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Looking Back on Those Sad Days in Memphis
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sidetracked on the sanitation worlers’ strike there, and

the laat thing anybody in the city wanted was for him to
get killed there,

Martin Luther King's doctor had insisted he take it easy, as
pressure from King's forthcoming Poor People's Campaign
mounted—that was his big project, for which he needed every
atom of energy he could command.

But he had no choice. The 1968 garbage strike in Memphis
lested mare than two months, and what had begun as a labor
action became almost immediately a racial crisis. King went to
Memyphis not to settle a labor question but in response to

hq;hwrdnmbudc.'l\tduk:w!hnd. by Joan Turner
Baiffus, which is the best account [ lmow

tragedy-of-errors preceding Dr. Msmrdetbyam-hn
knew and cared nothing of what had gone befors, or what was
involved in the strike that brought King to Memphis in the

first place,

The base of the book is a series of taped interviews
conducted by 80 people of several hundred people concerned
with the strike and the death of Dr, King, | was one of the 80

together within a few days of the murder, to put

wﬂuwﬂlunwﬂdum of
that time. We were lucky to conduct the interviews before
anything had settied down, or the chief characters had had
time Lo rethink their words and actions. The tapes are housed
at Memphis State University, Beiffus, one of the group of 80,
has spent the years since 1968 trying to make sense of the
terrible spring.

The 80 were virtually all white and middle-class, virtually
wmmmmmmmmmnﬁmm
Their—our—assumptions no doubt color the interviews, and
none of us presumed to hoast we wers historians, We were
citizens of the city, howgver, and loved it. Some of us knew a
mummmmm«:wwm

' spring and daily observed the progress of events from an
itl-conceived strile to & national tragedy, and like a great
many others—thousands who were not chief participants—
we were certain that these events were nat the result of blind
mmﬂlh:mhnthednadldmwkmw in acity of
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VEry prepossessing unk
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name a8 Rocsevelt.

It was not quite the way to win public support for an
all-black union that had struck despite court injunction.
This was the real baginning of the tragedy, and it is
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The message of the m&wumbm\{m the essence of the while tragedy.

ﬂm;mmkw&mawﬂ:mndn
obscure and uninformed loudmouth can play, on

begandupmmrherm.mllbbn 10 provision was
made for families or evea for their funerals, added
greatly to the tension of the day.
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the characters and to remember a3 he reads

straight, along
Just what has happened thus far and what has not. I could not
mmeh?mmummuucaymm

their white gloves,
ﬂwmn:hnflnalwudmmﬁty Hallwﬂ.hthedmofd:e
cathedral brandishing his cross—the book

publishing industry
-u.uumwmennbe ts, instead of B&W Books,
445 Meadowcrest Cir. Mmp!u:nn‘.rmsmpmmm
Thhumddmmhewlﬂndhm Dr, King
was shot and pronounced dead an hour later. Mwez.ll
thought, everything was truly lost,
Wemwmﬂuewuh-rumghumphuum
in, for i Wi The strike was settled, at 3 price
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quite 50 easy, at least for me, to say a head of governmen
Msnhunmmnﬂymﬂnmblmbymlymde
law himself.

In any case, the mayor could ot do it. He thought he could
the men returned to work. Then

It was this impasse that could

of effort by a startling number of people who saw that the
mMngmmdMnrﬂu&um
dimensions nobody ever foresaw,

Thestoryultdwdnpadmznttudmmyin
that city, and is worth attention now, long after the superficial
mmumhguﬂmbudymbnmhuanmut
in reviling the other

The 370-page soft-cover book requires the reader to get all

still being paid. :
[ think of the book title, “At the River | Stand.” Maybe it's
ﬁmnmimnl.ﬂrmyh:muunlgmtmer(mchl
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can't read the sign.

[ can tell you what the sign said, even if it doesn't show up
in this cover picture.

“] Am a Man" is what it said. Having just suggested the
wisdom of checking out the facts of the strike that led to
King's murder, nmymmddmhhmthemd

the sandwich board was the essence of the whole
khdhmkmnﬁurwmkmtmﬂmuy or the
dues check-off or the court injunction, critical though all those

things were.

In 1951 a reportar urged the editor of the main Memphis
newspaper to start calling black men Mister. It was unheard
of, and it was not done, until the pressure of events forced it.

hh:new.whlthh
for,” The strike and the murder are what it was ready for,
There were times | thought my own city was all loons.

That was before I noticed the whale world is. And long befare
I saw [ was one of them. Meaning no harm, doing good here
and there, and the whole damned train headed straight for
hell.




