always feeling rather sorry for Bill Thomas all through the 
summer. 
 
David Yellin:  Why was that, Tom? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Because I felt that he was -- Bill and I spent a lot of time together at 
various points you know, and on the interviews, and over there working late in the 
afternoon, and early in the mornings, and this sort of thing.  And I never felt -- I always 
felt that Bill had his heart in it, but he was always grasping at straws.  He was never 
really getting down to the main hard cold facts, and he was.  I don’t know, he was never 
able to really synthesize the real flow of events that took place. 
 
David Yellin:  Do you think anybody was? 
 
Tom Beckner:  It seemed…I’m not sure anybody was truly capable of doing it, 
particularly someone who was involved in it as much as Bill was.   
 
David Yellin:  Emotionally involved. 



 

 

 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah, very much emotionally involved.  
 
David Yellin:  So that in a sense… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And his continuum came from earlier having covered Martin Luther 
King at Selma.  I had a feeling that this was difficult for him to get away from Martin 
Luther King.   
 
Tom Beckner:  Of course Bill had a hard job, too, because he was looking at these little 
bits and pieces of information coming in, and he was -- it seemed that Bill would always, 
every time Bill would write something it would be directed along a certain line, but he 
would never come back and be able to put it all together into the main thing.  He would 
say, “Oh, that’s really significant, but Martin Luther King said this and this at a certain 
time.”  But he couldn’t put it into the big picture.  But the -- at the same time I always 
felt that we were making a contribution.   
 
David Yellin:  In what way? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Because I feel that what happened here in Memphis has happened a 
thousand times in a thousand places and will never cease to happen, because it’s just an 
example of what happens when people -- I mean to me the whole strike was a result of 
really of decades of mistreatment of human beings by the city of Memphis, and the city 
of Memphis being Memphians.  That they had been told and promised this, and 
promised that, and then the new politicians would come in, and they’d say no, wait four 
more years, or wait until next year, and no one gave a happy damn about what happened 
to these guys. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Injustice was accepted as the norm. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Uh huh, it really was, and how all of this could have been prevented with 
so little a degree of effort, at so many places along the time.  And this is the thing that 
always kept coming back to me as far as… 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  And you felt the committee really was uncovering -- was in 
searching for meaning was uncovering some of this, documenting this. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Yeah.  And not so much -- I think we sort of, we just sort of stumbled on 
most of it.  It was -- we weren’t really, we had no real, at least I didn’t feel like we were 
after any particular aspect of it, but we -- and I always shocked you know, and I think all 
of us were at all the different people who had these interwoven roles and the entire thing, 
from way on back when the old city commission government was there, and they 
promised the people this, and this, and this.  Finally you saw the union grab this 
opportunity, and I guess that’s the first time I ever was sympathetic with a union in my 
life.  And then to see an entire, almost the entire leadership of a city turn their back on 
this group of people, who were the most, really the most pathetic people in the whole 



 

 

town.  I mean they were the garbage men, you know, as I guess historically has been 
the… 
 
David Yellin:  Who do you remember, the interviews you went on, just almost quickly if 
you. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Baxton Bryant. 
 
David Yellin:  Baxton Bryant?  Oh yes, you went a couple times to Nashville.   
 
Tom Beckner:  And we interviewed him in the Peabody Hotel.  Joan Beifuss and I went, 
and then we went to Nashville to finish it up.  And I know the first interview, the first 
half of it was so good, and the second half of it was really a let down because he had led 
into some things, and I think he later backed off on them.  And I remember William 
Ingram. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Yes. 
 
David Yellin:  And Jerry Blanchard. 
 
Tom Beckner:  Oh, gosh yeah.  Jerry Blanchard.  Yeah, you and Ann Trotter and I 
went out there, and we didn’t -- it was one of the first ones we did, and we didn’t know 
what to expect, and I know that we all just sat there and drank, and we left just promising 
him we’d work for him in his next election four years later. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  We kept on -- after the tape recorder was off, why we had another 
round of drinks as I recall.  Lewis Donelson.  You were in on that when we had to use 
Lewis Donelson’s tape recorder, a little cassette I recall. 
 
Tom Beckner:  But the uncanny thing about this thing too was what seemed to be a 
rather simple matter turned out to be extremely complex as it went along, in the number 
of people involved, and the roles that the different people played. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  It continues to enlarge. 
 
Tom Beckner:  I know it, because people who were never mentioned at all in any 
newspaper article, were never on television, were never even mentioned at all suddenly 
came up to have an extremely important role, just like the two or three people we’ve 
talked about who were the, say the name-and-blame for a lot of the things that happened, 
who remain unknown. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  Well, you had the feeling that there were so many things going on 
on different stages, and each one thinking that they were the center of attention, but it’s 
like an 18-ring circus, and really someone is looking at what’s happening over here.  Our 
son, Chuck, the other day listening and revisiting what all we had collected, and are into 
again, and he said, “Well, what you’re finding is that everything is connected with 



 

 

everything  else, so why don’t you just keep going and make it the history of Western 
Civilization.” 
 
Tom Beckner:  True. 
 
David Yellin:  So, will you be in contact with us from LaCrosse, Wisconsin? 
 
Tom Beckner:  Oh, sure.  I’ll probably be back soon. 
 
Carol Lynn Yellin:  What’s the name of the doctor you’re going to be working with at 
LaCrosse? 
 
Tom Beckner:  C. Norman Shealy. 
 
David Yellin:  Shealy, how do you spell it? 
 
Tom Beckner:  S-H-E-A-L-Y. 
David Yellin:  S-H-E… 
 
Tom Beckner:  E-A-L-Y. 
 
David Yellin:  Right, okay.  Alrighty, fine.  Thank you. 
 
Tom Beckner:  You’re welcome. 
 
END OF RECORDING 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


