
Rhodes College Digital Archives - DLynx

Rev. Benjamin Hooks, Exec. Dir. NAACP, 1968

Item Type Sound

Publisher Rhodes College

Rights Digital Audio (c) 2013, University of Memphis Libraries
Preservation and Special Collections Department. All rights
reserved. Use of this audio shall be governed by the University
of Memphis Libraries "Duplication Agreement" http://
www.memphis.edu/libraries/pdfs/duplication_agreement.pdf

Download date 2026-07-11 01:52:00

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10267/33776

http://hdl.handle.net/10267/33776


SS089.mp3	

Bill	Thomas‐	It	makes	a	realtor	noise	when	it	is	sitting	on	the	same	place.	

Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	Oh.	

David	Yellin‐	This	is	June	25th	1968,	and	we	are	in	the	study	of	Reverend	Hooks	
church	in	Memphis	Tennessee.	This	is	David	Yellin	with	Bill	Thomas.	We	said	
reverend	that…	

Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	It	is	picking	up	now?	

David	Yellin‐	Yes.	

Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	Looks	a	little	high	though	doesn’t	it.	

(Tape	Break)	

&Well	they	said	ordinarily	we	would	probably	ask	you	about	your	background	and	
that	sort	of	thing	but	because	of	time	and	also	because	your	background	is	already	
on	record	we	might	get	into	a	point	in	the	strike.		Possibly	just	ask	you	if	you	were	
involved	in	any	in	the	early	part	or….	

Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	Of	course	my	relationship	was	rather	peculiar	to	say	the	
least	because	by	virtue	of	the	fact	that	I	was	sitting	as	a	judge	in	the	criminal	court	
and	there	is	a	certain	tradition	of	judicial	non‐involvement	in	controversial	matters	
as	you	well	know	and	there	has	been	in	the	past	for	some	tendency	for	strikes	to	
produce	some	quote	violence,	unquote.	Quite	often	they	end	up	in	court	either	the	
civil	or	the	criminal	court.	And	of	course	in	this	case	you	might	call	it	as	some	states	
the	city	did	go	into	Chancery	court.	In	an	attempt	not	to	compromise	my	official	
position	I	took	no	public	position	in	the	strike.	However,	I	also	pastor	a	church	in	
Memphis		and	I	made	it	abundantly	clear	that	as	the	pastor	of	this	church	my	
general	support	for	the	aimed	objectives	for	the	sanitation	men	as	it	related	to	that	
in	mind.	I	also	serve	as	the	member	of	a	board	of	directors	of	a	local	branch	of	the	
NAACP	an	in	that	capacity	I	worked	along	with	Jesse	Turner,	Mrs.	Maxine	Smith,	and	
others	in	an	attempt	in	the	early	phases	of	this	strike	to	work	out	some	type	of	
propose	a	settlement	that	would	be	meaningful	for	the	striking	men	and	that	the	city	
would	also	be	able	to	buy.	

&How	about	you	are	also	on	SCLC.	

Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	Yes	I	am	on	the	national	board	of	SCLC,	southern	
Christian	leadership	conference.	But	in	that	situation	we	did	not	at	that	point	have		a	
local	affiliate	and	the	SCLC	as	such	therefore,	was	not	directly	involved.	They	were	
involved	in	the	sense	that	we	were	always	concerned	then	and	are	now	about	
participating	in	any	type	of	thing	where	rights	of	people	are	being	denied.		Now	
there	is	a	long	history	of	course	connected	with	the	garbage	strike	which	I	am	sure	
has	been	covered	by	the	people	but	I	would	say	for	12	years	prior	to	this	incident	
and	certainly	for	8	years	the	men	in	the	sanitation	department	have	been	waging	an	



unrelenting	fight	for	I	just	call	it	plain	human	dignity.	That	it	is	pretty	well	
documented	by	now	that	they	were	not	receiving	time	and	half	for	overtime.	That	
on	days	when	it	went	to	work	and	it	rained	they	didn’t	get	paid	for	that	day	so	that	
event	he	wage	rate	became	meaningless	where	if	you	are	making	$1.15	or	$1.65	an	
hour	it	is	presupposed	that	is	a	minimum	40	hour	week.	There	were	many	weeks	
where	they	didn’t	get	paid	40	hours.	That	was	the	question	that	when	they	were	
working	in	predominantly	white	neighborhoods,	many	times	there	is	no	provision	
made	for	them	to	answer	the	call	of	nature.	They	had	no	place	to	eat	and	it	required	
them	to	eat	in	the	sun	or	the	rain	or	the	cab	of	the	truck.	And	quite	often	no	real	
provision	made,	except	for	catchers	catch	can	to	even	wash	their	hands.	Now	we	all	
know	that	dealing	with	garbage	is	a	fairly	nasty	job	at	times	and	certainly	when	a	
man	has	worked	form	early	morning	until	noon	that	the	ought	not	to	be	required	in	
this	last	half	of	the	20th	century	to	provide	a	place	to	wash	his	hands.	To	look	for	it,	
make	arrangements	for	it.	This	should	have	been	a	part	of	any	decently	run	
department,	they	would	have	made	those	arrangements	just	like	in	factories	they	
make	arrangements	for	restrooms	and	shower	rooms	and	you	know	people	choose	
not	to…I	am	busy	right	this,	come	on	in….(Tape	break)	We	can	edit	that	out.	
Certainly	these	were	things	that	were	well	known	to	the	administration	of	the	
department	and	there	is	also	a	fact	that	when	you	deal	with	1,300	men	I	just	think	it	
is	impossible	to	do	so	without	at	least	some	method	of	dealing	with	grievances.	It	is	
19th	century	method	almost	to	deal	with	1,300	men	on	a	basis	of	personal	contact	
with	a	supervisor,	if	you	don’t	have	union	recognition	certainly	there	ought	to	be	
some	type	of	civil	service	of	recognition	known	and	provably	known	and	workable	
grievance	procedures.	The	fact	remains	that	they	installed	this	garbage	(muffled)	
that	didn’t	have	it.	I	am	certain	it	has	been	well	documented	that	these	sanitation	
men	have	been	fired,	I	mean	certain	ones	have	been	across	the	years	under	
commission	William	Farris	and	under	commissioner	Sisson	and	under	
commissioner	Lobe	when	he	headed	that	department	that	there	was	an	agitation	
and	one	that	seemed	to	me	to	be	worthwhile.	One	that	seems	to	me	to	be	
worthwhile	because	they	had	grievances	that	were	not	met,	were	simply	not	
answered	and	I	think	that	the	city	owed	them	some	duty	when	they	had	finished	
their	work	and	accompanied	the	trucks	back	to	the	place	where	they	started	there	
should	have	been	shower	rooms	set	up	and	that	type	of	thing	so	these	men	could	
have	taken	care	of	themselves.	Now	all	of	these	things	were	a	part	of	the	issue,	now	
of	course	wage	rate	was	also	involved	but	my,	I	represented	something	way	back	
and	I	was	on	the	committee,	well	not	the	committee	member	but	I	was	in	the	
meeting	of	the	Baptist	pastors	alliance	when	they	came	to	call	on	us	and	this	is	why	I	
knew	a	lot	about	the	background	and	I	think	it	may	be	safer	said	by	an	outsider,	
maybe	they	wouldn’t	agree	with	it	but	I	sometimes	got	the	impression	they	were	
much	more	concerned	about	working	conditions	and	grievances	and	an	unfair	
promotion	than	they	were	just	about	a	wage	rate.	

David	Yellin‐	Now	what	made	at	this	time	happen	in	your	judgment	and	I	know	the	
hard	part	is	to	look	back..	



Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	Well	of	course	it	is	always	difficult	to	tell	at	what	point	
human	frustrations	well	up	into	a	revolt	and	into	action.	Sometimes	when	I	was	
practicing	law	when	people	would	come	into	see	about	getting	a	divorce	and	you	
would	try	to	pin	point	the	cause	of	the	trouble	and	you	would	find	that	just	a	whole	
list	of	petty	grievances	over	and	over.	And	I	have	had	some	many	people	tell	me	I	
just	can’t	tell	you	at	what	point	I	decided	I	couldn’t	go	any	further,	or	what	really	
caused	it	because	the	incident	that	usually	precipitates	it	is	not	big	enough	in	itself	
to	cause	all	of	the	dislocation	but	it	represent	a	culminating	point.	I	think	you	know	
what	happened	that	was	perhaps	the,	business	of	agitation	that	had	been	an	attempt	
to	organize	the	union	at	the	sanitation	workers	one	time	it	happened	in	the	union.	
They	had	even	asked	for	civil	service	and	I	think	any	wise	and	prudent	city	
administration	and	this	is	reading	between	the	lines,	but	any	wise	and	prudent	city	
administration	in	the	last	12	years	before	Lobe	took	office	as	mayor	could	have	
averted	this	particular	problem,	they	could	have	dealt	with	it.	Because	had	they	
given	the	men	civil	service	with	some	teeth	init	I	think	you	would	have	averted	
much	of	this	problem.	But	as	I	understand	the	precipitating	incident	was	where	
some	men	went	to	work	and	who	wasn’t	really	in	the	sanitation	department	or	the	
garbage	department	they	were	in	the	public	works	department	in	the	maintenance	
crews.	It	started	raining	and	they	sent	everyone	home	and	the	negro	workers	went	
home	and	the	white	workers	remained	for	some	reason	that	I	have	never	been	able	
to	understand	and	the	sun	came	out	and	they	went	on	to	work	and	when	pay	day	
came	the	negros	had	not	been	paid	and	the	white	counterparts	had	been	paid	and	I	
think	as	far	as	I	am	able	to	determine	this	was	the	precipitating	incident	but	
certainly	it	was	not	the	cause	of	it,	it	was	simply	the	culmination	of	frustration	and	al	
of	that	and	the	talk	began	to	spread	about	the	discrimination	and	that	type	of	thing	
existing	even	between	whites	and	blacks	and	I	think	it	just	boiled	over.	The	fact	that	
they	did	have	a	union	present	there	and	I	am	certain	that	most	people	wouldn’t	
want	to	say	this	but	I	am	certain	that	the	times	had	something	to	do	with	it	the	fact	
that	we	had	just	seen	a	garbage	strike	in	New	York	city.	I	am	certain	that	had	some	
relevance	because	I	don’t	think	it	is		fair	to	say	that	anything	that	happens	of	that	
importance	is	some	what	not	colored	and	influenced	by	what	is	happening	in	our	
whole	world	in	our	whole	country.	

David	Yellin‐	So	that	Memphis	was	certainly	not	isolated..	

Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	Was	not	isolated	and	nit	may	have	happened	at	that	
same	point	in	history	without	the	New	York	situation	but	I	think	the	New	York	
situation	may	have	given	the	men	a	false	sense	of	hope	that	sense	they	were	in	their	
thinking	and	in	mind	for	being	so	grievously	mistreated	and	having	been	for	so	
many	years	that	3	or	4	day	work	stoppage	would	be	sufficient	to	bring	things	in	to	
workful	conditions,	it	didn’t	work	like	that,	there	are	reasons	(muffled)	So	for	that	
background	as	I	said	getting	back	to	my	own	personal	involvement,	I	raised	
offerings	in	my	local	church	for	the	support	of	the	men.	I	worked	with	the	NAACP	
and	of	course	my	idea	always	was	to	resolve	it	as	quickly	as	possible.	That	was	Lobe	
that	took	the	position	that	the	strike	was	illegal	and	therefore	you	couldn’t	deal	for	
it.	That	may	be	a	legalistic	view	but	it	certainly	doesn’t	fit	reality.	I	think	if	you	go	



into	the	history	of	the	labor	movement	that	in	the	early	days	of	the	CIO	certainly	and	
the	organization	of	the	Ford	labor	company	that	according	to	strict	legal	standards	
much	of	what	they	did	was	illegal.	They	staged	a	sit	down	strike	and	we	remember	
they	went	into	Ford	and	just	took	over	the	place.	I	have	seen	the	film	clips	where	
their	wives	brought	their	lunches	and	dinners	in	and	they	absolutely	turned	the	
owners	out	and	said	you	can’t	come	in.	That	was	illegal	there	is	no	way	to	get	
around	it	but	it	happened	I	am	not	trying	to	justify	it,	I	am	simply	saying	how	what	a	
simple	solution	it	is	to	take	a	strong	stand	that	I	can’t	deal	with	you	when	the	thing	
is	illegal	when	you	had	to	deal	with	it	anyway.	And	if	you	recall	the	man	who	
(muffled)	supreme	court	justice	who	was	governor	of	the	state	of	Michigan	at	the	
time,	governor	Frank	Murphy,	I	believe	his	first	name	was	Frank	I	know	his	last	
name	was	Murphy,	refused	to	send	the	national	guard	into	the	Ford	Plants	to	take	
the	factories	back	from	the	striking	workers	and	when	he	refused	this	mean	the	
owners	of	the	Ford	motor	company	had	no	further	alternative	but	to	deal	with	them.	
And	his	failure	to	send	in	the	national	guard	to	do	what	I	think	he	called	break	a	
strike	left	the	owners	no	choice	but	to	negotiate	and	of	course	the	ret	is	history.	You	
had	automobile	workers	that	have	a	strong	march	and	I	guess	they	are	one	of	the	3rd	
or	4th	largest	unions	in	America	today.		And	I	also	attended	moist	of,	not	most	of	but	
many	of	the	mass	meetings.	I	never	spoke	and	I	never	made	any	statement	because	
the	role	of	a	so	called	black	leader	is	a	very	difficult	role	to	hold	because	the	white	
community	has	for	so	long	made	the	mistake	of	what	they	call	save	sound	
conservative	negros	to	leadership	positions	and	most	of	those	people	have	no	
standing	at	all	with	their	own	people	and	it	just	made	a	mockery	out	of	both	sides	
and	when	something	came	up	the	so	called	negro	could	not	address	himself,	he	was	
the	white	man	leader	not	the	negro	leader.		And	I	have	been	around	in	this	thing	
long	enough	to	know	where	the	white	community	may	expect	a	negro	leader	to	
conduct	himself	in	a	certain	way	if	he	is	to	have	any	influence	at	all	and	if	he	is	to	be		
a	leader	of	his	people	he	must	always	show	himself	concern	with	what	they	are	
concerned	with.	

&So	and	you	feel	like	that	situation	exists	here	or	did	exist?	

Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	Oh	there	is	no	question	about	it	across	the	years	that	the	
white	community	glorified	people	that	they	called	safe	and	sound.	Of	course	it	is	
happening	now	today	June	25th	adhere	lately	as	a	result	of	the	tension	created	by	the	
strike	of	the	sanitation	men	there	have	been	certain	efforts	made	and	I	would	
suspect	that	they	are	rather	a	sincere	on	the	part	of	some	white	people	but	not	on	
the	part	of	all.	But	there	again	make	the	mistake	of	putting	into	office	positions	of	
honor	for	the	most	part	people	who	do	not	represent	the	negro	community	and	who	
sometimes	their	greatest	role	is	promoting	themselves.	And	of	course	they	get	the	
choice	position	and	the	negro	community	is	told	to	stay	still	now	look	what	we	are	
doing	we	are	putting	Jojo	here	and	Bob	other	and	these	are	fine	people.	Well	to	the	
mass	of	the	negros	out	there	struggling	they	look	at	those	names	and	it	makes	them	
more	angry	than	anything	else,	the	fact	that	somebody	has	been	given	these	
positions	of	honor	and	trust	who	have	not	been	particularly	committed	to	the	
struggle	and	as	a	gain	reveals	that	a	fundamental	fallacy	in	much	of	what	the	white	



man	has	done	all	over	this	country	in	terms	of	racial	conflict.	He	refuses	to	deal	with	
people	that	have	potential	of	leadership.		
David	Yellin‐	Yeah	I	just	wondered	if	you	could	try	to	do	something	with	what	I	
think	you	are	in	a	unique	position	to	do.		The	attitude	of	the	negro	community	
during	the	strike.	Obviously	something	happened	to	it,	I	mean	the	attitude.	The	
conglomerate,	mass	feeling	of	the	negros,	can	you…	

Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	Well	since	we	are	speaking	with	it	historically	I	have	to	
deal	with	some	personalities	and	this	is	something	I	like	doing,	but	the	back	ground	
of	his	thing	as	you	remember	also	was	colored	by	the	fact	that	Henry	Lobe	had	been	
just	recently	elected	mayor.	He	had	been	elected	over	the	determined	opposition	of	
practically	the	entire	black	community.	In	addition	to	that	he	replaced	a	mind	who	
was	immensely	popular	among	the	black	community	or	in	the	black	community	and	
that	was	William	Ingram.	This	was	a	double	blow.	It	would	have	been	bad	enough	
from	the	viewpoint	of	the	black	community	had	a	man	been	elected	mayor	like	Lobe	
against	a	man	that	they	were	not	particularly	fond	of.	But	here	was	Willy	Ingram	
who	had	proven	in	past	elections	that	he	could	even	upset	established	negro	
militant	leadership	in	the	civil	rights	nonviolent	tradition.	That	he	had	an	election	
against	involving	William	Farris	and	Cheryl	Hinds,	he	had	not	a	single	established	
negro	reader.	A	(muffled)	wards.	Which	has	been	unheard	of	in	the	last	12	years	
because	men	like	Jesse	Turner	and	A.W.	Willis,	Russell	Sugarman,	Vasco	Smith	and	I	
certainly	don’t	mean	to	make	an	inclusive	list	I	just	use	those	names	quickly,	had	
established	a	pretty	good	basic	leadership	along	with	the	older	men	like	George	Lee	
and	Macille	Walker.	George	Lee	was	of	course	another	camp	but	they	had	their	own	
base	of	followship.	With	an	election	involving	Ingram	and	the	one	involving	Farris	
and	Hinds,	every	recognized	negro	leader	at	that	point	was	either	for	Farris	or	for	
Hinds.	But	Ingram	came	in	and	I	think	they	were	both	very	possibly	equal	the	
combined	of	Farris	and	Hinds	in	the	negro	ward.	And	he	remained	popular	for	the	4	
years	of	his	administration.	Incidentally	do	you	wonder	why	at	some	point,	we	are	
not	dealing	with	that	but	the	fact	is	that	he	did	remain	popular	and	when	he	was	
defeated	by	Lobe	it	was	a	double	blow	in	that	they	lost	the	man	they	loved	an	the	
people	put	in	a	man	in	office	a	man	that	they	well	to	use	a	mild	word	they	disliked.	
And	so	you	had	the	negro	community	at	a	very	critical	point.	They	were	
disheartened	they	were	discouraged,	and	they	had	perhaps	in	an	inarticulate	sense	
and	I	mean	that	it	had	not	been	vocalized	or	verbalized	but	possibly	in	the	heart	of	
most	members	of	the	black	community	there	was	a	feeling	that	the	political	process	
was	a	fraud.	That	if	we	did	what	we	were	told	to	do,	if	we	wanted	to	have	registered	
and	we	voted,	we	voted	overwhelmingly	for	our	choice	and	we	voted	for	the	man	
who	we	believe	is	for	the	bet	interest	of	the	city	and	he	was	defeated	by	a	
segregationist	and	of	course	we	all	know	at	the	point	when	Lobe	left	he	mayor’s	
office	before	it	was	in	the	very	heat	of	the	crisis	and	he	was	labeled	and	I	would	
think	incorrectly	so	as	uncompromising,	unhuman,	segregationist	and	there	had	
been	nothing	done	the	last	4	years	that	had	this	dispelled	this	idea.	Also	you	must	
remember	when	Lobe	was	elected	to	office	as	commissioner	of	public	works	
bucking	the	Crump	machine	he	did	so	on	negro	votes.	So	he	had	a	double	strike	
against	him,	the	negro	community	felt	he	had	betrayed	their	trust.	In	that	they	had	



united	with	him	to	put	him	in	office	the	first	time	to	put	him	in	office	of	
commissioner	of	public	works	and	then	having	used	them	to	gain	office	it	was	a	
feeling	in	the	negro	community	that	he	had	now	deserted	them	when	he	became	
mayor	and	therefore	when	he	ran	last	time	there	was	all	of	this	opposition.	So	I	
think	this	gave	the	setting	in	answer	to	your	question,	this	gave	the	setting	of	
disillusionment	of	hopelessness,	of	confusion	and	of	frustration	and	even	of	
bitterness.	And	the	prospect	was	4	years	of	Henry	Lobe	also	and	I	think	most	negros	
had	been	disappointed,	rightly	or	wrongly	they	had	been	disappointed	in	the	
election	of	Duke	Ellington	for	governor.	Also	they	had	rightly	or	wrongly	been	
disappointed	in	the	election	of	a	republican	for	senator	in	the	person	of	Howard	
Baker	against	Frank	Clement	who	was	fairly	popular	or	who	had	at	one	time	been	
immensely	popular	but	who	certainly	was	fairly	popular	among	negros	and	in	the	
democratic	primary	the	defeat	of	Walsch	Bass	I	think	the	order	of	this	gives	the	
background	for	this	feeling	of	utter	hopelessness	and	like	the	political	process	has	
completely	failed	and	that	after	all	these	years	of	being	cooperative	citizens	there	
are	not	enough	white	people	in	the	counter	shell	to	join	with	us	to	give	us	a	decent	
mayor	and	I	think	this	is	the	background.		When	people	can	be	brought	together	
more	in	(muffled)	than	they	can	anything	else.	If	you	were	to	go	to	a	coal	mine	that	
had	caved	in	and	there	are	30	men	in	there.	The	30	families	on	the	outside	come	
closer	in	their	grief	than	they	could	ever	become	in	a	moment	of	happiness.	
Happiness	is	something	you	can	sort	of	ride	out	yourself	but	when	you	are	gathered	
by	common	grief	it	is	a	great	common	denominator	and	people	become	very	close	
and	I	think	the	negro	community	felt	a	sense	of	loneliness	and	estrangement	and	we	
begin	to	look	back	in	on	ourselves	as	if	to	say	really	we	don’t	have	any	friends	but	
our	own	people	and	we	better	come	close	together	and	this	is	sort	of	a	mystic	thing	
as	I	see	it.	And	then	when	the	sanitation	men	did	strike	this	gave	a	responsive	call,	
this	gave	some	movement	around	which	we	could	gather	our	images	and	certainly	
the	response	to	the	strike	was	of	all	(muffled)	in	my	judgment	to	the	issues	involved.	
It	started	off	in	one	sense	being	an	economic	issue	.	All	of	us	in	the	black	community	
and	I	am	included	in	that	number,	felt	it	was	also	racial	issue.	But	our	response	was	
so	overwhelmingly	emotional	and	almost	irrational.	It	can	only	be	explained	in	
terms	of	a	long	feeling	of	frustration	that	is	impossible	to	explain.	I	told	many	people	
during	the	hype	of	the	strike	that	it	was,	we	may	have	been	acting	irrationally,	but	it	
was	the	result	of	so	many	white	people	acting	irrationally	over	such	a	long	period	of	
time	and	it	was	therefore	an	overreaction	tot	heir	overreaction	and	it	pulled	
perhaps	the	negro	community	together	more	solidly	than	in	the	years	I	have	been	
here	and	I	have	been	active	since	1949	and	I	know	the	community	since	1937	but	I	
have	never	seen	anything	pull	the	negro	community	together	as	they	sanitation	
strike	did.	

David	Yellin‐	This	is	a	wonderful	explanation	because	I	think	what	you	said	of	
course	now	when	you	look	back	is	full	of	meaning	and	interpretation.	I	wonder	
judge	if	there	is	something	that	we	can	dig	into	and	that	is	this	feeling	with	the	negro	
community	pulling	together.	How	was	this	exemplified,	by	little	things	in	your	
church,	did	more	people	come	to	church.	I	don’t	mean	for	that	to	be	a	little	thing	
but….	



Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	But	it	was	in	some	things	almost	intangible.	The	
conversation	in	every	barber	shop,	the	conversation	in	every	beauty	shop	among	
women,	the	conversation	at	all	of	the	bridge	clubs,	the	conversation	even	among	the	
doctors	even	in	their	medical	meetings	the	conversations	among	our	Greek	letter	
sorority	people	who	ordinarily	are	not	involved	at	the	level	of	the	sanitation	men	
trying	to	achieve	justice.	It	was	a	thing	that	was	a	conversation	piece	wherever	you	
went	if	there	was	any	topic	of	conversation	it	was	no	longer	weather	but	the	
conversation	topic	was	what	is	the	latest	on	the	garbage	strike,	the	school	teachers,	
the	doctors,	the	lawyers,	the	ministers	for	the	first	time	all	came	together.	Other	
labor	people,	you	could	see	it	in	the	fervency	of	the	mass	meeting.	It	caught	the	same	
type	of	spirit	that	the	Martin	Luther	King	and	Rosa	Park	protest	generated	in	
Alabama,	feeling	of	solidarity	of	togetherness.	When	people	have	to	turn	in	on	
themselves	and	look	at	their	own	resources.	I	think	it	does	something	to	them	that	is	
helpful	really	because	he	we	have	been	all	these	years	expecting	Mr.	Charlie,	or	Mr.	
John,	or	Mr.	Joe	or	Mr.	somebody	to	be	the	answer	to	our	problem,	now	we	know	
that	is	just	a	lot	of	hooey.	It	was	also	a	very	dangerous	aspect	because	having	won	
now	what	we	considered	a	victory	it	tends	to	make	you	bitter	and	it	tends	to	make	
you	say	this	is	how	you	win	all	of	them,	down	the	white	folk.		Let’s	just	go	on	and	get	
our	own	thing,	it	can	almost	make	you	a	black	separatist	which	is	a	dangerous	route	
in	the	long	run	or	the	short	run	for	that	matter,	but	anytime	an	individual	man	gets	
to	the	place	where	there	is	no	hope	in	his	wife	and	no	hope	in	his	children	no	hope	
in	his	job,	and	his	only	hope	is	in	his	own	sinner	spiritual	vitality.	If	he	doesn’t	watch	
that	instead	of	becoming	an	asset	then	it	becomes		liability	because	he	begins	to	
shrug	off	social	necessities	and	duties.	And	I	think	it	was	all	of	this	frustration	and	all	
of	this	combination	and	we	have	seen	it	in	other	places.	For	a	negro	to	be	elected	
mayor	as	Stokes	was	in	Cleveland	it	was	very	necessary	that	there	be	a	mayor	in	
office	whom	the	negros	were	definitely	opposed	to	for	a	(muffled)	to	be	elected	
mayor	in	gerric	and	not	withstand	that	gerric	that	has	a	majority	negro	vote.	
Hatchet	would	not	have	been	elected	mayor	against	a	friendly	white	man.	There	
would	have	been	enough	of	the	negros	who	were	on	the	payroll	and	on	the	staff	and	
in	the	office	to	say	this	man	has	done	a	good	job	why	get	rid	of	him.	To	split	the	
negro	vote	not	heavily	but	just	fragmented	rather	than	split.	Fragmented	enough	
that	Hatchet	would	not	have	been	elected.	So	the	first	prerequisite	for	a	negro	to	be	
elected	in	that	situation	is	that	all	the	negros	must	first	be	together.	This	may	have	
illustrated	the	fallacy,	well	Willis	is	kind	of	against	Lobe	because	he	was	a	good	man	
and	in	all	opinion	the	most	qualified	man	of	all	who	were	in	the	mayor’s	race	but	he	
didn’t	stand	a	ghost	of	a	chance	because	he	was	running	against	a	popular	
incumbent	in	the	person	of	Ingram	rather	than	an	unpopular	man.	So	that	he	could	
not	get	the	monolithic	type	vote	from	the	negro	that	he	needed.	Well	then	the	
newspaper	really	comes	in	for	critical	analysis	because	it	is	my	judgment	then	and	
now	that	the	newspapers	never	in	the	early	stagers	gave	any	type	of	comprehensive	
coverage	even	in	the	news	column	to	what	the	negro	is	concerned	about	and	I	have	
personal	conversations	with	men	high	in	the	staff	in	both	papers	and	one	man	
pleaded	to	me	that	the	reason	they	hadn’t	runt	he	right	type	of	stories	was	he	was	
unaware	of	all	of	this	long	background	and	it	looked	to	him	that	the	garbage	men	
had	just	seized	on	this	New	York	strike	as	a	pretext	to	walk	off.	And	he	also	felt	that	



if	they	had	issues	that	needed	to	be	resolved	that	there	was	a	better	way	to	do	it	
than	by	strike	and	I	reminded	him	that	this	is	very	logical	and	very	fine.	And	legal,	
but	it	doesn’t	sound	like	much	the	men	who	have	been	scuffing	for	12	years.	And	he	
realized	and	admitted	at	that	point	well	if	you	go	into	the	background	you	can	see	
hwy	they	strike.	And	they	never	could	get	the	white	community	to	understand	that	
this	was	not	something	that	just	happened	out	of	the	clear	blue	sky	it	was	based	on	
12	long	years	of	scuffling	and	failing,	without	a	single	friendly	hand	among	the	white	
community	being	raised	in	the	support	of	these	men	and	really	not	too	many	
friendly	hands	from	the	black	middle	and	upper	class	community	they	struggled	by	
themselves	and	whenever	men	struggle	in	ignorance	they	are	allowed	to	do	foolish	
things	because	these	are	not	sophisticated	men.	They	are	fine	men	but	it	is	rather	
obvious	to	me	when	you	are	dealing	with	men	that	are	sanitation	workers	you	are	
not	dealing	with	well	trained	Rhodes	scholars.	And	so	they	were	acting	in	their	own	
fundamental	way	to	fundamental	wrong	but	give	them	credit	for	12	years	of	
patience,	maybe	too	much	patience.	Maybe	they	should	have	done	this	a	long	time	
ago.	Even	when	the	newspapers	began	to	cover	it,	they	did	in	such	a	fragmentary	
spotty	way,	but	even	worse	than	the	news	coverage	was	the	editorial	position.	
Because	from	the	second	day	of	the	strike	they	began	to	tell	these	people	go	back	to	
your	jobs.	They	took	it	upon	themselves	to	lecture	the	black	community	they	said	to	
the	black	preachers,	go	back	to	your	pulpit,	they	said	to	men	like	Martin	King	go	
back	to	Atlanta	they	said	to	the	garbage	men	to	go	back	to	your	garbage	trucks	they	
said	to	the	NAACP	Jesse	Turner	and	that	crowd,	go	back	to	your	business	leave	us	
alone	it	is	none	of	your	concern,	but	never	once	did	they	say	to	the	city	council	settle	
it	like	it	ought	to	be,	never	once.	(muffled)	lobe	that	you	must	be	responsible	and	not	
become	so	hung	up	on	the	principle	that	you	can’t	see	that	there	is	a	whole	world	
almost	ready	to	be	burned	up	and	even	to	this	good	day	they	have	never	really	
explained	their	position	or	given	in	depth	coverage	in	the	paper	in	a	comprehensive	
and	concise	way,	so	that	the	white	community	could	read	it	and	know	what	it	was	
all	about.	I	don’t	have	any	great	faith	that	the	majority	of	white	community	would	
have	changed	their	position	had	they	known,	but	they	are	some	molded	of	opinion	
in	the	white	community	who	may	have	changed	their	position	had	they	really	
known	what	the	whole	thing	was	all	about	and	many	white	men	of	good	will	never	
really	found	out	what	the	thing	was	all	about	until	the	strike	had	been	going	on	
some	2	or	3	or	4	weeks	and	by	that	time	the	pendulum	of	public	opinion	swung	so	
far	in	the	white	community	against	this	thing	that	it	was	almost	impossible	to	
change	it	and	more	especially	when	you	didn’t	have	the	support	of	the	papers	and	
you	didn’t	have	the	support	of	the	televisions	and	radio	industry.	Because	there	
again,	I	hate	to	keep	using	this	word	but	I	did	it	so	I	may	as	well	say	it.	I	went	to	one	
of	the	television	stations	and	suggested	they	do	a	in‐depth	coverage	on	this	thing	
which	they	never	got	around	too,	because	I	thought	if	the	white	community	knew	
before	it	became	too,	the	(muffled)	became	too	extreme,	there	may	have	been	hope.	
I	could	say	a	lot	more	about	that	as	the	whole	idea	of	the	strike	itself,	I	mean	the	
violence	that	broke	out	on	Dr.	King’s	first	march	was	distorted	by	local	press	and	by	
the	national	press	and	by	televisions	coverage.	Because	it	was	not	violence	in	the	
sense	of	known	riots,	Memphis	reacted	in	the	most	over	protective	way	and	of	
course	they	may	think	that	is	what	saved	them	but	the	truth		of	the	matter	is	if	there	



was	7,000	negros	on	the	street	that	day	had	they	been	(muffled)	700	policemen	
couldn’t	have	any	more	handled	them	than	I	could	stop	the	rain	from	falling	by	
holding	my	hands	up.	It	just	couldn’t	happen.	They	had	enough	trouble	trying	to	
arrest	150	now	how	could	they	handle	7,000.	And	yet	the	reaction	was	that	Dr.	
King’s	march	broke	out	into	violence	and	I	have	to	say	and	I	have	tried	to	cool	off	
about	his	thing,	this	is	June	25th	and	I	have	tried	to	reflect	back	on	this	incident	back	
in	February	but	I	still	maintain	that	there	were	people	in	the	communication	
industry	who	deliberately	tried	to	paint	a	false	picture	and	put	this	burden	on	King	
because	of	the	large	amount	of	dissatisfaction	of	the	poor	people’s	march	and	either	
by	false	speculation	or	taking	2	and	2	and	making	6	out	of	it,	they	tried	to	give	this	
appraisal	to	the	poor	[people’s	march	and	at	this	(muffled)	why	in	god’s	name	would	
you	try	to	do	it	up	in	Washington.	I	think	they	tried	to	tie	him	too	much	together.	

&I	know	it	is	almost	time.	

Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	Yes	I	have	about	3	or	4	more	minutes	now.	

&Well	let	me	squeeze	one	more	question	in	on	the	newspaper.	Your	saying	that	they	
didn’t	do	an	in‐depth	coverage	in	that	sort	of	language	which	I	agree	they	didn’t	and	
I	don’t	want	to	put	any	words	in	your	mouth	so	I	guess	my	question	is	what	do	you	
think	they	missed,	how	did	they	misjudge?	

Reverend	Benjamin	Hooks‐	Well	I	think	basically	white	people	in	the	
communications	industry	have	never	shown	any	real	concern	for	negros.	I	mean	
they	just	don’t	care,	I	think	that	the	negro	is	the	invisible	man	in	America	and	that	as	
I	said	on	one	television	station	you	can	go	back	from	Time	magazine,	Life	magazine,	
Newsweek	Magazine,	U.S.	News	report,	and	most	of	your	southern	papers,	now	
these	are	national	magazines,	you	can	go	back	through	them	for	a	year	before	Dr.	
King’s	death	and	if	you	ever	saw,	if	there	was	enough	information	about	negros	in	all	
of	them	put	together	to	make	one	issue	unless	it	was	a	special	report	and	I	believe	
the	black	community	is	getting	tired	of	being	treated	as	a	special	report,	we	want	to	
have	news	involve	us	if	we	do	anything	worth	while	all	along.	And	the	only	time	you	
break	into	these	national	magazines	you	have	to	get	a	brick	and	throw	it	through	the	
door	of	the	white	house.	Or	you	have	got	to	be	a	Ratt	Brown	or	Stokely	Carmichael.	
There	are	negros	in	this	county	Class	Mitchell	came	here	just	two	weeks	ago	the	
head	of	the	Washington	bureau	of	the	NAACP	one	of	the	most	outstanding	civil	
rights	leaders	that	we	have.	He	made	a	major	speech	in	Memphis	and	there	was	not	
a	single	word	that	on	television,	in	the	newspapers	in	anything	and	he	spoke	to	
Lemoyne	College	on	their	graduation	over	3,000	people,	he	came	to	this	church	and	
spoke	to	a	packed	house	celebrating	the	NAACP	May	17th	for	a	day.	And	there	was	
not	a	word	of	it	anywhere.	Yet	if	Rat	Brown	had	come	to	town	and	spoken	to	50	
people	it	possibly	would	have	broken	headline.	This	is	the	type	of	thing	we	are	
talking	about	the	whole	tenor	of	American	public,	you	ask	why	and	I	think	it	is	
because	of	total	and	colossal	indifference	to	negros	and	their	(muffled).	We	are	
(muffled)	type	of	thing.	We	are	ludicrous	or	ridiculous	or	comical.	And	when	you	
just	(muffled)	American	buying	a	home	educating	your	children	it	is	no	news,	but	it	
is	news	when	white	folks	do	it.	We	could	have	meetings	of	our	chamber	of	



commerce	meetings	of	our	city	club	big	marriages,	big	funerals,	big	anything	else	
you	want,	decent	respectable	liberal	class	Americano	and	nothing	is	ever	done	about	
it.	It	has	to	be	something	extraordinary,	something	special,	something	vivid,	
something	stupid	something	criminal	to	create	attention.	And	it	isn’t	much	better	
now,	and	my	opposition	is	that	if	you	would	go	back	as	I	said	and	look	at	all	the	
magazines	for	1	year	before	Dr.	King’s	death	unless	it	was	some	civil	rights	story	
there	was	nothing	about	the	black	community	that	they	printed	that	would	make	up	
one	edition.	In	other	words	it	wouldn’t	have	made	up	a	half	edition	for	a	whole	year.	
You	can	look	at	our	local	television	stations	night	after	night	after	night	6:00	news	
and	the	10:00	news	,	5:00	news,	and	the	11:00	news	and	you	will	never	see	a	story	
about	a	negro	unless	it	happened	at	his	house	had	burned	or	that	the	broke	into	jail	
so	to	speak	or	their	was	a	civil	rights	march.	But	just	common	news	they	don’t	even	
know	how	to	find	it	and	when	I	would	complain	to	the	newspapers	and	television	
stations	they	would	say	well	bring	it	to	us.	I	took	the	position	that	you	don’t	tell	
other	folk	to	bring	it	to	you,	you	go	out	and	seek	it.	And	we	are	tired	of	having	to	go	
up	there	and	I	have	taken	news	tot	eh	paper.	Full	typewritten	sheet	and	when	it	
comes	out	in	the	paper	it	may	be	two	lines.	And	if	we	constitute	40Bill	Thomas‐		of	
the	population	of	Memphis	and	I	think	we	do	and	we	buy	a	great	number	of	the	
papers	where	can	there	be	something	about	what	negros	are	doing,	just	not	as	
negros	as	citizens	of	this	city	they	are	bound	to	be	doing	something	worthwhile.	I	
think	that	when	you	have	that	type	of	attitude,	blind,	unconcerned,	indifference,	
apathy,	lethargy.	That	it	is	not	surprising	when	something	happens	they	are	not	
prepared	to	deal	with	it.	We	haven’t	had	a	liberal	voice	in	Memphis	in	the	years	I	
have	been	here.	We	don’t	have	anything	like	Ralph	McGill	in	Atlanta.	(muffled)	now	
Frank	Aldren	to	his	credit	after	he	was	sort	of	converted	back	in	the	early	part	of	
this	struggle,	did	do	a	pretty	credible	job	but	he	failed,	he	stopped	much	too	soon,	
too	short	so	this	is	what	we	are	having	to	deal	with.	This	is	what	we	are	having	to	
deal	with.	And	I	think	that	if	(muffled)	no	real,	it	is	not	surprising	to	me	that	they	
didn’t	know.	That	they	didn’t	even	go	back,	there	are	recorders	on	both	papers	at	
Memphis	who	knew	what	was	going	on	and	had	the	editor	just	called	them	in	they	
could	have	written	the	stories.	When	they	gave	charts	and	graphs	and	comparisons	
of	what	other	cities	were	doing	they	didn’t	tell	the	truth	about	that.	They	never	
pointed	out	for	instance	that	the	Memphis	transit	authority	is	a	city	operated,	
owned,	controlled	situation	and	they	have	unions	with	dues	check	of.	Every	time	
they	write	about	it	they	try	to	impound	it	with	something.	They	never	talk	about	the	
teachers,	it	was	just	a	whole	messed	up	bit	of	information	that	as	far	as	I	am	
concerned	it	is	forgivable	but	it	almost	is	unforgivable,	the	only	reason	it	is	
forgivable	is	because	of	the	realm	of	Christian	charity	and	love	we	are	not	supposed	
to	hold	things	against	people	and	I	try	not	too	but	it	was	such	a	terrible	price	that	
Memphis	and	this	nation	had	to	pay.	And	when	Newsweek	magazine	or	Time	said	
that	what	went	on	here	could	not	have	happened	in	any	major	American	city	I	think	
most	Memphians	got	angry	but	I	agree	with	it	100Bill	Thomas‐	b	that	not	another	
major	American	city	that	would	have	been	as	backward	and	as	intransigent	about	
this	and	the	other	thing	that	sort	of	bothers	me	is	that	the	negros	desperately	yearn	
for	some	kind	of	recognition,	they	have	been	the	forgotten	brothers,	the	neglected	
brother,	the	invisible	brother,	the	strep	child	of	the	American	family	and	after	all	of	



this	struggle	and	the	death	of	Dr.	King	one	of	our	great	leaders,	after	all	of	that,	and	
when	the	strike	was	finally	settled	on	what	we	thought	in	the	black	community	was	
favorable	terms	to	the	community	both	of	our	papers	hastily	pointed	out	it	was	no	
victory	for	anybody.	In	other	words	they	seemed	to	have	said	if	you	lick	the	ice	
cream	cone	we	are	going	to	make	you	think	it	isn’t	an	ice	cream	cone.	We	aren’t	
even	going	to	give	you	the	satisfaction	of	having	one	little	bitty	victory	and	they	do	it	
on	the	pretense	and	pretext	that	perhaps	the	white	community	will	not	like	it.	Well	I	
just	take	the	position	that	the	white	community	has	really	had	their	way	for	so	long	
that	is	doesn’t	hurt	anybody	if	they	would	admit	and	acknowledge	one	time	that	the	
black	community	because	of	its	solidarity	and	togetherness	has	won	a	victory.	They	
didn’t	have	to	paint	it	a	great	big	victory	because	really	it	wasn’t.	The	wage	
settlement	was	really	low	and	the	few	days	after	that	they	gave	policemen	a	$50	a	
month	raise	and	the	sanitation	men	got	$16.	Nobody	thought	to	point	out	that	the	
first	wave	of	overtime	for	the	police	department	would	have	paid	for	a	10	cent	an	
hour	for	the	garbage	men	for	4	full	years.	Nobody	bothers	to	point	that	out	in	the	
paper	or	to	editorialize	on.		Had	the	shoes	gone	on	the	other	foot	they	would	have	
gladly	and	gratuitously	pointed	out	that	see	we	told	you,	you	were	wasting	time	and	
being	silly	because	you	haven’t	accomplished	anything.	These	are	the	things	that	we	
deal	with.	(Tape	End)	


