
Rhodes College Digital Archives - DLynx

Bert Ferguson, President of WDIA Radio, 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 2026-01-18 16:39:24

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10267/33787

http://hdl.handle.net/10267/33787


SS101.mp3	

David	Yellin‐	Testing	1,	2,	testing	1,	2.	This	is	June	13th	1968,	this	is	David	Yellin	and	
I	am	in	the	office	of	Bert	Ferguson	at	WDIA.	

(Tape	Break)	

David	Yellin‐	Bert	what	we	could	do	just	very	quickly,	not	restricting	you	can	you	
just	give	me	a	short	biographical	sketch	of	yourself.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	You	mean	of	myself.	

David	Yellin‐	Yes	sir.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	was	born	in	1915	November	12th	in	Lauderdale	County	Tennessee.	
My	wife	tells	me	to	say	Halls	it	was	really	Nankypoo.	There	was	nothing	there	but	
our	house	at	the	end	of	the	road.	

David	Yellin‐	Is	Nankypoo	still	there?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Still	there,	It	is	an	elementary	school,	they	have	consolidate	all	those	
high	schools	you	know.	I	grew	up	at	that	time	there	was	a	high	school	and	played	
basketball,	it	was	a	traditional	country	school	that	bet	everybody	at	basketball	and	
didn’t	do	nothing	else.	I	came	to	Memphis	state	in	1933	and	graduated	there	in	the	
summer	of	37	and	went	to	work	for	WHBQ	at	that	time	at	the	Claridge	hotel.	

David	Yellin‐	Just	for	the	record	Memphis	state	was	what	then?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	West	Tennessee	state	teachers	college.	

David	Yellin‐	Right.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	And	I	went	to	work	at	WHBQ	for	two	years	over	there	in	the	Claridge	
hotel	as	an	announcer.	Spent	two	months	in	Grenada	Mississippi	in	the	middle	of	
that	by	the	way.	1	year	Memphis,	2	months	Grenada…	

David	Yellin‐	How	come	you	got	into	radio?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	don’t	know	how	old	you	are	David	but	you	got	into	anything	you	
could	in	1937.	

David	Yellin‐	You	are	a	contemporary.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Yes.	My	alternative	as	I	recall	it	was	a	$70	a	month	job	in	rural	
Mississippi	school	teaching	an	this	wasn’t	very	appealing	because	I	had	come	from	
rural	Tennessee	and	I	wasn’t	too	eager	to	go	back	to	rural	anything.	And	I	happened	
to,	well	Aubrey	Guy	who	is	now	WMPS	was	successfully	employed	and	doing	well	at	
WMC	and	I	think	I	obviously	looked	up	to	him	and	was	eager	to	follow	him	and	went	
to	work	as	a	result	of	that	applied	around	and	fell	into	a	job.	And	then	after	two	
years	in	Memphis	I	spent	4	in	Greenville	Mississippi	with	john	Pepper’s	station,	he	



owned	it	and	I	was	announcer	up	to	manager	when	he	went	into	the	Navy.	And	at	
the	end	of	war	John	had	sold	that	station	and	I	decided	to	get	out	of	the	broadcasting	
business	but	I	didn’t	stay.	I	spent	6	months	in	Dyersburg	in	a	station	and	then	came	
to	Memphis	to	start	WDIA		in	1947	and	have	been	here	ever	since.	We	were	not	
negro	programmed	at	first	we	spent	a	bout	a	year	and	a	quarter	in	general	
programming	and	went	into	the	negro	programming	field	because	it	was	pretty	
obvious	that	there	was	a	big	segment	of	the	population	that	had	musical	and	tastes	
and	community	needs	that	we	re	not	being	answered.	

David	Yellin‐	Who	are	“we”?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	John	Pepper	and	I	together	at	that	time.	

David	Yellin‐	How	many	negro	stations	at	the	time?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	To	my	knowledge	there	was	none	full	time,	now	we	didn’t	start	out	
full	time	we	put	Matt	Williams	on	the	it	for	a	half	hour	in	the	afternoons	and	it	grew	
in	about	a	year’s	time	or	less,	or	a	little	more	to	a	full	negro	program	schedule	and	
that	turned	out	to	be	a	good	idea.	

David	Yellin‐	And	so	you	have	been	in	Memphis	ever	since.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	This,	yes,	this	tour	of	course	excluding	Memphis	state	and	WHBQ	
this	has	been	about	20	years,	21.	

David	Yellin‐	Are	you	considered	a	Memphian	by	people?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Well,	I	think	some	people	might	be	surprised	to	know	about	my	
roots	and	others	I	think	so.	My	wife	is	a	native	and	that	helps.	

David	Yellin‐	Yes,	and	you	have	two	sons?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	And	a	daughter,	and	that	is	my	daughter	you	are	looking	at	and	my	
wife	that	you	think	she	is	a	very	young.	

David	Yellin‐	Well	thank	you	for	handling	it.	Lovely.	One	boy	goes	to	southern	
Methodist?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Yes	he	will	be	a	senior	there	next	year	and	Bill	is	going	to	Emory	as	a	
freshmen	and	Betty	has	been	teaching	at	Oak	Ridge.	

David	Yellin‐	Yes	that	is	the	one	you	told	me	that	story	about.	Well	ok	this	certainly	
gives	us	a	background	and	then	we	will	just	skip	because	I	think	we	want	to	high	
light	but	we	can	go	back,	feel	free	to	go	back	at	any	time,	if	you	feel	that	there	is	
something	that	needs	explanation.	It	occurs	to	me	that	perhaps	we	should	start	just	
with	some	version,	your	own	version	of	what	you	think	your	station’s	place	is	in	the	
city	or		what	it	has	been	before	not	necessarily	in	relation	to	the	strike	but	let’s	work	
around	it	perhaps	or	up	to	it.	Well	we	found	that	we	are	a	sort	of	a	county	
newspaper	to	the	negro	population.	We	have	been	through	the	years,	not	just	



providing	of	course	music	that	they	like	both	popular	type	music	which	is	basically	
called	rhythm	and	blues,	I	don’t	know	how	to	describe	it.	Also,	gospel	music	in	the	
negro	field	which	is	distinct	from	other	forms	of	gospel	music.	But	in	broadcasting,	
news	of	athletic	and	community	events	and	personal	service	announcements	and	all	
that	sort	of	thing.	We	have	been,	they	have	more	part	of	a	community	than	any	
metropolitan	station	I	have	ever	known	anything	about.	In	other	words	we	have	a	
closer	relationship	to	our	audience	than	most	stations	do.	They	let	us	know	they	are	
listening.	

David	Yellin‐	How	do	you	mean	that?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Well	they,	our	telephone	is	constantly	busy	with	people	giving	us	
personal	announcements,	we	call	these	goodwill	announcements.	It	is	not	too	well	
known	but	it	is	one	of	the	major	factors	in	the	success	of	the	station.	For	years	we	
had	broadcast	any	announcement	that	we	were	requested	announce	to	broadcast	
that	has	to	do	with	a	lost	person	or	a	lost	property	of	any	value	and	that	connection	
by	the	way	I	used	to	criticize	of	the	individual	who	was	handling	our	goodwill	
announcements	by	saying	we	simply	can’t	be	broadcasting	about	all	the	umbrellas	
that	are	lost	in	Memphis.	It	takes	too	much	time	and	she	reminded	me	that	a	$5	
umbrella	is	a	pretty	important	item	with	someone	that	has	low	income.	So	we	do	
have	of	course	restrictions	we	won’t	just	broadcast	everything	but	that	sort	of	thing	
and	I	will	divert	to	say	that	this	has	had	a	surprising	effect	when	we	began	it	I	
thought	that	this	was	a	little	bit	of	a	waste	of	time	in	that	the	only	persons	interested	
in	a	lost	pocketbook	let’s	say	would	be	the	person	who	lost	it	an	the	person	who	
found	it.	But	we	discovered	that	this	built	a	great	community	relationship	because	
our	audience	which	extends		guess	from	Cairo	Illinois	to	Vicksburg	Mississippi	in	the	
day	time	and	from	almost	Little	Rock	over	to	let’s	say	Corinth	on	that	side.	But	the	
negro	people	have	a	great	feeling	for	other	persons	in	distress	and	when	we	broad	
cast	about	somebody	losing	something	it	does	have	much	broader	interest	than	the	
two	people	concerned.	One	for	example	one	day	I	was	talking	to	a	negro	friend	with	
the	radio	on	and	she	heard	an	umbrella	announcement	and	she	said	they	have	been	
looking	for	that	umbrella	all	afternoon.	She	had	noticed	it	and	she	had	been	
interested	in	the	fact	that	somebody	lost	it.	So	we	are	in	contact	with	our	audience	
and	we	feel	the	results,	well	one	little	dramatic	story	that	has	come	up	in	one	
instance	an	old	man	strayed	away	form	home	as	elderly	people	will	do	and	
apparently	was	lost	and	our	front	desk	took	a	call	that	he	was	missing	and	was	
preparing	the	announcement	to	put	it	on	the	air	when	she	took	the	call	that	he	was	
found	and	so	we	turned	into	a	telephone	exchange	bureau	here,	never	did	broadcast	
this	because	it	was	handled	so	quickly.	We	have	gotten	to	be	sort	of	a	clearing	house	
for	people	who	are	in	distress.	Cab	driver	might	bring	someone	here	who	once	lived	
in	a	section	of	town	that	has	been	changed	let’s	say	to	a	housing	project.	

David	Yellin‐	Yeah	this	is	interesting	because	in	some	ways	this	is	a	sort	of	a	
foreshadowing	of	when	crisis	did	come	about,	WBJ	was	one	of	the	first	that	people	
thought	of	in	communicating.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	am	sure	so.	



David	Yellin‐	So	that	we	will	get	to	it	as	it	occurs	to	me,	do	you	just	recall	how	this	
service	started,	I	mean	sometime	you	might	get	a	good	anecdote	out	of	it,	
accidentally	as	so	many	of	these	things	do	or	somebody	thought	this	might	be	a	good	
idea?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Well	it	is	dangerous	as	you	know	to	toss	around	the	origin	of	ideas.	I	
think	this	one	came	form	a	lady	by	the	name	of	Mrs.	Marie	Wothen,	who	had	been	a	
journalist	and	had	been	public	relations	director	for	the	red	cross	and	came	to	us	
and	as	our	news	editor	and	she	simply	one	time	said	that	if	we	could	do	something	
with	these	announcements	which	we	get	which	don’t	seem	to	be	justifiably	part	of	
the	news	than	it	would	be	good	and	we	just	began	to	do	it.	At	first	we	had	to	petition	
the	audience	for	announcements,	and	of	course	very	quickly	they	got	the	idea.	

David	Yellin‐	Did	they	respond	quickly?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	And	began	to	call	us	on	a	many	occasions	and	it	grew	of	course	just	
as	anybody	will	call	up	any	news	medium	about	the	problem	they	would	call	us	
quickly.	

David	Yellin‐	Well	now,	you	have	defined	your	stations	role	in	the	city	and	the	close	
tie	with	the	negro	community,	then	if	we	could	with	the	strike	coming	up	how	was	
this	affected?	Was	it	altered	any	or	was	your	relationship	heightened?	Did	the	
community…	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Off	hand	I	can’t	say	the	strike	in	its	inception	had	any	particular	
affect	to	us	it	was	in	the	beginning	handled	as	a	routine	news	proposition.	We	did	
become	drawn	into	it	through	the	means	of	publicizes	various	meetings	that	were	
held	in	connection	with	the	strike.	

David	Yellin‐	Which	organizations	do	you	mean	the	COME?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Well	yes	the	minister’s	group	when	they	would	have	a	meeting,	in	
the	beginning	and	maybe	all	the	way	through	to	collect	funds	to	feed	these	people	
and	so	forth	when	there	were	labor	union	meetings	and		everything	else	of	the	sort	
we	were	turned	to	for	publicity	among	other	mediums.	

David	Yellin‐	Because	well,	as	you	said	you	were	the	source	essentially	for	the	
community	for	the	negro	community	and	you	did	this	as	that	service,	

Bert	Ferguson‐	That’s	right.	

David	Yellin‐	Now	when	did	the	strike	or	were	just	giving	it	an	identification	this	
period	of	crisis	51	days	from	the	inception	on	the	12th	to	the	assassination	on	the	4th.	
Were	you	affected	in	anyway	with	your	relationship	with	the	community	were	there	
any	pressures	on	you	to	go	one	way	or	another,	you	are	not	strong	enough	in	one	
way	or	another.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	There	were	not	any	pressures	that	we	had	to	resist	or	had	any	
difficulty	resisting,	as	I	recall	it	is	an	interesting	thing	I	guess	compared	to	what	I	



hear	about	some	stations	in	other	cities	but	we	were	not	asked	to	do	anything	that	
we	did	not	consider	reasonable	public	service.	We	were	not	pushed	in	any	particular	
direction	and	as	you	know	we	had	an	editorial	program	and	in	it	we	simply	try	to	
take	the	right	stand	whatever	that	may	be,.	I	am	sure	we	had	more	editorials	
favoring	the	cause	of	the	workers	than	we	had	otherwise	but	if	we	felt	the	workers	
would	unreasonable	we	would	editorialize	to	that	effect,	perhaps	it	is	strange	or	
maybe	it	is	just	he	acceptance	of	the	fact	that	for	years	we	have	seemed	to	be	
dependable	to	people	that	we	didn’t	have	any	tremendous	amount	of	criticism	if	we	
did	have	a	slightly	critical	editorial.	

David	Yellin‐	You	once	said	at	another	time	that	you	very	seldom	got	any	requests	to	
on	the	fairness	doctrine	for	someone	to	respond.			

Bert	Ferguson‐	That	is	right	on	these	two	editorials	we	hardly	ever	have	them	as	a	
matter	of	fact	there	are	occasions,	I	suppose	people	are	reluctant	to	speak	out	I	
guess	that	is	it,	but	I	have	on	occasion	asked	people	who	have	some	criticism	if	they	
would	like	to	be	heard	and	they	would	say	no,	I	guess	we	have	had	a	half	dozen	
replies	to	editorials	through	the	years.	

David	Yellin‐	Now	did	you	get	nay	during	the	crisis	period	here.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	No	I	don’t	believe	we	did.	

David	Yellin‐	Now	then	what	did	you	do,	and	I	am	going	to	first	emphasize	Bert	
activity	rather	then	philosophy	or	feeling	I	think	so	that	we	can	collect	facts	if	we	are	
able	to,	how	did	you	first	get	drawn	in	to	the	situation	and	why	did	you	feel	you	
ought	to	get	drawn	in	addition	to	what	you	were	doing	normally	as	head	of	this	
station.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	You	know	I	have	written	a	report	Dave	that	will	give	you	some	
factual	information	that	I	will	provide	you.	Mrs.	Russell	has	it	right	now	and	I	can	
refer	to	it	but	I	don’t	really	think	that	is	necessary	because	it	can	speak	for	itself.		I,	t	
he	question	is	difficult	to	answer,	when	you	gave	the	dates	of	the	strike’s	beginning	
and	information	that	I	couldn’t	have	called	to	mind,	I	don’t	remember	the	date’s	
involved	except	the	day	of	the	assassination.	

David	Yellin‐	Well	I	have	been	living	with	these	dates	so	it	is	not	anything…	

Bert	Ferguson‐	But	we	just	gradually	moved	in	as	a	matter	of	news	and	public	
service	coverage	of	events,	it	was	just	an	obvious	thing	that	had	to	happen.	When	
the	march	let’s	say	the	first	Dr.	King	march	was	held	which	ended	in	a	sort	of	a	riot	
sort	of	a	situation.	

David	Yellin‐	March	28th.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	We	had	meant	here	to	cover	the	march	and	this	is	the	same	thing	
that	we	would	do	of	any	event	that	we	felt	was	of	community	interest,	particularly	
negro	community	interest	and	obviously	this	was	so	we	were	announcing	that	the	



march	would	be	held	and	the	time	and	the	place	of	origin	and	the	root	and	this	sort	
of	thing	and	then	we	sent	our	new	editor	and	a	couple	of	other	people	to	do	play	by	
play	in	effect	from	the	march	itself.			

David	Yellin‐	And	in	that	same	relation	again	this	is	on	February	23rd	when	the	first	
macing	took	place	as	they	walked	from	the	city	council	back	to	the	temple,	
Clayborne	Temple.		Did	you	do	anything	extraordinary	or	did	you	feel	as	a	result	of	
it	being	an	action	against	the	negro	community,	in	other	words	what	I	am	getting	at	
is	that	I	don’t	think	that	you	have	indicated	for	instance	that	you	were	a	defender	of	
the	negro	community	as	such	or	the	exponent	of	it	in	that	way.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Pretty	much,	that’s	right	we	pretty	much	tried	to	report	things	as	
they	happened	as	we	could.	

David	Yellin‐	And	you	thought	this	was	your	responsibility	as	a	broadcaster?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Yes.	

David	Yellin‐	So	that	what	I	am	trying	to	get	Bert	is	that	obviously	you	were	involved	
in	this	some	way	above	and	beyond	your	normal	course	of	events	wouldn’t	that	be	a	
fair	assumption?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	That’s	right	we	were	pretty	well	occupied	with	tit	for	a	number	of…	

David	Yellin‐	And	occupied	with	it	as	a	news	media	because	of	the	excess	and	the	
significance	and	I	guess	the	intensity	of	the	news.	But	when	did	you	as	Bert	
Ferguson	a	person	feel	that	you	had	to	do	a	little	more	that	something	was	
happening	here	or	did	you	indeed	feel	this?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	don’t	know	that	this	happened	until	the	assassination.		

David	Yellin‐	I	see.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	think	it	was	pretty	much	a	routine	staff	proposition	where	each	
department	did	what	it	normally	does	under	any	day	to	day	broadcast	conditions.	
Our	news	department	of	course	is	attuned	to	what	it	should	cover.	The	program	
department	was	brought	in	to	some	degrees	on	such	things	as	the	remote	broadcast	
from	the	scene	of	the	marches.	But	the	first	time	I	felt	personally	that	I	had	to	move	
in	and	take	some	unusual	part	in	the	day	to	day	operation	of	the	station	sort	of	
above	staff	requirements	was	when	Dr.	King	was	short	and	of	course	then	we	didn’t	
know	he	was	dead.	I	came	to	the	studios	then,	do	you	want	to	go	before	that	in	any	
way?	

David	Yellin‐	No	sir	let’s	do	that	and	then	we	can	come	back.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Well	I	was	at	home	as	I	recall	it	I	went	home	for	dinner	and	I	got	a	
call	or	heard	on	some	station	or	another	that	Dr.	King	had	been	shot.	I	cam	back	to	
the	station	realizing	that	this	was…	



David	Yellin‐	Did	you	finish	dinner?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	don’t	remember.	I	don’t	think	so	but	that	this	was	a	unique	
situation.	If	you	asked	if	I	hesitated	after	I	found	out	what	had	happened	the	answer	
is	no	I	did	not	I	left	immediately	and	came	to	the	station.	Did	something	that	I	
hardly…	

David	Yellin‐	I	ask	that	only	because	the	little	details	are	so	important	this	was	not	
any	insinuation	of	anything.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	understand.	I	do	know	that	you	have	to	decide	of	course	whether	
this	event	that	occurs	whatever	it	may	be	is	of	sufficient	consequence	to	change	the	
routine	all	of	a	sudden	and	in	this	instance	I	did.	Did	something	when	I	got	to	the	
station	which	I	have	practically	never	done	and	that	is	go	on	the	air	with	the	news.	
The	staff	was	a	little	bit	shocked,	we	had	the	news	on	the	air	and	I	didn’t	think	that	
coverage	was	quite	what	it	should	be	and	I	felt	that	as	manager	as	I	should	be	heard	
so	I	was	reading	quite	along	a	news	bulletin	about	the	shooting…	

David	Yellin‐	Is	this	off	the	wire	service?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Yes,	this	was.		From	the	wire	and	about	his	time	news	came	that	Dr.	
King	had	died	and	this	sort	of	had	the	same	effect	on	us	that	it	did	on	the	whole	city	
it	sort	of	threw	us	into	shock	and	we	grouped	as	quickly	as	we	could	and	began	to	
communicate	with	people	for	comments	from	various	personages,	largely	in	the	
negro	community	and	everywhere	else.	I	will	say	this	mayor	Lobe	has	caught	all	
sorts	of	hell	during	this	thing	and	one	of	the	reasons	was	that	he	was	not	on	our	
station	very	quickly	with	a	statement.	I	would	like	to	take	some	of	the	burden	of	this	
off	his	back	because	he	and	I	tried	to	reach	each	other	repeatedly	during	the	evening	
and	finally	succeeded	along	about	11	or	11:30.	A	very	late	after	other	people	had	
been	heard	from	he	had	made	statements	to	my	shigrin	on	other	stations	before	he	
made	it	on	this	one	but	this	was	one	of	those	things	that	happens	in	an	emergency	
you	just	can’t	always	reach	the	people	you	want	at	the	time	you	want	to	reach	them.	
But	this	is	the	way	I	spent	the	evening	getting	comments	from	people	as	to	what	
they	felt	about	the	event	and	its	impact	on	the	city	and	the	world.	

David	Yellin‐	Do	you	have	those	on	tape?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	don’t	know	I	can’t	say	if	we	still	have	them	or	not,	I	will	have	those	
tapes	available.	

David	Yellin‐	Do	you	recall	some	of	those	people	you	asked	or	what	was	your	thrust?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	remember	one	of	the	most	impressive	ones	came	from	a	white	man	
Downing	Pryor	who	was	chairmen	of	the	council.	At	first	Downing	said	he	was	so	
upset	he	would	rather	not	speak	and	I	persuaded	him	to	do	so	and	he	made	a	rather	
dramatic	statement.	Come	on	in.	



David	Yellin‐	Assuming	that	perhaps	we	don’t	have	Downing	Prior	on	this	tape	do	
you	recall	what	Mr.	Pryor	said?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	The	part	I	remember	saying	in	effect	of	course	that	this	was	a	sad	
day	for	Memphis	and	a	sad	day	for	the	world.	I	remember	he	closed	his	comments	
saying	that	all	of	this	has	had	a	terrific	effect	on	me	and	I	am	sad,	sad,	sad.	He	said	it	
with	such	obvious	seriousness	and	sincerity	that	everybody	in	the	audience	and	on	
the	staff	was	impressed	by	that	one	comment.	

David	Yellin‐	Yes	I	remember	her	repeating	that.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Yeah.	

David	Yellin‐	Now	you	mentioned	when	the	news	came	in	and	you	came	in	and	felt	
you	had	to	take	over	to	announce	yourself,	because	there	was	some	state	of	shock	
do	you	recall	any	incidents,	anybody	who	said	something	that	would	be	indicative	
that	would	illustrate?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	recall	this	will	be	of	interest	to	you	reverend	James	Lawson	had	
come	to	the	station	to	make	an	appeal	which	he	had	made	on	other	stations	for	
sanity	and	for	keeping	down	emotions	and	violence	and	so	forth	and	while	he	was	
still	here	having	completed	that	statement	and	I	believe	we	broadcast	it	once,	
reverend	Lawson	didn’t	know	that	Dr.	King	was	dead.	Gerald	Fanion	who	is	now	the	
Tennessee	council	on	human	relations	but	at	that	time	was	one		commissioner	
Ramsey’s	staff	on	the	county	commission	government.	(Tape	Break)	

David	Yellin‐	You	were	telling	about	reverend	Lawson.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	And	Gerald	Fanion	came	in	and	he	whispered	to	me	Dr.	King	is	dead	
and	I	said	no	he	is	not	dead	is	he,	they	just	announced	that	they	had,	that	he	had	
walked	into	the	hospital	holding	a	towel	to	his	head	or	something.	And	he	probably,	
I	don’t	remember	his	exact	words	and	he	said	that	probably	said	that	is	not	so.	I	
think	it	developed	later	that	he	definitely	didn’t	walk	any	where	he	was	carried	in	on		
stretcher,	one	of	those	quick	reports	that	come	out.	But	anyway	he	was	concerned	
about	having	Jim	Lawson	find	out	that	Dr.	King	was	dead,	he	thought	he	would	be	
quite	shocked.	And	as	it	developed	I	persuaded	him	to	tell	him	or	in	some	way	
reverend	Lawson	found	out	and	went	back	to	make	a	speech	and	it	was	another	one	
of	those	casualties	by	that	I	mean	a	talk	for	the	air	which	had	to	do	with	the	fact	that	
he	was	dead	rather	than	he	was	injured.		And	we	had	some	sort	of	technical	mix‐up	
and	I	don’t	believe	that	talk	ever	got	on	the	air.	This	was	one	of	the	bad	things	that	
happened,	it	seems	in	the	biggest	events	and	things	are	rushed	this	ways,	the	most	
important	part	is	apt	to	be	the	ones	that	are	the	casualties	of	technical	difficulties.	

David	Yellin‐	Now	he	came	back	on	your	station	to	say	something,	to	announce	it	to	
your	audience	or	just	to	make	a	comment	on	it?	



Bert	Ferguson‐	Not	to	announce	it	because	I	think	it	had	been	announced	at	the	
time.	He	went	into	the	recording	studio	to	record	a	tape	which	we	could	use	
throughout	the	evening	as	a	part	of	our	special	broadcast	coverage	and	so	on.	

David	Yellin‐	Do	you	remember	however	some	of	your	staff	or	any	incidents	in	
relation	to	this.	Something	that	somebody	said,	the	less	known	people	other	than	
Jerry	Fanion	and	Jim	Lawson.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	appreciate	what	you	are	trying	to	do	and	I	just	can’t,	I	don’t	
remember	anything	in	particular.	

David	Yellin‐	I	know	it	is	hard	because	so	much	happened	and	also.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	remember	one	thing	that	had	to	do	with	not	my	staff	but	my	calls.	I	
sat	here	at	the	telephone	in	my	office	to	be	away	from	the	confusion	and	called	
everybody	I	could	think	of	which	of	course	included	a	number	of	ministers.	One	of	
these	negro	Baptist	ministers	had	been	on	the	station	for	a	long	time	and	I	thought	
well	he	was	a	very	good	man	to	talk	to	and	I	called	him	and	he	said	Mr.	Ferguson	if	
you	just	don’t	mind	I	cant	talk	about	it	and	he	never	did	make	a	statement	for	me	he	
was	emotional	as	you	might	expect.	

David	Yellin‐	Can	you	tell	me	who	this	is?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Yes	it	was	a	reverend	J.W.	Williams	and	I	think	the	second	initial	is	
correct	who	is	pastor	of	Lance	Avenue	Baptist	Church.	He	had	been	on	the	air	at	
2:00	on	Sunday	afternoons	for	a	long	time	and	is	just	a	that	way	about	his	religion	
and	everything	else,	he	was	emotional	and	didn’t	want	to	talk	about	it.	I	did	have	
comments	from	one	of	the	older	Baptist	ministers	in	town	and	that’s,	when	I	start	
trying	to	call	these	names	to	mind	but	I	can’t.	You	would	know	him	quickly	his	
church	is	over	by	Lemoyne	College,	on	Walker	Baptist	church,	I	believe	it	is	
metropolitan	Baptist.	

David	Yellin‐	Oh	yes.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	He	had	the	attitude	on	the	air	of	a	man	of	so	much	experience	in	trial	
and	tribulation	that	he	was	sad	but	he	was	not	shaken.	

David	Yellin‐	Is	it	reverend	Lightfoot	or	something?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	S.A.	Owen.		S.A.	Owen	and	I	gather	he	is	sort	of	the	dean	of	the	negro	
Baptist	ministers.	

David	Yellin‐	That	is	the	largest	negro	Baptist	church	in	the	city?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	would	think	so	probably.		

David	Yellin‐	Well	in	calling	these	people,	in	other	words	you	of	course	had	your	
finger	on	the	negro	community	and	with	no	and	you	sitting	t	your	desk	the	one	that	
you	are	sitting	at	now.	And	you	transcribed	what	they	said	on	tape.	



Bert	Ferguson‐	And	yes	took	them	upstairs	as	fast	as	I	could	and	during	the	evening	
we	had	discontinued	regular	programming	of	course	including	commercials	and	
were	playing	hymns	and	organ	music	and	these	comments	and	news	bulletins	which	
made	up	of	course.	

David	Yellin‐	And	you	did	the	next	day	I	would	like	you	to	say	it	however.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	That’s	right	we,	I	don’t	remember	exactly	how	long	Dave	but	we	
went	on	for	something	like	24	hours	in	this	manner	and	then	of	course	reverted	to	
this	type	of	programming	the	day	of	the	funeral	and	so	forth.		

David	Yellin‐	Yes,	because	I	recall	in	our	house	we	had	your	station	on	and	was	quite	
moved	and	touched	about	the	fact	that	there	were	no	commercials	and	…	

Bert	Ferguson‐	This	is	a	sort	of	an	interesting	thing,	you	know	I	have	left	my	
telephone	listed	through	the	years	and	through	the	great	increase	in	unlisted	
numbers,	people	who	are	in	the	public	eye	at	all,	many	of	them	have	left	their	phone	
numbers	unlisted,	and	I	have	never	done	that	and	I	hope	I	never	have	to	and	that	
night	about	1:00	we	just	ran	out	of	reasons	for	being	on	the	air.	We	had	said	
everything	that	we	knew	to	say,	we	had	covered	the	news	and	we	didn’t	want	to	go	
on	playing	organ	music	all	night	for	nothing	and	so	we	decided	to	do	what	we	do	
one	night		week	anyway	and	that	is	sign	off	at	1:00.	

David	Yellin‐	What	is	you	normal	signing	off?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	We	never	sign	off	except	at	1:00	one	night	a	week	for	technical	
repairs	and	this	was,	I	think	this	was	that	night	that	week	it	might	have	been	that	it	
had	already	occurred.	And	after	we	had	signed	off	and	I	went	home	and	finally	went	
to	bed	and	had	just	gone	to	sleep	about	2:30.		The	phone	rang	and	a	man’s	voice	
said,	why	did	you	sign	off.	I	said	well	to	tell	you	the	truth	we	ran	out	of	something	to	
do	and	we	thought	maybe	as	good	a	memorial	to	Dr.	King	was	3	hours	of	silence	as	
anything	else.	Well	I	don’t	thin	you	should	have	done	it	he	said.	And	I	said	well	we	
did	it	any	way	sort	of	impatiently	you	know,	and	went	back	to	bed,	ten	minutes	later	
the	phone	rang	again	and	apparently	it	was	the	same	person	except	this	time	a	
woman’s	voice	and	she	didn’t	think	we	should	have	signed	off.	I	told	her	of	course	
that	I	was	sorry	she	felt	that	way	but	we	had	done	it	and	it	was	too	late	to	do	much	
about	it	and	then	I	left	he	phone	off	the	hook	and	went	to	sleep,	this	is	about	the	only	
time	that	listed	number	has	been	any	problem.	

David	Yellin‐	That	is	interesting,	Well	as	you	gather	I	am	still	trying	to	focus	on	that	
one	night	and	get	I	suppose	what	we	might	call	the	human	interest	angles	of	just	
some	people,	some	of	your	staff	people.	Or	even	later	but	please	don’t	search	too	
hard	because	possibly	it	will	come.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	The	main	thing	I	remember	of	course	is	that	they	were	all	extremely	
eager	to	do	anything	that	they	might	be	able	to	do	to	help	in	an	emergency	and	some	
of	them	stayed	with	it	in	an	unbelievable	way	on	into	the	night	and	into	the	next	day.	
But	I	don’t	recall	comments	and	so	forth	that	were	peculiar	to	the	occasion.	



David	Yellin‐	Now	then	can	we	go	back	a	little	bit	now	that	we	have	talked	about	
April	4th	the	day	of	the	assassination.	To	where	you	first	implicated	I	don’t	know	
whether	that	is	the	word.	Where	you	first	involved	yourself	is	a	better	word	in	some	
of	the	activities,	some	meetings	you	went	to,	calling	together	groups.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Most	of	this	occurred	after	the	4th	Dave.	

David	Yellin‐	Weren’t	you	involved	at	all	in	the	settlement	of	the	strike,	any	
meetings?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Not	personally.	

David	Yellin‐	Did	you	go	to	any	groups?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	No	the	news	editor	attended	some	of	those	sessions	but	I	did	not.		

David	Yellin‐	Well	now	the	only	reason	I	ask	Bert	is	because	someone	said	there	was	
once	a	meeting	at	Lemoyne	College,	do	you	recall	that?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	went	to	a	meeting	at	Lemoyne	college	and	it	seems	to	me	that	was	
during	the	following	week	after	the	assassination,	the	one	I	attended	was	not	prior	
to	that,	I	believe.		

David	Yellin‐	Now	that’s	why	I	say	and	of	course	it	is	not	our	practice	to	go	around	
and	say	somebody	said	this	and	so	but	as	I	recall	somebody	mentioned	a	meeting	
with	councilmen	and	I	think	Jerry	Worth	and	some	of	those	at	Lemoyne	with	Hollis	
Price	and		few	councilmen.		

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	went	to	such	a	meeting…	

David	Yellin‐	But	it	was	after	the	4th?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	This	is	my	recollection	I	could	be	wrong.	

David	Yellin‐	No	well	fine	do	you	recall	what	you	discussed	at	the	meeting	or	what	
the	nature	of	it?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	As	I	think	about	the	nature	of	the	meeting	it	may	well	have	been	
prior	to	the	assassination	and	its	purpose	simply	was	to	try	to,	and	I	believe	it	was	
back	in	strike	settling	times	rather	than	trying	to	pull	the	community	together	after	
the	assassination,	its	purpose	was	to	try	to	make	some	proposal	for	a	strike	
settlement.	That	is	right	it	was	prior	to	this	and	out	of	it	came	a	proposed	program	
for	a	strike	settlement,	how	the	collection	of	dues	might	be	handled	through	the	
credit	union,	and	this	sort	of	thing.	This	is	when	that	idea	was	sort	of	fairly	new	and	
I	had	been	to	a	meeting	and	someone	else’s	office	and	right	now	I	don’t	remember	
whose	office	it	was	in	a	law	firm	I	think	at	which	I	remember	Jesse	Turner	and	Jim	
Lawson	attended.		For	the	first	time	the	idea	of	dues	collection	through	the	union	
was	espoused.	Somebody	had	thought	it	up.	

David	Yellin‐	Was	this	Lucius	Birch	by	any	chance	or	that	office?	



Bert	Ferguson‐	Lucius	I	don’t	think	was	there	I	believe	one	of	the	young	lawyers	
form	his	firm	I	believe	David	Caywood	was	there	perhaps.	It	was	not	in	that	firm	it	
was	I	thinking	the	1st	National	Bank	building	and	I	don’t	remember	why	we	were	
there	exactly.	Why	we	were	in	that	particular	office	but	at	the	Lemoyne	College	
meeting	the	bend	of	it	was	can	this	dues	collection	thing	which	seemed	to	be	close	to	
the	top	of	not	the	number	1	hang	up	at	the	time	was	the	problem.	

David	Yellin‐	Now	did	you	remember	how	you	were	called	or	why	you	were	called?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	can’t	tell	why	I	was	called	on	any	of	these	things	except	I	suppose	
as	you	do	that	people	figured	that	we	would	be,	that	I	would	be	knowledgeable	of	
the	thinking	of	the	negro	community	and	that	perhaps	our	support	at	WDIA	about	of	
any	program	would	be	valuable	to	helping	it	become	accepted.	

David	Yellin‐	Did	you	have	any	access	to	the	mayor	at	any	time	during	this?	
Obviously	you	had	access	to	the	other,	to	the	negro	community.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	would	say	I	have	always	had	access	to	the	mayor	he	has	always	
been	very	receptive	to	answering	calls	and	talking.	I	did	not	have	too	much	
communion	with	him	if	that	is	the	word.	

David	Yellin‐	That	is	a	good	Episcopal	word.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	He	was	so	involved	as	you	know	in	meetings	that	I	chose	not	to	
bother	him	when	I	didn’t	think	I	could	accomplish	anything.	I	didn’t	personally	make	
any	appeal	to	him	because	I	felt	that	I	didn’t	know	enough	of	the	details	about	the	
two	sides	of	the	picture	to	try	to	influence	him	in	particular.	It	may	have	been	a	
mistake	not	to	do	it	but	I	didn’t	at	that	time.	

David	Yellin‐	Did	you	contact	anybody	else,	I	am	in	a	way	searching	Bert	because	
obviously	your	days	are	so	full	of	details	and	schedules	and	so	on	that	one	thing	
runs	into	another	and	if	I	can	help	you	separate	this	is	all	I	am	doing.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Well	if	you	are	asking	if	I	endeavored	to	influence	the	mayor	to	come	
to	a	settlement,	I	believe	I	would	have	to	say	no.	I	don’t	think	that	I	ever	did	contact	
him	or	members	of	the	city	council	directly	urging	them	to	take	certain	steps.	We	
did	editorialize	a	time	or	two	as	I	think	the	records	will	show	about	a	ways	in	which	
we	felt	the	thing	might	be	settled	and	indicating	that	we	thought	it	might	be	
important	that	it	be	settled.		

David	Yellin‐	Now	was	the	reason	that	you	did	or	didn’t	do	it	because	of	your	
position	in	broadcasting?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	would	say	that	I	took	position	in	favor	of	a	settlement	because	I	
was	in	broadcasting	and	because	I	felt	we	had	a	responsibility	as	one	of	the	voices	
that	reach	the	public	to	try	to	influence	anything	that	would	be	good	for	the	city,	I	
would	say	tot	hat	degree	it	was	because	I	was	in	broadcasting.	I	don’t	know	what	I	
would	have	done	if	I	had	not	been	in	it.	



David	Yellin‐	Well	now	from	here	on	Bert	I	am	asking	you	these	questions	surely	
because	I	think	in	your	position	of	some	influence	of	prominence	and	also	because	I	
know	you	to	be	a	concerned	person	and	without	trying	to	(muffled)	you	an	
intelligent	one	and	in	our	search	for	meaning	we	are	also	trying	to	find	out	what	
people	had	thought,	what	they	think.	Can	I	talk	with	you	a	little	bit	about	your	own	
points	of	view	on	matters	relating	to	this.		

Bert	Ferguson‐	Surely.	

David	Yellin‐	And	again	maybe	it	is	good	idea	to	start	sort	of	at	the	end	in	a	way.	
What	do	you	think	the	situation	from	the	point	of	view	of	Memphis,	or	let	me,	please	
let	me	go	back	a	little	bit	before	I	ask	you	this	one.	Do	you	believe	as	you	look	back	
now,	did	you	at	any	time	have	any	conflict	in	by	our	own	mind	about	what	this	
trouble	was	about.	That	it	was	a	racial	strike,	that	it	was	a	union	situation	and	I	don’t	
mean	your	position	now	and	this	is	so	hard	to	do	but	if	you	could.	Your	feelings	then,	
did	you	feel	it	was	a	union	matter.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	You	know	I	think	Dave	I	have	found		the	broadcast	business	is	such	a	
day	to	day	proposition	that	maybe	it	has	helped	train	my	mind	to	move	from	the	
past	to	the	present	it	is	difficult	for	me	to	recall	what	my	feelings	were	from	time	to	
time.	I	did	regret	that	it	assumed	racial	overtones	so	quickly.	It	is	perfectly	
understandable	why	that	happened	and	I	think	I	could	understand	it	then.	No	I	
don’t,	I	can’t	give	you	anything	very	definitive.	

David	Yellin‐	That’s	alright	then	this	next	question	might,	did	you,	do	you	feel	you	
have	changed	in	any	way	as	a	result	of	what	has	happened?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	That	is	a	very	difficult	question	to	answer	to,	I	don’t	think	I	really	
changed	I	think	one	thing	that	has	certainly	taken	place	and	now	I	am	coming	up	
right	to	the	present	which	is	June	13th.	I	have	always	felt	that	we	had	a	serious	
problem	in	the	separation	of	the	races	in	Memphis,	not	that	I	feel	that	we	are	unlike	
any	other	southern	city,	not	that	I	even	feel	like	we	are	not	like	any	other	city	in	the	
nation	and	our	feeling	toward	each	other	but	I	know	there	is	a	terrific	lack	of	
communication	and	understanding	between	people.	Lack	of	understanding	because	
there	is	a	lack	of	communication	and	so	particularly	recently	and	this	is	a	result	of	
all	this	business	that	is	going	on	I	have	come	to	felt	that	the	by	far	over	riding	
problem	that	we	have	is	one	of	communication.	If	the	average	white	person	in	
Memphis	if	there	is	such	a	thing	as	an	average	white	person	had	more	regular	
contact	with	negros	on	an	informal	basis	where	there	was	room	for	conversation	
and	exchange	of	ideas	we	would	be	a	whole	lot	better	off	and	if	there	is	anything	
that	I	have	endeavored	to	do	both	on	the	air	and	in	person	with	various	groups	and	
individuals	it	has	been	to	try	gradually	to	stimulate	the	interest	of	all	persons,	
particularly	my	white	friends	in	communication	with	people	of	the	opposite	race.	I	
have	this	feeling	about	it,	if	an	invitation	from	white	group	to	a	negro	group	to	meet	
were	extended,	most	of	the	negro	persons	invited	would	respond	willingly.		If	there	
were	an	invitation	from	a	negro	group	to	a	white	group	to	communicate	that	
invitation	would	not	be	accepted	nearly	so	readily,	the	average	white	group.	And	



this	is	a	thing	that	I	deplore.	I	have	hoped	to	encourage	more	informal	dinner	
meetings	social	gatherings	or	whatever	might	be	the	occasion	where	people	would	
speak	to	each	other	as	people	rather	than	on	the	levels	of	business	or	profession	or	
whatever	else.	You	know	and	I	will	elaborate	just	this	much	more.	My	contacts	
through	the	years	with	white	persons	have	been	in	such	areas	as	Kiwanis	and	club	
relationships	where	negros	are	excluded.	I	think	maybe	the	white	people	of	the	city	
don’t	realize	what	a	handicap	it	is	that	they	don’t	meet	negros	in	this	manner,	in	this	
area.	Hardly	ever	does	the	average	white	person	meet	a	negro	here	and	it	causes	a	
dirth	let’s	say	of	cultural	exchange	between	people	which	is	a	cultural	handicap	
which	slows	down	our	progress	and	yet	it	is	a	difficult	thing	to	effectuate	and	yet	I	
have	always	felt	that	this	was	the	case	but	recent	events	have	made	me	a	little	bit	
more	impatient	to	get	this	thing	going.	

David	Yellin‐	Well	of	course	somebody	used	a	word	in	this	line		I	think	it	was	a	
negro,	exposure.	That	if	they	were	exposure	and	you	have	made	a	statement	here,	in	
other	words	do	I	read	you	correctly	that	in	spite	of	the	events	a	delay	of	several	
months	this	willingness	of	the	white	community	to	expose	themselves	of	to	the	
negro	community	has	not	at	all	changed	very	much?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Very	much	is	a	good	word.	Now	all	of	us	know	I	guess	about	various	
groups	which	have	made	a	move	in	this	direction	but	it	is	a	pretty	small	move.	

David	Yellin‐	Do	you	have	any	hopes	that	it	would	ever,	when	I	say	ever	of	course	
that	is	a	big	word.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	have	hopes	that	it	can	be	changed	relatively	rapidly.	Now	I	am	an	
optimist	and	I	may	be	wrong,		

David	Yellin‐	How	what	do	you	base	that	one?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Well	for	example	I	have	heard	of	such	things	as	white	churches	and	
negro	churches	agreeing	to	get	together	one	night	a	week	at	some	place	for	cover	
dish	dinner	type	thing.	And	it	has	been	of	course	it	has	limited	value	because	after	
awhile	the	business	of	getting	together	with	anybody	gets	a	little	old	to	people	in	the	
metropolitan	area	who	are	so	busy	at	night	but	I	think	this	has	possibilities	because	
whenever	it	takes	place	the	white	people	who	have	sort	of	been	reluctant	and	afraid	
and	who	have	thought	even	stranger	about	this	sort	of	situation	than	the	negro	
persons	have,	I	have	found	it	is	a	good	experience.	It	has	been	beneficial	and	
pleasant	one.	I	suppose	this	occurs	to	everybody	Dave,	but	maybe	you	have	stopped	
to	realize	that	the	negro	people	are	much	more	familiar	with	the	ways	of	white	
people	than	white	people	are	of	negros.		

David	Yellin‐	Why	is	that?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Well	for	one	thing	the	maids,	the	yard	men,	the	cateress’s	are	in	
white	homes	frequently	and	are	familiar	with	the	atmosphere	with	which	white	
people	live.		White	people	never	are	in	negro	homes	in	any	large	way,	you	know	



that.	Or	in	their	churches,	or	in	any	place	where	negros	gather	and	there	would	be	a	
lot	to	be	gained	form	this.		

David	Yellin‐	Exposure.	Of	course	in	your	position	you	are	both,	in	a	sensitive	area	in	
that	you	can	do	something	and	yet	in	some	ways	and	what	I	am	trying	to	do	is	to	
reflect	an	objective	point	of	view	that	here	you	are	running	a	negro	station	which	in	
a	sense	segregates	a	group	but	in	another	sense	and	I	think	you	have	done	a	
wonderful	job	as	far	as	I	can	tell	among	the	young	people	certainly	that	you	do	
expose	people	because	they	listen	tot	eh	music	they	listen	to	the,	therefore	
announcements,	they	know	a	little	more	about	the	negro	community.	Because	the	
better	your	station	is,	the	more	white	people	it	reaches	the	more	exposure	too.		

Bert	Ferguson‐	And	you	may	have	noticed	that	more	and	more	we	turn	to	talk	
programs.	I	don’t	know	how	far	we	can	go	in	this	direction	because	one	of	the	
reasons	we	have	been	successful	is	because	I	think	that	all	of	us	at	WDIA	realized	
that	without	an	audience	you	don’t	have	a	radio	station	and	so	we	do	the	things	that	
people	like	I	order	to	have	people	to	listen.	But	we	have	attracted	larger	numbers	of	
white	persons	in	recent	years	an	months	and	along	with	that	we	have	done	more	
talk	programs,	telephone	talks,	forums,	this	kind	of	thing,	Which	have	given	negros	
and	white	but	primarily	negros	the	opportunity	to	express	themselves	and	have	
these	people	that	you	talk	about	to	here	them.	

David	Yellin‐	The	couple	that	I	have	heard,	some	that	I	have	heard	have	been	much	
more	frank	and	overt	than	any	that	I	have	heard	any	where	else	in	this	city.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	You	know	this	program	that	Nat	Williams	moderates	on	Sunday	
afternoon	called	Brown	America	Speaks	is	probably	15,	16	years	old,	it	is	a	very	old	
broadcast.	It	is	a	forum	with	2	to	4	guests	and	that	moderating	and	it	has	always	
been	pretty	candid	ideas	that	people	have,.	I	don’t	know	how	frankly	the	average	
negro	expresses	himself,	not	quite	as	frankly	as	the	average	young	negro	today	
seems	to	be	willing	to	express	himself,	but	pretty	frankly	and	I	think	it	has	played	a	
part.,	

David	Yellin‐	Now	you	mentioned	in	your	relation,	in	relating	to	what	the	white	
community	might	do,	but	it	seems	that	you	were	talking	about	and	the,	and	I	am	
afraid	we	have	to	say	it	Bert,	the	older	white	group,	you	were	saying	about	an	
exchange	of	dinner,	and	church	dinners	and	functions	in	the	clubs	and	so	on	and	
now	that	you	are	bringing	up	the	young	negros,	what	about	the	young	people,	both	
the	young	white	people	and	what	do	you	think	can	and	should	be	done	and	what	
about	the	young	negros.	Are	they	militant?	And	what	about	the	militants	in	any	
order	you	want	or	the	whole	ball	of	wax.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Well	of	course	I	find	as	I	guess	you	do	that	the	definition	of	words	is	
so	important,	what	is	militant?	Sort	of	like	saying	what	is	black	power.	I	would	say	
there	is	good	black	power	and	bad	black	power.	Yes,	a	percentage	of	the	negro	
people	are	militant,	of	the	young		people.	But	I	think	it	is	a	pretty	small	percentage	if	
by	militants	we	mean	such	things	as	threats	and	destruction	of	property,	I	think	this	



is	a	very	small	percentage.	If	by	militants	we	mean	a	determination	to	get	what	they	
feel	is	their	right	as	citizens	I	think	you	can	probably	say	that	a	large	percentage	of	
negro	young	people	are	militant.	And	I	might	say	on	the	other	hand	I	get	the	
impression	that	young	white	people	are	sort	of	militant	in	the	main	and	you	are	in	
Memphis	state	university	and	you	know	perhaps	more	about	this	than	I	do,	but	I	tin	
in	the	main	they	are	militant	about	seeing	to	it	hat	people	are	treated	as	individuals	
black	or	white.	I	think,	at	least	the	white	young	people	that	I	run	into	are	most	eager	
to	associate,	to	give	negro	people	an	opportunity	to	do	what	these	individuals	are	
capable	of	doing.	I	don’t	know	whether	this	is	true,	how	big	of	a	percentage	of	this	is	
true	of	but	certainly	the	ones	that	I	meet	seem	to	very	objective	in	their	thinking.	

David	Yellin‐	Well	now	you	said	that	you	went	to	some	meetings	and	probably	you	
have	covered	this	certainly	indirectly.	What	kinds	of	meetings	have	you	gone	to	after	
the	assassination	in	order	to	affect	some	change	and	what	has	been	the	result	if	any	
or	where	are	we	going?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Well	one	of	the	principle	organizations	that	was	responsible	for	
meetings	was	the	chamber	of	commerce	as	it	was	setting	up	sort	of	a	community	
relations	committee	to	study	the	problems	that	had	to	do	with	the	chamber	of	
commerce	and	the	city,	the	business	community	and	the	city.	I	was	made	a	member	
of	a	subcommittee	there	which	met	with	various	groups	including	ministers	and	
business	people	and	attendee	several	sessions	of	it	as	a	member	of	the	board	of	the	
chamber	of	commerce.	Another	one	is	a	Memphis	committee	on	community	
relations	which	had	a	meeting	or	two	it	is	an	unofficial	by	that	I	mean	non	
government	connected	group.	

David	Yellin‐	Is	that	the	one	that	had	Orgill?	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Yes	he	is	the	chairman	of	it	and	then	I	met	with	some	sub‐committee	
of	it	on	occasion	or	two.	I	became	a	part	of	the	Memphis	Cares	gathering	at	Crump	
Stadium	and	with	John	T.		Fisher	as	the	inspiration	of	it	and	had	several	meetings	
before	it	and	some	after	it	as	a	result	of	being	involved	in	it,.	It	seemed	to	me	the	
week	following	Dr.	King’s	assassination	I	did	nothing	but	go	to	meetings.	I	know	that	
is	not	quite	true	but	I	went	to	a	lot	of	them	and	listened.	I	don’t	know	how	much	I	
contributed	but	everybody	was	trying	and	the	negro	community	some	of	them	
impatient	over	the	fact	that	here	we	are	having	more	meetings	and	no	action.	They	
sought	an	action	that	was	awfully	difficult	to	produce	unless	you	operate	under	a	
sort	of	dictatorship.	If	you	had	one	individual	calling	the	shots	you	could	take	action	
immediately	but	in	the	democratic	process	it	is	slow	and	tedious.	

David	Yellin‐	Now	just	Bert	this	is	a	hard	one	but	one	that	I	certainly	want	to	give	
you	an	opportunity	if	you	care	to.	What	do	you	envision	the	immediate	future	in	
Memphis	and	let	me	just	throw	some	thoughts	out	for	you.	We	have	heard	some	
optimism	but	frankly	not	very	much.	Much	of	it	is	that	well	he	apathy	will	settle	in	
again	and	we	will	go	along	probably	the	same	way	in	thinking	we	are	comfortable.	
Now	I	say	this	in	a		tone	that	suggests	that	this	is	not	to	be	desired.		



=I	would	agree	with	you	it	is	not	to	be	desired.	What	will	happen	in	Memphis,	let	me	
say	first	of	all	the	great	tragedy	of	Memphis	condition	today	is	the	sharp	division	
with	regard	to	feelings	about	the	mayor	of	Memphis	on	the	part	of	the	white	
community	and	the	black	community.	At	the	moment	if	mayor	Lobe	appears	before	
a	white	group	he	is	given	a	resounding	hand	of	applause,	if	he	appeared	before	a	
black	group	and	I	don’t	know	that	he	has	been	in	front	of	many	black	groups,	he	
might	well	be	greeted	with	stony	silence.	There	is	a	terrific	animosity	towards	the	
mayor.	Generally	widespread	among	the	negro	people.	There	is	considerable	
enthusiams	for	the	mayor	among	the	white	people.	Now	I	doubt	that	the	mayor	
deserves	all	the	praise	and	applause	he	get	from	the	white	community.	I	also	doubt	
that	he	deserves	the	hatred	and	the	animosity	that	he	gets	from	the	negro	
community.	So	I	am	optimistic	and	the	reason	I	am	optimistic	is	this.	I	believe	that	
the	negro	people	in	the	main	are	tired	of	hatred	and	animosity	and	even	though	they	
will	continue	to	nourish	these	things	that	have	happened	unless	something	is	done	
to	change	them	I	think	they	are	given	a	reasonable	opportunity	to	change	or	do	so.	A	
greater	obstacle	I	believe	is	the	sort	of	white	backlash	result	in	the	white	community	
that	would	make	many	white	persons	reluctant	to	take	any	changed	position.	I	
personally	feel	that	the	mayor	of	Memphis	has	an	obligation	as	a	statesmen	to	make	
more	overtures	towards	the	negro	community.	But	although	I	am	not	a	politician	I	
realize	the	danger	therein.	I	regret	very	much	the	recalled	petition	which	has	been	
place	d	on	file	and	which	I	understand	it	puts	on	the	ballot	is	fall	a	recall	clause	
petition	or	whatever	it	is	for	the	mayor	because	I	can	see	that	the	components	of	
this,	that	is	those	who	are	in	favor	of	recalling	the	mayor,	will	work	very	hard	to	
build	up	further	hatred	for	him	which	will	lead	to	votes	against	him	in	the	election	
and	this	then	will	stimulate	terrific	effort	in	the	white	community	to	prove	that	the	
mayor	is	all	that	he	is	thought	to	be	and	more	in	other	words	sharpening	this	
division.	So	I	guess	I	ought	to	say	that	I	am	pessimistic	and	not	optimistic	but	I	am	
still	optimistic	because	I	think	beyond	a	doubt	and	I	have	said	this	to	the	negro	
leaders	that	I	have	talked	to.	The	mayor	is	going	to	be	mayor	for	the	next	3	½	years	
he	is	not	going	to	respond	to	any	request	to	resign,	he	is	not	going	to	be	voted	out	of	
office,	instead	he	will	be	put	back	in,	this	is	my	prediction	by	a	substantial	majority	
and	all	that	will	have	resulted	is	some	more	name	calling	and	stone	throwing	and	
division	creating	political	verbiage	for	the	next	several	months.	But	if	he	can	get	the	
support	of	a	substantial	number	of	people	that	will	say	that	to	save	the	city	of	
Memphis	Mr.	Lobe	must	begin	to	thought	of	in	the	negro	community	something	like	
he	is	in	the	white	community,	I	believe	he	will	cooperate	with	such	a	move	provided	
he	is	given	that	backlog	of	support	and	that	the	majority	of	white	people	will	be	able	
to	see	that	this	is	the	sane	and	logical	thing	for	a	mayor	who	is	a	statesmen	to	do.	So	
I	am	hopeful	and	optimistic	that	the	majority	of	people	will	eagerly	seek	a	reuniting	
of	thought	on	the	part	of	the	negro	and	the	white	part.	

David	Yellin‐	And	your	optimism	is	based	if	I	may		just	on	the	hope	and	I	guess	
prayer	even	that	mayor	Lobe	will	be	a	good	winner.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	In	the	election	you	mean?	



David	Yellin‐	Yes	if	there	is	such	a	thing	because	part	of	and	if	you	are	correct	that	
he	will	win	this	recall	situation	and	he	will	not	lose	it	there	fore	he	will	win	it	will	be	
up	to	him	don’t	you	think	to	make	the	next	move	for,	or	a	move	for	reconciliation	of	
the	community.	Or	is	that	putting	too	much	of	a	burden	on	him	or	is	that	a	wrong	
assessment.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	Well	I	think	it	is	fairly	logical	to	say	that	if	the	mayor	alone	have	to	
act	then	it	would	be	even	foolish	for	him	to	make	many	overtures	in	the	direction	of	
the	negro	community.		And	thus	run	the	risk	of	alienating	his	white	support.	But	that	
is	the	reason	I	say	if	he	could	have	the	backing	of	white	and	negro	persons	who	
together	speak	and	say	this	is	the	thing	to	do	then	he	can	have,	he	will	move	from	
strength	rather	than	from	fear	or	weakness	which	he	is	not	going	to	do.	He	is	not	a	
man	who	thinks	in	terms	of	fear	or	weakness.	And	I	do	think	also,	it	is	true	that	his	
white	support	and	some	negro	support	is	so	strong	that	he	could	stay	at	home	every	
night	with	his	wife		and	win	that	election.	I	may	under	estimate	the	political	prowess	
of	his	opponents,	but	I	don’t	think	they	can	beat	him.,	

David	Yellin‐	If	and	when	this	is	over	and	he	does	win,	it	would	seem	that	in	a	sense	
the,	if	he	moves	form	victory	and	from	strength	he	can	further	gain	greater	victory	
and	greater	strength	for	all	of	us.		

Bert	Ferguson‐	No	doubt	about	that	now	I	am	optimistic	enough	to	think	that	he	
may	start	this	before	then,	of	course	politics…	

David	Yellin‐	Of	course	if	he	does	start	it	the	danger	always	is	well	he	is	playing	
politics.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	That’s	right.	

David	Yellin‐	That	is	probably	his	problem	just	to	look	at	it	but	what	I	am	taking	
your	cue,	what	I	am	thinking	if	and	when	he	does	win	and		assuming	that	he	will	
then	he	is	in	a	position	of	strength	and	nothing	can	take	him	out	of	the	office	and	
then	he	has	nothing	to	gain	politically	he	only	has	to	gain	form	the	point	of	view	of	
as	you	say,	statesmen,.	He	becomes	a	states	men	rather	than	a	politician.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	guess	it	is	more	logical	to	think	that	is	the	way	it	will	be.	

David	Yellin‐	Well	let’s	hope	so.	Thank	you	I	think	this	was	fine,	I	do	have	a	long	tape	
but	(muffled)	it	is	one	of	those	slow	ones.	This	is	all	we	have	here.	Can	you	think	of	
anything	else	you	would	like	to	make	a	comment	on.	

Bert	Ferguson‐	I	don’t	believe	so.	I	am	afraid	that	I	didn’t	get	back	my	papers	that	I	
had	meant	o	give	you.	

David	Yellin‐	Oh	has	she	gone?	(Tape	End)	


