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“A spell-binding book . . . Garrow juggles a complex Dr. King with candor, skill
and compassion and yet remains faithful to his role as reporter and meticulous

scholar.” —Claude Lewis, The Philadelphia Inquirer
“Brilliant . . . One of the most valuable sources of contemporary history in
print.” —William S. McFeely, The Sunday Boston Globe

“A foundation document . . . meticulous investigative scholarship.”
—Howell Raines, The New York Times Book Review

“Together with his earlier books . . . Bearing the Cross establishes Garrow as
one of our most thotughtful (and prolific) students of the civil rights movement
in America. . . . The writing is admirably clear, and the research nothing short of
monumental.” —James H. Jones, The Washington Post Book World

“A singularly impressive piece of research that gives us a new appreciation of
King's physical and spiritual courage . . . Introduces material that will enrich
scholarship on King and S.C.L.C. for generations.” —The Nation

“Presents a great leader in all his frailty and all his valor.”
—Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.

“Provocative . . . a complex and convincing portrait.” —Time
“Based on encyclopedic research . . . a book about a great man [that] emphasizes
how greatness was thrust upon him . . . Throughout Bearing the Cross, we never

lose sight of King’s underlying humility and spirituality.”  —Black Enterprise

“Splendidly detailed . .. Garrow demonstrates just how harrowing the demand
for unceasing creativity can be.” —The New Yorker






Bearing
the Cross

Martin Luther King, Jr.,
and the
Southern Christian
Leadership Conference

David J. Garrow

Quill
William Morrow
New York



Copyright © 1986 by David J. Garrow

Quotations from the works of Martin Luther King, Jr., reprinted by permission of Joan Daves.
Copyright © 1963, 1967, and 1968 by Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Estate of Martin Luther
King, Jr.

Quotations from the records of the Ford Foundation by written permission of the Ford Foundation.

Quotations from the correspondence of Daniel P. Moynihan by permission of the Honorable Daniel
P. Moynihan.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and
retrieval system, without permission in writing from the Publisher. Inquiries should be addressed to
Permissions Department, William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1350 Avenue of the Americas, New
York,N.Y. 10019.

It is the policy of William Morrow and Company, Inc., and its imprints and affiliates, recognizing
the importance of preserving what has been written, to print the books we publish on acid-free paper,
and we exert our best efforts to that end.

The Library of Congress has cataloged a previous edition of this title.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Garrow, David J., 1953—

Bearing the cross.

Bibliography: p.

Includes index.

1. King, Martin Luther. 2. Southern Christian
Leadership Conference—History. 3. Afro-Americans—
Civil rights. 4. Afro-Americans—Biography.
6. United States—Race relations. 1. Title.
E185.97.K5G36 1986 323.4'092'4 [B) 86-8594
ISBN 0-688-04794-7
Paperback ISBN 0-688-16632-6
Printed in the United States of America
First Quill Edition 1999

2345678910

BOOK DESIGN BY HOWARD PETLACK

www.williammorrow.com



This is the cross
that we must bear
for the freedom of our people.

—MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.
October 26, 1960
Reidsville State Prison,
Tattnall County, Georgia

The cross we bear

precedes the crown we wear.

To be a Christian one must take up his cross,
with all of its difficulties and agonizing

and tension-packed content

and carry it until that very cross

leaves its marks upon us and redeems us

to that more excellent way which comes
only through suffering.

—MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.

January 17, 1963
National Conference on Religion & Race,
Chicago, Illinois

When I took up the cross,

I recognized its meaning. . . .

The cross is something that you bear,
and ultimately that you die on.

—MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.

May 22, 1967
Penn Community Center,
Frogmore, South Carolina
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1

The Montgomery
Bus Boycott,
1955-1956

Thursday had been busy and tiring for Mrs. Raymond A. Parks. Her job
as a tailor’s assistant at the Montgomery Fair department store had left
her neck and shoulder particularly sore, and when she left work at 5:30
P.M. that December 1, 1955, she went across the street to a drugstore in
search of a heating pad. Mrs. Parks didn't find one, but she purchased a
few other articles before recrossing the street to her usual bus stop on
Court Square. The buses were especially crowded this cold, dark evening,
and when she boarded one for her Cleveland Avenue route, only one row
of seats—the row immediately behind the first ten seats that always were
reserved for whites only—had any vacancies. She took an aisle seat, with
a black man on her right next to the window, and two black women in the
parallel seat across the way.

As more passengers boarded at each of the two next stops, the blacks
moved to the rear, where they stood, and the whites occupied their ex-
clusive seats at the front of the bus. At the third stop, more passengers
got on, and one, a white male, was left standing after the final front seat
was taken. The bus driver, J. F. Blake, looked back and called out to
Mrs. Parks and her three colleagues, “All right you folks, I want those
two seats.” Montgomery’s customary practice of racial preference de-
manded that all four blacks would have to stand in order to allow one
white man to sit, since no black was allowed to sit parallel with a white.
No one moved at first. Blake spoke out again: “You all better make it
light on yourselves and let me have those seats.” At that, the two women
across from Mrs. Parks rose and moved to the rear; the mman beside her
rose also, and she moved her legs to allow him out into the aisle. She
remained silent, but shifted to the window side of the seat.
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Blake could see that Mrs. Parks had not arisen. “Look, woman, I told
you I wanted the seat. Are you going to stand up?” At that, Rosa Lee
McCauley Parks uttered her first word to him: “No.” Blake responded,
“If you don’t stand up, I'm going to have you arrested.” Mrs. Parks told
him to go right ahead, that she was not going to move. Blake said nothing
more, but got off the bus and went to a phone. No one spoke to Mrs.
Parks, and some passengers began leaving the bus, not wanting to be
inconvenienced by the incident.

Mrs. Parks was neither frightened nor angry. “I was thinking that the
only way to let them know I felt I was being mistreated was to do just
what I did—resist the order,” she later recalled. “I had not thought about
it and I had taken no previous resolution until it happened, and then 1
simply decided that I would not get up. I was tired, but I was usually tired
at the end of the day, and I was not feeling well, but then there had been
many days when I had not felt well. I had felt for a long time, that if I
was ever told to get up so a white person could sit, that I would refuse to
do so.” The moment had come, and she had had the courage to say no.

Blake returned from the phone, and stood silently in the front of the
bus. After a few minutes, a police squad car pulled up, and two officers,
F. B. Day and D. W. Mixon, got on the bus. Blake pointed to Mrs.
Parks, said he needed the seat, and that “the other ones stood up.” The
two policemen came toward her, and one, in Mrs. Parks’s words, “asked
me if the driver hadn’t asked me to stand. I said yes. He asked, ‘Why
didn’t you stand up?’ I said I didn’t think I should have to. I asked him,
‘Why do you push us around?’ He said, ‘I don’t know, but the law is the
law, and you are under arrest.” So the moment he said I was under arrest,
I stood up. One picked up my purse, one picked up my shopping bag,
and we got off the bus.” They escorted her to the patrol car, and returned
to talk to Blake. The driver confirmed that he wanted to press charges
under Montgomery’s bus segregation ordinance, and the officers took
Mrs. Parks first to police headquarters and then to the city jail. By then
Mrs. Parks was tense, and her throat was uncommonly dry. She spied a
water fountain, but was quickly told that she could not drink from it—it
was for whites only. Her processing complete, Mrs. Parks was allowed to
call home and tell her family what had transpired.!

Word of Mrs. Parks’s arrest began to spread even before that phone
call. One passenger on the bus told a friend of Mrs. Parks’s about the
event, and that friend, Mrs. Bertha Butler, immediately called the home
of longtime black activist E. D. Nixon, a past president of Montgomery’s
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
chapter and the most outspoken figure in the black community. Nixon
was not at home, but his wife, Arlet, was, and she phoned his small
downtown office. Nixon was out at the moment, but when he returned a
few moments later, he saw the message to call home. “What’s up?” he
asked his wife. She told him of Mrs. Parks’s arrest, but couldn’t tell him
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what the charge was. Nixon hung up and immediately called the police
station.

The desk officer rudely told Nixon that the charges against Mrs. Parks
were none of his business. Determined to pursue the matter, but knowing
that Montgomery’s principal black lawyer, Fred Gray, was out of town,
Nixon called the home of a white lawyer, Clifford Durr, one of the city’s
few racial liberals. Durr agreed to call the station and learn the charges,
and after doing so he immediately called Nixon back and related the
details. Nixon told Durr that he would go down and sign the $100 bond to
secure Mrs. Parks’s release, and Durr told him to stop by and that he
would go along. When Nixon pulled up in front of the house, both Durr
and his wife, Virginia, hurried out to meet him, and the three set off for
the city jail.

Mrs. Parks, Mr. Nixon, and the Durrs all had known each other for a
number of years. Mrs. Parks, forty-two years old at the time of her ar-
rest, had been an active member and occasional officer of Montgomery’s
NAACP chapter since 1943, and had worked with Nixon on a number of
voter registration efforts. Nixon, a Pullman porter whose job regularly
took him to Chicago and other northern cities, had been a stalwart mem-
ber of A. Philip Randolph’s Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, as well
as a local activist, since the 1920s. The Durrs, Alabama natives who had
returned to the state several years earlier following Clifford’s service on
the Federal Communications Commission, had become friendly with
Nixon through his political activism. Needing a good seamstress to help
with her children’s clothes, Mrs. Durr had asked Nixon if he could rec-
ommend anyone, and Nixon told her he knew just the person: his
NAACP colleague, Mrs. Rosa Parks. Beginning in 1953 or 1954, Mrs.
Parks was a regular visitor to the Durrs’ home.

Over the years, the Durrs had heard distressing stories of how
Montgomery bus drivers regularly insulted black passengers. Mrs. Parks
once told them about how she had been physically thrown off a bus some
ten years earlier when, after paying her fare at the front of the bus, she
had refused to get off and reenter by the back door—a custom often
inflicted on black riders.

On their way to the jail Nixon and the Durrs discussed the possibility
of Mrs. Parks being a test case. They knew how strong her character was,
and they had seen a strengthened self-confidence in her the past few
months, following a two-week interracial conference that the Durrs had
arranged for her to attend at Tennessee’s Highlander Folk School in late
July. At the jail, the desk officer instinctively handed the bond papers to
Clifford Durr for signature. Durr told him, no, Mr. Nixon, a property
owner, would be the man to sign. Mrs. Parks was released, and they all
headed to the Parks’s home to discuss the matter over coffee.

Clifford Durr listened to Mrs. Parks’s description of her arrest on the
bus, and explained how, under the precise terms of Montgomery’s segre-



14 Bearing the Cross

gation ordinance, she could not be convicted for refusing to get up, since
no other seat had been available for her to move to, as the law required.
Nixon, however, emphasized that this was just what they had been wait-
ing for. “This is the case. We can boycott the bus lines with this and at the
same time go to the Supreme Court.” Mrs. Parks was not immediately
convinced that her arrest could be the spark for all of that, but Nixon’s
enthusiasm soon persuaded her. Although her husband was extremely
fearful of possible white reprisals, Mrs. Parks told Nixon, “If you think it
is all right, I'll go along with you.”?2

Meanwhile, Fred Gray had returned to town and learned of Mrs.
Parks’s arrest. He immediately called Mrs. Jo Ann Robinson, president
of the Women’s Political Council (WPC) and a key community activist
who had moved to Montgomery in 1949 to teach English at Alabama
State College. At Christmas of that year, Mrs. Robinson had boarded a
bus on her way to the airport to visit relatives in Cleveland. She sat
toward the front, but suddenly was roused from her holiday thoughts
when the driver angrily ordered her to the rear. “He was standing over
me, saying, ‘Get up from there! Get up from there,’ with his hand drawn
back,” she later recalled. Shaken and frightened, Mrs. Robinson fled
from the bus. “I felt like a dog. And I got mad, after this was over, and I
realized that I was a human being, and just as intelligent and far more
trained than that bus driver was. But I think he wanted to hurt me, and
he did ... I cried all the way to Cleveland.”

That experience had convinced Mrs. Robinson that the Women’s Politi-
cal Council, which her friend and colleague Mrs. Mary Fair Burks had
founded in 1946, ought to target the bus situation. “It was then that I
made up . . . my mind that whatever I could add to that organization that
would help to bring that practice down, I would do it,” Mrs. Robinson
explained. “When I came back, the first thing I did was to call a meeting

. . and tell them what had happened.” Only then did she learn that her
experience was far from unique, that dozens of other black citizens, pri-
marily women, had suffered similar abuse. “Everyone would look the
other way. Nobody would acknowledge what was going on,” Mrs. Burks
remembered. “It outraged me that this kind of conduct was going on,”
and that so far no black community organizations had done anything
about it.

Throughout the early 1950s the Women’s Political Council, sometimes
in conjunction with Nixon or Nixon’s chief rival for active leadership in
the black community, businessman and former Alabama State football
coach Rufus Lewis, who headed the Citizens Steering Committee, repeat-
edly complained to Montgomery’s three popularly elected city commis-
sioners about how the municipally chartered Montgomery City Lines
mistreated its black customers. The commissioners politely, but consis-
tently, brushed aside the WPC’s entreaties concerning drivers’ behavior
and how blacks had to stand while whites-only seats remained vacant. In
early 1954 Mrs. Robinson suggested to the commissioners “a city law that



The Montgomery Bus Boycott, 1955-1956 15

would make it possible for Negroes to sit from back toward front, and
whites from front toward back until all seats are taken,” so that no one
would have to stand oyer a vacant seat, but again the officials were unre-
sponsive.

Then, on May 17, 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court handed down its
widely heralded school desegregation decision in Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation of Topeka, which explicitly held that the segregationist doctrine of
“separate but equal” was unconstitutional. Her spirits lifted, Mrs. Robin-
son four days later sent a firm declaration to Montgomery Mayor W. A.
Gayle. The WPC was “very grateful” for their previous meeting, she said,
but the black community was insistent that the bus situation be improved,
and white officials had best remember that “three-fourths of the riders of
these public conveyances are Negroes. If Negroes did not patronize them,
they could not possibly operate.” Her letter continued:

There has been talk from twenty-five or more local organizations of
planning a city-wide boycott of buses. We, sir, do not feel that forceful
measures are necessary in bargaining for a convenience which is right
for all bus passengers. We . . . believe that when this matter has been
put before you and the commissioners, that agreeable terms can be met
in a quiet and unostensible manner to the satisfaction of all concerned.

Other Alabama cities, such as Mobile, were using the front-to-back and
back-to-front seating policy without any problems, Mrs. Robinson re-
minded Gayle. Why could not Montgomery do the same? “Please con-
sider this plea,” she wrote him, “and if possible, act favorably upon it, for
even now plans are being made to ride less, or not at all, on our buses.
We do not want this.”?

Robinson’s hints about a boycott were not supported by any unified
sentiment in the black community. One mid-1954 meeting of community
leaders had found a majority opposed to any boycott at that time. The
stalemate continued into early 1955 as Nixon and the WPC privately dis-
cussed the possibility of mounting a legal challenge to Montgomery’s bus
seating practices. Then, on March 2, 1955, an incident occurred that gal-
vanized the long-smoldering black sentiments. A fifteen-year-old high
school student, Claudette Colvin, refused a driver’s demand that she give
up her bus seat, well toward the rear of the vehicle, to allow newly board-
ing whites to sit down. Policemen dragged Colvin from the bus, and word
spread quickly. Mrs. Robinson and Nixon thought they might have an
ideal legal test case. Colvin had been active in the NAACP Youth Coun-
cil, and the group’s advisor, Mrs. Rosa Parks, along with her friend Vir-
ginia Durr, began soliciting contributions toward the legal fees. Almost
immediately, however, problems developed. First, Colvin’s resistance to
the arresting officers had resulted in her being charged with assault and
battery as well as violating city and state segregation statutes. Second,
both Robinson and Nixon learned in independent interviews with Colvin
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and her family that the young unmarried woman was several months
pregnant. Both leaders concluded that Colvin would be neither an ideal
candidate for symbolizing the abuse heaped upon black passengers nor a
good litigant for a test suit certain to generate great pressures and pub-
licity. Colvin was convicted of both charges, but when her attorney ap-
pealed, the prosecutor pressed only the assault count. That conviction
was affirmed and the black leadership chose not to pursue the case.

In the wake of the Colvin incident, Mrs. Robinson and a delegation of
black leaders, including Nixon and Mrs. Parks, met with one city commis-
sioner and bus company manager James H. Bagley to point out that
Montgomery’s segregation ordinance specified that a rider could be com-
pelled to surrender a bus seat only if another one was available—and not
if the rider would be forced to stand. Nothing came of the session, and
three months later Mrs. Robinson, attorney Fred Gray, and other black
representatives met with Bagley, Gayle, city attorney Walter Knabe, and
bus company attorney Jack Crenshaw to reiterate that the city ordinance
required no one to give up a seat on an already full bus, and that nothing
in either the ordinance or state law barred Montgomery from adopting
the front-to-back, back-to-front seating arrangement that Mobile and
other Alabama cities employed. The whites disagreed, and there the mat-
ter rested until Mrs. Parks’s arrest.

When Mrs. Robinson learned of the arrest late that Thursday night
from Fred Gray, she immediately phoned Nixon, who had just gotten
home from Mrs. Parks’s house. Together they agreed that this was just
what they had been waiting for. “We had planned the protest long before
Mrs. Parks was arrested,” Mrs. Robinson emphasized years later. “There
had been so many things that happened, that the black women had been
embarrassed over, and they were ready to explode.” Also, “Mrs. Parks
had the caliber of character we needed to get the city to rally behind us.”
Robinson told Nixon that she and her WPC colleagues would begin pro-
ducing boycott leaflets immediately, and the two agreed that the flyers
would call on all black people to stay off the buses on Monday, the day of
Mrs. Parks’s trial. They also agreed that the black community leadership
should assemble on Friday. Nixon would organize that meeting, while
Robinson would see to the leafletting.

Robinson alerted several of her WPC colleagues, then sat down and
drafted the leaflet. She called a friend who had access to Alabama State’s
mimeograph room, and they rendezvoused at the college and began run-
ning off thousands of copies. They worked all night, and when morning
came, WPC members, helped by some of Robinson’s students, began
distributing the announcements to every black neighborhood in
Montgomery. The leaflets read:

Another Negro woman has been arrested and thrown into jail because

she refused to get up out of her seat on the bus for a white person to sit
down.
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It is the second time since the Claudette Colbert [sic/ case that a
Negro woman has been arrested for the same thing. This has to be
stopped. Negroes have rights, too, for if Negroes did not ride the
buses, they could not operate. Three-fourths of the riders are Negroes,
yet we are arrested, or have to stand over empty seats. If we do not do
something to stop these arrests, they will continue. The next time it
may be you, or your daughter, or mother.

This woman’s case will come up on Monday. We are, therefore, ask-
ing every Negro to stay off the buses Monday in protest of the arrest
and trial. Don’t ride the buses to work, to town, to school, or any-
where on Monday.

You can afford to stay out of school for one day if you have no other
way to go except by bus.

You can also afford to stay out of town for one day. If you work,
take a cab, or walk. But please, children and grown-ups, don’t ride the
bus at all on Monday. Please stay off all buses Monday.

The long-discussed boycott was about to get under way.*

After a fitful night, E. D. Nixon arose early Friday morning to begin
assembling the black leadership. Nixon knew that a mass boycott of
Montgomery’s buses could not be accomplished simply by the WPC and
the few regular activists such as himself. Although the women had been
the driving force behind all of the black community efforts of the last few
years, a mass protest would succeed only if they could obtain the enthusi-
astic support of Montgomery’s black ministers. With that in mind, Nixon
made his first call to one of the youngest and most outspoken of the city’s
pastors, Ralph D. Abernathy.

Abernathy, the secretary of the Baptist Ministers’ Alliance, told Nixon
he would support the effort. Nixon queried Abernathy about when and
where the black leadership should meet, and they agreed that a meeting
that evening at a central, downtown location would be good. Abernathy
recommended that they call the meeting in the name of the Baptist Minis-
ters’ Alliance, and that Nixon call the elderly president of the group, the
Reverend H. H. Hubbard, to secure his blessing. Abernathy also advised
Nixon to phone one of Abernathy’s best friends, the Reverend M. L.
King, Jr., pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, and ask if the meet-
ing could be held there. In the meantime, Abernathy would begin con-
tacting other ministers.

Nixon quickly secured Hubbard’s approval. He then called King.
Nixon related the events of the previous evening, told King of the emerg-
ing consensus to begin a boycott on Monday, and asked if the young
pastor would join in supporting the effort. King hesitated. He had a new-
born daughter, less than one month old, and heavy responsibilities at his
church. Only a few weeks earlier he had declined to be considered for
president of the local NAACP chapter because of these other demands on
his time. He wasn’t sure he could handle any additional responsibilities.
“Brother Nixon,” he said, “let me think about it awhile, and call me
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back.” Nixon told King that he and Abernathy already were telling peo-
ple to meet at King's church that evening. “That’s all right,” King re-
plied. “I just want to think about it and then you call me back.” Nixon
agreed.

King hadn’t had long to mull over Nixon’s request before Abernathy
called. Abernathy had heard from Nixon about his friend’s hesitation,
and wanted to stress to King the opportunity that the Parks arrest repre-
sented. King acknowledged that Abernathy was correct; he had no quar-
rel with the boycott plan. So long as he did not have to do the
organizational work, he would be happy to support the effort and host
the evening meeting at Dexter church. Satisfied, Abernathy turned his
efforts to contacting additional ministers.

Both Nixon and Abernathy had good success in asking individuals to
attend the Friday night meeting at King’s church. Nixon would have to
miss the session, since his railroad job required a weekend run to Chi-
cago, but he and Abernathy discussed how they wanted a strong endorse-
ment of the Monday boycott. Nixon spoke with the Reverend L. Roy
Bennett, president of the Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance
(IMA), and recommended that Bennett preside at the Friday night ses-
sion, a recommendation with which Reverends Abernathy and Hubbard
also concurred.

Early Friday evening, as Mrs. Robinson’s leaflets circulated throughout
Montgomery, some seventy black leaders assembled in the basement
meeting room of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. After a brief prayer by
Hubbard, Bennett took the floor and told the influential group that he
did not see much need for any extended discussion because he, Bennett,
knew full well how to organize a boycott.

Bennett lectured on. As the minutes passed, more and more people
became frustrated and angry. Despite repeated requests, Bennett refused
to yield the floor. When Bennett's monologue reached the half-hour
mark, some people began walking out. Among those to leave was Ala-
bama State Professor James E. Pierce, one of Nixon’s closest allies. Ear-
lier that day Pierce had tried to dissuade his friend from the boycott plan
on the grounds that many black citizens might not support it. This session
had only strengthened Pierce’s doubts about the effort, and his fear that
many individual leaders, like Bennett, would be unable to put aside their
rivalries and desires for self-advancement long enough to agree on a uni-
fied community effort. Heading out the door, Pierce paused and whis-
pered to King, “This is going to fizzle out. I'm going.” King was unhappy
too, and told Pierce, “I would like to go too, but it’s in my church.”

Finally, Ralph Abernathy stood up and took over the meeting from
Bennett, insisting that all of the twenty or so people who remained be
given an opportunity to speak. Jo Ann Robinson seconded Abernathy’s
demand, and proposed that all present endorse the Monday boycott. A
mass meeting would be called for Monday night at the large Holt Street
Baptist Church to determine whether community sentiment would sup-
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port extending the boycott beyond Monday. A new version of Robinson’s
leaflet would be prepared, adding the news about the mass meeting.
Some ministers, hesitant about even a one-day boycott, went along so
that some unity would emerge despite Bennett’s performance. It was
agreed that those who remained would meet again Monday afternoon,
after Mrs. Parks’s trial, to plan the mass meeting.

Abernathy and King stayed at Dexter church until almost midnight,
mimeographing the new leaflets. Early Saturday the distribution began,
with two hundred or more volunteers giving out the handbills in door-to-
door visits. Meanwhile, a taxi committee headed by Rev. W. J. Powell
was winning agreement from all the black cab firms to carry riders on
Monday for only the standard bus fare of ten cents. Then, Saturday eve-
ning, King, Abernathy, and others visited nightclubs to spread further the
news of the upcoming boycott.>

Montgomery’s white leadership also was gradually learning about the
blacks’ plans for Monday. Friday afternoon, one bus driver brought com-
pany manager Bagley a copy of the Robinson leaflet he had found on his
bus. Bagley, assuming only a small number of the leaflets existed, imme-
diately told drivers to check their buses and gather up any that they
found. Also on Friday afternoon, before leaving for his Chicago run, E.
D. Nixon called Montgomery Advertiser reporter Joe Azbell and con-
fidentially alerted him to what was happening. It would be a great story,
Nixon told him, if Azbell could acquire one of the leaflets and write a
story for Sunday’s paper about the upcoming protest.

The first public word of the impending boycott appeared, however, in
the Saturday afternoon edition of Montgomery’s smaller paper, the
Alabama Journal. It quoted the bus company’s Bagley as saying he was
“sorry that the colored people blame us for any state or city ordinance
which we didn’t have passed,” and reported that he had discussed the
news with company attorney Jack Crenshaw. Montgomery City Lines,
Bagley stressed, felt it had no choice in the matter. “We have to obey all
laws.”

Just as Nixon had hoped, Sunday morning’s Advertiser featured an
Azbell story headlined NEGRO GROUPS READY BOYCOTT OF CITY LINES.
Quoting from the leaflet, Azbell noted how the Monday boycott would
be followed by the community meeting at Holt Street church. Precisely
who was sponsoring the boycott, or the meeting, was unclear, however;
Holt Street pastor A. W. Wilson declined to say who had scheduled the
meeting for his church, and Azbell named no other sources.

The prominent news story had two immediate effects. First, Montgom-
ery’s white community was informed of the blacks’ challenge. City Police
Commissioner Clyde Sellers, a rabid racist, went on local television to
denounce the effort and to say that Montgomery policemen would stand
ready on Monday to assist those black citizens who wanted to ride the
buses. Black “goon squads,” Sellers claimed, were being organized to
intimidate the many blacks who otherwise would keep right on riding.
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Second, the Advertiser story, plus Sellers’s television pronouncement,
reached many of Montgomery’s black citizens, including some who had
missed both the door-to-door leaflets and the Sunday morning pulpit an-
nouncements in most black churches. Nixon, who returned Sunday morn-
ing from his train run, and the other organizers were overjoyed at the
unwitting assistance the whites were giving them.

Although happy with the public coverage, the black leaders discussed
Bennett’s disastrous performance and the need to move the protest out
from under the mantle of his Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance.
There were few options. The leadership of the Women’s Political Council
knew that any public revelation of their central role would cost many of
them their jobs at publicly controlled Alabama State. No other existing
organization, including the NAACP chapter, had sufficient breadth of
membership to represent all those who already had taken a hand in
organizing the boycott. A new organization, with freshly chosen leaders,
would have to be formed.

Abernathy and King agreed that creating a new organization would be
the best way to oust Bennett without openly insulting him. Abernathy
thought that Nixon would be the obvious choice for president of the new
group, but King had doubts, arguing that Rufus Lewis would be better
suited for the job. Only one month earlier King had tried to persuade
Abernathy to take the NAACP presidency, but he had said no. He was
thinking of returning to graduate school. Abernathy knew that King also
had declined the NAACP post.

In addition to King and Abernathy, several other central figures pon-
dered what to do at the Monday meeting. Nixon and J. E. Pierce dis-
cussed the need both to oust Bennett and to block Nixon’s longtime rival,
Lewis, from winning control. They discussed other possible candidates,
and recalled how favorably impressed they both had been when the
young Reverend King had spoken to a meeting of the NAACP chapter
four months earlier.

Much like Nixon and Pierce, Rufus Lewis and one of his closest
friends, P. E. Conley, spent the weekend discussing what they could do.
They also wanted to be rid of Bennett, and Lewis felt that the unschooled
Nixon would be equally unacceptable. An ideal candidate who should be
acceptable to all the different groups, Lewis told Conley, was his own
pastor, Reverend King. True, Lewis conceded, the twenty-six-year-old
King did look “more like a boy than a man,” but he was extremely well
educated and an articulate speaker. Those qualities would appeal strongly
to the wealthier, professional segment of the black community, people
who otherwise might be ambivalent about conditions on public buses that
they rarely patronized. Likewise, the fact that King was a minister, and a
Baptist minister, should help to draw the more conservative clergy into
what had begun as a secularly led effort. Additionally, King’s ministerial
status also would appeal to the many regular churchgoers in the black
community. Lewis himself might be a passive church member, and one
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from the “classes,” but he recognized that the strength of the black
church and its “masses” would be essential to a successful boycott. King,
he told Conley, would be an ideal choice; both men agreed to put him
forward at the Monday meeting.6

Early Monday morning the attention of the black leadership shifted to
the question of how successful the boycott would be. Nixon, Robinson,
King, and others arose early to begin their own individual surveys of bus
ridership. King watched several nearly empty buses pass his South Jack-
son Street home and then set out by car to observe others. In one hour’s
worth of driving, King spied only eight black riders. Hundreds of others
could be seen headed toward their jobs on foot, or gathering for rides
with friends and acquaintances. The black leaders were pleased; the first
hours of the boycott represented a grand success.

At 9:00 A.M Mrs. Parks’s trial got under way before City Court Judge
John B. Scott. Although Mrs. Parks initially had been charged with vio-
lating Montgomery’s segregation ordinance, prosecutor Eugene Loe,
aware of how the ordinance specified that a rider could be compelled to
surrender one seat only if another were available, dropped the charge
and substituted in its place one based upon a 1945 state law. That law
lacked the limiting clause of the city statute. It simply mandated segrega-
tion and awarded drivers unlimited power to enforce it. Loe placed driver
Blake on the stand to describe the incident, followed by two white
women riders who supported the driver’s account. Defense attorney Fred
Gray challenged the validity of the segregation law, but Judge Scott im-
mediately announced his verdict: guilty, with a $10 fine. Gray stated he
would appeal. The entire proceeding took barely five minutes.

Several hundred blacks had gathered at the courthouse, an unprece-
dented event, to show their support for Mrs. Parks. Among them were
Nixon, Abernathy, and another young minister, Rev. Edgar N. French of
Hilliard Chapel AME Zion Church. At the conclusion of the trial, as they
headed out of the courthouse, Nixon suggested to the other two men that
perhaps they should take a few minutes to discuss the upcoming lead-
ership meeting. The three men agreed that a detailed plan of action
should be presented both to the mass meeting that night, and to the after-
noon leadership gathering. First off, the almost unanimous mass support
that morning suggested the black community was ready for more than a
one-day boycott. Second, blacks should demand some specific con-
cessions from the bus company before they returned to the buses.
Number one, of course, would be the ridership plan that Robinson and
her colleagues had long been arguing for: Blacks would seat themselves
from the rear forward, and whites from the front backward. No one
would ever have to surrender a seat to someone else, and no one would
ever have to stand over a vacant seat. First come, first served would be
fair to all, the three men agreed. Number two, drivers would have to
show proper courtesy to all bus patrons at all times. The company, as
Robinson and Gray had demanded a year earlier, should discipline any
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driver who insulted or assaulted a black passenger. Number three, Nixon
said, blacks, who constituted 75 percent of the ridership, should be able
to apply for jobs as drivers. Together, the men agreed on these three
points, and on Abernathy’s suggestion that the new organization be
called the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA).7

That afternoon, several dozen black leaders assembled at Reverend
Bennett’s Mt. Zion AME Church. Bennett immediately took charge.
“‘We are not going to have any talking. I am not going to let anybody
talk; we came here to work and to outline our program.’” As Ralph
Abernathy recalled the scene, “I tried to get the floor, but he said, ‘Well,
Ab, although you’re my good friend, I'm not going to even let you talk—
so sit down.”” At that point, an objection was raised that some “stool
pigeons” representing city officials might be present, and that a smaller
group should meet in private to map their course of action. That idea was
adopted, and a committee of eighteen persons was chosen to meet in the
pastor’s study. As they walked in, Abernathy reproved Bennett for his
stubbornness and asked for the floor when the group convened. “After
much needling, he agreed reluctantly and promised that as soon as we got
the meeting under way he might recognize me,” Abernathy remembered.

Then I dropped back and started talking to Reverend King. I told
him that we had worked out a proposal for permanent organization of
the movement which included the election of the officers and a state-
ment of aims and objectives. He was very happy to hear this. “But who
will be the president?” King asked.

Abernathy voiced his preference for Nixon, and King replied that
“‘Lewis might make the better man.” Well, there we were trying to de-
cide whether to elect Lewis or Nixon. By this time Bennett opened the
meeting and was calling for me to say what I had to say. I presented
Nixon who in turn asked Reverend French to read the proposal. The
committee adopted it verbatim.”

The group also accepted Abernathy’s recommendation of
“Montgomery Improvement Association” as a name for the new organi-
zation. Then Bennett called for nominations for officers, beginning with
president. Without a moment’s pause, Rufus Lewis’s voice rang out.
“Mr. Chairman, I would like to nominate Reverend M. L. King for presi-
dent.” P. E. Conley, Lewis’s friend, immediately seconded it. No other
candidates were put forward, and King was asked if he would accept the
position. Abernathy, seated beside him, fully expected King to decline.
Instead, after a pause, King told his colleagues, “Well, if you think I can
render some service, I will,” and accepted the presidency. Bennett was
quickly and unanimously chosen as vice-president, Nixon as treasurer,
Reverend French as corresponding secretary, and Rev. U. J. Fields as
recording secretary. An executive committee of twenty-five persons, in-
cluding all of those present, was proposed and approved.



The Montgomery Bus Boycott, 1955-1956 23

Discussion then shifted to the boycott. The first issue was whether the
effort would be continued beyond its one-day success. Most of the leaders
were in favor of continuing the protest, but some of the older ministers
argued that their leverage would be maximized if they now returned to
the buses while warning the city that the boycott would resume if changes
were not made. After some debate, it was decided to present the option
to the mass meeting, and let the people decide. Reverend Wilson re-
ported that press photographers would be at the rally, and some ministers
seemed reluctant to volunteer as speakers in light of that fact. E. D.
Nixon angrily rebuked them. “Somebody in this thing has got to get faith.
I am just ashamed of you. You said that God has called you to lead the
people and now you are afraid and gone to pieces because the man tells
you that the newspaper men will be here and your pictures might come
out in the newspaper. Somebody has got to get hurt in this thing and if
you preachers are not the leaders, then we have to pray that God will
send us some more leaders.” The ministers responded positively to
Nixon’s exhortation, and a committee headed by Abernathy was ap-
pointed to present the resolutions. If the mass meeting was enthusiastic,
the protest would go forward; if the sentiment was less than enthusiastic,
the leadership would pause to plan their next step.8

The newly chosen president returned home less than an hour before
the meeting at which he would deliver the major speech. Martin King
pondered what he could tell the people at the rally. Realizing he could
not adequately prepare any remarks, he “became possessed by fear” and
“obsessed by a feeling of inadequacy,” as he later wrote. He turned to
prayer, and felt reassured, but still worried about how to “combine two
apparent irreconcilables,” militancy and moderation, in his address.

As 7:00 p.M. approached, the area around Holt Street Baptist Church
became increasingly crowded with cars and people. Thousands of
Montgomery’s black citizens were intent upon attending the mass meet-
ing. The building itself was full to capacity long before seven, but Rever-
end Wilson quickly arranged for loudspeakers to be set up outside. King
and Abernathy had to make their way slowly through the growing crowd,
which was solemn and dignified almost to the point of complete silence.
Though perhaps unwieldy, the number of people was gratifying to the
leaders, and answered the question that had been left open that after-
noon. As King put it, “my doubts concerning the continued success of
our venture” were dispelled by the mass turnout. “The question of calling
off the protest was now academic.”

When the program got under way, one thousand people were inside
the church and four thousand were gathered outside for at least a block in
every direction. Contrary to E. D. Nixon’s desire, no speakers were in-
troduced by name as one pastor led a prayer and a second read a selec-
tion of Scripture. Then King stepped forward to tell the people why and
how they must protest the arrest and conviction of Mrs. Parks and the
continuing indignities that hundreds of them regularly suffered on
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Montgomery’s buses. King gave a lengthy testimonial to Mrs. Parks’s
character, and reminded his listeners that she, and they, suffered these
insults only on account of their race. “First and foremost we are Amer-
ican citizens,” he continued. “We are not here advocating violence. We
have overcome that. ... The only weapon that we have ... is the
weapon of protest,” and “the great glory of American democracy is the
right to protest for right.” He referred twice to the commands of the U.S.
Constitution, and once to the Supreme Court’s prior vindication .of
blacks’ demands for. truly equal rights. But protest and legal demands
were only part of what was required, King went on. “We must keep God
in the forefront. Let us be Christian in all of our action.” The protesters
must not hate their white opponents, but be guided by Christian love
while seeking justice with their demands. “Love is one of the pinnacle
parts of the Christian faith. There is another side called justice. And
justice is really love in calculation.” But the protest was not simply a
matter of convincing the white officials of Montgomery of the justice of
the MIA’s cause, King indicated. “Not only are we using the tools of
persuasion, but we’ve got to use tools of coercion. Not only is this thing a
process of education, but it is also a process of legislation.” Then King
closed, reminding the audience to protest courageously but with dignity
and Christian love. Rising to their feet, the people applauded heartily.

Mrs. Parks was introduced to the crowd, and was greeted with equal
enthusiasm. Then Ralph Abernathy rose to read the three-page resolu-
tion calling for everyone to remain off the buses until “some arrange-
ment” was worked out between the black community and white officials.
Asked for their approval, the people unanimously roared an endorsement
of the boycott. In a post-rally caucus, the MIA leadership resolved to go
forward. Afterward, King and Abernathy placed in the mail to city and
bus company officials an unsigned copy of the MIA’s three demands, plus
a statement indicating the protesters’ readiness to negotiate a settlement.’

White Montgomery was astonished by both the boycott and the head-
lined accounts that the local papers gave of the Monday night mass meet-
ing. Bus company attorney Jack Crenshaw told reporters Tuesday
morning that he had no objection to meeting with black representatives,
but the bus company had no discretion on the matter of seating.

On Tuesday, Reverend King met with reporters at Fred Gray’s office
to explain the MIA’s demands. He detailed the request for a first-come,
first-served seating policy, and stressed, “We are not asking for an end to
segregation. That’s a matter for the legislature and the courts. We feel
that we have a plan within the law. All we are seeking is justice and fair
treatment in riding the buses. We don’t like the idea of Negroes having to
stand when there are vacant seats. We are demanding justice on that
point.” King said that the MIA stood ready to meet with the bus com-
pany, but that the protest would continue “until we gain concrete re-
sults.” Hardly a black person was seen on any bus Tuesday, but by the
end of the day the company had not contacted the MIA.10
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Wednesday morning at 10:00 a.m. the MIA’s executive board as-
sembled for its first full meeting. The principal order of business was to
appoint several committees to supervise the burgeoning protest. Most es-
sential was a transportation committee that could examine the alter-
natives people were using to avoid the buses, and what the MIA could do
to assist them. The MIA made no move to contact city or company of-
ficials, and attorney Crenshaw indicated that their stance had not
changed. “If they don’t like the law we have to operate under, then they
should try to get the law changed, not engage in an attack upon the
company.”

That same day the semiannual meeting of the board of the Alabama
Council on Human Relations (ACHR) was taking place in Montgomery.
Board member Thomas R. Thrasher, a Montgomery minister, and Ex-
ecutive Director Robert E. Hughes discussed whether they should take
the lead in bringing the two sides together. Thrasher, who knew King and
other MIA officials from past ACHR business, contacted the black lead-
ership and secured their agreement to sit down with city and bus com-
pany officials. Thrasher then called Bagley and Crenshaw from City
Lines, but their private position was the same as their public one: “They
were merely ‘obeying the law.” They said further there was no sense in
negotiating unless the city was willing to interpret the law in a manner
other than” the way Crenshaw interpreted it. Frustrated there, Thrasher
tried to call Mayor W. A. Gayle, a member of Thrasher’s congregation.
After some delay, he reached Gayle, who suggested that a meeting be
called for Thursday morning. Robert Hughes relayed this proposal to
King, who accepted.!!

The next morning the different parties assembled. King, Abernathy,
Fred Gray, Jo Ann Robinson, and eight others represented the MIA.
The three commissioners—Gayle, Clyde Sellers, and Frank Parks—and
several attorneys were present for the city; Bagley and Crenshaw repre-
sented the bus company. Thrasher and Hughes served as intermediaries,
and several reporters sat on the sidelines. Gayle stated that the meeting
had been requested by ACHR, and Thrasher emphasized that he and
Hughes were not on either side, but simply had wanted to bring everyone
together for discussion. Then King spoke, explaining “that we are not out
to change the segregation laws” and that the MIA had “a plan that can
work within the laws of the state”—namely the back-to-front and front-
to-back seating arrangement that the black community had presented
previously. King also stated the MIA’s requests for “better treatment and
more courtesy” toward riders, and for the hiring of black drivers. “We
are merely trying to peacefully obtain better accommodations for
Negroes.” Crenshaw was the first to respond. The MIA seating plan sim-
ply did not comport with state law, Crenshaw asserted. The bus company
would reprimand discourteous drivers if specific complaints were regis-
tered; that was not a matter of disagreement. Lastly, the time was not
right for black drivers, even on a virtually all-black route, as King had
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suggested. Instead, the bus company would offer that every other bus on
that one route would be an all- black “special,” with no white riders, on
which blacks could occupy all the seats. Gray and King pointed out how
other Alabama cities, such as Mobile, were using the same format that
the MIA was proposing—the front to back for whites, and back to front
for blacks—and did not violate the state segregation provision, for it was
simply a more courteous form of segregation than Montgomery presently
was using. But none of the city or company representatives indicated any
flexibility on the matter. The wrangling went on for close to two hours.

Finally, Mayor Gayle called a halt and suggested that a smaller
group—King and Gray, Sellers and Parks, Bagley and Crenshaw—dis-
cuss the matter in private. ““You all go in the conference room and settle
this,”” Crenshaw recalls Gayle instructing him. But Crenshaw believed
there was nothing he could do. “I tried to tell him, ‘Look, we can’t settle
it. We can’t change the law . . .’ But he said, ‘Go in there and see what
you can do.’” No progress was made by the smaller group, however, and
the negotiating session broke up after four hours of unproductive discus-
sion.12

The black representatives were surprised by the whites’ uncompromis-
ing stance, and for the first time realized that they might have a lengthier
boycott on their hands than they had anticipated. “We thought that this
would all be over in three or four days,” Ralph Abernathy later remem-
bered. Since “our demands were moderate,” King recalled, “I had as-
sumed that they would be granted with little question.” The MIA's new
concern was reflected in a Thursday letter they mailed to the bus com-
pany’s parent firm, National City Lines of Chicago, asking that it “send a
representative to Montgomery to arbitrate.”

Whites also were growing more concerned. Several near-empty buses
had been fired upon, and the home of a black policeman had been shot
into. Police Chief G. J. Ruppenthal announced that armed officers would
trail many buses. Company manager Bagley, admitting that ridership had
declined 75 percent since Monday, warned that service might be halted
on routes drawing few riders. The editors of the leading newspaper, the
Advertiser, quoted approvingly King’s published remark that the MIA
was not seeking to end segregation, just modify its terms. “If the griev-
ance is confined to that, then attention should be given to it promptly,”
the paper recommended.

The editorial also noted that an obscure section of state law made all
boycotts illegal. Another threat was broached by Commissioner Sellers in
the morning meeting. He mentioned that a city ordinance required all
taxis to charge a certain minimum fare. The boycott’s main alternative
transportation system might suddenly be priced out of most people’s
range.

King took Sellers’s threat to heart and wondered what other alternative
means of transportation the black community could create. One person
who could advise him was an old family friend, the Reverend Theodore J.
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Jemison of Baton Rouge. Two years earlier, in June, 1953, the black
community of Baton Rouge had undertaken a ten-day boycott of that
city’s buses. Though the effort had not eliminated segregated seating, the
Baton Rouge activists had mobilized their community to stay off the
buses. Jemison told King how the blacks of Baton Rouge had organized
“Operation Free Lift,” a car pool system. The key, Jemison stressed, was
having one set of gathering points in the morning, where people begin-
ning their day could be picked up, and another, different set of gathering
points in the evening rush hour, for people headed home. If enough cit-
izens with cars could volunteer to drive, and if adequate communications
between the different “stations” could be coordinated by some central
facility so that cars could properly be apportioned, a totally volunteer
transportation system could meet the needs of the Montgomery black
community.

The MIA’s second mass meeting took place Thursday night at St. John
AME Church. King described the conference with city officials, the letter
to National City Lines, and the advice he had gotten from Jemison. King
explained how they could organize their own transportation system if
enough cars and drivers were available. Sign-up sheets were passed
around, and the response was heavy. There was no slackening of mass
support now that a longer protest seemed in store. King also asked the
crowd not to allow the regrettable acts of violence against the buses.!3

Friday morning, while the MIA’s transportation committee was starting
to organize its volunteers and map out a car pool system, the city com-
missioners met with J. H. Bagley. Afterward, the commissioners “ex-
pressed regret” that the Thursday session had produced no solution.

Also, as expected, the city announced it would enforce the minimum
fare for cabs. At the same time, Bagley stated that as of 6:00 pr.m.
Saturday, bus service would be halted on two routes that were drawing
few riders. King, in a Saturday response, reiterated the MIA’s position
that under the state segregation law the method of seating is “left entirely
to the transportation companies themselves.” Since the Mobile plan did
not conflict with the state statute, there was no legal obstacle to the com-
pany’s accepting the MIA’s proposal. “We feel that there is no issue be-
tween the Negro citizens and the Montgomery City Lines that cannot be
solved by negotiations between people of good will. . . . There is no legal
barrier to such negotiations.”

On Monday, December 12, the MIA marked the first week of the boy-
cott with a mass meeting at Bethel Baptist Church. Working hard on the
car pool system, MIA leaders announced that it would begin functioning
in earnest the next day, with forty-two morning “stations” and forty-eight
evening ones. More than two hundred volunteer drivers had been re-
cruited. A downtown parking lot manned by transportation committee
volunteers would serve as a central command post. Mass support of the
protest remained strong, but the cancellation of some bus routes com-
pelled even the hesitant to continue the boycott. “The decision to slash
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bus runs in Negro sections,” one local black historian wrote several
months later, “did more to crystallize the movement than any act thus
far.”14

The MIA leadership continued to be surprised that city and company
officials were unwilling to compromise with the blacks’ modest demands.
“We felt that in a week’s time, the city would give in,” Mrs. Robinson
remembered. “That was the longest, we thought.” White public opinion
seemed more ready to accept racial change than did the white officials,
the black leaders noted. Several white citizens wrote to the Advertiser in
support of the blacks’ complaints about the buses. One, Mrs. 1. B.
Rutledge, stated that “I have yet to find one white person who feels that
it is right that a Negro be made to stand that a white person may sit.” A
second white woman asked why Montgomery could not operate its buses
in the fashion of Mobile and other southern cities. A third, Miss Juliette
Morgan, told of how she had heard drivers call black women “black
apes” and commended the protesters, comparing their boycott to Mohan-
das K. Gandhi’s Indian salt march. “Passive resistance combined with
freedom from hate is a power to be reckoned with,” she wrote.

The MIA was buoyed by such expressions of support, but was puzzled
by the lack of official action. In his first interview with a national newspa-
per, King—identified as “Rev. J. R. King”—described the failure of the
Thursday meeting and stressed that “we merely wanted them to follow a
policy of having the colored passengers fill the bus from the rear and the
whites fill the bus from the front.” Reserving seats for whites “didn’t
make sense to us,” King added.?>

The arrival of two outsiders added new elements to the situation. On
Tuesday morning, W. C. Patton, the NAACP representative in Alabama,
arrived in town to study the situation. He met with Fred Gray, Mrs.
Parks, and then King, and queried them all about the public reports that
the group was seeking only a better form of segregation. “King assured
me,” Patton informed NAACP Executive Secretary Roy Wilkins, that the
MIA’s “ultimate goals are the same as those of the NAACP, but that they
were working to solve some immediate crisis” with the first-come, first-
seated plan. “Gray made it clear that this is only a tentative arrange-
ment”—one put forward because the black leadership expected the white
officials to find it acceptable.

On Thursday evening, Kenneth E. Totten, a representative of National
City Lines, arrived in Montgomery “for talks with any group anxious to
discuss the boycott.” Early Friday, Totten joined Bagley for a meeting
with Mayor Gayle. Upon learning of Totten’s presence, King and his
MIA colleagues were perturbed that the Chicago man had made no effort
to speak with them despite the letter the MIA had sent to the Chicago
office. King told local reporters that the MIA and its car pool could con-
tinue the protest for a year with 75 percent black cooperation. The city
responded by warning taxi drivers they could be arrested for failing to
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charge the minimum forty-five-cent fare, and that overloaded private
autos—such as those in the car pool—would be halted by police.

At Thursday night’s mass meeting at the First Baptist Church, Trans-
portation Committee Chairman Rufus Lewis reported that the first three
days of the car pool had been a success. Some 215 volunteer drivers al-
ready had taken part, and the “station” system—many of which were
black churches—had proven effective. King spoke and contrasted the
MIA to the segregationist White Citizens Councils. “We are for truth and
justice, they are for injustice; we believe in love and fair play, they be-
lieve in hate and inequality; we work with the tools of love, not the weap-
ons of violence.” In one interview, though, King said he had urged MIA
members to observe a “sacrificial Christmas” and not shop downtown, so
that further economic pressure could be brought upon white Montgom-
ery.16

By late Friday, Thrasher and Hughes of the ACHR, aware of the
MIA’s disappointment with Totten’s quietude, set up a second meeting of
all the parties for Saturday morning at the Chamber of Commerce. Gayle
invited a number of representatives’ from the white community, and
hence the Saturday session was considerably larger than the earlier one.
Gayle stated that “I want to see it settled as soon as possible,” asked
Thrasher to speak briefly, and then recognized King to speak for the
MIA. King reviewed the three basic points, but indicated that the MIA
executive board had modified one of them as a showing of flexibility.
They would not demand the immediate hiring of black drivers, but
merely the acceptance of job applications from interested blacks. King
also pointed out another legal wrinkle that Fred Gray had suggested ear-
lier in the week: even if Crenshaw continued to insist that the state stat-
ute did prohibit a Mobile-like seating plan, perhaps the state law should
be read as covering only intercity, and not intracity buses. If that inter-
pretation were acceptable, then all the city commission had to do was
abide by its own already existing ordinance, which would allow for the
MIA’s Mobile-like plan.

Those suggestions of compromise, however, had no softening effect on
Crenshaw. He reiterated his previous stand, and Totten joined in, en-
dorsing what Crenshaw said. Totten’s remarks, coming before he had had
any conversations with the MIA, infuriated King, who volunteered that
Totten’s statements were unfair and inaccurate. Gayle then called upon
several of the white citizens, including segregationist pastor G. Stanley
Frazer of St. James Methodist Church. Frazer offered some paternalistic
remarks about how ministers should stay out of political affairs, and King
responded. “I can see no conflict between our devotion to Jesus Christ
and our present action. In fact I see a necessary relationship. If one is
truly devoted to the religion of Jesus he will seek to rid the earth of social
evils. The gospel is social as well as personal.”

Gayle then moved to appoint a special “citizens’ committee” to discuss
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the issues and report back to the city commission. He named eight of the
whites already in attendance, plus two blacks not connected to the MIA
whom he had invited to the meeting and who were suspect in the others’
eyes. He offered the MIA three representatives on the committee, but Jo
Ann Robinson immediately broke in, stating that if it had eight whites, it
should have eight blacks. Gayle conceded the point, and six MIA lead-
ers—King, Abernathy, Robinson, Reverend Hubbard, and attorneys
Gray and Charles Langford—joined the eight whites and two suspect
“Toms”—P. M. Blair and Dungee Caffey—as all the other participants
departed.

The special committee was able to agree upon a resolution calling for
everyone on the buses to show courtesy toward others, but made no
other headway. Reverend Frazer suggested a seating plan in which ten
seats at each end of the bus would be reserved exclusively for each race,
unless all the passengers on board were of one race, in which case no seat
would be reserved. The MIA rejected it. White businessman James J.
Bailey suggested that the boycott be postponed until January 15 on ac-
count of the Christmas holiday, but that motion failed on a tie vote along
racial lines. Then the group adjourned, agreeing to reassemble on Mon-
day morning.

At 9:00 a.m. Monday, when the committee members arrived at the
Chamber of Commerce office, the MIA representatives spied a new
face—Luther Ingalls, secretary of the Montgomery chapter of the White
Citizens Council. No one said anything initially, but some minutes into
the meeting, Ingalls started to speak and King immediately questioned
his role. Committee Chairman Rev. Henry A. Parker explained that
Gayle had added Ingalls to the group, and that a white woman member
now would become a nonvoting secretary. King strenuously objected.
“The mayor has been very unfair to add to the committee without con-
sulting us. He has not appointed a representative committee of whites.”
Looking at Ingalls, King added that some whites had “preconceived
ideas” and their “minds already made up.”

King’s statement angered the whites. One, Mrs. Logan A. Hipp, told
King, “I resent very deeply the statement that we have come here with
preconceived ideas. I most certainly did not.” Another, businessman
Bailey, added that “I came here prepared to vote for liberalization of
interpretation of the city’s laws with certain conditions. We have some
whose minds are made up and I think Reverend King is one of them.”
King, taken aback by the criticisms, said he had been speaking only about
certain whites, not all of them. He objected only to those who clearly
were biased. Chairman Parker was quick to retort that “if that’s true,
then you should not be here. Your stand has been made clear.” Ingalls
joined in, claiming that Gayle had appointed him to the committee ini-
tially, but he had not been able to attend the Saturday meeting. King was
momentarily speechless in the face of the onslaught, and no one spoke.
“For a moment,” King wrote later, “it appeared that I was alone. No-
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body came to my rescue” until Ralph Abernathy spoke up, saying that
King was speaking not just for himself but for all the black represen-
tatives. After Abernathy’s interjection, Parker brought the discussion
back to the topic of bus seating. Reverend Frazer tried again to sell the
blacks on his idea of unreserved seating on single-race buses, but the
MIA was not interested. King and Gray again argued that their first-
come, first-seated policy was legal, but city attorney Walter Knabe, sitting
in with the whites, flatly contradicted Gray and said it was not. On that
note the meeting broke up, with no plans for another session.1?

After that second failed meeting, the MIA reconsidered its strategy. To
white reporters, Gray reiterated that the MIA was not asking “for an
abolition of segregation at this time.” The best-informed correspondent
on the scene, black editor Emory O. Jackson of the Birmingham World,
reported in the wake of the Monday session that “plans are being made
for a 12-month campaign” by the MIA.

On Thursday, December 22, the MIA executive board held a lengthy
meeting to discuss the protest. Although no minutes survived, editor
Jackson, privy to the discussion, reported that “the leadership originally
felt that City Hall and the bus company officials would work with them in
trying to improve the services to a point of rider equality.” The two meet-
ings, however, had disabused them of that hope. “They came away dis-
gusted and with a feeling that they had placed too high an estimate in
certain places.” Now they resolved, Jackson said, to continue the protest
until “the company grants major proposals. No more conferences will be
held with company or City Hall officials unless they have something to
offer in the way of accepting the three-point program.” The MIA lead-
ership decided to present their side of the dispute to the people of
Montgomery, and prepared a detailed brochure, which also appeared as a
paid ad in the Christmas day Advertiser. Issued in the names of the MIA
and three ministerial alliances, it reviewed many past instances of mis-
treatment on the buses and explained that the protest was not simply over
Mrs. Parks, “but is the culmination of a series of unpleasant incidents
over a period of years.” It went on to explain the seating policy the MIA
was advocating. “When seats become vacant in the rear, Negro pas-
sengers will voluntarily move to these vacant seats and by the same token
white passengers will move to vacant seats in the front of the bus. . . . At
no time, on the basis of this proposal, will both races occupy the same
seat,” the MIA reassured white Montgomery.

White officials made no reply to the MIA's statement. K. E. Totten left
town on Thursday, December 22, after concluding he could not settle the
problem. That same day, after further reducing the number of routes in
service, the commission canceled all bus service for several days over the
Christmas-New Year’s period. They also warned that the lack of riders
might necessitate a fare increase early in 1956.18

While these developments were taking place, King was becoming the
focus of more attention from the black community. His remarks at the
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continuing series of Monday and Thursday night mass meetings were
drawing growing attention. One observer noted how King increasingly
made reference to Mohandas K. Gandhi. “In reminding the followship
that love will win,” editor Jackson wrote, “he often tells the story of how
Mahatma Gandhi, the emaciated emancipator, liberated India with his
nonviolence campaign. . . . What he,” King, ‘“‘seems to be trying to do is
to find a suitable adaptation of the Gandhi philosophy and method and
apply it to the Montgomery problem.” One of King’s favorite devices in
those early meetings was to tell stories about the many black
Montgomerians who had to walk to and from work every day, about the
sacrifices that every member of the black community was making. But
King’s message stressed action, not passivity. “Our weapons are protest
and love,” he told one meeting, and “we are going to fight until we take
the heart out of Dixie.”

King’s MIA colleague and subsequent biographer, L. D. Reddick, later
observed that “during this early period, King’s philosophy of nonviolent
resistance was only gradually taking form. When he made his debut as
president of the MIA at the initial mass meeting, December 5, he did not
mention Gandhi or anything directly relating to the Mahatma’s theory or
practice of social change. His speech was just one more appeal to princi-
ples of Christianity and democracy, to fair play and compassion for those
in the opposite camp.” By Christmas, however, an emerging emphasis on
nonviolence was clear. The statement of the MIA position, set forth in
the mimeographed brochure, observed that “this is a movement of pas-
sive resistance, depending on moral and spiritual forces. We, the op-
pressed, have no hate in our hearts for the oppressors, but we are,
nevertheless, determined to resist until the cause of justice triumphs.”
Though “passive resistance” was a misnomer, the conscious desire to
combine Gandhian precepts with Christian principles was growing in both
King and the MIA.19

Martin Luther King, Jr., was only twenty-six years of age and had lived
in Montgomery for hardly fifteen months when he emerged as the MIA’s
preeminent leader during the boycott’s early weeks. However, King had
great resources of experience and training upon which to draw as his
leadership role became more and more challenging as the boycott contin-
ued. The experience was a long personal heritage in the traditions of the
black church. The training was academic, indeed scholarly, consisting of
three college degrees, including a doctorate in systematic theology. He
was at home in the pulpit, and at ease with abstract ideas. Both in the
church and in the academy, he had been schooled in the expressive use of
language.

Young King’s tradition in the black Baptist church went back not only
to his father, the well-known pastor of Atlanta’s Ebenezer Baptist
Church, but also to his maternal grandfather, A. D. Williams, who had
founded Ebenezer. King’s father, Martin Luther King, Sr., had come to
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the big city as a young man, worked his way through high school, and in
1926 married Alberta Williams, daughter of Ebenezer’s pastor. Known to
his friends as “Mike,” King, Sr., and his wife lived with her parents on
Auburn Avenue just one block east of the church. Auburn was the hub of
black Atlanta, and Mike King moved up fast. He enrolled at Morehouse
College, became assistant pastor at Ebenezer, and celebrated the birth of
his first child, daughter Christine. A year later, on January 15, 1929, a
second child, Martin Luther, Jr., or “little Mike,” was born. In July,
1930, just after Reverend King’s graduation from Morehouse, a second
son, Alfred Daniel, or “A.D.,” joined the family.

Both relatives and friends recall the King-Williams household as being
close and warm. In 1931, when little Mike, or “M.L.,” as his father called
him, was two, Grandfather Williams died. Reverend King took over the
full pastorship of Ebenezer, and Grandmother Williams—“Mama” to
young Mike—continued to live with the family. With three young chil-
dren in the home, both Mrs. King and Mama Williams were kept busy.

Reverend King’s pastorship at a large and growing church meant that
the family suffered no privation even in the worst years of the Depres-
sion. The Ebenezer community provided a multitude of friends and play-
mates, and all of the King children, but especially little Mike, seemed
precocious. When Christine was scheduled to begin elementary school,
her five-year-old brother insisted that he, too, would go along. For a
while the trick worked, but then little Mike erred and told his teacher his
true age. He was sent home and told to wait a year.

As King recalled it fifteen years later, his early childhood years were
spent in “a very congenial home situation,” a family “where love was
central and where lovely relationships were ever present.” Only one inci-
dent, he later said, marred those early childhood years. That came at age
six, just after he had begun his actual first grade education at Yonge
Street Elementary. For several years one of his close playmates had been
a white child whose father owned a small grocery near the King home.
After they began attending separate schools, they saw much less of each
other. As King later described it:

This was not my desire but his. The climax came when he told me one
day that his father had demanded that he would play with me no more.
I never will forget what a great shock this was to me. I immediately
asked my parents about the motive behind such a statement. We were
at the dinner table when the situation was discussed, and here, for the
first time, I was made aware of the existence of a race problem. I had
never been conscious of it before.

That painful discovery aside, young M.L. clearly enjoyed school, doing
well both at Yonge Street and then later at David T. Howard, where he
finished his elementary years. M.L. spent seventh and eighth grades at
the Laboratory High School of Atlanta University. Its closure forced him
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to transfer to the regular public high school, Booker T. Washington,
which, like all others, was totally segregated.

In each of his environments—at home and in church with his family, in
the neighborhood with his friends, and in school—young M.L. appeared
to be a happy and well-adjusted child. In the King home, he was espe-
cially fond of his grandmother, Mama Williams. Even thirty years later,
King would tell people of his special relationship with his loving and
“saintly” grandmother, and how he never had forgotten the good biscuits
she had made for him. “Mother Dear,” as M.L. called Mrs. King, was a
strong but quiet figure in the household, usually taking a backseat to her
forceful and outspoken husband. “Daddy” King, as he came to be called,
let no one, especially his children, forget that he was boss of the King
household. If they did forget, King, Sr., was quick to remind them, and
whippings were frequent. One neighbor who lived next door to the Kings
in the early 1940s, after the family had moved from Auburn to a larger
brick house several blocks away, remembered one whipping M.L. re-
ceived. Watching from next door, Howard Baugh saw Daddy King give
thirteen-year-old M.L. a vigorous spanking, telling him “that he was
going to make something out of him if he had to beat him to death,
meaning that he really wanted him to become a real man.” Baugh, six-
teen or seventeen himself, couldn’t keep from laughing at the sight. King,
Sr., spied him, took umbrage, and asked the young man’s mother to send
him over for some similar instruction. She agreed, and Reverend King
whipped Baugh too. All in all, the forcefulness of his father was the most
striking aspect of King’s school-age years. “Whippings must not be so
bad,” he joked in later years, “for I received them until I was fifteen.”20

King’s closest teenage friend, Larry Williams, an Ebenezer church
member who was four years his senior, never forgot how angrily King,
Sr., erupted when he once caught Williams and M.L. dancing with girl
friends at a church social. Shouting furiously, Reverend King told the two
young men to leave the YWCA where the social was being held. King,
Sr., was “astrict disciplinarian,” Williams recalled. “M.L. was real fright-
ened of his daddy.”

M.L. participated fully in his father’s church, even singing as a very
young soloist at several church functions with his mother as the accom-
panist. As he grew up in the church, M.L.’s attitude toward it and its
teachings slowly began to change. Initially he participated without a great
deal of reflection. “I joined the church,” he said in later years, recalling
his decision to step forward for baptism, “not out of any dynamic convic-
tion, but out of a childhood desire to keep up with my sister.” By his
early high school years, however, he began to question the literal inter-
pretation of the Bible that his father’s church taught. Once M.L. shocked
his Sunday school teacher by denying the bodily resurrection of Jesus.

Among his neighborhood playmates M.L. wasa typical young man.
They played ball, rode their bicycles, and occasionally threw stones at
each other. Young King suffered his share of scrapes—getting struck in a
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baseball game, having his bike hit by a car, jumping or falling from the
second floor of the Auburn Avenue homestead—but came out of each
with little more than scratches. If anything distinguished him from the
others, it was his ability to use words. Younger brother A.D., boyhood
friends, and other neighbors all recalled in later years that M.L. “had the
gift of talking himself out of unpleasant situations.” He resorted to
fisticuffs only infrequently, but he certainly did not seek to avoid the
rough-and-tumble of everyday teenage activities.

M.L. suffered only a few truly painful incidents. One came on May 18,
1941, a Sunday, when Mama Williams died of a heart attack. Twelve-
year-old M.L. had been playing down on Auburn Avenue and learned of
her death only several hours later. The news sent him to pieces, and
made him so distraught that he took another leap from the second story
of the home. Again he suffered no injury, and his parents consoled his
sorrow by explaining the doctrine of spiritual immortality.

Another distressing occurrence took place two years later, when King
and his high school teacher, Miss Sarah Bradley, traveled to a South
Georgia town for an oratorical contest sponsored by the black Elks. M.L.
did well, delivering his speech on “The Negro and the Constitution” with-
out either manuscript or notes, but on their way back a white bus driver
insisted that the two surrender their seats to newly boarding white riders.
M.L. resisted at first, but his teacher finally encouraged him to get up,
and the young man had to stand for several hours as the bus made its way
to Atlanta. “It was,” King recalled twenty years later, “the angriest I
have ever been in my life.”?!

That was the most traumatic encounter with segregation that young
King suffered. He had seen his father refuse to accept second-class ser-
vice in stores, tell white policemen that a forty-year-old black minister
should be addressed as “Reverend,” not “boy,” and himself had been
called “nigger” by a hostile white in a downtown store. Looking back on
these experiences a decade later, King recalled that he had never fully
gotten over the shock of his initial discovery of racial prejudice as a six-
year-old. “From that moment on,” he remembered, "I was determined to
hate every white person. As I grew older and older, this feeling continued
to grow,” even though “my parents would always tell me that I should
not hate the white man, but that it was my duty, as a Christian, to love
him.”

Reminders of the problem were not that frequent for young M.L.,
however, because his daily life took place in an almost all-black environ-
ment: at home, at church, at school, and in the neighborhood. Also,
there were occasional reminders that not all white persons displayed ra-
cial prejudice; one of his favorite junior high instructors, Miss Beatrice
Boley, a biology teacher at the Laboratory High School, happened to be
white.

The race problem aside, M.L. was a happy young man and a good
student. At Booker T. Washington High, he skipped two grades—ninth



36 Bearing the Cross

and twelfth. Some of his friends began to tease him about his new taste
for good clothes, and one of them, Emmett Proctor, coined a nickname
for M.L.—“Tweed.” Even though he was rather short, he played reg-
ularly on both intramural and YMCA basketball teams. He had a news-
paper route, delivering the afternoon Atlanta Journal, and in time
became an assistant to one of the district distribution managers. All in all,
M.L. was a “happy-go-lucky” guy, “just another one of the boys” in the
Auburn neighborhood, as one contemporary later recalled. Even though
he graduated from high school at the tender age of fifteen, he struck most
of his friends as just “an ordinary person. . . . Nobody ever figured that
he would become anything more than a good preacher.”??

There was never much question that M.L. would follow in his father’s
footsteps and attend Morehouse College, located on the west side of
downtown Atlanta, a mile or so from the King family home. It was the
school for the children of Atlanta’s black middle class, and Reverend
King was a particular fan of Morehouse President Benjamin E. Mays, a
well-known scholar of black religion. World War II had reduced More-
house’s student body to under five hundred, and President Mays was will-
ing to experiment with unusually young but promising freshmen.

It was September of 1944 when M. L. King, Jr., began his classes at
Morehouse. He continued to live at home and commuted by bus to
school. Some of his classmates, such as Oliver “Sack” Jones and Rial
Cash, were old friends from Auburn Avenue. M.L. quickly and easily
made new friends, like Walter McCall, a South Carolinian five years
older than King, Robert Williams, a singer two years ahead of King,
Charles Morton, and Philip Lenud. Some of these young men, such as
McCall, thought that M.L. was very much under the thumb of his father.
Though he would take part in their parties, M.L. betrayed some hesita-
tion about enjoying things that would be frowned upon by his strict Bap-
tist upbringing. Nonetheless, young King overcame such self-doubts and
joined the regular social whirl, dating women he knew from town, like
Juanita Sellers and Betty Milton, or students at neighboring Spelman
College, like Madeline Knight, with whom he was “very thick” for almost
a year. Close friend Larry Williams, who entered Morehouse as an older
student two years after King, later recalled that “M.L. could get involved
with girls, and most of the girls he got seriously involved with were light,”
“very fair-skinned.” Williams and King socialized together regularly, and
kiddingly called themselves “Robinson and Stevens, the wreckers.” When
old chum Emmett Proctor asked why, King smiled and replied, “We
wreck girls.” Robinson and Stevens, Williams laughingly later explained,
was the name of an Atlanta wrecking company, a name he and King
adapted for a different usage. “We wreck up all the women. We're the
wreckers.” Although he was only sixteen halfway through his freshman
year, M.L. King, Jr., was growing up fast.

If starting college had presented a new series of social challenges and
activities, it also rudely awakened King to the fact that his accelerated
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education in Atlanta’s segregated schools had not been of high quality.
An early exam, he later recalled, showed him reading at only an eighth-
grade level, and his freshman composition course indicated that his spell-
ing and punctuation skills left a good deal to be desired. Professor G. L.
Chandler found King to be a B— or C+ student who was “quiet” and
“humble,” and whose grades could have been higher had he mastered
spelling and elementary grammar. Professor Melvin Kennedy, King’s
freshman advisor and history teacher, recalled that M.L. was “not partic-
ularly impressive” when he first arrived at Morehouse. He was “quiet,
introspective, and very much introverted” that first year; “he had a ten-
dency to be withdrawn and not to participate.”

King’s fellow students did not view him as an introvert, and in later
years some recalled the “fancy sportcoat and wide-brimmed hat” that
made him a recognizable figure on campus. Most found King to be a
quiet and reserved young man, “just a regular student,” who always sat in
the back of classrooms. If he did not make much of an impact on his
classmates or most of his instructors, he did impress two important men,
religion professor George D. Kelsey and Morehouse President Mays.
Each weekday of the school term began with a thirty-minute assembly in
the school chapel, and attendance was required. Mays spoke every Tues-
day morning, and he regularly noticed that young King was one of the
most attentive listeners. “As I recall,” Mays said years later, “he took
copious notes.”

M.L., or Mike, as some of his close friends still called him, had real-
ized for several years that nothing would please his father more than for
him to follow his dad’s footsteps into the ministry. M.L., however, was
decidedly ambivalent about that course. Much black religion, he be-
lieved, emphasized emotion rather than ideas and volume rather than
elocution. Furthermore, many ministers preached only about the after-
life, rather than about what role the church could play in improving pres-
ent-day society. In his first year at Morehouse, King had thought of either
law or medicine as careers that would allow him to make a meaningful
contribution to society. His difficulties with science courses suggested
medicine would be a poor choice, and as a sophomore King chose so-
ciology as his major, and thought increasingly of a legal career. The ex-
posure to new bodies of knowledge also heightened King’s doubts about
the religious teachings he had learned at Ebenezer. His sophomore year
witnessed what King later called “a state of skepticism” on his part to-
ward religion. This problem persisted, he said, “until I studied a course in
Bible in which I came to see that behind the legends and myths of the
Book were many profound truths which one could not escape.” At More-
house, “the shackles of fundamentalism were removed” from his
mind.23

If his college experience altered his attitude toward the church, it also
affected his thoughts about race. Although King’s academic record re-
mained mediocre, he still took the time to participate in numerous col-
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lege activities: the glee club and chorus, a student-faculty discipline
committee, the NAACP chapter, and the annual oratorical contests, in
which he once won second prize. One endeavor, however, left a more
lasting mark: participation in several intercampus, interracial organiza-
tions with white students from other Atlanta schools. M.L. had not for-
gotten the pain and insult of those earlier childhood encounters with
prejudiced whites, and the question had remained in his mind, he said
later, “how could I love a race of people who hated me and who had
been responsible for breaking me up with one of my best childhood
friends? This was a great question in my mind for a number of years,”
and “I did not conquer this anti-white feeling” until he got to know white
students through these interracial groups.

Much of King’s thinking, though, concerned his own career choice: law
or the ministry. The examples of Professor Kelsey and President Mays,
two ministers who were erudite men, increasingly reminded M.L. that
intellectual excellence could be combined with preaching and the pastoral
role. Also, one summer King and several friends traveled to Connecticut
to earn some money picking tobacco in a farming area outside of Hart-
ford. It was King’s first trip north and his first extended time away from
home. The group chose King as their devotional leader, and King was
struck by how positively the others responded to him. Finally, early in the
summer of 1947, M.L. made his decision for the ministry. He delivered a
trial sermon at Ebenezer that was a grand success, and the church’s board
of deacons licensed him to preach. He began serving as assistant pastor to
his father, and early in the fall semester of his senior year started apply-
ing to several seminaries to seek a divinity degree after his graduation
from Morehouse.*

King’s parents were pleased by his decision to pursue the ministry.
Along with President Mays and two Morehouse professors who were
close family friends, Samuel Williams and Lucius Tobin, Daddy King pre-
sided at his son’s ordination at Ebenezer on February 25, 1948. In a rec-
ommendation letter to M.L.’s first-choice seminary, Crozer Theological,
King, Sr., called his nineteen-year-old son a “very conscientious” young
man with a “very pleasing personality” who “makes and holds friends
easily, among youth and adults.” M.L. also had the aptitude for further
study. “He has always been a very steady child, quite scholarly. From
childhood he always wanted to possess scholarship.” M.L.’s Morehouse
references spoke less glowingly. President Mays, in a letter recommend-
ing both King and another undergraduate, said they had “good minds”
and were capable of “substantial B work” but were “not brilliant stu-
dents.” Dean B. R. Brazeal explained that King’s 2.48 GPA, a C+ aver-
age, stemmed from “a comparatively weak high school background.”
Professor Kelsey admitted that King’s record was “short of what may be
called ‘good,’” but asked that King’s application be given “serious consid-
eration” because “King is one of those boys who came to realize the
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value of scholarship late in his college career. His ability exceeds his rec-
ord at Morehouse.”

Kelsey also informed Crozer that he viewed King as “quite serious
about the ministry and as having a call rather than a professional urge.”
Speaking for himself on his Crozer application, King said he had chosen
the ministry because of “an inescapable urge to serve society” and “a
sense of responsibility which I could not escape.” In a longer explanation,
written just a few years later, King spoke of his decision as follows:

I had felt the urge to enter the ministry from my latter high school
days, but accumulated doubts had somewhat blocked the urge. Now it
appeared again with an inescapable drive. My call to the ministry was
not a miraculous or supernatural something; on the contrary, it was an
inner urge calling me to serve humanity. I guess the influence of my
father also had a great deal to do with my going in the ministry. This is
not to say that he ever spoke to me in terms of being a minister, but
that my admiration for him was the great moving factor. He set forth a
noble example that I didn’t mind following.2*

By mid-April King had accepted Crozer’s offer of admission, and several
months after his June graduation from Morehouse, King left Atlanta to
begin three years of study in Chester, Pennsylvania. Crozer was a very
small school, with fewer than one hundred students, including more than
half a dozen blacks. King lived in the main dorm and spent most of his
time coping with a heavy work load.

King’s academic performance at Crozer was far superior to that at
Morehouse. Although his first-year average suffered because of several
Cs, principally in two public-speaking courses, King made consistent pro-
gress, getting nothing below a B in his second year and straight As in his
third. He impressed his instructors and fellow students both in the class-
room and out. He made many friends, among them two white students
from Georgia, DuPree Jordan and Francis Stewart, and an older black
classmate, Horace “Ed” Whitaker. In his spare time, King played bil-
liards, cardgames, or went bowling with his old friend from Morehouse,
Walter McCall, who had come to Crozer one semester after him. A good
friend of the King family, the Reverend J. Pius “Joe” Barbour, a More-
house graduate who had attended Crozer and first recommended the
school to King, lived only two miles from campus, and M.L. was a fre-
quent visitor. He enjoyed the cooking, the opportunity to argue about
politics and race, and the chance to listen to prizefights. Barbour took an
interest in all the black students at Crozer, and frequently counseled
“little Mike” on a variety of topics. Barbour “was like a father to all of
us,” Ed Whitaker recalled, and the intellectual jousting with Barbour was
an “enriching experience. King in particular would challenge him and
they would have quite a debate.” Barbour’s dialogues, Whitaker thought,
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were more stimulating than their classes, and for King they “sharpened
his philosophical views in many ways, over and above being at seminary.”

Only a few troubles marred King's three years at Crozer. Several
months after arriving, he and Jordan went into nearby Philadelphia to-
gether. “We went to the Stouffer’s restaurant right there in downtown,”
Jordan later remembered, “and he was ignored there for twenty or thirty
minutes. . . . Finally we demanded service, and we got service . . . unfor-
tunately, in one or more of his vegetables that he was served, he had sand
on his plate.” Jordan and King “were both just outraged by that,” but
King’s overall reaction seemed “surprisingly subdued” to Jordan. “He
took it rather quietly,” and “did not want to make demands that would
make a scene.”

King also reacted relatively coolly a few months later when a southern
white student, Lucius Z. Hall, Jr., who had been victimized by a dorm-
room prank, blamed King for the trick and threatened him with a pistol.
Hall and King had previously had “some little clashes,” Marcus Wood, an
older black student, later recalled, but on this occasion Hall burst into
King’s room, gun in hand. “I was in the room,” Wood explained. “I saw
the gun,” and “King was scared.” Wood intervened and tried to calm
Hall down. “I got him out of the room,” and back to his own. King
declined to bring any charges, and no disciplinary action was taken
against Hall, who left Crozer at the end of that academic year. King’s
calm reaction to the incident was respected by his fellow students. That
emotional maturity, plus King’s superior academic record, heavily influ-
enced King’s subsequent election as student-body president.

Toward the end of King’s first year at Crozer, another incident involv-
ing a gun took place. King, McCall, and their dates had traveled from
Chester into nearby New Jersey and stopped at a restaurant in Maple
Shade, outside of Camden. The white proprietor refused to serve the
foursome, and they chose to remain seated. The owner became furious,
pulled a gun, threatened them, and finally ran outside, firing the pistol
once in the air. With that, the group chose to leave, and McCall sought
out a policeman, with whom they returned to the establishment. McCall
pressed charges, and three white student witnesses initially agreed to tes-
tify against the owner. Parental pressure later changed their minds, and
to King’s and McCall’s dismay the matter had to be dropped.

King dated regularly during his Crozer years, but one of his compan-
ions, a white girl of German origin whose mother worked for Crozer,
raised concern in the eyes of Barbour and other friends. Barbour heard
about the couple’s serious romantic involvement, and told King in no
uncertain terms of the difficulties an interracial relationship would face.
King refused to reconsider the liaison; he and the girl were in love with
each other, and even had talked about marriage. King’s closest friends,
like Ed Whitaker, knew the couple was “very serious” and considered the
girl a “lovely young woman,” but seconded Barbour’s stern advice. If
King wanted to return south to pastor, as he often said, an interracial
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marriage would create severe problems in the black community as well as
the white. Another black student, Cyril Pyle, put it more bluntly. “I told
him it was a dangerous situation and it could get out of hand and if it did
get out of hand it would affect his career.” Barbour insisted to King that
marrying the young woman would be a tremendous mistake, and urged
both of them to reconsider. Finally, after a six-month involvement, the
couple took the advice of King’s friends and ended their relationship on
amicable but painful terms. King, Barbour said years later, “was a man of
a broken heart—he never recovered.”

Neither love affairs nor the two pistol incidents interrupted M.L.’s new
commitment to academic excellence and intellectual curiosity. Walter Mc-
Call observed that “the dramatic change came in him when he entered
the seminary. He began to take his studies more seriously . . . he devoted
time to his books night and day.” DuPree Jordan agreed. “He was very
studious; he spent a lot more time on his lesson assignments than most of
us did.” King also pursued intellectual topics outside the classroom, such
as attending a lecture that well-known pacifist A. J. Muste gave at Crozer
in early November, 1949. Muste and King got into “a pretty heated argu-
ment,” Francis Stewart later remembered. “King sure as hell wasn’t any
pacifist then.”

Stimulated by a philosophy course he was taking at the University of
Pennsylvania, Mike devoted much of his Christmas holiday that year to a
close reading of Marx. Regarded as a “gifted speaker” by his classmates,
King chose “Christianity and Communism” as his subject when Stewart
invited him to address a white Baptist women’s group at a Chester
church. “‘Most of us are not capitalists, we’re just potential capitalists,””
King told his audience.?%

King particularly blossomed during his third and final year at Crozer,
1950-1951. Professor George W. Davis, with whom King took 34 of his
110 course hours, was especially impressed with King’s development. In a
December 1950 evaluation, Davis wrote:

1. Exceptional intellectual ability—discriminating mind;

2. Very personable;

3. Makes good impression in public in speaking and discussion. Good
speaking voice;

4. A man of high character;

S. Should make an excellent minister or teacher. He has the mind for
the latter.

King made a similarly positive impression on a young instructor with
whom he studied, Kenneth L. Smith, who lived on the same dorm floor
as King. Smith, like others, felt that Mike had “a certain reserve about
him, which made him difficult to get close to,” but the two men talked
regularly about intellectual subjects.
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King’s “reserve” and intellectual focus hindered him in the bimonthly
student pastorship assignment he held during the fall of 1950 at the First
Baptist Church of East Elmhurst in Queens, New York. Assigned to the
church because its senior deacon was a King family friend and because its
newly called pastor, Rev. William E. Gardner, needed an interim as-
sistant, King drove up from Chester on Saturdays and returned on Sun-
day evening. Although church ladies such as Mrs. Matilda Sims found
him “marvelous” and “brilliant,” Pastor Gardner gave King a B for
“pulpit ability” and highlighted several shortcomings in an evaluation re-
quested by Crozer: “an attitude of aloofness, disdain and possibly snob-
bishness which prevent his coming to close grips with the rank and file of
ordinary people. Also, a smugness that refuses to adapt itself to the de-
mands of ministering effectively to the average Negro congregation.”

At Crozer, however, King's intellectual focus was most appropriate.
Beginning with his first courses under George Davis, King was impressed
with the writings of Walter Rauschenbusch, the “social gospel” theolo-
gian of the early twentieth century. Rauschenbusch, a social reformer
who held pastorates in New York City, had argued that religion must be
relevant to real world problems and that the church should be actively
involved. His writings also emphasized a very optimistic view of society’s
chances for progress and man’s possible petfectability. King, attracted to
Rauschenbusch’s call for social activism, had wholeheartedly adopted his
optimism as well. That attraction, King admitted, was not simply a matter
of abstract preference; “it is,” he wrote at the time, “quite easy for me to
lean more toward optimism than pessimism about human nature mainly
because of my childhood experiences.” It is “quite easy,” he added, “for
me to think of the universe as basically friendly.”

King held those views until he encountered the writings of Reinhold
Niebuhr during his two senior-year courses with Kenneth Smith. Niebuhr
was a favorite of Smith’s and one of the sharpest critics of Rauschen-
busch’s optimism. Niebuhr believed that Rauschenbusch’s emphasis upon
the power of Christian love to advance the cause of social justice was
misplaced and naive, that “it did not measure adequately the power and
persistence of man’s self-concern.” Man’s selfishness, Niebuhr had
stressed in a 1932 book, Moral Man and Immoral Society, was the major
barrier to justice in society, and men in privileged groups were the most
persistent in obstructing any efforts to improve society. “Disproportion of
power in society is the real root of social injustice,” Niebuhr argued, and
“economic power is more basic than political power.” Because of these
persistent inequalities, “relations between groups must therefore always
be predominantly political rather than ethical.” Social-gospel thinking
was blind to these painful truths about modern society.

The arguments of Niebuhr and the friendly prodding of Smith moved
King away from his earlier blind attachment to the optimism that per-
vaded not only Rauschenbusch’s social gospel but indeed all of the evan-
gelical liberalism that George Davis had suffused him with. Looking
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back, King later confessed that he had become “absolutely convinced of
the natural goodness of man and the natural power of human reason.”
Niebuhr’s more persuasive realism, however, showed him “the complex-
ity of human motives and the reality of sin on every level of man’s exis-
tence.” Clearly Christian love alone could not defeat injustice and
achieve social change.

King pondered just what greater social justice might entail. One key
area was economics, and Mike was becoming increasingly hostile toward
capitalism and its reliance on the profit motive. In Smith’s fall class, King
presented an excellent and positive report on R. H. Tawney’s classic
Marxist study, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism. In another paper,
King spoke about “my present anticapitalistic feelings.” Reverend Bar-
bour, recalling his long conversations with King at the time, said that
King “thought the capitalistic system was predicated on exploitation and
prejudice, poverty, and that we wouldn’t solve these problems until we
got a new social order.” King, Barbour added, “believed that Marx had
analyzed the economic side of capitalism right.”2?

King wondered how improvements could be made. He had heard
Muste urge the pacifist approach, and several months later he heard
Howard University President Mordecai Johnson, just back from a trip to
India, describe how the nonviolent satyagraha of Mohandas K. Gandhi
had brought about revolutionary changes in Indian society. However,
King had serious doubts about pacifism and nonviolence, even though the
Johnson lecture spurred a new interest in Gandhi. In the fall of 1950, at
the same time that he was debating Rauschenbusch and Niebuhr with
Smith, King read extensively on Gandhi in George Davis’s psychology of
religion course. King’s doubts were expressed clearly in a paper he sub-
mitted to Smith. Picking up on a recent article in the Crozer Quarterly by
political theorist John H. Hallowell which attacked Muste’s pacifism,
King argued that Gandhi’s success in India did not mean that the pacifist
approach would work everywhere. Reflecting his new exposure to
Niebuhr, King stated that pacifists “fail to recognize the sinfulness of
man.” Though they focus upon the problem of war and violence, they do
not appreciate that those are merely symptoms of man’s sinfulness.
“Since man is so often sinful,” King wrote, “there must be some coercion
to keep one man from injuring his fellows.” Aggression and injustice
must be resisted, not tolerated, though the respondents “must not seek
revenge.” An active stance, not a passive one, must be adopted in the
face of injustice. Seven years later, looking back upon the evolution of
his thought, King remarked that “when I was in theological school I
thought the only way we could solve our problem of segregation was an
armed revolt.”

King’s commitment to the life of the mind, plus his superb academic
record, led his professors to suggest that he pursue doctoral studies in
theology. They wrote enthusiastic recommendations for King, with Dean
Charles E. Batten terming him “one of the most brilliant students we
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have had at Crozer,” someone who was “interested in social action” and
“a real leader” while possessing “a keen mind which is both analytical
and constructively creative.” Another instructor called King “the out-
standing student in his class,” and Morton S. Enslin, perhaps Crozer’s
most illustrious professor, recommended King without qualification as a
“very competent student, conscientious, industrious, and with more than
usual insight.” Enslin noted King’s success as student-body president de-
spite Crozer’s “largely southern” population, and observed that “he is
entirely free from those somewhat annoying qualities which some men of
his race acquire when they find themselves in the distinctly higher percent
of their group.” Enslin added that “so far as his moral character is con-
cerned there is no need of any qualification, at least so far as I know, and
I think that very few details of that sort escape me.”

King was accepted by several doctoral programs—Yale, Edinburgh in
Scotland, and Boston University’s School of Theology—and after pon-
dering the choice, decided upon Boston. One of the major professors
there was Edgar S. Brightman, a man George Davis highly recommended
and whose book, A Philosophy of Religion, had been a main text in two
courses King had taken with Davis.

When King graduated from Crozer in 1951, he was valedictorian of the
class and received the school’s major annual prize, a $1,200 award to
support his further study. His father was pleased, although he hinted that
seven years of higher education was plenty for a young man who would
be coming back sooner or later to join his father as co-pastor. M.L., who
had learned long before that no one ever won an argument with Daddy,
simply nodded and uttered his standard noncommittal remark: “Oh yes.”
M.L. once again spent the summer back at Ebenezer assisting his father
before setting out in September for Boston and his next challenge in a
new green Chevrolet, a present from his parents for his success at
Crozer.28

M.L. found a small apartment on St. Botolph Street in Boston and
began the rigor of a full load of graduate courses. Both Professor Bright-
man and other principal members of the Boston faculty, such as L.
Harold DeWolf and Peter Bertocci, were advocates of a theological view
known as “personalism,” which King had been introduced to at Crozer by
George Davis. Personalism, as the name suggested, held that the human
personality, i.e. all individual persons, was the ultimate instrinsic value in
the world. Some of King’s own strong attraction to that philosophy was
rooted in one of its major corollaries: if the dignity and worth of all
human personalities was the ultimate value in the world, racial segrega-
tion and discrimination were among the world’s ultimate evils.

In his first year at Boston, M.L. continued to wrestle with the questions
Niebuhr had raised for him a year earlier. Looking back on Crozer, King
realized that he still accepted much of Davis’s optimistic liberalism as well
as Smith’s Niebuhrian realism. If he could trace his attraction to optimism
back to his familial setting, his attraction to realism might be similar, for
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it “may root back to certain experiences that I had in the south with a
vicious race problem. Some of the experiences that I encountered there
made it very difficult for me to believe in the essential goodness of man.”
If King worried about having “become a victim of eclecticism,” he still
drew back from choosing one perspective over the other. Although liber-
alism had failed “to realize that many of our present ills result from the
sins of men,” King found in Niebuhr too much of an emphasis upon the
sinfulness of man.

In the middle of his first year at Boston, King and an old Morehouse
friend, Philip Lenud, now a divinity student, rented an apartment on
Massachusetts Avenue. King’s social contacts expanded further, aided by
his car—a rarity for a graduate student—and his wardrobe of fine suits,
which his friends envied and teased him about. “He was the one that got
people together,” one close friend recalled. “He would scout all of the
schools to find the best looking black girls,” and would pass on tips to
others, but “he’d pick out the best one for himself.” “He just loved to
party, he loved to enjoy life,” that friend remembered. But King com-
plained to one old friend, Mrs. Mary Powell, a student at the New En-
gland Conservatory of Music, that the women he was meeting in Boston
were not the equal of southern ones he had known. Mrs. Powell offered
to introduce him to a fellow student at the conservatory, Coretta Scott,
an Alabama native who had graduated from Ohio’s Antioch College the
previous year. King asked Powell for her phone number, and that night
he called to ask Coretta Scott for a date. He did his best to impress her,
saying what grand things he had heard about her from Mary Powell. As
Coretta candidly recalled it some years later, “He had quite a line.” “He
was a typical man. Smoothness. Jive. Some of it I had never heard of in
my life. It was what I call intellectual jive.” Nonetheless, she was touched
by King’s fulsome and sight-unseen compliments—*“I kind of enjoyed
it”—and agreed to see him for lunch the next day.

When King picked her up, the first thing that struck Coretta was his
size—*“this little man, who was so short . . . I looked at him and thought
to myself, ‘He doesn’t look like much.”” As King spoke, though, her
impression of him improved. “When he talked, he just radiated so much
charm . . . he became much better looking as he talked.” King was quite
taken with Coretta Scott. She had all the qualities, he told her, that he
was looking for in a wife. Though she dismissed such talk, she agreed to
see him again.

Throughout the early months of 1952, King and Coretta Scott saw each
other regularly. Sometimes she would visit his apartment, where a
number of black graduate students would gather each week to discuss
philosophical questions. King had initiated the meetings, and asserted his
leadership whenever someone, such as Lenud, sought to challenge him.
When Martin and Coretta went out, they often discussed politics and
race. “I remember him talking,” Coretta said later in recalling those
dates, “about his concern for the masses. He talked about the unequal



46 Bearing the Cross

distribution of wealth and he said, ‘It’s so unfair that a small percentage
of the population could control all of the wealth.” He felt that there could
be a more equitable distribution of wealth.” She recalled that he said that
“‘my old man is a capitalist and I don’t believe in capitalism as it is
practiced in the United States.” He,” Martin, “felt that that was very
unjust and he said that his father loved money” and thought only about
his own family, not about the rest of humanity. Martin made those same
attitudes clear to his father when he visited Atlanta, though he avoided
heated clashes with him. Daddy King said later about M.L. at that time,
“politically, he often seemed to be drifting away from the basics of cap-
italism and Western democracy that I felt very strongly about.”2°

As Martin’s thinking on American society evolved, his theological un-
derstanding also continued to grow. In his first year he took Professor
Brightman’s basic course, Philosophy of Religion, where he was exposed
both to the writings of the personalists and to the ideas of other major
thinkers. Much of Martin’s time was spent preparing papers such as “The
Personalism of J.M.E. McTaggart Under Criticism,” “Karl Barth’s Con-
ception of God,” and “Contemporary Continental Theology.”

During the summer of 1952, King returned to Atlanta to assist his fa-
ther at Ebenezer. In Boston he was preaching occasionally at Roxbury’s
Twelfth Baptist Church, which was pastored by a family friend, but in
Atlanta, M.L. took to the pulpit almost every week. In August, Coretta
came to visit and to meet Daddy and Mrs. King. She knew from Mary
Powell, with whom she stayed in Atlanta, that Martin had continued to
see other women and that there was a family assumption, especially on
Daddy King’s part, that Martin would marry a hometown girl. Though
Coretta was impressed to hear Martin in his home church, she found the
King family greeting cool.

Back in Boston that fall Martin and Coretta continued to see each
other regularly. At the university, King’s most important course was a
two-semester seminar on G.W.F. Hegel with Professor Brightman, who
was struck down by a terminal illness early the first term. Peter Bertocci,
who took over the class, recalled that King was usually quiet in class but
had been extremely interested in Hegel’s discussion of how “a master
could become so dependent upon a slave that a slave could assume the
dominant role in the relationship.” That aside, King rejected Hegel’s
metaphysics and social philosophy, but was fascinated by his dialectical
method of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. As L. Harold DeWolf, an-
other of King’s professors, later observed, “regardless of subject matter,
King never tired of moving from a one-sided thesis to a corrective, but
also one-sided antithesis and finally to a more coherent synthesis beyond
both.”

King’s new attraction to the Hegelian dialectical method was reflected
in his writings. In a paper where he tackled the arguments made by
Niebuhr, King now argued that one must adopt both the ethical love
emphasis of Rauschenbusch and the realists’ stress upon political power.
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“The balanced Christian,” King stated, “must be both loving and realistic
.. . As an individual in complex social relations he must realistically meet
mind with mind and power with power.” The answer should not be an
“either—or” choice, it should be “both—and.” The love ethic could
work well in direct relationships, but in the larger social setting coercive
power was necessary to increase social justice. “Whereas love seeks out
the needs of others, justice . . . is a check (by force, if necessary) upon
ambitions of individuals seeking to overcome their own insecurity at the
expense of others.” Liberal theology and the social gospel, he believed,
confuse “the ideal itself with the realistic means which must be employed
to coerce society into an approximation of that ideal. . . . Men are con-
trolled by power, not mind alone.” Despite the attractions of balance and
inclusivity that the dialectical combination offered, King still leaned
toward Niebuhr’s analysis. Niebuhr was “unqualifiedly pessimistic about
the future of things,” but “his analysis of the complexity of the social
situation is profound indeed, and with it I would find very little to dis-
agree.”30

Late in 1952, King’s parents came to Boston for a visit. The purpose of
the trip was to end the blossoming relationship between Martin and Cor-
etta Scott, and the visit was filled with tension. Daddy King wanted Mar-
tin to finish his schooling, return to Ebenezer fulltime, and marry an
Atlanta girl. Several women there, and one in particular, were interested
in Martin. They came from fine families, Daddy King pointedly told Cor-
etta, families he himself had known for years. She bluntly told him that
she, too, came from a fine family, while Martin, with a nervous grin, sat
silently under his father’s assault. Later, Martin told his mother that it
was his intention to marry Coretta. Though he said nothing to his father,
two days later Daddy King, just before leaving for the return trip to
Atlanta, told the young couple that if they were going to “court” full
time, they might as well get married.

Martin returned home at Christmas, and Daddy King indicated his ac-
ceptance of his son's decision. Coretta, however, stayed in Boston, and
Martin saw an old girlfriend over the holiday. When he returned north,
he and Coretta seriously discussed marriage, and he confessed his Atlanta
indiscretions. They had an intense argument, but it passed. They made
plans to announce their engagement that spring, and planned a June wed-
ding.

King continued his doctoral work and prepared for his comprehensive
exams. He tried hard to impress his professors with both his personal
bearing and academic ability. Harold DeWolf, who was King’s principal
supervisor after Brightman’s death, recalled that the young man “always
impressed me as being especially well prepared for every conference he
had with me.” King was “scholarly, well-groomed, invariably courteous.”
He was both “very self-contained, and resourceful. He always came in
with a list of questions. He knew exactly what he wanted to ask.” King’s
“immaculate dress and his very fine, thoughtful courtesy” also stood out.
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He was not as active in the life of the theology school as he had been at
Crozer, but the regular meetings of the “Dialectical Society” at his apart-
ment gave him many chances for social exchange.

In June, 1953, Martin and Coretta were married by Daddy King in the
garden of Coretta’s parents’ home in rural Perry County, Alabama. It
was a small ceremony; A.D. served as his older brother’s best man. The
couple spent their wedding night in nearby Marion at the home of an
undertaker who was a Scott family friend. In later years, Martin would
sometimes joke about having spent his honeymoon in a funeral parlor.
Two days later they returned to Atlanta for the summer. Daddy King had
obtained a job for Coretta at a local bank, and the young couple lived
with Martin’s parents in the family home.

When Coretta and Martin returned to Boston in the fall, they rented a
four-room apartment on Northampton Street and resumed their studies.
DeWolf and other instructors tried to persuade King to pursue a univer-
sity teaching career, but Martin was firmly committed to the ministry.
“He told me, fairly early, that he was not a scholar, and that he wasn’t
interested, really, in the academic world,” one Boston friend, Cornish
Rogers, later remembered. “He said, ‘I like people too much. I want to
work with people.”” Martin made the same points to Coretta. “He had
this strong feeling for the masses,” she recalled. “He said to me, ‘I'm
going to be a pastor of a church, a large Baptist church in the South. . . .
I’'m not going to be on a college campus . . . I'm going back South. I'm
going to live in the South because that’s where I'm needed.”” Perhaps he
might do some part-time teaching, but the black church in the South
would be his deepest commitment.3!

Daddy King was happy to a point with that decision, but he pressed
Martin hard to return to Atlanta and join him as co-pastor at Ebenezer.
Daddy enlisted the help of Benjamin Mays, and Morehouse offered Mar-
tin a faculty position he could combine with the Ebenezer appointment.
Martin, however, declined the offer and began exploring pastorships in
other cities. One attractive possibility was the First Baptist Church of
Chattanooga, Tennessee. Martin arranged to preach there during the
Christmas holiday. A few days before he was to deliver that sermon,
King learned from a family friend in Atlanta that Montgomery’s promi-
nent Dexter Avenue Baptist Church was in search of a minister. Dexter
recently had dismissed its well-known and outspoken pastor, the Rever-
end Vernon Johns, and Robert D. Nesbitt, clerk of the church, was in
Atlanta on business. A meeting was arranged, and Nesbitt, impressed
with the young man, asked King to come take a look at Dexter before
making any decision about other possible pastorships. King agreed to
visit Montgomery and preach at Dexter before he returned to Boston.

Daddy King warned M.L. that Dexter had a reputation for being a
“big-shots church” that was very tough on its pastors. Thomas Randall,
the chairman of the deacons, had a well-deserved nickname: the
“preacher killer.” King heard similar warnings when he met Vernon
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Johns, but he received a warm welcome to Montgomery from the young
pastor at First Baptist Church, Ralph D. Abernathy, whom he had met
briefly once before. King also was pleased by his first exposure to the
people of Dexter. He chose to preach his favorite sermon, “The Three
Dimensions of a Complete Life.”

Dexter’s worshipers were more restrained than those at Ebenezer, but
they were attentive. After the service, King met with Dexter’s lay lead-
ers, who were as pleased with King’s humble personality as they were
with his first-rate preaching skills.32

King returned to Boston and considered his options. Coretta, or
“Corrie,” as he called her, would graduate from the conservatory in June.
He would take his comprehensive exams in a few weeks, and he already
was well along with reading for his dissertation topic, an examination of
the differing conceptions of God held by two prominent theologians, Paul
Tillich and Henry Nelson Wieman. He could write the dissertation any-
where he chose to live.

Other job leads came in from churches in New York, Massachusetts,
and Michigan. In late February, Martin flew to Detroit to preach a guest
sermon. A week after he returned, a telegram arrived from Dexter: The
church had voted to offer its pastorship to King and wanted him to return
to Montgomery in two weeks to discuss the details. King postponed the
visit for two more weeks and pondered his options. Both his dad and
Coretta vocally opposed his accepting Dexter’s offer. The new Mrs. King,
whose childhood home was only fifty miles from Montgomery, did not
want to leave the North and a career in music to return to the rigid
segregation of the Deep South. But M.L. made up his own mind; he
wanted to return to the South, he wanted independence from Dad, he
wanted to be in a good-sized city, and he wanted a church that would
appreciate intelligent preaching. Dexter fit the bill on every count. In
early April, King returned to Montgomery to discuss the details of the
offer with Dexter’s officials, and on April 14, he formally accepted the
position. He would start in September.

Since Dexter had no interim pastor, King spent much of the summer
commuting to Montgomery to preach. Coretta graduated in June, and
after Martin passed his exams in August, the couple loaded their posses-
sions in the Chevrolet and headed for Montgomery by way of Atlanta.

Dexter was still in the process of refurbishing its parsonage at 309
South Jackson Street when the Kings arrived on September 1, so they
stayed for several weeks with a hospitable church member. King set
about implementing at Dexter the lessons he had learned while watching
his father’s stewardship of Ebenezer. His top priorities were to establish
the pastor’s authority over the lay leadership, and to increase the congre-
gation’s active participation in—and contributions to—the activities of
the church. He especially wanted to involve more young adults. Just a
few weeks after his arrival, King presented his blueprint to the members.
“Recommendations to the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church for the Fiscal
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Year 1954-1955,” as he titled the document, was blunt and straightfor-
ward. King wanted to make it “crystal clear that the pastor’s authority is
not merely humanly conferred, but divinely sanctioned . . . Leadership
never ascends from the pew to the pulpit, but it invariably descends from
the pulpit to the pew.” The pastor, he added, “is to be respected and
accepted as the central figure around which the policies and programs of
the church revolve.”

King also appointed a host of new committees and made clear that the
membership of every church board depended upon his choices. Neither
deacons nor trustees, he decreed, could consider an issue unless the pas-
tor placed it before them. King also placed special emphasis upon a new
social and political action committee. “This committee,” he instructed,
“shall keep before the congregation the importance of the NAACP. The
membership should unite with this great organization in a solid
block. . . . Every member of Dexter,” he added, “must be a registered
voter.”

The new pastor threw himself into his preaching. Each week he would
devote hours to writing out and memorizing the complete text of his Sun-
day sermon. His young pulpit assistant, John Thomas Porter, was always
impressed by how King would bring that text with him, but would leave it
in his chair and ascend to the pulpit without any notes. The results im-
pressed almost all. “He was fantastic,” Porter recalled, both silver-
tongued and substantively challenging. “That first year was just
super. . . . He talked about love a lot,” and how to deal with everyday
human problems. Porter, who remained a friend of King and his family
for many years thereafter, felt that it was clearly King’s “greatest year of
preaching.” King himself, looking back a decade later, also agreed; hav-
ing time to prepare a sermon made one a much better preacher.

When not working on his sermons, King was writing his dissertation.
He traveled to Boston that fall to present DeWolf with a complete draft,
and delivered the final version the following spring. An exceedingly aca-
demic piece of work, the dissertation argued that neither Tillich nor
Wieman possessed adequate conceptions of God, and that a synthesis of
their viewpoints, plus a large dose of personalist theology, would be supe-
rior. Again the dialectical method proved attractive to King. In early
June, 1955, he was awarded his Ph.D. by Boston University.33

King preached at Dexter almost every Sunday from the fall of 1954
through the fall of 1955. Despite his superior preaching, Dexter remained
a quiet church where the sanctuary was never full for Sunday services.
The middle-class and upper-middle-class membership were independent
people who required little pastoring, and for whom Alabama State Col-
lege, rather than the church, was the social center of their lives. King’s
extensive efforts to activate the congregation met with only modest suc-
cess.

King had barely put the finishing touches on his dissertation when Cor-
etta informed him that she was pregnant, and they began making prepa-
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rations for the happy event. Home, church, and writing left King little
time for other endeavors. He joined the Montgomery chapter of the
NAACP, and also attended meetings of the only interracial organization
in the city, the Alabama Council on Human Relations. When the Colvin
incident occurred in March, 1955, King was one of the sizable group that
met with white officials. In early August he spoke at a meeting of the
NAACP chapter, and it was the first time that many local citizens had the
opportunity to hear the young pastor of the “rich folks’” church speak.
King made a positive impression on many of the activists who heard him,
and two weeks later he received a letter from the secretary of the
NAACP chapter, Mrs. Rosa Parks, telling King he had been named to
the group’s executive committee. Three months later, when the presi-
dency of the chapter was proffered, King felt compelled to turn it down
because of his church and family responsibilities.

The Kings’ first child, Yolanda Denise, was born on November 17.
They accepted the delights and demands of parenthood eagerly; their
quiet social life easily adapted to the duties of child rearing. Frequently
they would spend an evening with Ralph and Juanita Abernathy, and
often they talked about race. Ralph Abernathy later recalled that “we
had no particular program in mind when we talked about the social ills of
society . . . except for the fact that Dr. King felt his training demanded
that he bring to the Dexter Avenue congregation the greatest social gos-
pel and action program it had ever experienced.”

When the MIA’s presidency unexpectedly was thrust upon him on De-
cember 5, King was uncertain of his ability to lead a community he had
resided in so briefly, but he was able to draw upon the same strong con-
victions that had inspired his leadership at Dexter. The pressures upon
him had grown as Lhe boycott continued, and by the time the protest
entered its third week, the white community focused upon King as the
effort’s principal spokesman. In the wake of the angry meeting of De-
cember 19, white city leaders tried to paint King as the major obstacle to
a settlement of the protest. Whites hinted to black acquaintances that
King no doubt had his hand in the MIA’s till, and asked why the older,
long-established leaders of black Montgomery had ceded their authority
to this young newcomer. Word of these efforts to divide the MIA lead-
ership reached many ears, including King’s. The young pastor, shaken by
the attacks on him at the December 19 meeting, and feeling what he
called “a terrible sense of guilt” about his verbal outbursts that day, was
further laid low by the whispering campaign being mounted against him.
“I almost broke down under the continual battering of this argument,”
and at one emotional meeting of the MIA board, King volunteered to
step down as president. The board quickly rejected his offer and vowed
to stand behind him. Editor Jackson, well-informed as always, wrote that
“an attempt was made to try to get one of the major spokesmen for
better treatment purged and isolated. Instead of doing this, the
Montgomery leadership built a solid phalanx around this leader and told
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the upper-hand [white] leadership that he would never be deserted or
shelved.”34

The twenty-seven-day-old protest entered the New Year quietly. In
New York, NAACP chief Wilkins instructed W. C. Patton, his Alabama
representative, that the organization could not at present assist in any
appeal of Mrs. Parks’s conviction on account of the MIA’s seating pro-
posal. The NAACP could not join in “on any other basis than the aboli-
tion of segregated seating on the city buses.” The organization already
was pursuing a case to desegregate the city buses of Columbia, South
Carolina, and hence “could not enter an Alabama case asking merely for
more polite segregation.” In Montgomery, the Advertiser ran a long and
pointed story about how numerous southern cities, including Mobile,
Huntsville, Nashville, and Macon, already employed the first-come, first-
seated policy the MIA was advocating.

After the New Year’s holiday, bus company official Totten returned
from Chicago. The following day, Montgomery City Lines announced
that it was losing twenty-two cents for every mile one of its buses trav-
eled, and applied to the city commission for a fare increase from ten to
twenty cents. Even the company conceded that the black boycott was
nearly 100 percent effective. One day later, the commission granted the
company half of what it sought, raising the adult fare to fifteen cents.
King, asked for comment, said that the MIA would meet with anyone
interested in settling the protest, but that he knew of no circumstances in
which the three demands would be dropped. MIA Secretary Rev. Uriah
J. Fields, in an unauthorized letter to the Advertiser, went even further,
and appeared to bare some disagreements within the group. “The
Negroes of Montgomery have no desire to compromise,” he stated. Re-
garding the three demands, “this is a compromise to begin with. We
should have demanded complete integration.” Fields was strongly repri-
manded for speaking out of turn.

On Friday, January 6, two significant events took place. Montgomery
attorney Fred Ball wrote to the Advertiser and to solicitor William Thet-
ford suggesting that the MIA’s protest violated the state’s antiboycott
law. That evening a 1,200-person White Citizens Council rally took place
at the city auditorium. Halfway through the program, city Police Com-
missioner Clyde Sellers took the podium and announced that he was join-
ing the ardently segregationist group. As the Advertiser noted, “In effect,
the Montgomery police force is now an arm of the White Citizens Coun-
cil.”

In the wake of those two threats, King contacted Gayle and requested
another meeting between city officials and MIA leaders. It took place
Monday afternoon, January 9, and the MIA again presented its first-
come, first-seated policy, emphasizing how the different races would
never share a common seat, “Our request is not a request for the aboli-
tion of segregation on buses but for a fair and reasonable seating of pas-
sengers so as to assure all passengers equal treatment,” or “separate but
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equal,” as the infamous 1896 Supreme Court decision in Plessy v.
Ferguson had labeled it. Once again the city said no. “We are going to
carry out the law as we see it,” Gayle declared.?

As the boycott moved into its sixth week, bus company officials be-
came more worried as revenues slipped further despite the fare increase.
One published estimate stated the company was losing more than $3,000
a day. Attorney Crenshaw, sounding a new note, told reporters that the
company “will do anything that Mayor Gayle suggests.” King, speaking
with out-of-town black reporters, indicated confidence. “Either the bus
company will have to meet our demands or fold up.” Citing letters to the
editor supporting the protest, King argued that “the white citizens are
solidly behind us” on the courtesy and seating demands, and only re-
calcitrant officials were blocking a settlement. King also indicated that the
MIA would retain its demand for black drivers. “We say that if we have
to pay the fares, that we have the right to be employed.” Queried again
about the desirability of the MIA’s seating proposal, King responded that
the negotiations were separate from the conviction of Mrs. Parks, which
was being appealed. “We are fighting the question of segregation in the
courts.”

As the week of January 9 wore on, an increasing number of threats and
harassing phone calls were received by MIA leaders. Reverend Robert
Graetz, the white pastor of a black church and the only white visibly
active in the protest, had his car vandalized. The MIA executive board,
meeting on January 12, concluded that “it seems that it is now a test as to
which side can hold out the longer time, or wear the other down.” To
keep up the spirits of boycott supporters, King announced on the fif-
teenth that the mass meetings would be expanded from two nights a week
to six. White harassment continued apace, and Police Commissioner Sel-
lers, speaking to the Junior Chamber of Commerce on the seventeenth,
vowed that “we must at all cost strive to preserve our way of life.” Many
whites whispered that the boycott was not the action of local blacks, but
that “outside agitators” had put them up to it. Most Montgomery blacks
would return to the buses were it not for the “goon squads” of MIA
people that threatened any who tried to ride. As one MIA leader noted,
“The white man in this town just does not want to believe that this is a
people’s movement.” Meanwhile, further attention focused on attorney
Ball’s contention about the antiboycott law, and one letter writer point-
edly inquired, “Doesn’t the solicitor know his job? Why does he have to
be reminded of his duty?”3¢

By the third week of January, the press began to focus upon King as
the principal spokesman for the movement. He struck reporters as very
mature for someone who had celebrated his twenty-seventh birthday on
January 15. “He looks and acts older,” one wrote. “Most people would
guess him to be about 35.” King conceded to reporters that the MIA’s
seating proposal was modest and had cost the protesters the active sup-
port of the NAACP. “We began with a compromise when we didn’t ask
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for complete integration,” he admitted. “Frankly, I am for immediate
integration. Segregation is evil, and I cannot, as a minister, condone
evil.” King’s feelings about the white officials remained strong. “They
appear determined not [to] settle this protest in our favor even though it
appears that we are right. It seems that the mayor is used to having col-
ored people coming to him begging for things; well, we are demanding
our rights. . . . Our demands are simple. They can be met. Until they are
met we will continue to protest.”

Asked about the wider meaning of the boycott, King proclaimed: “It is
part of a world-wide movement. Look at just about any place in the
world and the exploited people are rising against their exploiters. This
seems to be the outstanding characteristic of our generation.”

Within the private councils of the MIA, there was growing appreciation
both for King’s ability as the boycott’s principal public spokesman and for
his skillful leadership of the executive board. “King knew how to get
along with all types and classes of people. He also persuaded them to get
along with each other,” MIA historian Lawrence Reddick later recalled.
King’s “democratic, patient and optimistic” approach to things impressed
everyone. The growing closeness of King’s friendship with Ralph Aberna-
thy surprised some participants who expected competition for the spot-
light, but King treasured Abernathy’s loyalty. Abernathy acknowledged
King as “the spiritual and philosophical leader of the movement,” while
viewing himself as “the most effective leader of the movement in respect
to strategies and operational tactics.”3?

On Saturday, January 21, the city commission made a different attempt
to stifle the boycott. Mayor Gayle met with three little-known black min-
isters who were not members of the MIA, the Reverends William K.
Kind, Benjamin F. Mosely, and D. C. Rice, and announced to the press
late that evening that a settlement had been reached. With the active
complicity of the Montgomery Advertiser, the commissioners’ erroneous
story claimed that the “prominent Negro ministers” had agreed to a plan
whereby ten front seats would be reserved exclusively for whites and ten
rear ones for blacks. Saturday night, as the Advertiser went to press, the
wire services began distributing the story on the reported settlement.

One man who heard the report was a black correspondent in Minneap-
olis, Carl T. Rowan, who had visited the MIA leaders briefly two weeks
earlier. Puzzled by the settlement terms and by the lack of any names,
Rowan called King in Montgomery. King knew nothing about any settle-
ment or supposed meeting. Rowan then called Gray, who also had heard
nothing. After contacting the Associated Press to question the truth-
fulness of their story, Rowan called Montgomery Police Commissioner
Sellers, who parried Rowan’s queries about the identities of the black
representatives before conceding that they may not have been members
of the MIA. Rowan called King back, informed him of Sellers’s com-
ments, and efforts to warn the black community of the falsity of the city’s
claim began.
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By late Saturday night, the MIA had asked all black ministers to tell
their congregations the next morning that the protest was not at an end
despite the headlines in the Advertiser. Other representatives were sent
out to pass the word at Saturday nightspots. Acting on the clues Sellers
had given Rowan, King and the other MIA principals managed to iden-
tify and track down Kind, Mosely, and Rice, all of whom claimed they
had made no deal with the commission concerning the buses. A denial in
their names was issued to the press, and by Sunday afternoon it was clear
that the city’s effort at deception had failed miserably.

The embarrassment of that flop only made the city commissioners more
determined to best the MIA. On Monday, Mayor Gayle announced that
the city was adopting a new, tougher stance. Calling the MIA “a group of
Negro radicals who have split asunder the fine relationships” between
Montgomery’s blacks and whites, Gayle declared that “we have pus-
syfooted around on this boycott long enough.” No further negotiations
would take place while the protest remained in force. “Until they are
ready to end it, there will be no more discussions.” White people, Gayle
emphasized, must realize that far more was at stake in the MIA’s de-
mands than merely the question of seating practices. “What they are after
is the destruction of our social fabric.”

The meaning of the new city policy quickly became clear. Sellers or-
dered policemen to disperse groups of blacks waiting for car pool rides on
street corners, and Gayle asked white housewives to stop giving rides to
their black domestic workers. Giving a lift to any black person would
merely aid “the Negro radicals who lead the boycott.” City police also
began tailing drivers from the MIA car pool, issuing tickets for trivial or
nonexistent traffic violations. The official harassment made some protest
supporters pause. “The voluntary pick-up system began to weaken,” one
MIA leader reported, and “for a moment the protest movement seemed
to be wavering.”38

One of the first motorists to fall victim to this new policy of traffic
enforcement was King himself. On Thursday, January 26, King left Dex-
ter church in midafternoon, accompanied by one of his best friends, Rob-
ert Williams, and his church secretary, Mrs. Lillie Thomas. Before
heading home, King stopped at the MIA’s central transportation point to
give three other persons a lift. When King pulled out, two motorcycle
officers began tailing him. After several blocks, King stopped to drop off
the riders. The officers pulled up beside him and told him he was under
arrest for going thirty miles per hour in a twenty-five-MPH zone. King
stepped out of the car, was frisked and told that he would have to go to
the city jail until bond was arranged. King told Williams to take the car
home and alert Coretta and the others. Then King himself was placed in
a patrol car and driven to the dingy city jail, a long and somewhat fearful
ride to a desolate section of northern Montgomery.

King was placed in a filthy group cell with various black criminals.
Several minutes later he was taken out and fingerprinted. It was the first
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time King had been locked in a jail, and the first time he had been fin-
gerprinted. It was not pleasant. In less than thirty minutes, Ralph Aber-
nathy arrived to bail King out. The jailer told Abernathy that for release
on a signature bond, he had to have a certified statement showing he
owned sufficient property. It was too late in the evening to secure that,
the jailer noted, and King would have to stay in jail overnight. Abernathy
then asked if cash would be accepted. Reluctantly, the jailer said yes, and
Abernathy rushed off to collect the necessary money.

Meanwhile, word of King’s arrest had spread rapidly through the black
community. Even before Abernathy returned, several dozen others—
members of Dexter, MIA colleagues, and friends—began arriving at the
jail. The growing crowd worried the white jailers, and while the fin-
gerprinting ink was still being wiped from King’s hands, the chief jailer
told him he was free to leave upon his own signature. His trial would be
Saturday morning. In hardly a moment’s time, King was escorted out and
driven back to town.

The emotional trauma of the arrest heightened the growing personal
tensions King was feeling. He had not wanted to be the focal point of the
protest in the first place, and he had erroneously assumed that a negoti-
ated settlement would be obtained in just a few weeks time. With no end
in sight, and more attention coming his way, King wondered whether he
was up to the rigors of the job. He stressed to everyone that he as an
individual was not crucial to the protest, that if something happened to
him, or should he step aside, the movement would go on. “If M. L. King
had never been born this movement would have taken place,” the young
minister told one mass meeting. “I just happened to be here. You know
there comes a time when time itself is ready for change. That time has
come in Montgomery, and I had nothing to do with it.”

But others thought King had everything to do with it. The obscene and
threatening phone calls continued apace, and they took their toll. “I felt
myself faltering and growing in fear,” King recalled later. Finally, on
Friday night, January 27, the evening after his brief sojourn at the
Montgomery jail, King’s crisis of confidence peaked. He returned home
late after an MIA meeting. Coretta was asleep, and he was about to
retire when the phone rang and yet another caller warned him that if he
was going to leave Montgomery alive, he had better do so soon. King
hung up and went to bed, but found himself unable to sleep. Restless and
fearful, he went to the kitchen, made some coffee, and sat down at the
table. “I started thinking about many things,” he recalled eleven years
later. He thought about the difficulties the MIA was facing, and the many
threats he was receiving. “I was ready to give up,” he said later. “With
my cup of coffee sitting untouched before me I tried to think of a way to
move out of the picture without appearing a coward,” to surrender the
leadership to someone else. He thought about his life up until that mo-
ment. “The first twenty-five years of my life were very comfortable years,
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very happy years,” King later said, reflecting back on that moment in the
most remarkable and self-revealing utterances he ever made publicly:

I didn’t have to worry about anything. I have a marvelous mother and
father. They went out of their way to provide everything for their chil-
dren. .. I went right on through school; I never had to drop out to
work or anything. And you know, I was about to conclude that life had
been wrapped up for me in a Christmas package.

Now of course I was religious, I grew up in the church. I'm the son
of a preacher . . . my grandfather was a preacher, my great grandfather
was a preacher, my only brother is a preacher, my daddy’s brother is a
preacher, so I didn’t have much choice, I guess. But I had grown up in
the church, and the church meant something very real to me, but it was
a kind of inherited religion and I had never felt an experience with God
in the way that you must, and have it, if you're going to walk the lonely
paths of this life.

That night, for the first time in his life, King felt such an experience as he
sought to escape the pressures the MIA presidency had placed upon him.

He thought more about how trouble-free his life had been until the
movement began.

Everything was done [for me], and if I had a problem I could always
call Daddy—my earthly father. Things were solved. But one day after
finishing school, I was called to a little church, down in Montgomery,
Alabama. And I started preaching there. Things were going well in
that church, it was a marvelous experience. But one day a year later, a
lady by the name of Rosa Parks decided that she wasn’t going to take it
any longer. . . . It was the beginning of a movement, . . . and the peo-
ple of Montgomery asked me to serve them as a spokesman, and as the
president of the new organization . . . that came into being to lead the
boycott. I couldn’t say no.

And then we started our struggle together. Things were going well
for the first few days but then, about ten or fifteen days later, after the
white people in Montgomery knew that we meant business, they
started doing some nasty things. They started making nasty telephone
calls, and it came to the point that some days more than forty tele-
phone calls would come in, threatening my life, the life of my family,
the life of my child. I took it for a while, in a strong manner.

But that night, unable to be at peace with himself, King feared he could
take it no longer. It was the most important night of his life, the one he
always would think back to in future years when the pressures again
seemed to be too great.

“It was around midnight,” he said, thinking back on it. “You can have
some strange experiences at midnight.” The threatening caller had rattled
him deeply. “Nigger, we are tired of you and your mess now. And if you
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aren’t out of this town in three days, we’re going to blow your brains out,
and blow up your house.”

I sat there and thought about a beautiful little daughter who had just
been born. . . . She was the darling of my life. I'd come in night after
night and see that little gentle smile. And I sat at that table thinking
about that little girl and thinking about the fact that she could be taken
away from me any minute.

And I started thinking about a dedicated, devoted and loyal wife,
who was over there asleep. And she could be taken from me, or I
could be taken from her. And I got to the point that I couldn’t take it
any longer. I was weak. Something said to me, you can’t call on Daddy
now, he’s up in Atlanta a hundred and seventy-five miles away. You
can’t even call on Mama now. You’ve got to call on that something in
that person that your Daddy used to tell you about, that power that can
make a way out of no way.

And I discovered then that religion had to become real to me, and I
had to know God for myself. And I bowed down over that cup of
coffee. I never will forget it . . . I prayed a prayer, and I prayed out
loud that night. I said, ‘Lord, I'm down here trying to do what’s right. I
think I'm right. I think the cause that we represent is right. But Lord, I
must confess that I'm weak now. I'm faltering. I'm losing my courage.
And I can’t let the people see me like this because if they see me weak
and losing my courage, they will begin to get weak.’

Then it happened:

And it seemed at that moment that I could hear an inner voice saying
to me, ‘Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness. Stand up for justice.
Stand up for truth. And lo I will be with you, even until the end of the
world.’ . . . I heard the voice of Jesus saying still to fight on. He prom-
ised never to leave me, never to leave me alone. No never alone. No
never alone. He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone.

That experience gave King a new strength and courage. “Almost at once
my fears began to go. My uncertainty disappeared.” He went back to bed
no longer worried about the threats of bombings. The next morning he
went down to the Montgomery courthouse and was convicted of the
Thursday speeding charge. He was fined $10, plus $4 in court costs. Fred
Gray filed notice of appeal.??

As the city’s stance became increasingly hostile, the MIA considered
two further courses of action. Some MIA members discussed whether the
organization should apply to the city for a franchise to operate its own
jitney transportation system on six formalized routes using a fleet of sta-
tion wagons. Such a legalized status would allow drivers to collect fares
from passengers, something not allowed in the informal free-lift car pool
system. Paying for gas, oil, and tires for the many volunteer drivers was
costing the MIA a hefty sum each week, which so far had been met by
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collections taken up at each of the mass meetings. Though some meet-
ings, like the one on January 23, produced collections of $2,000, a more
regular system for producing income was needed. Perhaps naively, some
MIA members believed the city might assist them in this effort. Un-
surprisingly, the effort came to naught.

The MIA’s application did bring accusations that its real goal was to
put City Lines, which was in the middle of renegotiating its own franchise
with the city, out of business. King denied any such intention. “We aren’t
interested in putting them out of business. We want them to comply with
our demands.” To emphasize further the continuing moderation of its
position, the MIA took out another ad in the local paper, stressing its
own limited desires and castigating the city’s conduct. “At no time have
we raised the race issue in the movement, nor have we directed our aim
at the segregation laws.”

Though that was the MIA’s public stance, in private discussions the
leadership had considered since mid-January launching a direct attack on
the bus segregation laws. White attorney Clifford Durr had continued to
provide behind-the-scenes advice to the MIA’s young lawyers, Fred Gray
and Charles Langford. Durr stressed that if the black community wanted
to make a legal challenge to the segregation provisions, the appeal of
Mrs. Parks’s conviction would not be a sufficient vehicle. First of all,
since the appeal would have to be made through Alabama’s state courts
before it could reach the U.S. Supreme Court, it would be vulnerable to
extensive delaying tactics. Second, given the specific circumstances in-
volved, where another seat had not been available to Mrs. Parks, the
conviction might well be voided without the issue of segregation itself
being resolved. If the MIA really wanted to eliminate segregated seating,
Durr advised, it should file its own suit in federal court alleging that seg-
regated public transportation was unconstitutional in light of the earlier
Supreme Court decision in Brown about public schools. E. D. Nixon
supported Durr’s suggestion, and Gray and Langford, with further coun-
sel from New York NAACP attorney Robert L. Carter, began drafting
the necessary documents.*?

On the evening of January 30, the MIA held its regular Monday night
mass meeting, this time at Abernathy’s First Baptist Church. Two mem-
bers of the Dexter congregation, Roscoe Williams and Richmond Smiley,
stopped by the parsonage to give King a ride to the meeting. Since his
speeding arrest, the young men of Dexter had provided him with regular
accompaniment. Williams’s wife, Mary Lucy, had come along to stay with
Coretta and two-month-old Yoki. Later that evening, the two women
heard an unusual noise, like the sound of a brick striking the concrete
floor of the front porch. Footsteps sounded outside the house as Coretta
suggested they move out of the front room. Just as they darted into the
guest bedroom, an explosion rocked the house, filling the front room with
smoke and shattered glass. Frightened and shaken, the two women re-
treated to the rear of the house, where Yoki was safely sleeping. Coretta
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started to call the Montgomery police, but realized they were not the best
people to call. She thought to call Winston Craig, a Dexter member who
was Governor James Folsom’s chauffeur, but couldn’t find his number. A
neighbor, Mrs. Euretta Adair, called to ask if they were all right and said
she already had called the police. Other people began arriving at the
house. Coretta called the First Baptist Church and told the woman who
answered that the home had been bombed.

At the church, King was on the platform, supervising the collection,
when the call came. He saw Abernathy, E. N. French, and others react-
ing to whispered messages, but none came to him. Finally, he asked Ab-
ernathy about the commotion, and he informed King of the bombing.
King stepped back to the podium, informed the crowd about the report,
said that he must leave immediately, and asked that they also go quickly
to their homes. Those watching King were surprised by his calm and
steady demeanor. Looking back on it, King agreed that he had “accepted
the word of the bombing calmly. My religious experience a few nights
before had given me the strength to face it.”

By the time King arrived home, a crowd of several hundred black
onlookers had gathered at the scene. Numerous policemen also had ar-
rived, and Mayor Gayle, Police Commissioner Sellers, and Fire Chief R.
L. Lampley all were on the porch, inspecting the broken windows and the
two-inch by four-inch hole in the concrete porch floor that the bomb had
left. King made his way through the crowd and entered the house, where
he found Coretta, Yoki, and Mrs. Williams unharmed. Commissioner
Sellers took King aside and expressed his condemnation of the attack. “I
do not agree with you in your beliefs,” reporters heard him say, “but I
will do everything within my power to defend you against such acts as
this.” King nodded his appreciation, but one Dexter member bluntly told
Sellers that the bombing was a direct outgrowth of the heated rhetoric
and “get tough” policy that officials like him had been championing. Sell-
ers did not reply.

The crowd outside grew larger and angrier as word of the bombing
spread. White reporters on the scene were fearful as police efforts to
disperse the throng were ineffective. One officer told Sellers that a calm-
ing influence was needed, and the police commissioner asked King if he
would say a few words to reassure the onlookers. King agreed, and
stepped onto the porch, where, flanked by Sellers and Gayle, he told the
crowd that his wife and child had not been injured. “Everything is all
right. It is best for all of you to go home. The police are investigating,
nobody has been hurt, and everything is under control.” He emphasized
that everyone in the protest should remain peaceful, and not retaliate
against the white community.

We are not advocating violence. We want to love our enemies. I want
you to love our enemies. Be good to them. Love them and let them
know you love them. I did not start this boycott. I was asked by you to
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serve as your spokesman. I want it to be known the length and breadth
of this land that if I am stopped, this movement will not stop. If I am
stopped, our work will not stop. For what we are doing is right, what
we are doing is just.

Sellers and Gayle each spoke to the crowd, promising to spare no effort
to solve the crime. Then King stepped forward again, and asked everyone
to disperse. “Go home and sleep calm. Go home and don’t worry. Be
calm as I and my family are. We are not hurt and remember that if any-
thing happens to me, there will be others to take my place.”

After the crowd and officials departed, the Kings were driven to the
home of Dexter members Mr. and Mrs. J. T. Brooks to spend the night.
M.L. had trouble falling asleep, and several hours later there was a
knocking at the door. He and Coretta peered out, but couldn’t tell who it
was and decided not to answer. The visitor disappeared, but shortly
thereafter the phone rang. It was Daddy King, who, along with Christine
and A.D., had driven over from Atlanta upon hearing of the bombing.
He had been the person at the door, and he quickly returned. At almost
the same time, Coretta’s father, Obie, who also had heard of the bomb-
ing, arrived from nearby Marion.

Daddy King told M.L. that he and all the family should leave
Montgomery and return to Atlanta. Bombers who had tried once might
well try again. Martin said no, that he could not desert his colleagues in
the MIA. Daddy King, his temper flaring, told his son, “It’s better to be a
live dog than a dead lion.” Martin again refused, and then Obie Scott
said that if Martin would not take the family to Atlanta, he would take
Coretta and Yoki with him back to Marion. Coretta also refused, saying
she would stay with her husband. Daddy King pushed Martin harder.
“He very strongly insisted on Martin’s coming home for a while and get-
ting away from things,” Coretta later recalled. “He really wanted him to
get completely out of the Movement.” The young couple maintained
their resistance, and finally the early-morning argument broke up. M.L,
Coretta, and Yoki all would remain in Montgomery.4!

The following morning, the MIA executive board met to discuss their
next step. The white violence, coming on the heels of eight weeks of
official obstinacy, convinced the black leadership that the time had come
for a direct attack upon the segregation statutes. The next day, February
1, Fred Gray filed suit in federal court in the names of five black women
plaintiffs. The suit sought an injunction against segregated bus seating,
and also a halt to the harassment of the car pool. No longer was the MIA
seeking simply a more polite form of “separate but equal”; now the chal-
lenge would be total.

King and the MIA had practical as well as strategic concerns in the
wake of the bombing. Sellers’s promise aside, and a city-sponsored re-
ward of $500 for information on the bombing notwithstanding, the MIA
did not believe that the Montgomery police could be trusted to protect
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the protest leaders. While repair work on the parsonage got under way,
the men of Dexter organized themselves into three four-hour shifts of two
people each to guard King’s home from 8:00 p.m. to 8:00 A.M. each night.
Robert Williams vowed to keep watch with a shotgun, while King and
Abernathy decided to take up sidearms. “We felt we ought to be ready,”
Abernathy later explained. “I asked King if he had any means of protec-
tion for him and his family. He said the only weapon he had was a
butcher knife. He asked, ‘What do you have?’ I said, ‘The only thing I
have is a razor.” We decided that we should go downtown together and
buy some weapons for our protection.” Accompanied by Reverend Hub-
bard, King and Abernathy appeared at the county sheriff’s office on
Wednesday afternoon, February 1, to request pistol permits. King stated
that he wanted a gun so that the watchmen at his home could be armed,
but the application was denied. That very night the bombers struck again
at the home of E. D. Nixon. The device, apparently thrown from a pass-
ing car, landed some twenty feet from the house and did no substantial
damage. Nixon was out of town at the time, and did not learn of the
attack until his train from Chicago pulled into Birmingham the next day.

The two bombings in forty-eight hours led King and four other MIA
representatives to call on a potential ally, Alabama Governor James E.
Folsom. Reviled by many whites for having entertained black New York
Congressman Adam Clayton Powell, “Big Jim” Folsom was as liberal on
race as any white politician in the South. Folsom told the black visitors
that he deplored the bombings and hoped the situation would not deteri-
orate further. He asked King how long the protest would continue.
“Until our demands are granted,” the young minister told the governor.
“What we really want to ask of you, is protection of the state. We have
no confidence in the city police affording us such protection.” Folsom
said he would have state officers keep an eye on King’s home, and that he
also would speak to the county sheriff. But King wanted something else.
“What we would like to have, is to have you issue a permit to keep a gun
in my car,” he told Folsom. The governor responded that he would have
to discuss that with the sheriff too.

King returned home from the state capitol to find Roscoe Williams
installing floodlights around the parsonage, and Daddy King back in town
again to persuade his son to return to Atlanta. M.L. once more said no to
his father’s entreaties, but one observer who watched him that day wrote
that King’s “nervous pacing reveals he is under a tremendous strain.”
Coretta appreciated her husband’s burden, supported his refusals of
Daddy King’s pleas, and talked with him about their likely fate. “We
realized that our lives were in danger. I did a lot of soul-searching . . . we
were right in what we were doing, and if we were going to stand up for a
cause, we had to be willing to face that which may be the inevitable
consequences.”

Within the MIA leadership, the filing of the federal court suit led some
to wonder whether the boycott should be continued or whether the black
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community should return to the buses while awaiting legal vindication.
On February 7, King admitted that the MIA’s thinking had “changed
somewhat” because it was now clear that negotiations would not bring an
end to the protest. Only the suit could do that, and since the litigation
might take a “long time,” King was not certain whether the boycott
would continue until the suit was decided. “We are now depending on the
courts to give the final answer.” The following day, however, King said
that his previous comments had been “misunderstood,” and the MIA an-
nounced there would be no change in its stance.*?

While the bombings led the black community to take a stronger stand
against segregation, they also motivated some of Montgomery’s white
business leaders to try to resolve the protest. The “Men of Montgomery,”
a businessmen’s group, announced on February 8 that it stood ready to
mediate a settlement. Over the next five days, two representatives of that
group, Joe Bear and C. T. Fitzpatrick, held discussions with the city com-
mission. The officials were willing to guarantee courtesy, to promise that
all passengers could board through the front door, and that the adult fare
would return to ten cents. They were not, however, willing to surrender
in principle the idea of ten reserved seats for each race at opposite ends
of each bus. They did concede, though, that “whenever the condition
exists that there is no probability of any additional white passengers
boarding a bus, or any colored passengers as the case may be, in that
event the bus operator shall assign such seats as may be required in the
reserved sections.” In other words, no one would have to stand over a
vacant “reserved” seat.

King left town for several days to visit his parents in Atlanta and to
travel to Chicago for a previously scheduled preaching engagement. Dur-
ing his Chicago stay King also met with interested leaders of the United
Packinghouse Workers to discuss pressuring National City Lines’ Chicago
headquarters and to seek outside support to boost the boycotters’ morale.
While King was in Chicago, Montgomery’s newspapers reported that Cir-
cuit Judge Eugene W. Carter had instructed solicitor William Thetford
and the current grand jury to consider whether the MIA’s protest was a
violation of Alabama’s antiboycott statute. Asked about the report, King
told Chicago reporters, “I don’t doubt that they will indict some of us.”
He emphasized that the protest “is a movement of passive resistance,”
and acknowledged that the litigation to resolve the problem would take at
least several months. “I am not sure that the people will want to continue
the boycott that long.” He also stressed that Montgomery was not an
isolated incident. “The oppressed people of the world are rising up. They
are revolting against colonialism, imperialism and other systems of op-
pression,” including American segregation.

When King returned to Montgomery, there were rumors of indictments
looming against the MIA leadership. On February 18 the grand jury in-
dicted MIA attorney Fred Gray on a trumped-up charge of having named
as a plaintiff in the MIA’s federal court suit a woman who actually had
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not authorized him to use her name. That same day King left on a speak-
ing trip to Atlanta and Nashville.

Among the white leadership there was less than complete agreement
on what steps to take next. The Men of Montgomery were pressing both
the city commissioners and the bus company to authorize one last ap-
proach to the MIA before proceeding with mass indictments. Solicitor
Thetford was ambivalent about pressing criminal charges, and instead
wanted the bus company to seek an injunction against the MIA’s car pool
on the grounds that it infringed upon the bus line’s exclusive municipal
transportation franchise. Company attorney Crenshaw, however, op-
posed having the company take any legal initiative against the MIA, and
also objected to the idea of criminal indictments. By this time Crenshaw,
Bagley, and the company were willing to accept a negotiated settlement
on the MIA’s terms in order to save the franchise from financial ruin.
They waited for city officials to take the lead. The three commissioners,
however, remained as staunchly opposed as ever.

On Monday morning, February 20, the Men of Montgomery won
agreement from both the commissioners and the bus company to have the
newest version of the reserved seating plan presented to the MIA. That
afternoon the proposal was conveyed to Abernathy, who promised to
present it to the leadership and to that evening’s mass meeting. Some of
the leaders contended privately that maintaining the car pool system until
the court case was resolved would be too difficult a task, but their argu-
ment failed. When the seating plan was described to several thousand
people gathered that night at St. John AME Church, only L. Roy Ben-
nett and his assistant pastor voted publicly to accept it. After the meet-
ing, Abernathy contacted the Men of Montgomery, informed them of the
outcome, and thanked them for their effort. Commenting on the meet-
ing’s action, one MIA leader stated that “the morale of the masses, once
again, revived the morale of the leaders.”*3

The next morning the grand jury returned indictments against almost
one hundred MIA members under the state antiboycott law. “We are
committed to segregation by custom and by law,” the jury’s report stated,
and “we intend to maintain it.” Abernathy called King in Nashville to
give him the news. King promised to return to Montgomery the next
morning, after stopping in Atlanta to pick up Coretta and Yoki, who had
stayed with Daddy and Mama King.

Daddy King was more insistent than ever that Martin not return to
Montgomery. The dangers were just too great, he argued. His son should
know full well that the trial would be far from just. Who knew how long
he might be confined in some Alabama penitentiary?

Martin told his parents he simply could not desert his colleagues in
Montgomery. While he and his father argued vehemently in the kitchen,
Coretta took Yoki and went upstairs. Martin, already angry at his father,
became furious with Coretta for leaving his side at such a crucial mo-
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ment. “Martin told me that I had run out on him,” she admitted later.
Even the next morning, Daddy King was unwilling to give up the fight.
After Martin agreed to remain in Atlanta one more day, his father as-
sembled most of Atlanta’s black leadership at the King home to get them
to persuade M.L. not to return. AME Bishop Sherman L. Green, drug-
store owners L. D. Milton and C. R. Yates, newspaper publisher C. A.
Scott, attorney A. T. Walden, educators Benjamin E. Mays and Rufus E.
Clement, and businessman T. M. Alexander all gathered to hear King,
Sr., ask them to endorse the argument he was giving his son. At first, the
group expressed support for Daddy King’s contentions. Then Martin
forcefully told them he could not abandon his friends in Montgomery, no
matter what the consequences. “I would rather go back and spend ten
years in jail than not go back.” That convinced Morehouse president
Mays. “You’re right,” he declared, and newspaperman Scott agreed.
Their support strengthened Martin’s resolve, and his father gave up the
fight. In tears, Daddy King admitted that his son had to go back. Before
the session broke up, attorney Walden phoned NAACP chief counsel
Thurgood Marshall in New York to obtain his promise that King would
be afforded the best possible defense. Marshall, who had already been
called by E. D. Nixon, told Walden to assure the Kings of that commit-
ment. The next morning Daddy King drove Martin and Coretta back to
Montgomery.

The black community, prepared in advance for the mass indictments,
responded with a new demonstration of strength. As the names of those
being sought spread through town, the MIA organized a mass gathering
at the courthouse to show that blacks would not be intimidated. “We
made a special effort to get every one of them to go down at one time” to
be booked, Rufus Lewis recalled. “Reverend Hubbard just made the sug-
gestion that we dress for the occasion and go down en masse, so that it
would appear that we were together.” The plan was a marvelous success.
Those who had been indicted showed up in their Sunday best, and those
who had not came down to sign bonds for the others. The atmosphere,
one local white reporter said, was like “old home week.”

By the time King returned the following morning, the MIA had orga-
nized a special mass rally for Thursday night, followed by a “carless”
Friday, when the arraignments of those arrested would take place. King,
accompanied by his father, surrendered himself for booking at the
courthouse shortly after his return. Early that afternoon the MIA lead-
ership met with attorney Arthur D. Shores and his assistant, Peter Hall,
whom the NAACP had sent in from Birmingham, to discuss legal strat-
egy. Although the rally was not scheduled to begin until 7:00 p.M., people
began gathering in the afternoon. They sang hymns as the crowd grew to
some five thousand. When the program got underway, King spoke about
how the protest was motivated not simply by Mrs. Parks’s arrest, but by
many events that
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go deep down into the archives of history. We have known humiliation,
we have known abusive language, we have been plunged into the abyss
of oppression. And we decided to rise up only with the weapon of
protest. It is one of the greatest glories of America that we have the
right of protest.

There are those who would try to make of this a hate campaign. This
is not a war between the white and the Negro but a conflict between
justice and injustice. This is bigger than the Negro race revolting
against the white. We are not just trying to improve the Negro of
Montgomery but the whole of Montgomery.

If we are arrested every day, if we are exploited every day, if we are
trampled over every day, don’t ever let anyone pull you so low as to
hate them. We must use the weapon of love. We must have compassion
and understanding for those who hate us. We must realize so many
people are taught to hate us that they are not totally responsible for
their hate.

The mass indictments drew more national attention to the Montgomery
protest than had any earlier events, even the bombing of King’s home.
For the first time, major newspapers such as The New York Times and the
New York Herald Tribune carried front-page stories on the boycott, and
King’s Thursday night speech was his first to receive extensive national
press coverage. Even network television began covering events there,
with one ABC commentator comparing the protesters to Gandhi and the
bankruptcy of white Montgomery’s position to that of the British in In-
dia.44

Reporters were not the only people whose attention was drawn to the
protest movement. In New York other race activists besides the NAACP
took a growing interest in the events in Alabama. One who had a special
curiosity was Bayard Rustin, a longtime advocate of nonviolent protest,
who was a close associate of A. Philip Randolph, president of the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters and the most noted national black
leader. Rustin had taken part in a 1947 bus protest, the “Journey of Rec-
onciliation,” which had attempted to desegregate interstate bus facilities
in the South. Rustin was intrigued with the Montgomery protest, and
spoke with Randolph and other activists—Norman Thomas, James
Farmer, and A. J. Muste—about his desire to take a firsthand look. With
proper advice, he argued, the Montgomery movement could be expanded
into a regionwide effort that would implement a boycott of segregated
buses throughout the South. Randolph and the others shared his interest
in Montgomery, but some cautioned against Rustin making a visit there.
His public record, they pointed out, included a brief membership in the
Young Communist League, a prison term for draft resistance, and a con-
viction three years earlier for homosexual activity with two other men in
a parked car. Any or all of those could be used to smear the Montgomery
leadership should Rustin become associated with them publicly.

Rustin, with the support of Randolph and Muste, won out over those
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objections. He arrived in Montgomery on Tuesday, February 21, just as
the indictments were being issued. Carrying letters of introduction to
King and Abernathy, he found the Kings out of town, but located Aber-
nathy and Nixon. He discussed the protest with them, mingled with peo-
ple Wednesday as those who had been indicted crowded around the
courthouse, and attended the Thursday night mass meeting. On Friday he
attended a transportation committee meeting, and on Saturday met with
ACHR Executive Director Robert Hughes. On Sunday morning he heard
King preach a decidedly optimistic sermon at Dexter, “Faith in Man.”
White southerners should not be hated, King said. “Believe that the most
prejudiced mind in Montgomery, in America, can become a living
mind—a mind of goodwill.” The MIA would triumph in its effort, and
the consequences “will be world-shaking,” he stated. “But our victory
will not be a victory for Montgomery’s Negroes alone. It will be a victory
for justice, a victory for fair play and a victory for democracy.” With a
“spirit of love and protest,” the boycott would go forward. “Don’t get
weary. Don'’t lose faith in me. My faith in man is, at bottom, a faith in
God.”

The arrival of Rustin and other outside visitors made many of the MIA
leaders wary. Holt Street pastor A. W. Wilson pointedly told reporters
that the protest was a local movement and not for outside agitators. Bir-
mingham editor Jackson observed that some of the visitors “are offering
services which if accepted by the protest group could obviously damage
and set back their program.” In private, Jackson insisted that it would be
best for everyone if Rustin left town quickly, and many MIA activists
agreed. “We had almost a paranoia about anybody getting involved who
was related to any kind of a subversive or questionable organization. We
were just on our guard constantly,” Robert Graetz remembered. Graetz
and others spoke freely with a local air force officer who kept a regular
eye on boycott developments, and Graetz didn’t think twice when an FBI
agent introduced himself and said, “If you don’t mind, I'll be checking in
with you occasionally.”

Although outside contributions had increased dramatically, including a
$500 check from the national NAACP, the MIA was leery of many of its
new friends. The organization welcomed a call for federal action from the
bishops of the AME church, but voted against sending a representative to
a scheduled New York rally called by Adam Powell to highlight a planned
one-hour nationwide work stoppage in support of the boycott. Martin
King, though friendly toward Rustin, appreciated his colleagues’ fears.
“We have to be very careful that no one exploits this movement,” he told
Rustin and his Dexter congregation that Sunday morning. “We need
money, but we're not going to do anything and everything to get it. No
one is going to get fat on this, and no one is going to get any handouts.”

Sunday evening Rustin had his first lengthy conversation with King, at
the parsonage. Over coffee in the kitchen, they chatted about non-
violence, or what King, in his public remarks, increasingly was calling
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“passive resistance.” That stance was not chosen “by any single person,”
King said that weekend. “It was the spontaneous movement of the peo-
ple,” and he and other spokesmen simply “have attempted to give lead-
ership to it.” Jo Ann Robinson, whose teaching job forced her to remain
in the background, gave a similar description to one black reporter:

The amazing thing about our movement is that it is a protest of the
people. It is not a one man show. It is not the preachers’ show. It’s the
people. The masses of this town, who are tired of being trampled on,
are responsible. The leaders couldn’t stop it if they wanted to.#>

On Monday morning, February 27, a second representative of the New
York pacifist and racial progress groups joined Rustin in Montgomery.
He was Rev. Glenn E. Smiley, a white official of the Fellowship of Rec-
onciliation (FOR), whose top officials, Charles Lawrence and John
Swomley, had argued against Rustin’s trip. Not wanting to appear in
competition with his friend Rustin, Smiley visited several southern cities
before arriving in Montgomery to meet with King. A native of Texas and
a devout believer in Gandhian nonviolence, Smiley was deeply touched
by their first meeting. He took along an armful of books on nonviolence
and asked King about his familiarity with the doctrine. “I said to Dr.
King,” Smiley recalled, *‘I’m assuming that you’re very familiar and have
been greatly influenced by Mahatma Gandhi.” And he was very
thoughtful, and he said, ‘As a matter of fact, no. I know who the man is.
I have read some statements by him, and so on, but I will have to truth-
fully say’—and this is almost a direct quote . . .—‘I will have to say that I
know very little about the man.’” King emphasized that he nonetheless
admired Gandhi, and Smiley described to him how the essence of non-
violence was a refusal to retaliate against evil, a refusal based on the
realization that “the law of retaliation is the law of the multiplication of
evil.” King expressed interest in the point, and told Smiley they would
have to talk further.

Overjoyed at King’s receptivity, Smiley wrote to several friends, de-
scribing King’s limitless potential. Their conversation had been “one of
the most glorious, yet tragic interviews I have ever had. . . . I believe
that God has called Martin Luther King to lead a great movement here
and in the South. But why does God lay such a burden on one so young,
so inexperienced, so good? King can be a Negro Gandhi, or he can be
made into an unfortunate demagogue destined to swing from a lynch
mob’s tree.” Smiley asked his friends to pray for King’s becoming the
former, not the latter. Smiley also dispatched a note to King, telling him
how he had asked for those prayers. In closing, he quoted Gandhi: “‘If
one man could achieve the perfect love it is enough to neutralize the
hatred of millions.” Who knows? Maybe in Montgomery someone may
achieve this perfect love! I am at your service.”

King was grateful for Rustin’s and Smiley’s support, but other MIA
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leaders worried about what roles the outsiders might seek to play in the
protest. On Monday evening one black leader, apparently E. D. Nixon,
called A. Philip Randolph in New York to ask some searching questions
about why Rustin had been sent to Montgomery. Randolph defended his
assistant to the caller, but alerted his New York colleagues to the con-
cerns the Montgomerian had expressed. To some, there was the intima-
tion that Rustin was claiming a significant role in the movement’s
deliberations, even though he had been there only a week. On Tuesday,
Randolph convened a group of some twenty people to consider the ques-
tion of Rustin’s presence in Montgomery. “It was the feeling of this
group,” John Swomley of FOR immediately wrote to Smiley, “that Bay-
ard should be urged to leave Alabama and return to New York. They felt
that there were very serious elements of danger to the movement there
for Bayard to be present.” Randolph, Farmer, and the others felt that the
New York leadership should concentrate on organizing potential national
support for the protest, such as that expressed by Powell, the AME
church, and the National Council of Churches. “It was the conviction,”
Swomley said, “that we should not try from the North to train or other-
wise run the nonviolent campaign in Montgomery, as Bayard had hoped
to do, but rather to expect them to indicate ways in which we could be of
help. . . . Phil Randolph indicated that the Montgomery leaders had
managed thus far more successfully than any ‘of our so-called non-
violence experts’ a mass resistance campaign and we should learn from
them rather than assume that we knew it all.”

Swomley advised Smiley to stay free from any association with Rustin
in the eyes of both the MIA and local whites. On Wednesday, February
29, however, Smiley by chance encountered Rustin, along with black re-
porter William Worthy, at King’s MIA office. They exchanged greetings.
Smiley mentioned the encounter in a subsequent phone call to FOR’s
New York office, and was reprimanded for letting it occur. In a subse-
quent letter, Smiley stressed that no MIA officials other than King knew
that he and Rustin were acquaintances.

That same afternoon, Randolph informed Rustin by phone that the
New York group advised that he move on. Some of the New York people
feared that Rustin would hesitate, and Swomley informed Smiley that he
and James Farmer had discussed what ought to be done. “There are some
here,” Swomley said, “who feel the local leaders ought to know about
Bayard’s personal problem but dare not mention it over the phone. They
ought to know the risks that are being taken and if they are prepared to
accept those risks then it is not our responsibility.” Rustin and Worthy
left for Birmingham on Wednesday evening.

Smiley in the meantime was having a joyful time familiarizing himself
with the operations and leadership of the MIA. The organization was
overwhelmed, he wrote Swomley, with the flood of outside contributions
since the mass indictments. About $12,000 had arrived from out of state
within the last two weeks, a great change from the eight weeks prior to
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the bombing of King’s home, when there had been little national interest
or support. Smiley felt the black leadership was responsive to his message
of nonviolence, and King gave him a personal introduction at the Thurs-
day evening mass meeting, March 1. The response of the 2,500 people
warmed the white minister deeply. “Religious fervor is high and they are
trying to keep it spiritual,” Smiley reported to New York. “Not once was
there an expression of hatred towards whites, and the ovation I received
when I talked of Gandhi, his campaign, and then of the cross, was tre-
mendous. They do want to do the will of God, and they are sure this is
the will of God.”

Smiley’s advice to those in New York paralleled the thoughts of Ran-
dolph and Farmer. “We can learn from their courage and plain earthy
devices for building morale, etc., but they can learn more from us, for
being so new at this, King runs out of ideas quickly and does the old
things again and again. He wants help, and we can give it to him without
attempting to run the movement or pretend we know it all.” So long as
all the outside volunteers understood that, there would be a supporting
role for them to play in the Montgomery protest.

Smiley’s white face and southern voice allowed him to sample white
opinion in Montgomery as well as black. The city’s white liberals were in
a powerless position, and community tension was increasing as whites
feared the MIA would expand its boycott to other enterprises, such as the
downtown stores. “Whites are scared stiff and Negroes are calm as
cucumbers,” Smiley observed. He also appreciated white Montgomery’s
desire to attribute the protest to some outside influence or subversive
force. “‘If it’s not you,’” some suspicious whites asked him, “‘who is it,
because we know the niggers are not that smart.”” Many seemed unwill-
ing or unable to view the boycott as an indigenous protest; “they really
believed . . . that it had to be some white guy or some New Yorker”
orchestrating the entire movement.*¢

Northern reporters, who were arriving in Montgomery in increasing
numbers, assessed the situation similarly. “Neither side is yielding an inch
to the other,” and “there is very little middle ground left.” Many of the
correspondents emphasized two major themes: the tactical ineptitude ex-
hibited to date by the city officials, and the MIA’s talk about loving one’s
enemies. A chronicling of the whites’ errors was straightforward and
rather lengthy: the refusal to entertain seriously the initial arguments
from Gray and King about a Mobile-style seating plan, the “get tough”
policy which ended with the bombing of King’s home, and, most
egregiously, the mass indictments of the MIA leadership. In private,
MIA activists were still puzzled over the city’s stubborn refusal to negoti-
ate the modest initial demands, and they quietly rejoiced at how the “get
tough” arrests and the bombings had reinvigorated the black community’s
commitment just when some were beginning to wonder whether a long-
term boycott could be sustained. The indictments were yet another tonic.

e
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As Mrs. Durr told a friend, “to arrest all of their leaders was the very
thing that was needed to make them more determined.”

The reporters found the “boyish-looking” King and his talk of love
especially intriguing. “What we are preaching is best described by the
Greek word ‘agape,’” King told one correspondent, referring to an analy-
sis of different types of love he had read in a graduate school textbook.
“Agape” really meant “good will, a redemptive sort of love. That is what
we are trying to get our people to feel,” King explained. “I don’t know
that they fully understand it yet, but they are making progress.” Whites
as well as blacks were victims of racism and segregation. “While I will
fight him to get out from under his subjugation, I will also try to under-
stand him and I will not try to defeat him,” King said. Montgomery was
not really a racial conflict; “the fight here is between light and darkness,”
not blacks and whites. “The job of us leaders is to make that clear to our
people.”

King’s sense of history and the broader meaning of the protest was
striking. “Whether we want to be or not, we are caught in a great mo-
ment of history,” King told one mass meeting. “It is bigger than
Montgomery. . . . The vast majority of the people of the world are col-
ored. . . . Up until four or five years ago” most of them “were exploited
by the empires of the west. . . . Today many are free. . . . And the rest
are on the road. . .. We are part of that great movement.” The target
was larger than just segregation. “We must oppose all exploitation. . . .
We want no classes and castes. . . . We want to see everybody free.”

On a more mundane level, King’s principal concern as the boycott en-
tered its fourth month was the upcoming trials and how the legal bills
would be paid. The MIA had formalized an agreement with Birmingham
attorney Arthur Shores to represent all ninety-odd people at a fee of $100
per person, but no one was sure where that $9,000 would come from.
Although contributions continued to pour in, the car pool system was
now costing $3,000 per week, and several paid employees manned the
MIA’s busy office at Lewis's Citizens Club. The national office of the
NAACP had been publicizing heavily its legal support of the movement,
but the MIA was not fully happy. In early March King wrote Roy Wilkins
to voice the concern:

One of the problems which we are confronting in raising funds is that
so many people are giving through mass meetings sponsored by the
NAACP [across the country] with the impression that the total legal
expense is being defrayed by the National Office. Since this money is
being raised in the name of our movement,

King pointedly observed, “we are hoping that the bulk of it will come to
support us in our legal struggle.”
Wilkins moved quickly to reassure King and repair any breach before it
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could widen. “It was our intention from the first news of the indictments
and mass arrests to assume the entire cost of the defense for those per-
sons arrested and indicted and thus to relieve the MIA of any burden in
that respect,” Wilkins stated. Beyond that, “we expect also to bear the
major part, if not the entire cost, of the bus segregation case challenging
the state law,” which would be quite expensive and likely to end only at
the U.S. Supreme Court. The NAACP also would pay the bills for the
appeal of Mrs. Parks’s conviction, but could contribute toward the MIA’s
own operating expenses only in an emergency. Wilkins ended his message
to King with a clear warning: “At this time it would be fatal for there to
develop any hint of disagreement as to the raising and allocating of
funds.”4?

While preparations proceeded for the trial, both Smiley and Rustin
continued to advise King. Smiley remained in Montgomery through
March 10, and worked to persuade local white ministers to open lines of
communication with their black counterparts. Meanwhile, Rustin, who
was operating out of Birmingham, intensified his efforts with King. In
several lengthy discussions in early March, some in Birmingham rather
than Montgomery, the two men reached an accord on how Rustin’s New
York sponsors best could assist the Montgomery movement. King “is
very happy to receive outside help,” Rustin notified Randolph on March
7, but was “sensitive” to the southern white notion

that New Yorkers, northern agitators and communists are in reality
leading the fight. It was his view therefore that all communications,
ideas, and program that can be developed, as they directly pertain to
activities in Montgomery, come through him or Mr. Nixon rather than
directly to the Improvement Association. It was agreed that this was a
wise and necessary procedure. . . . The Improvement Association must
give the appearance of developing all of the ideas and strategies used in
the struggle.

There were many types of practical assistance that could be given King
and the MIA: bicycles for the protesters; “ghostwriters for King, who
cannot find time at present to write articles, speeches, etc., himself”; and
“keeping an eye on their news coverage and suggesting ideas on what is
important and when to emphasize certain elements in the struggle.”
Much of Rustin’s time was spent discussing nonviolence with King. In
one report to his New York colleagues, Rustin asserted that King “is
developing a decidedly Gandhi-like view. . . . He is eagerly learning all
that he can about nonviolence.” In private, though, Rustin, like Smiley,
was among the first to admit that King’s acceptance of the philosophy was
far from complete. “He didn’t even use the word at first,” Smiley later
stressed. “He used ‘passive resistance’ almost entirely.” The point was
underscored one day when Rustin and Worthy visited King at the par-
sonage. Rustin took a seat on the living room couch and Worthy started
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to sit down in an armchair. Rustin looked over and saw a pistol on the
seat. “Watch out, Bill, there’s a gun in that chair.” Worthy put the pistol
aside, and when King came in, Rustin queried him about whether the gun
was compatible with a nonviolent movement. Yes, King said, they in-
tended to harm no one unless violently attacked. That night they sat up
late as Rustin attempted to persuade King that even the presence of guns
was contrary to the philosophy that he was increasingly articulating.

Philosophy aside, Rustin’s primary interest remained the creation of a
southwide movement to spread the message of Montgomery throughout
the region. To Randolph, in early March, he recommended “the estab-
lishment of a workshop on nonviolent resistance to be held in June or
July in Atlanta to which would be invited leaders from many areas of
tension in the Deep South.” They would discuss the theory and practice
of nonviolence, and he hoped the meeting would produce an “ad hoc
committee” for ongoing intercity contacts. “King is all for bringing this
off,” Rustin reported. Perhaps King, Sr., or Morehouse President Mays
could host it, for a strong affiliation with the southern black church would
be the key to its success, as Montgomery showed. The movement there,
Rustin appreciated, “is strong because it is religious as well as political. It
has been built upon the most stable institution of the southern Negro
community—the Church.” Any expansion would have to rely upon that
same base.

Just after Rustin’s long meeting in Birmingham with King, the
Montgomery Advertiser ran a front-page story, accompanied by an un-
identified photo of Rustin, asserting that some unnamed Negro had been
masquerading as a correspondent for several European publications while
visiting Montgomery. Those papers denied sending anyone to Alabama,
and the Advertiser wondered who the man seen associating with the MIA
might really be. The headlines sent new fears through the black lead-
ership, but King was not overly perturbed. Rustin assured him that he
had not misrepresented himself as a staff writer for anyone, and sent him
the text of an article Rustin had written for publication under King’s
name. It argued that the Montgomery story clearly refuted the standard,
negative stereotypes about blacks, and King approved it with hardly any
alterations. It appeared in the April issue of Liberation, the first item
ever published under King’s name.48

With the antiboycott trials scheduled to begin on Monday, March 19,
solicitor Thetford and the defense lawyers reached agreement that the
first of the ninety-odd defendants to be tried would be the MIA presi-
dent, King. The prosecution’s intent, made clear early the first morning,
was to prove that the MIA had instigated and maintained the boycott
without “just cause or legal excuse,” that illegal black violence had
helped enforce the boycott, and that King had led the MIA’s effort—all
in violation of the state antiboycott statute. Although prosecutor Thet-
ford had had two city detectives looking into the MIA’s early activities,
and though several members, including Rufus Lewis, had been called to
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testify before the grand jury, the prosecution had little real evidence
about how the protest had originated. Thetford called bus manager
Bagley, Holt Street’s Reverend Wilson, and MIA Financial Secretary
Erna Dungee in an unsuccessful effort to trace the start of the movement.
Wilson could not recall who had set up the first mass meeting at his
church, and had an equally fuzzy recollection of when the MIA had been
established. Thetford had considerably more success in proving through
the MIA’s subpoenaed financial records that the organization had put
together and funded the car pool system. Mayor Gayle testified that the
MIA had negotiated with him over ending the protest, further evidence
that they had conspired to boycott the buses. Lastly, in the second day of
prosecution testimony, Thetford mounted a weak attempt to link the
MIA to the December incidents of shooting at buses.

The defense, fully expecting that Judge Eugene W. Carter would find
King guilty no matter what the evidence, concentrated its efforts on giv-
ing a full and accurate portrayal of both the abuse suffered by black bus
riders and the peaceful character of the MIA’s protest. Mrs. Thelma
Glass of the Women’s Political Council testified about her group’s long
and unsuccessful efforts to improve the buses, and others of the twenty-
eight defense witnesses described the humiliations they had been sub-
jected to on the buses. Then, Arthur Shores called King to the stand. He
asked about King’s speeches at the various mass meetings, and King testi-
fied he had never urged people not to ride the buses, but just “to let your
conscience be your guide.” He commented on the car pool, the negotia-
tions, and described how the MIA firmly opposed violence. Prosecutor
Thetford, on cross-examination, asked if King had called the initial Mon-
day boycott, or if he knew who had. King said no. He queried King about
his own experiences on the buses, and King stated he had ridden them
only once since he had lived in Montgomery.

On Thursday, March 22, with all testimony complete, Judge Carter
immediately announced the verdict: guilty as charged. He would fine
King $500, plus $500 court costs. Alternatively, King could choose 386
days in jail. King’s attorneys announced they would appeal, and King was
freed on a $1,000 bond. Shores indicated he expected the appeal to take
more than a year, and the prosecution announced that the other trials
would be held in abeyance until King’s conviction was reviewed by higher
courts.

Trial sessions had been crowded, with MIA spectators wearing cloth
crosses on their lapels reading “Father, Forgive Them.” When King ex-
ited the courthouse that Thursday afternoon following his conviction, a
crowd of more than three hundred people cheered him. “We will con-
tinue to protest in the same spirit of nonviolence and passive resistance,
using the weapon of love,” King told them and the dozens of newsmen.
That evening, to the three thousand people gathered at Holt Street
church for the mass meeting, he urged the people to keep up their spirits
despite his conviction. “Let us not lose faith in democracy. For with all of



The Montgomery Bus Boycott, 1955-1956 75

its weaknesses, there is a ground and a basis of hope in our democratic
creed.”

King’s conviction made front-page news across the country and in-
creased the amount of press coverage the Montgomery protest was re-
ceiving. Once again, white Montgomery’s efforts to stifle the boycott had
backfired, and correspondents reported another renewal of the pro-
testers’ determination. King himself held a press conference the day after
his conviction, and one reporter asked him if his role in the protest ever
at times made him afraid. King answered:

No, 'm not. My attitude is that this is a great cause. This is a great
issue that we are confronted with and the consequences for my per-
sonal life are not particularly important. It is the triumph for the cause
that I am concerned about, and I have always felt that ultimately along
the way of life an individual must stand up and be counted and be
willing to face the consequences, whatever they are. If he is filled with
fear, he cannot do it. And my great prayer is always that God will save
me from the paralysis of crippling fear, because I think when a person
lives with the fear of the consequences for his personal life, he can
never do anything in terms of lifting the whole of humanity and solving
many of the social problems that we confront.

The strength and freedom he had found that Friday night eight weeks
earlier, sitting at his kitchen table, remained with him, as it always
would.*?

The following weekend, King traveled to New York for his first north-
ern speaking engagements since he had become a front-page figure. Ad-
dressing 2,500 at Brooklyn’s Concord Baptist Church, King spoke for
eighty-five minutes on how black Montgomery was fighting injustice by
means of “passive resistance.” In India, Gandhi had used it “to break
loose from the political and economic domination by the British and
brought the British Empire to its knees. . . . Let’s now use this method in
the United States.” To one black interviewer, though, King stressed that
the Montgomery method was not principally a derivative from India. “I
have been a keen student of Gandhi for many years. However, this busi-
ness of passive resistance and nonviolence is the gospel of Jesus. I went to
Gandhi through Jesus.”

Upon King's return to Montgomery, the MIA began to tackle two new
efforts: a block-by-block canvassing of black Montgomery aimed at in-
creasing the number of registered black voters, and an expansion of the
car pool system into a more extensive jitney bus service, using station
wagons bought with contributions from the many new national support-
ers. For a second time. the MIA applied to the city commission for a
transportation franchise, and again the application was rejected. At the
same time, however, the existing difference of opinion between the com-
mission and the City Lines bus company broke into the open when Na-
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tional City Lines President Roy Fitzgerald told California reporters that
his company was caught “in the middle of a situation we can do nothing
about. . . . We would be tickled if the law were changed.”

Mid-April was a relatively quiet time for the protest, and King took the
opportunity to enjoy a brief vacation with his family. He also traveled to
Birmingham, Chicago, Columbus, and Dallas for a series of speaking en-
gagements, and enjoyed a four-day visit with his old Crozer friend J. Pius
Barbour. The older man was astounded by the changes the young minis-
ter had undergone. “King practically lived with me for three years,” he
remarked, “but he is not the King I knew. He has grown twenty years in
about five. He is almost to a fault exceedingly retiring; he wanders
around in a daze asking himself: Why has God seen fit to catapult me into
such a situation.”

Then, on April 23, newspapers reported that the U.S. Supreme Court
had affirmed a federal appellate court ruling striking down segregated
seating on the municipal buses of Columbia, South Carolina. Upon re-
ceipt of the news, Montgomery City Lines announced that its drivers
would no longer enforce segregation, effective immediately. For a mo-
ment, it seemed that the boycott would be over. Then, Montgomery
Mayor Gayle angrily announced that the city would continue to enforce
segregation, and that any bus drivers who failed to do so would be sub-
ject to arrest. National City Lines’ legal vice-president, B. W. Franklin,
responded by saying that the company would stand behind any drivers
whom the city tried to prosecute.

King and the MIA looked on with bemusement as the internecine war-
fare broke out among their opponents. King announced on the twenty-
fourth that the boycott would continue, pending clarification of the legal
situation, and at the Thursday night mass meeting on April 26, some
three thousand people unanimously affirmed a resolution calling for the
protest to continue at least until May 11, when the federal court suit Gray
had filed would be tried in Montgomery. King declared that “we are
grateful to the bus company for their stand,” and stated that the MIA
would consider its number three demand satisfied whenever the bus com-
pany promised to give equal consideration to both black and white driver
applicants.

The legal maneuvering continued as the city commission filed suit in
state court, seeking a temporary restraining order against the bus com-
pany to maintain segregation. Company manager Bagley suffered a se-
rious heart attack, and company attorney Crenshaw resigned from his
role. State Judge Walter B. Jones granted the city’s request for the order
against the company, and King stated that the MIA was simply “waiting
and hoping. Our whole strategy is based on the May 11 trial.”

That hearing, in front of Federal Judges Richard T. Rives, Seybourn
H. Lynne, and Frank M. Johnson, Jr., took only one day. The four black
female plaintiffs, plus Gayle and Sellers, were among the few witnesses
called. The panel reserved their decision, and the MIA was uncertain that
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a majority of those three Alabama white men would vote to strike down
segregation.30

The MIA also was troubled by two festering internal problems. First,
many participants had realized that the reimbursement system for car
pool expenses was extremely vulnerable to abuse. King resolved that the
transportation committee required a full-time supervisor, and the board
chose Alabama State Professor Benjamin J. Simms for the new role.
Simms instituted tighter controls, and the problems all but vanished.

Second, some voices within the organization also were complaining
that only a few officers, principally King, were filling the MIA’s speaking
invitations. Those criticisms remained private, but some, like Treasurer
Nixon, wondered whether all of the honorariums were making their way
to the MIA’s treasury.

In public, King increasingly talked of how the MIA needed to move
beyond simply bus segregation. To one mass meeting, he stated that
“until we as a race learn to develop our power, we will get nowhere.
We’ve got to get political power and economic power for our race.” King
went beyond exhortation, recommending to the MIA executive board
that “a strong emphasis . . . be placed on increasing our political power
through voting and increasing our economic power through the establish-
ment of a bank.” A banking committee was appointed to seek a federal
charter for a building and loan association, and King moved to put fur-
ther resources behind the voter registration effort, led by Rufus Lewis.
“The key to the whole solution of the South’s problem,” King asserted in
early May,

is the ballot. Through the ballot many of the other problems will be
solved. Until the colored man comes to this point he will have a hard
struggle. When he gets the ballot, he can wield political power and
come into his own. . . . The chief weapon in our fight for civil rights is
the vote.

The bus boycott “might possibly last several more months,” and “the
present relaxed phase” of it afforded the MIA an opportunity to plan
ahead for other initiatives.>!

In early June, as the relative quietude continued, the Kings and Aber-
nathys decided to seek a brief respite from the tensions of Montgomery.
Together, the four of them set out by car on a two-week vacation to
California and the Southwest. They hoped it would be an opportunity to
relax and see a part of the country none of them had visited before.
However, even after they got out of the Deep South and into Texas and
the Southwest, the two couples had a difficult time finding motels that
would accept black guests. “It spoiled the trip for him and for all of us,”
Coretta recalled, “because we had looked forward to seeing the beauty of
the west and then having to go through all of this.”

Just as they set out, the good news reached them that the three-judge
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federal court had voted two to one to strike down the segregated seating
practices. However, the city vowed to appeal the ruling to the U.S. Su-
preme Court, and the boycott remained in place. Then, just after the
couples reached Los Angeles, the MIA’s office called to report that Rev.
Uriah J. Fields, who had recently been replaced as the organization’s
recording secretary, had alleged at a mass meeting, with reporters pres-
ent, that the MIA had misused funds and that some of its officers had
been lining their pockets. Leaving Coretta and the Abernathys in Los
Angeles, King flew back to Montgomery.

Fury at Fields was running high in the black community. His church,
Bell Street Baptist, voted to fire him as pastor, and many threats were
being voiced. Although E. D. Nixon, for one, felt privately that there
was more than some truth to Fields’s charges, substantial pressure was
placed upon the young minister to retract his allegations. One week after
he had voiced his claims, Fields appeared before a derisive crowd at an-
other mass meeting to recant and apologize. He asserted that his outburst
had been based upon personality clashes with others, not King, and that
there had been no financial misconduct. King asked the crowd to forgive
Fields, and grudgingly they accepted his call. The crisis passed, and King
rejoined his wife and the Abernathys for the conclusion of their trip.52

At the end of June, King traveled to San Francisco to give a major
address at the NAACP’s annual convention. In that speech, as in other
appearances before northern audiences, King combined a description of
the Montgomery protest with an exposition of his religious beliefs. He
argued that Montgomery showed there was a “new Negro,” someone who
no longer would accept the depersonalizing experiences of segregation.
Montgomery also indicated that rank-and-file blacks themselves could act
to advance the race’s goals, rather than relying exclusively on lawyers and
litigation to win incremental legal gains. King stated that one should
avoid both “extreme optimism” and “extreme pessimism” about the
struggle for integration, and adopt a “realistic attitude” about the future,
but he also asserted, “I have no doubt that by 1963 we will have won the
legal battle.” King also denounced “the madness of militarism” and “an
economic system which takes necessities from the masses to give luxuries
to the classes,” but reminded each of his audiences that in all its efforts,
the black movement would remain nonviolent.

Although the NAACP convention accorded King an honored place,
Executive Secretary Wilkins and other officials made it clear that the or-
ganization had grave doubts about whether nonviolent mass resistance in
the Montgomery style could really add much to the pursuit of civil rights,
which they viewed as principally a legal struggle. King, who privately
believed that the NAACP put too exclusive an emphasis on the legal
route, studiously avoided any public disagreements.>3

In Montgomery the boycott continued with a steady effectiveness. By
midsummer, with twenty-two station wagons in full-time service, the car
pool system had achieved a new level of efficiency. King continued to
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keep a busy speaking schedule, and wrote to Smiley in early July to de-
cline several possible appearances because of “the strain under which I
am working.” My doctor, he explained, “is insisting that I slow up and
stop living such a rushed schedule.” Just a few days later, on July 11,
King went to the Montgomery railroad station to take a train northward
to Nashville, for Fisk University’s annual race relations institute. Coretta
and Robert Williams were with him as he started to enter the main wait-
ing room. A Montgomery policeman stepped in front of King, barring the
door, and told him that the room was for white people only. King spoke
back, and for upwards of five minutes, the two men debated the practice
that the officer was attempting to enforce. Finally, with King’s train ready
to depart, the policeman allowed the three of them to pass through the
room without pausing. If King ever tried it again, though, the officer
promised to “let me have it.” Like the car trip to Los Angeles, it was one
more reminder of how regularly racial distinctions impeded everyday life.

King spent most of late July and much of August on the road. His
many speaking engagements were repetitive and tiring work, but the ap-
pearances helped keep the MIA’s bank accounts in the black. Old Crozer
friend Ed Whitaker, whom King visited in northern New York in late
July, could see the effects. “He was weary, very much weary because of
the stress and strain which the movement had put him under.” King
talked about the constant anonymous threats, and how his early morning
communication with God six months earlier had enabled him to per-
severe. That experience, Whitaker sensed, was “the key to how he could
endure and face what was the reality of the situation.”

Late in August, Montgomery’s bombers struck again, this time damag-
ing the home of white pastor Robert Graetz. Then, on September 8,
while King was on a speaking tour in Denver, the insurance policies on
seventeen of the MIA’s station wagons suddenly were canceled. Without
the coverage, the vehicles could not be used in the car pool, and private
autos had to be employed to fill the void. Several weeks passed before
new coverage was obtained.

With the insurance problem solved, the car pool resumed normal oper-
ations as the MIA awaited word of when the U.S. Supreme Court might
rule on the appeal that Montgomery had made of the June federal court
decision. Weekly expenses had risen to $5,000, due to increased auto
repair expenses, and outside contributions had declined substantially.
Nevertheless, the protest was in fine shape, King told Rustin, and “the
people are just as enthusiastic now as they were in the beginning.” He
expected the Supreme Court to affirm the earlier decision by Christmas
or January at the latest, and he and the other Montgomery leaders were
working hard “to instill within the minds of the people the great implica-
tions of the bus protest. We are seeking to show that it is much larger
than a bus situation . . . that it is just one aspect of the total question of
integration in the South.”*

King received yet another reminder of that point on September 27,
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while flying to speak at Virginia’s Hampton Institute. When his flight
northward from Atlanta was delayed, the airline gave each passenger a
voucher for a free meal in the terminal restaurant. King, the only black
person, was refused a seat in the main room of the Dobbs House restau-
rant. King resisted the manager’s order to eat in a rear room, and told
the man that he was an interstate passenger, and that previous court rul-
ings barred such discrimination in interstate commerce. His argument had
no effect on the manager, who cited state and local ordinances. Passenger
King remained hungry.

October began as a quiet month. King was on the road a good deal,
and apologized for it in his annual report to the Dexter congregation: “I
have often lagged behind in my pastoral duties.” Then, on October 26,
two rabid segregationists, attorney John P. Kohn and labor leader Jack
D. Brock, suggested to the city commission that an injunction be ob-
tained to halt the MIA’s car pool as an infringement on the bus com-
pany’s franchise. The commission indicated it would consider the move.
King, in Boston for a speech, hurried home when word of the impending
action reached him. On October 30 the city filed its request for such an
order with State Judge Carter. Three days later the MIA asked Federal
Judge Frank Johnson to bar Carter from issuing such an order, but
Johnson declined to intervene, and set a hearing for November 14, the
day after Carter was scheduled to rule on the city’s request.

On Tuesday, November 13, King and the other MIA leaders assembled
in Carter’s courtroom for a daylong hearing on the city’s request to ban
the car pool. The outcome was not in doubt, and King was depressed at
the thought of losing their system. “I was faltering in my faith and my
courage,” he recalled, and the MIA was uncertain if the protest could be
sustained. Then, during a brief late-morning recess, Associated Press re-
porter Rex Thomas came up to King and handed him a brief teletype
story. Datelined Washington, it announced that hours earlier the Su-
preme Court had affirmed the lower court decision ending bus segrega-
tion in Montgomery. In their darkest hour, the protesters had triumphed.
Joyfully, King passed the word to his colleagues. They sat through the
remainder of the hearing, and, as expected, Carter immediately issued
the order the city had requested. Nonetheless, King and the MIA were
jubilant. They announced that the black community would return to the
buses whenever the Supreme Court’s order formally was delivered to
Montgomery, which King guessed would take only a few days. “The uni-
verse is on the side of justice,” he declared.

The following day, Federal Judge Johnson again declined to intercede
in the state court proceeding, and bus manager Bagley announced that
segregation would be enforced until the May injunction the city had ob-
tained against the company was dissolved. The MIA executive board
met, planned two simultaneous mass meetings for that evening, and
voted to terminate the protest, but delay any actual return to the buses
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until the Supreme Court order actually took effect. The joyous crowds at
the mass meetings endorsed that decision.

Only a day or two later did the MIA learn that the Supreme Court
order would not be so quick in reaching Montgomery. The losing party,
the city, had the option of petitioning the high court for a reconsidera-
tion, and had done so. Until that last-gasp effort was dismissed, the order
would not take effect. With the car pool now banned, the MIA scrambled
to institute a neighborhood-based “share a ride” system, with Rev.
Solomon S. Seay as informal coordinator. On November 19, the MIA
petitioned Supreme Court Justice Hugo L. Black to make the Court’s
order of the thirteenth effective immediately, but Black rejected the re-
quest the following day.5*

While the Montgomery black community anxiously awaited the arrival
of the Court’s final order, the MIA made preparations for a weeklong
“Institute on Nonviolence and Social Change” that had been scheduled
for December 3-9. Although some noted outsiders, such as Mahalia
Jackson, Lillian Smith, and Rev. J. H. Jackson of the National Baptist
Convention, would be in attendance, many of the sessions were designed
to prepare black Montgomerians for riding on integrated buses. Most of
the visitors from outside Montgomery were other young black southern
ministers who headed up protest organizations or civic leagues in their
own cities: Joseph E. Lowery of Mobile, Theodore Jemison from Baton
Rouge, C. K. Steele, who was leading a successful but little-heralded bus
protest in Tallahassee, and Fred L. Shuttlesworth of Birmingham, who
had founded a new local protest group, the Alabama Christian Move-
ment, when state legal harassment had closed down the NAACP in Ala-
bama several months earlier. Though most of the men had known each
other through church functions, the Montgomery meetings gave them a
better opportunity to get acquainted and share ideas.

King delivered the opening address on Monday night, December 3, at
Holt Street Baptist Church, where, almost exactly one year earlier, he
had given his first speech as the newly chosen president of the MIA. “In
my little way and with my stumbling words,” King told the crowd of
1,500, “I would like to express my deepest appreciation to each of you for
following my leadership.” The success and determination of the
Montgomery protest signified a “revolutionary change in the Negro’s
evaluation of himself,” and the triumph had shown how valuable mass
nonviolent resistance could be. The real goal, however, was not to defeat
the white man, but “to awaken a sense of shame within the oppressor and
challenge his false sense of superiority. . . . The end is reconciliation; the
end is redemption; the end is the creation of the beloved community”
where all men would treat each other as brothers and equals. “There are
great resources of goodwill in the southern white man that we must some-
how tap,” King asserted, and we must work to “speed up the coming of
the inevitable.”
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After the institute week, preparations continued for the desegregation
of Montgomery’s buses. Two staff members of the Southern Regional
Council who visited the city found an atmosphere of calm and widespread
agreement that the change would take place peacefully. They visited with
a number of MIA leaders, including King, who told them that “things are
quiet. . . . The power structure of Montgomery is concerned about this
situation. They seem more alert than they have in the past. . . . The
Mayor has said quietly that he would not permit violence.” Other sources
endorsed King’s perception, and many praised him as being primarily
responsible for the air of calmness.

Finally, on December 17, the Supreme Court rejected the city’s last
appeal. The actual order arrived in the city on Thursday, December 20,
and U.S. marshals served the writs on the white officials shortly before
noon. That night the MIA held two mass meetings, one at Holt Street
and one at St. John AME, and King again reminded the crowds to follow
the “Integrated Bus Suggestions” that had been distributed to all.
Drafted by Glenn Smiley, they recommended “a calm and loving dignity”
and more specifically instructed: “Do not deliberately sit by a white per-
son, unless there is no other seat.” The time had come, King said, to
“move from protest to reconciliation.”

The next morning, Montgomery City Lines resumed full service on all
of its routes. At 5:45 A.m., Abernathy, Nixon, Mrs. Parks, and Smiley
gathered at the King home on South Jackson. Ten minutes later, when
the first bus of the day pulled up at a nearby corner, Martin Luther King,
Jr., was the first passenger to the door. He paid his fare and selected a
seat toward the front of the bus. Glenn Smiley, the white Texan, sat
down next to him. As news photographers snapped pictures, the bus
pulled away from the curb. Black Montgomery, after 382 days of mass
effort, had achieved its goal.>®



2.

The Birth of SCLC,
1957-1959

The first two days of Montgomery’s integrated bus service were without
incident. Then, at 1:30 A.M. on Sunday morning, December 23, a shot-
gun blast ripped through the front door of King’s home. The floodlights
were on, but no watchman was present. King, Coretta, and Yoki were
asleep, and no one was injured. King chose not to call the police, but he
did announce the incident to his Dexter congregation later that morning.
“It may be that some of us may have to die,” he solemnly remarked. That
evening, at a mass meeting, he declared that “I would like to tell whoever
did it that it won’t do any good to kill me” and announced that the MIA
was looking beyond bus integration. “We have just started our work. . . .
We must have integrated schools. . . . That is when our race will gain full
equality. We cannot rest in Montgomery until every public school is inte-
grated.” It marked the first occasion any MIA officer had publicly articu-
lated that goal.

Christmas passed peacefully, but on the evening of December 28, two
buses were fired upon by snipers. One black rider suffered a minor
wound. Police Commissioner Sellers immediately halted bus service, and
the next morning the commission resolved that no buses would run after
5:00 .M. One more bus was fired upon that day, and Sellers then an-
nounced that Montgomery would hire twenty additional policemen to
protect the vehicles. Meanwhile, anonymous leaflets urging blacks to run
King out of town began to appear around the city.!

Martin and Coretta were on their way to Baltimore, where King was to
speak at an Omega Psi Phi fraternity convention banquet and receive
their “Citizen of the Year” award. Bayard Rustin met them at the air-
port, and introduced three white friends who were with him. Harris and
Clare Wofford were a young couple who had traveled to India and writ-
ten a book on Gandhian nonviolence. Wofford had been the first white
man to graduate from Howard University Law School, had spent time in
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Alabama, and, in November, 1955, had given an address at Hampton
Institute that the black press reported with headlines such as GANDHI
METHODS URGED FOR CIVIL RIGHTS FIGHT. King had heard E. D. Nixon
speak of Wofford, and was pleased to meet him. Rustin’s third white
companion, Stanley D. Levison, was a white New York attorney who had
been active in a group called “In Friendship” that had been raising funds
for southern activists since early 1956. Coretta had met him several weeks
earlier at a New York benefit the group had sponsored for the MIA, and
King had heard Rustin speak of how Levison and another leader of In
Friendship, Ella Baker, were among his closest New York friends. Rustin
had told both Wofford and Levison that he would like to secure funds for
King to travel to India and Africa, and they chatted about the pos-
sibilities as they drove to Baltimore.

After King had delivered his address, a black reporter asked if the new
spate of violence in Montgomery made him fearful. No, King said. “Once
you become dedicated to a cause, personal security is not the goal. It is
greater than that. What will happen to you personally does not matter.
My cause, my race, is worth dying for.” King and his party headed back
to Washington in the Woffords’ car. Rustin and Levison told King that
they and Baker had spent a recent evening discussing Rustin’s idea of
using the Montgomery movement as the basis for a wider civil rights ini-
tiative across the South. The attendance at the recent Institute on Non-
violence and Social Change clearly showed that other southern activists
shared King’s desire for more interaction, and with the Montgomery boy-
cott complete, now was a propitious time for calling a southwide meeting.
Levison and Rustin had drafted a memo detailing the merits and broader
possibilities of a “Southern Leadership Conference on Transportation,”
and King agreed with their suggestions. Rustin promised to draw up an
agenda while King contacted other southern leaders and prepared a call
for a meeting.

At one point, someone joked about how the white opposition, given its
many blunders during the past year, might give the movement another
boost by actually jailing King at some point. Coretta quickly halted the
laughter by remarking that no southern jail was a joke, and how she had
a recurring fear that her husband would be killed. Her comments left a
frosty silence, and the tension was broken only when King himself spoke
up. “If anybody had asked me a year ago to head this movement,” he
said, “I tell you very honestly that I would have run a mile to get away
from it. I had no intention of being involved in this way.” King paused,
and then went on:

As I became involved, and as people began to derive inspiration from
their involvement, I realized that the choice leaves your own hands.
The people expect you to give them leadership. You see them growing
as they move into action, and then you know you no longer have a
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choice, you can’t decide whether to stay in it or get out of it, you must
stay in it.2

From Washington, Martin and Coretta traveled to Atlanta for the New
Year’s holiday. At noon on January 1, King spoke to an Emancipation
Day crowd of seven thousand at Big Bethel AME church, praising the
NAACP and describing how the Congress and president needed to acti-
vate themselves on the subject of racial justice. He articulated the same
themes in an evening address in Birmingham, and then returned to
Montgomery. '

Preparations moved ahead for the southwide meeting Rustin had long
been hoping for. King and his colleagues chose January 10 and 11 as the
dates, and King, Sr., agreed to host the sessions at Ebenezer church.
Rustin, in New York, was busy drafting seven “working papers” that
would serve as the basis for discussions. He talked about them with
Levison and Baker, never hiding his belief that “the movement needed a
sustaining mechanism that could translate what we had learned during the
bus boycott into a broad strategy for protest in the South.” It was “vital,”
Rustin asserted, “that we maintain the psychological momentum
Montgomery had generated.”

In the actual papers to be presented to those attending the meetings,
Rustin was more reserved. In the first one, he said there were two initial
questions that had to be addressed: “Do we need a coordinating group
for advice and council among the present protest groups?”, and “Should
such a council try to stimulate bus protests in other areas of the South?”
He made little secret that he thought the answer to each question should
be yes.

Although officially entitled the “Southern Negro Leaders Conference
on Transportation and Nonviolent Integration,” Rustin’s agenda had a
wide sweep. True, bus integration across the South was the initial focus,
but one principal lesson of Montgomery, Rustin stressed, was an eco-
nomic one: “The bus companies are not prepared to lose money to save
segregation.” City Lines had been a bit slow in coming around, but
Rustin’s scenario was an accurate analysis: “The political leadership and
the bus officials part company. The opposition is divided. The bus com-
panies may be prepared to make common cause with protest leaders.”

Buses, however, would be only the first step toward a wider struggle.
“We must understand,” Rustin wrote, “that our refusal to accept jim
crow in specific areas challenges the entire social, political and economic
order that has kept us second class citizens. . . . Those who oppose us,
understand this.” As the struggle expanded, Rustin explained, there
would be two principal methods to employ: voting power and mass direct
action. In regard to the first, there would have to be an extensive effort to
increase black voter registration across the South. But “until the Negro
votes on a large scale, we shall have to rely more and more on mass
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direct action as the one realistic political weapon.” Montgomery showed
that “the center of gravity has shifted from the courts to community ac-
tion,” and the leaders should realize that the people, and not simply their
lawyers, could win their own freedom. The question then would be what
forms of mass action should be employed. Should local communities go
beyond the MIA’s tactics and adopt “extra-legal mass action?” Also,
“under what circumstances are mass arrests strategically desirable or nec-
essary?” Finally, should the leadership try to establish a “small, disci-
plined group of nonviolent shock troops” to lead such efforts? “Can the
movement proceed through the next stages without such a group?”
Rustin asked.?

King, Abernathy, Rustin, and Baker were still polishing Rustin’s hand-
iwork in Atlanta the evening before the meetings were to commence.
Back in Montgomery, however, a different group had something else in
mind. At 1:55 A.M. on Thursday morning, January 10, a bomb demol-
ished the home of Rev. Robert S. Graetz. The family fled uninjured, only
to find a second, defective explosive lying in the yard. Moments later,
another bomb struck the Abernathys’ parsonage. Then, in rapid succes-
sion, four additional explosions rocked Montgomery as a series of black
churches, including Abernathy’s, were heavily damaged. Juanita Aberna-
thy immediately telephoned her husband at the King family home in At-
lanta, and Abernathy and King were on the phone throughout the early
morning hours, learning further details of the bombings. They reluctantly
concluded that they had no choice but to return home and give help to
their shaken community.

In their absence, Fred Shuttlesworth and Coretta King. who remained
in Atlanta, presided at the sessions, with Rustin and Baker looking on.
The meetings were closed to the press, and some participants objected
when a white man, Wil D. Campbell of the National Council of
Churches, sought admittance. Rustin ascertained his credentials, reas-
sured the others, and thus ensured at least token integration. The discus-
sions were lively and loud, but with King and Abernathy absent, Rustin’s
working papers did not exert the formative influence they otherwise
might have.

On Friday, the conference participants, almost all of whom were minis-
ters, approved “A Statement to the South and Nation.” In midafternoon,
King returned for the final hours of the gathering, was named temporary
chairman of the group, and held a press conference to announce the
statement and other initiatives. The statement extolled the virtues of non-
violence, but the tangible actions consisted of three telegrams the group
dispatched to President Dwight D. Eisenhower, Vice-President Richard
M. Nixon, and Attorney General Herbert Brownell. The one to
Eisenhower, saying that “a state of terror prevails” in the South, asked
him to make a speech advocating compliance with the Brown decision.
Nixon was asked to make a tour of the South and familiarize himself with
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violence against blacks. The message to Brownell asked him to meet with
black representatives to discuss possible federal protective actions.

King also told reporters that the group would be a continuing body,
and that it would next meet in New Orleans on a date yet to be chosen.
One questioner asked if King thought all southern buses would be inte-
grated by 1960, and King responded, “I hope sooner than that.” He em-
phasized that the group would tackle other forms of segregation, such as
in schools, but that no specific plans had been formed. Change at the
local level, he said, could best be won through interracial negotiations.
“Wherever it is possible, we want to avoid court cases in this integration
struggle.”*

In the wake of the bombings, the Montgomery City Commission sus-
pended all bus service indefinitely. Governor Folsom announced a $2,000
reward for information on the attacks, and many white Montgomerians
condemned the violence. The black community was angry at the bomb-
ings and fearful that the commission might use the violence as an excuse
for permanently halting bus service, thus denying the MIA the victory it
had won. Privately, Federal District Judge Frank M. Johnson voiced the
same fears to U.S. Deputy Attorney General William Rogers in Washing-
ton, and told FBI officials that the city was not doing all it could to pre-
vent the violence. Whe: King called the local FBI office to ask for federal
help and complain that blacks had no confidence in the city police, how-
ever, he was informed that no investigation had been authorized.

King was growing tired from the travels and tensions, and was troubled
by the new wave of violence. “I began to feel a personal sense of guilt for
everything that was happening,” he later wrote. That Monday evening,
King presided at a mass meeting at Bethel Baptist Church. While leading
the prayer, he became caught up in “an emotion I could not control.”
Speaking to God, and with an emotional crowd responding, King spoke
of the violent dangers the protesters still faced, saying, “If anyone should
be killed, let it be me.” He “got much more emotional than he ever got
with his speeches,” one MIA colleague remembered, and “it was obvious
that he was at the point of exhaustion. . . . He was going to probably just
pass out if he kept on going.” King was unable to continue, and E. D.
Nixon and another friend helped him to a chair. Reporters who were
present immediately publicized the event, one writing that King had
“collapsed at the rostrum.”

The next day, meeting with the press to criticize a white initiative to set
up a private, segregated bus line, King was at some pains to deny that he
had collapsed the evening before. He asserted that he had halted the
prayer because of too much emotion throughout the audience. “It was
simply a matter of people breaking down. I decided it was time to stop
the prayer because the audience had gone almost to pandemonium. I
shed no tears nor was I overcome with emotion. To the contrary, I was
calm and balanced throughout.” In subsequent years, when the incident
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was more distant in time, King admitted the accuracy of the eyewitness
accounts and abandoned his denial.?

The collapse at Bethel church was merely one public indication of the
increasing strain that both King and the MIA were experiencing. The
aftermath of the boycott had brought not celebration, but a run of vio-
lence. King, who had looked forward to a respite, found instead that the
pace of engagements had quickened. One of his friends observed that
King “was noticeably tiring,” and believed he was especially troubled by
a new series of disagreements within the MIA.

The principal problem was one that had quietly existed for many
months: resentment over the considerable personal fame that had come
to King because of the protest. E. D. Nixon was the most bitter, but,
reflecting back on the Fields incident, he chose not to pick a personal
quarrel. Instead, the issue became one of how the MIA would pursue its
voter registration efforts. Nixon, whose enthusiasm for the rhetoric of
nonviolence was limited, argued for a partisan format. If the MIA would
announce an effort to win representation within the Democratic party,
perhaps the national committee would.lend its support. King and others
found such hopes fanciful, and blocked Nixon from soliciting any registra-
tion funds in the name of his Progressive Democrats organization. Vir-
ginia Durr, who regularly heard Nixon’s side of the dispute, noted at the
time that Nixon “suffers from the same fate of all old leaders that see a
young man come on and take the leadership away from him, and do what
he has not been able to do, which is to unite the people around him.”
Nixon’s resentment was especially strong, she felt, because “he feels the
boycott was his idea” to begin with. Nixon was not alone in thinking that
the MIA of early 1957 was not as democratic as it had been twelve
months earlier. Another board member acknowledged that the MIA of-
fice had become “a closed operation,” and one where “if people outside
had been aware of what was going on . . . they could have found all kinds
of things to criticize.” Further dissension developed over the organiza-
tion’s continued refusal to put Mrs. Parks, a Nixon ally who had lost her
seamstress job long before, on the payroll, but that dispute, like the
“blazing row” over Nixon’s disagreements, stayed behind closed doors.
Mrs. Parks “is very, very disgruntled with MLK and really quite bitter,”
her friend Mrs. Durr wrote, but no incidents were allowed to break the
public front of unity.

The increasing conflict took a toll on King. One sympathetic friend
stated:

It was almost unbelievable to King that the very people who, a few
months ago, were shouting his praises were now asking him for justi-
fication for every proposal he put forward. He felt deserted and alone.
He told some of his close friends that perhaps he had outlived his
usefulness in Montgomery and should leave.
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As this supporter acknowledged, “King'’s colleagues felt that he was tak-
ing too many bows and enjoying them,” that “he was forgetting that vic-
tory . . . had been the result of collective thought and collective action.”®

Private tribulations and criticism were not King’s only ongoing prob-
lems. The continued existence of bus service remained in jeopardy, and
even when daytime service was resumed, the troublesome 5:00 p.Mm.
curfew on bus runs remained. Also, King received a telegram from the
White House informing him that the president would not speak out for
desegregation in the manner the Atlanta conference had requested. That
was followed by a Justice Department letter saying that the attorney gen-
eral would not see them because a meeting would “not be helpful or
appropriate.”

Sunday, January 27, marked the anniversary of King’s experience in
the kitchen one year earlier. This Sunday morning, Montgomery awoke
to learn that twelve sticks of dynamite, with a fuse which had smoldered
out, had been found on the porch of the Dexter parsonage. Though King
and his family had not been spending the night in the house for several
weeks, the murder attempt affected King deeply. In his sermon that
morning, King spoke about the experience he had had one year earlier
and how it had prepared him to deal with the question of his own fate. “I
realize that there were moments when I wanted to give up and I was
afraid but You gave me a vision in the kitchen of my house and I am
thankful forit.” He explained to his listeners how, early in the boycott, “I
went to bed many nights scared to death.” Then,

early on a sleepless morning in January, 1956, rationality left me. . . .
Almost out of nowhere I heard a voice that morning saying to me,
‘Preach the gospel, stand up for truth, stand up for righteousness.’
Since that morning I can stand up without fear.

So I'm not afraid of anybody this morning. Tell Montgomery they
can keep shooting and I'm going to stand up to them; tell Montgomery
they can keep bombing and I’m going to stand up to them. If I had to
die tomorrow morning I would die happy because I've been to the
mountaintop and I've seen the promised land and it’s going to be here
in Montgomery.

As before, the vision in the kitchen was a source of inner strength when
times were difficult.”

Four days later much of Montgomery breathed a sigh of relief as seven
young white men were arrested in connection with the series of bomb-
ings. King remained tied to a busy travel schedule, speaking in New Or-
leans one week and traveling to Oberlin College the next. At Oberlin,
theologian Harvey Cox, who had invited King, introduced him to James
M. Lawson, Jr., a black graduate student who had just returned from
spending three years in India. At dinner that night, February 7, King
questioned Lawson about his experiences in India. Lawson was a strong
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and well-informed believer in Gandhian nonviolence, and the two men
agreed to keep in touch.

On February 10, King announced that the second meeting of the At-
lanta transportation conference group would take place in New Orleans
on February 14. In telegrams to those who had attended the first session,
King outlined the cold refusals received from Eisenhower and Brownell
and advised that the New Orleans gathering issue a further statement.
The response was gratifying, and ninety-seven persons gathered at Rev.
A. L. Davis’s New Zion Baptist Church for the meeting. Officers were
elected: King, president, Steele of Tallahassee, first vice-president, Davis,
second vice-president, Samuel Williams of Atlanta, third vice-president,
Jemison of Baton Rouge, secretary, Medgar W. Evers, an NAACP activ-
ist from Jackson, Mississippi, assistant secretary, and Abernathy, trea-
surer. Shuttlesworth, three representatives of the United Packinghouse
Workers, ministers, and a few attorneys from across the South also were
in attendance.

The group also resolved to adopt the name Southern Leadership Con-
ference in place of the previous Southern Negro Leaders Conference.
More important, King announced that the group would sponsor a pil-
grimage to Washington if the president continued to refuse to speak out
in support of desegregation in the South. “This will not be a political
march,” King said. “It will be rooted in deep spiritual faith.”

Immediately after the New Orleans meeting, King’s portrait appeared
on the cover of Time magazine. The laudatory profile sketched King’s
biography and summarized the success of the Montgomery movement. In
Montgomery, however, the story received a mixed reception, even in the
black community. “There was among some of the Negro leadership,” a
well-informed black reporter wrote, “an element of resentment and jeal-
ousy, a feeling that the article gave King too much credit at the expense
of other leaders.” The tensions remained strong between E. D. Nixon
and King, and Nixon considered resigning from MIA and turning his
efforts toward a partisan political effort, but hesitated at a public break.
The arrest of the bombers was followed by a halt in the violence against
buses, and on February 19, evening service was restored.®

Invitations continued to pour in to King, including one from Kwame
Nkrumah inviting him to attend the March 5 independence ceremonies of
the new West African nation of Ghana. Both the MIA and Dexter of-
fered to help with the travel expenses. King and Coretta flew first to New
York, and joined other black American notables—A. Philip Randolph,
Adam Powell, Ralph Bunche—who also were going. The long flight gave
everyone a chance to get better acquainted. Upon arrival, King was im-
pressed by the modern facilities of the city of Accra. The independence
ceremony itself, a moving event, took place at midnight on March S.
There were many dinners and receptions, and King also enjoyed a private
lunch with Nkrumah. At one reception, King encountered U.S. Vice-
President Richard M. Nixon, the senior American representative at the
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celebration. King, troubled by the Eisenhower administration’s con-
tinuing coolness, seized the opportunity. “Mr. Vice-President, I'm very
glad to meet you here, but I want you to come visit us down in Alabama
where we are seeking the same kind of freedom Ghana is celebrating.”
Nixon shook his hand, nodded, and said King should come speak with
him in Washington sometime.

The Kings’ socializing was cut short when they both came down with
serious fevers. Nonetheless, his first trip outside the United States, and
his first visit to Africa, made a deep impression upon King. It helped him
realize, he told one companion, that “there is no basic difference between
colonialism and racial segregation”—both were based on the notion of
white supremacy. Describing it weeks later, King remarked that Amer-
ican blacks could learn some important lessons from the freedom strug-
gles that Africans had waged against European colonialists. “The
oppressor never voluntarily gives freedom to the oppressed. . . . Priv-
ileged classes never give up their privileges without strong resistance. . . .
Freedom comes only through persistent revolt, through persistent agita-
tion, through persistently rising up against the system of evil.”

From Accra, Martin and Coretta traveled to Nigeria, and then to
Rome, Geneva, Paris, and London for sightseeing. A highlight in London
was lunch with black intellectual C.L.R. James, who marveled at King’s
description of the Montgomery protest. After two weeks in Europe, King
flew back to New York, where he met with A. Philip Randolph and Roy
Wilkins to discuss the Washington Pilgrimage.?

Five weeks had passed since the Southern Leadership meeting had an-
nounced the Pilgrimage. Rustin had ensured that Randolph would re-
spond positively to the proposal, but Wilkins was cool to the idea of mass
action. Increasingly he was troubled by what the Southern Leadership
organization might mean for the NAACP’s own branches in the South.
Wilkins knew that Medgar Evers, the NAACP’s Mississippi represen-
tative, had been elected assistant secretary, and he ordered Evers to
“quietly ease out” of the new group. “The NAACP does wish to cooper-
ate with the ministers group,” and wanted nothing to arise “to suggest
that we are at odds with them,” but Wilkins still did not want his subordi-
nates helping to build up this new organization and its young leader.

Less personally, Wilkins also was troubled by King’s emphasis on mass
action and his criticism of a purely legal approach to change. Wilkins
stressed the “limitations” of mass, direct action, and believed that “the
particular form of direct action used in Montgomery was effective only
for certain kinds of local problems and could not be applied safely on a
national scale.” King, on the other hand, acknowledged the value of
Brown, and the need for civil rights statutes, but contended that blacks
“must not get involved in legalism [and] needless fights in lower courts.”
King felt that was “exactly what the white man wants the Negro to do.
Then he can draw out the fight. . . . Our job now is implementation. . . .
We must move on to mass action . . . in every community in the South,
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keeping in mind that civil disobedience to local laws is civil obedience to
national laws.”

The references to civil disobedience were new and infrequent for King,
but his emphasis upon such mass actions as the Pilgrimage bothered the
NAACP’s chief. Nonetheless, Wilkins agreed to another planning session
on April 5 in Washington. More than seventy representatives of various
groups attended that meeting, and chose May 17, the third anniversary of
the Brown decision, as the Pilgrimage date. Randolph, Wilkins, and King
announced the plans to the press, and stated they expected a minimum of
fifty thousand people to participate. The “Prayer Pilgrimage for Free-
dom” had five objectives: to demonstrate black unity, provide an oppor-
tunity for northerners to demonstrate their support, protest ongoing legal
attacks on the NAACP by southern states, protest violence in the South,
and urge the passage of civil rights legislation. New York Congressman
Adam Clayton Powell, who opposed the march, secretly boasted to
White House aides that he had prevented any anti-Eisenhower empbhasis
from emerging, but King and his colleagues had never had such an intent.

In their public remarks, both King and Wilkins underscored that the
Pilgrimage was “not a protest march, nor is pressure a dominant factor,”
as the NAACP chief put it. King spoke of how the Pilgrimage would be
an appeal to the nation, and the Congress, to pass a civil rights bill that
would give the Justice Department the power to file law suits against
discriminatory registration and voting practices anywhere in the South.
King told one audience that “I’'ve come to see more and more” the im-
portance of voting rights, but the purpose of the Pilgrimage, he stated, is
“to register our protest with Congress, not to make any threats.”!0

Rustin and other organizers spent the balance of April and early May
preparing for the Pilgrimage and working to encourage a large turnout.
In addition, Rustin and Stanley Levison each prepared drafts for King of
the remarks he would make at the Pilgrimage’s main event, a rally on the
steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Levison’s draft emphasized the common
interests of black people and the labor movement. Rustin, however, did
not like Levison’s tone and emphasis. “There is not sufficient spiritual
content,” he told King. “There is not a clear statement on non-
violence. . . . I hope you will consider using this occasion to call upon
Negroes north and south to adhere to nonviolence in work, thought and
deed.”

King would have only ten minutes, Rustin reminded him, and he
should speak about voting, labor cooperation, and, of course, non-
violence. King’s primary responsibility, though, was to issue a call for
action, and stress

the need to expand the struggle on all fronts. Up to now we have
thought of the color question as something which could be solved in
and of itself. We know now that while it [is] necessary to say ‘No’ to
racial injustice, this must be followed by a positive program of action:
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the struggle for the right to vote, for economic uplift of the people. A
part of this is the realization that men are truly brothers, that the Negro
cannot be free so long as there are poor and underprivileged white
people. . . .

Equality for Negroes is related to the greater problem of economic
uplift for Negroes and poor white men. They share a common problem
and have a common interest in working together for economic and
social uplift. They can and must work together.

Having returned to the same argument he had criticized Levison for em-
phasizing, Rustin advised King to use his Pilgrimage speech, his first truly
national address, to propose such an effort. The Southern Leadership
Conference should announce a major meeting for several months hence
where southern black leaders and white unionists would “discuss the role
of organized labor in the struggle for freedom, and a proposal that labor
implement the struggle for Negroes to vote freely.” If King was serious
about mass action in the South, he had best come up with a program for
moving forward. “The question of where you move next,” Rustin told
him, “is more important than any other question Negroes face today.” In
spite of such a warning, King accepted only part of Rustin’s and Levison’s
suggestions. King focused his text on the demand for action by the fed-
eral government to protect blacks’ right to vote in the South. No call for a
direct role for white labor in the Deep South was included.

When King boarded his flight to Washington early on May 16, he car-
ried with him a letter to the White House requesting a personal meeting
with President Eisenhower. It mentioned that King would be seeing Vice-
President Nixon sometime in the near future, as a result of the Ghana
conversation, but emphasized that that “can in no way substitute for the
necessity of my talking directly with the head of our great government.”
Such a meeting, “if it does nothing else, . . . would at least give persons
of goodwill in general and Negro Americans in particular a feeling that
the White House is listening to the problems which we confront,” King
stated. Perhaps, in the wake of the Pilgrimage, the president would be
more responsive to black people than he had been in the past.

At noon on May 17, a smaller than anticipated crowd gathered at the
Lincoln Memorial. Although the sponsors’ predictions had ranged from
50,000 to 75,000, estimates of the actual number varied from only 15,000
to 27,000. Of the different speakers, however, the young minister from
Montgomery received by far the most enthusiastic ovation. King’s call for
the right to vote included strong criticism of both major political parties,
the Congress, and President Eisenhower. “The executive branch of gov-
ernment is all too silent and apathetic,” King stated. His peroration—
“Give us the ballot”—supplied the headline for news accounts of the
Friday rally.

While some of the press coverage noted the modest turnout, accounts
in the black news media heralded King’s new national stature. Ebony
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magazine pronounced that King “emerged from the Pilgrimage as the No.
1 Negro leader of men.” An influential New York Amsterdam News col-
umnist, James Hicks, also proclaimed King “the number one leader.”
The Pilgrimage had been King’s idea, Hicks said, and King deserved the
credit for its success. “No other Negro leader in America was enthusiastic
about it,” and “at no time did either Mr. Randolph or Mr. Wilkins throw
the full weight of their offices and their organizations completely behind
the Pilgrimage,” Hicks asserted. “Many among that leadership did a good
job of dragging their feet . . . with the direct hope that the March would
fail, and that the threat of King’s leadership would thus die aborning.”
The elders were not happy. The young minister from the South repre-
sented a direct and personal challenge to “the so-called Negro leadership”
which had previously received the headlines.

The Pilgrimage notwithstanding, President Eisenhower continued to
avoid any meeting with the black leadership. In late May, however, King
announced that Vice-President Nixon had formally invited King to a pri-
vate meeting on June 13. Increasingly, Martin Luther King, Jr., appeared
to be the new point man for black Americans.!!

Before his trip to Washington, King had several less pleasant tasks to
attend to in Montgomery. First was the trial of Sonny Kyle Livingston
and Raymond C. Britt, two of the seven men arrested for the January
bombings. Both men initially had confessed their involvement to police,
saying they had planned the series of explosions in a meeting at Britt’s
home. Later, they recanted those confessions and requested.a jury trial.
On May 29, the men’s attorney, John Blue Hill, summoned King as a
defense witness, and asked the MIA president a long series of insulting
and offensive questions. Had not King plotted the bombings in order to
stimulate contributions to the MIA? What about rumors that King once
had been intimate with a white woman? None of it had anything to do
with Livingston’s and Britt’s guilt, and not many were surprised when the
all-white jury on May 30 declared the men not guilty, despite their earlier
confessions.

King also had to contend with continuing tensions within the MIA.
Some members were discomforted by King’s continuing close relationship
with Rustin, who effectively served as King’s New York-based assistant
while on the payroll of the War Resisters League. Robert Graetz, the
white minister, resented the assertive Rustin, who seemed to have King’s
ear more than Glenn Smiley. Both men had contributed to the MIA’s
adoption of nonviolence, but “most of the credit for giving form and
substance to this principle must go to Glenn Smiley,” not anyone else.
Smiley, Graetz pointedly noted, “did not come in with a program for us
to adopt and put into practice.” Although certain members expected
King to resolve the rivalry between the two advisors, he declined to act.

King also faced the continuing problem of E. D. Nixon. Although his
actual role in the MIA had decreased greatly, Nixon still remained trea-
surer in name. In early June, he sought to resign this last remaining tie,
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saying he did not care for the small clique that now ran the organization.
“I resent being treated as a newcomer to the MIA . . . I do not expect to
be treated as a child.” King refused to accept the resignation, and efforts
to repair the breach continued.!?

In preparation for the scheduled June 13 meeting with Vice-President
Nixon, Rustin prepared a long briefing memo for King that emphasized
six points he should articulate to the vice-president: that neither political
party had done enough on civil rights; that problems in the South could
be solved only with federal action; that most white southerners could
cope with racial change, but needed prodding; that Eisenhower should
speak out for civil rights; that Nixon should speak out for the pending
civil rights bill, and do so in the South; and that the administration had to
stop pondering and start acting.

Thus advised, King, along with Ralph Abernathy, arrived at Nixon’s
Capitol office at 3:30 r.m. that Thursday for what was scheduled as a one-
hour meeting. Labor Secretary James P. Mitchell joined Nixon to hear
King and Abernathy describe the numerous acts of racial violence that
black people across the South had been subjected to. Nixon spoke up in
defense of the Eisenhower administration, stating that its civil rights bill
would pass the House and faced an even chance of success in the Senate.
King proposed that Nixon come South and make a speech in support of
law and order, but Nixon responded noncommittally. Secretary Mitchell
pointed out that a presidential committee charged with eliminating racial
bias from government contracts soon would be holding hearings in the
South, and perhaps Nixon could speak before them. Nixon appeared to
endorse the idea. Then, at the conclusion of what had become a two-hour
meeting, the vice-president hinted that he might be able to arrange the
personal meeting with Eisenhower that King had requested.

King and Abernathy held an early-evening press conference on the
meeting at a local hotel. Both men indicated that they felt Nixon and
Mitchell genuinely were interested in racial problems, but that no firm
commitments had been won. King talked about how the SLC wanted to
undertake voter registration drives in some ten southern cities, but said
that specific plans had not yet been made.

The Washington reporters, however, were more interested in whether
King had actually obtained any promises from the vice-president. In con-
trast to the commentaries on the Pilgrimage, some black reporters ques-
tioned King's performance in the meeting with Nixon. The young
Alabama minister was “not yet ready for the political big time,” one com-
mentator opined.

In the wake of the Nixon conference, King set off on another round of
speeches in Texas and California. At the end of June, he had the special
honor of receiving the NAACP’s foremost award, the Spingarn Medal, at
the association’s annual convention in Detroit. King took the opportunity
to return the NAACP’s compliment, and combat the earlier news reports
of tensions, by praising Roy Wilkins and calling on everyone to double
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their contributions to the NAACP. The appearance received extensive
and positive coverage in the black press.!3

Back in Montgomery in early July, King found a number of different
issues confronting him. Foremost was a spate of reports that he would be
leaving Montgomery for a more attractive position elsewhere. The initial
story had King under serious consideration for the presidency of Fisk
University, but King also had been approached about the deanship of
Howard University’s School of Religion. While he found the idea of
teaching attractive, he decided not to pursue either offer. “My work in
the South,” he wrote Howard President Mordecai Johnson, “is not quite
complete, or at least I have not been able to do several things that I
would like to see done before leaving. The vast possibilities of a non-
violent, noncooperation approach to the solution of the race problem are
still challenging indeed. I would like to remain a part of the unfolding
development of this approach for a few more years.” Ten months later,
when another attractive offer arrived from the Garrett Biblical Institute
in Illinois, King cited the same reasons in “reluctantly” saying no.

Another aspect of King’s life was also provoking gossip. Many people
whispered about the intimate details of his private life, even though Cor-
etta was expecting their second child in October. Then in one of the most
widely read national black newspapers, the Pittsburgh Courier, there ap-
peared the most blatant sort of warning. A “prominent minister in the
Deep South, a man who has been making the headlines recently in his
fight for civil rights, had better watch his step,” the paper announced.
Detectives hired by white segregationists, it claimed, were hoping “to
create a scandal by catching the preacher in a hotel room with a woman
other than his wife, during one of his visits to a Northern city.” True, it
did not call him by name, but no one could mistake who it was. Even
though most of King’s Montgomery friends and civil rights colleagues
knew nothing of the uninhibited life-style King had pursued during his
theology school days, such rumors only added to King’s burdens.

Then there was still E. D. Nixon to deal with. King, Abernathy, and
Nixon had a showdown meeting on July 8 in which Nixon voiced his
complaints about the MIA’s financial procedures and about the cliquish-
ness he felt had grown up around King. “Money was mishandled in some
instances,” Nixon later said, and more complete records of income and
expenses could have been kept. “There was general knowledge among a
number of us at least that there were some things that were happening
financially that were less than ideal,” another board member subse-
quently acknowledged, but the tough questions were never raised at
board meetings because of how divisive it would have been. Nixon had
complained that MIA officers—i.e. King—should not be allowed to incur
unlimited telephone and telegram charges, but the board had rejected his
points. King and Abernathy, now aiming for a peaceful compromise, con-
ceded there was some truth to Nixon’s complaints. Improvements would
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be made, and Nixon should not resign from the MIA. His hurt assuaged,
Nixon agreed to stay on.!4

After a New York trip, which included an appearance at one of Billy
Graham’s “crusades,” King turned his attention to organizing a third
meeting of the SLC on August 8 and 9 in Montgomery. King had re-
cruited a full-time MIA executive secretary to ease his own administrative
burdens. The new man, Mose Pleasure, Jr., who had been alumni secre-
tary at Dillard University, helped King ensure that this SLC gathering
would have a more tangible payoff than the first two. Its focus, King
announced, would be the same as that of his Pilgrimage speech: registra-
tion and voting. “Ways and means through which we may increase the
number of Negro voters in the South at this particular time will be our
most important concern in this meeting.”

When well over one hundred persons assembled at Holt Street church,
King was ready with some specific program proposals. First, he wanted to
change the name of the organization to Southern Christian Leadership
Conference (SCLC), to emphasize that most of its participants and its
potential popular base came from the black church. Rustin had tried to
dissuade King from the idea, arguing that the new word might discourage
nonreligious supporters of civil rights, but King had held firm.

After winning assent to that, King detailed a plan for a large-scale
voter registration effort that he, Rustin, and Levison had prepared. The
“Crusade for Citizenship” would have a central office in Atlanta and a
budget of $200,000. The Crusade would have several goals: to establish
voting clinics, to provide educational materials to local voter registration
efforts, to collect evidence of discriminatory election practices, and “to
arouse the conscience of the nation through radio, T.V., newspapers,
[and] public appearances of southern leaders as to conditions that exist,
progress being made, and the responsibility of the entire nation to help
ensure for Negro citizens these elementary rights.” First and foremost,
however, the Crusade would seek “to arouse the masses of Negroes to
realize that, in a democracy, their chances for improvement rest on their
ability to vote.”

Some in attendance had doubts about so grand an undertaking. First,
where would they find $200,000? Russell Lasley of the Packinghouse
Workers said that his union would contribute $11,000, but that alone
would not finance what King had in mind. Some also wondered if the
effort would not place the nascent group in direct competition with the
NAACP. King said no, but several questioners reiterated that a cooper-
ative effort with the NAACP would be preferable to SCLC attempting to
go it alone. King parried the criticisms, saying that the details of imple-
mentation would be agreed upon at the SCLC’s next meeting, sometime
in the fall, in Mempbhis.

When news of the Montgomery meeting reached Roy Wilkins, he be-
came furious. Several NAACP loyalists told him what King had in mind,
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and one supporter furnished him a detailed account of the Montgomery
discussions. It observed, editorially, that “we need only one national or-
ganization to speak for Negroes and all other organizations and lead-
ership should rally around the NAACP.” Wilkins immediately instructed
his assistants to send copies of that missive to all NAACP staff members,
and to tell them that they must check with the national office before
participating in any conferences called by groups other than the
NAACP.15

During the rest of August, King again was on the road: New Orleans,
Wisconsin, Detroit, and Washington. To newsmen, King spoke in expan-
sive terms about the soon-to-begin voter registration effort. Total black
registration across the South was estimated at barely 1,250,000 at present,
but his new effort, King said, had a goal of five million new minority
voters.

On Labor Day weekend King and Abernathy went to Tennessee for
the twenty-fifth anniversary celebration of the Highlander Folk School,
the interracial institution that Mrs. Parks had attended two years earlier.
There were new people to meet; songs were being sung, and a photogra-
pher was snapping pictures. King and Abernathy had an appointment in
Louisville, and had to leave the celebration after only a three-hour stay.
A white activist from Louisville, Anne Braden, offered to give them a
lift. They accepted, and as they drove north, both Braden and King com-
mented on one of the songs they had each heard for the first time when
Pete Seeger had sung it that afternoon. King kept humming it, and re-
called its name—“We Shall Overcome.” “There’s something about that
song that haunts you,” he told the others.

When the first federal Civil Rights Act since the Reconstruction era
passed the Congress in September, King, like other black leaders, found
little to celebrate. The act did establish a civil rights commission and
allowed the Justice Department to file voting rights suits against discrimi-
natory southern registrars, but neither provision promised much in the
hands of the somnolent Eisenhower administration. The pending crisis in
Arkansas over the integration of Little Rock’s Central High School all
but demanded presidential intervention, but instead it was a federal dis-
trict judge who took the lead in demanding obedience to federal au-
thority. Also, two days after the civil rights bill was passed, King’s close
Birmingham ally, Fred Shuttlesworth, was brutally beaten by a white
mob when he attempted to enroll one of his children in a previously all-
white school. Again there was no federal action or presidential statement,
and black leaders’ ongoing efforts to obtain an audience with Eisenhower
remained unsuccessful.

By early October, Coretta was only a few weeks away from the ex-
pected birth of the couple’s second child. King had begun to write a new
column, “Advice for Living,” in Ebony magazine. The format was a fa-
miliar one: answering letters from the troubled and forlorn. In his initial
columns, King advised a woman not to marry a man twenty-five years
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younger, stated that “the primary obligation of the woman is that of
motherhood,” and remarked that “almost every minister has the problem
of confronting women in his congregation whose interests are not entirely
spiritual.”16

Serious problems continued to exist in the MIA. Executive Secretary
Pleasure found himself frozen out of major influence by an old-timers’
clique that viewed even King as a newcomer. Office secretaries Hazel
Gregory and Erna Dungee effectively dominated the MIA operations,
and King was away so much that he had little idea of the full dynamics of
the situation. Pleasure was amazed at the “tremendous resentment” over
King’s personal fame, and was disappointed that he lacked the time to
give any serious attention to preparing substantive MIA program ini-
tiatives. “Martin was being . . . pulled in so many directions by so many
forces that he couldn’t manage them. . . . It caused him some real pain in
terms of what his life was all about and where he was going and what he
wanted to do.” Torn between a desire to minimize his MIA and Dexter
obligations and guilt over doing so, King avoided facing any tough
choices. Some black news reporters had begun writing about the es-
trangement of Nixon and Mrs. Parks from King. Nixon finally had ac-
cepted outside money for his own voter registration plans, but Mrs.
Parks, whom he had intended to hire, had already taken a job at Vir-
ginia’s Hampton Institute. Executive Secretary Pleasure issued a new ten-
point program in the MIA’s name, “Looking Forward,” but what it listed
were hopes, not concrete activities. An individual membership drive was
launched to replenish the group’s coffers, but all could see that the MIA
was gradually becoming moribund.

By October, King had served three years as pastor of Dexter Avenue
Baptist Church. The past ten months had been a frustrating period, and
in his annual report to the members, King told them frankly about “the
all too many dark moments of leadership.” He had preached at Dexter
only thirty Sundays out of the last twelve months, and complained that “I
have not scratched the surface in doing the things at Dexter that I had
hoped to do by this time.” He was far too busy, yet his busyness had no
focus or tangible achievements. “Almost every week—having to make so
many speeches, attend so many meetings, meet so many people, write so
many articles, counsel with so many groups—I face the frustration of
feeling that in the midst of so many things to do | am not doing anything
well.” While King was presenting the report at an evening meeting on
October 23, word came that Coretta had just given birth to a son, their
second child. King had been hoping for a boy who could be named Mar-
tin Luther King, III. Although Coretta argued against it, she could not
dissuade her husband.

Four days later, on Sunday afternoon, King was at Dexter for a live,
thirty-minute NBC interview program, Look Here, that would be seen
across the country. King told host Martin Agronsky that nonviolence was
an active stance, and not simply another name for pacifism. A purely
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pacifist approach, King said, was defeatist. When the broadcast was com-
plete, King and Agronsky received a shock: An act of sabotage by local
whites had damaged the transmitting tower of the local TV station just as
they went on the air. Although the broadcast had been seen by much of
the nation, south Alabama viewers had missed it. The local blackout had
brought quite a crowd to Dexter, wondering what had happened. The
anxious black community was relieved when word spread that only the
transmitter, and not King, had been put out of action.!?

At the end of October, King announced that the SCLC would hold its
fourth meeting on Tuesday, November 5, at Mt. Olive CME Cathedral in
Memphis. When the group gathered that morning, King explained how
they would push ahead with the Crusade for Citizenship. Simultaneous
rallies in twenty different southern cities would mark a January 20
kickoff. The proposed budget remained $200,000, and King envisioned
an executive director based in Atlanta, plus two traveling field staff mem-
bers. A special effort would be made to get the black press to publicize
the January rallies.

Just as in Montgomery three months earlier, some delegates ques-
tioned whether any money was in hand, or if there were precise plans for
how to raise it. Had anyone yet been hired to coordinate these rallies?
No, though King did have a committee at work on selecting an executive
director. What about the problem of competition with the NAACP? “No
conflict exists between this organization and the NAACP,” King replied.
He had met with Roy Wilkins, and A. Philip Randolph, in New York on
October 16, and they agreed that the SCLC’s and NAACP’s efforts would
not duplicate or compete with each other, and that the two groups soon
would undertake a joint fund-raising drive in the North. Although King'’s
reassurances were spoken strongly, some doubted that Wilkins envi-
sioned any such arrangement, even if King had been told so.

That afternoon, SCLC voted to send a telegram to President
Eisenhower. It commended him for his eventual action in Little Rock,
but pointedly stated that the events there indicated how the president
needed to speak personally with black leaders from across the country.
Additionally, Eisenhower was asked to appoint quickly the new Civil
Rights Commission, authorized two months earlier, and to name at least
two blacks to the panel. That evening King spoke to a 1,500-person rally.
Telegrams like the one to Eisenhower, he told the crowd, “will be effec-
tive according to the political activity of the masses of Negroes at the
local level.”!8

Less than a week later, Roy Wilkins moved to show the young upstarts
who was boss. The NAACP announced a two-day meeting in Atlanta to
plan its own southern voter registration effort. Though Wilkins invited
King to speak briefly at the opening session, the message was clear. King
pledged SCLC’s cooperation, but when Wilkins met reporters to an-
nounce a goal of three million new black registrants, not one mention was
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made of King or SCLC. Some hostile southern white reporters began to
write about the friction between the two groups.

For King, the problems with Wilkins were especially enervating. King
was even more tired than usual, having just come through a bout with the
flu. One morning at Dexter, he apologized for preaching the same ser-
mon, “Loving Your Enemies,” for the third time in three years to the
same congregation. A week earlier he had repeated the exact same text
to an audience at Howard University. On both occasions he had told his
listeners that “each of us is something of a schizophrenic personality.
We're split up and divided against ourselves. There is something of a civil
war going on within all our lives.” He felt exhausted and troubled, and
wondered what he could do with a life that made more demands upon
him than he wanted, a life that kept him always busy but also tense and
frustrated. “Within the best of us there is some evil, and within the worst
of us there is some good,” he told the congregation.

In December the Montgomery black community celebrated the second
anniversary of the boycott. Attendance at the MIA’s annual institute on
nonviolence was down from the year before, and the widening divisions
within the MIA made for an uneasy atmosphere. While visiting northern
reporters focused on the integrated buses, and what they were told was a
new level of courtesy toward black people, the MIA leadership was
gloomy. Some criticized the final settlement that had been reached with
solicitor Thetford. The charges against all the MIA leaders except King
had never been resolved, and King’s appeal of his conviction was thrown
out on the grounds that his lawyers had not filed the proper papers in
time. Thetford proposed a deal: King would pay his long-standing $500
fine, all the other charges would be dropped, and the state also would
dismiss the charges against the remaining bombers who had not been
brought to trial after the first two acquittals. With great reluctance, the
MIA accepted, and King paid his fine.

In the meantime, E. D. Nixon had finally resigned as MIA treasurer.
As he pursued his voter registration effort, the MIA suddenly put much
greater life into its own, directed by Nixon’s old rival, Rufus Lewis. Mrs.
Durr felt that “there is a good deal of bitter feeling” in the black commu-
nity, and believed that the preboycott factionalism was reemerging. “It is
the old class split coming to the fore again,” the division between mass
and elite that had existed before both Nixon and Lewis had united behind
King.

Nevertheless, King tried to strike a positive tone in his opening speech
at the institute. “I believe firmly that there are many more white people
of good will in the South than we are able to see on the surface.” He
apologized again for neglecting his responsibilities at Dexter, even though
no one had complained. King stated: “I speak as one who has to live
every day under the threat of death, . . . I believe in the future because I
believe in God.” No matter how strong his belief, however, King could
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not salvage a conference that even the MIA publicly admitted “was a
flop.” Soon after, the MIA board fired Executive Secretary Pleasure.
One of King’s friends wrote that these events left King “quite distraught.
Again, he wondered if he had lost his touch in Montgomery.”!?

King had little time for remorse about the institute, because the prob-
lems of the Crusade for Citizenship loomed ever larger. He had spoken
repeatedly with Rustin and Levison about the obstacles, and Levison
drafted a letter for him to send to black leaders and sympathetic whites,
asking for financial assistance and moral support. The letter, which went
out on December 16, emphasized that “in no sense are we in conflict with
the NAACP or any other group.” SCLC sought to implement at the local
level through nonviolence, the legal advances which the NAACP had won
in the courts. The Crusade would be its first major project for three par-
ticular reasons: Blacks’ right to vote per se was not openly opposed by
even the worst segregationists; black voting strength could aid in achiev-
ing other rights; and “the right to vote does not raise the issue of social
mixing to confuse the main concern.” The Crusade aspired to double the
number of black voters in the South, to approximately two and a half
million within one year’s time—not the five million new voters King had
been speaking of four months earlier.

Even before there was a response to the letter, King and his colleagues
realized they had to get moving. On Thursday, December 19, an ex-
ecutive group of SCLC met at Ebenezer church in Atlanta. King and
several others had been in touch with a man whom they hoped to hire as
executive director, young educator Lucius H. Pitts, but Pitts had been
putting them off, saying he could not give a final answer until April. The
scheduled rallies were now one month away, and they had no one to
organize them. Accordingly, two decisions were reached: First, the kick-
off date would be moved back from January 20 to February 12, Lincoln’s
Birthday. Second, Bayard Rustin would be hired to coordinate the
rallies. Some had decidedly mixed feelings about Rustin, but none ques-
tioned his organizational ability.

Over the Christmas holidays, King remained in Montgomery to rest.
He started to draft some chapters of an autobiographical account of the
boycott that Stanley Levison had arranged for Harper & Brothers to pub-
lish. Some days King was able to sneak away to the home of some
friends, where there were fewer interruptions than at Dexter or his MIA
office. Coretta was happy to see more of him, and it gave him a greater
opportunity to spend time with his children.

After the first of the year, 1958, King had several northern speaking
engagements. On January 8 he was in Rochester, New York, where re-
porters pressed him about the reports of conflict between the SCLC and
NAACP. King denied them, saying they were “so erroneous I shouldn’t
even comment. . . . I have always had the warmest relationship with the
NAACP.” To prove it, King said he soon would purchase an NAACP life
membership.
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From Rochester, King flew to New York to meet with Levison and
Rustin. Levison and the other New York activists had urged that Rustin
not go south to work on the Crusade. If he assumed any public role in the
effort, segregationists could smear King with the publicly documented
facts about Rustin’s homosexuality, early flirtation with communism, and
conscientious objection during World War II. Reluctantly, King agreed.
However, if Rustin would not be going south, someone else had to, or
the Crusade would never get off the ground. Levison and Rustin prom-
ised King that Ella Baker, who had been serving as executive secretary of
In Friendship, could be counted on to take Rustin’s place.

King had been talking about opening an SCLC office in Atlanta ever
since the August meeting in Montgomery. It had not happened, however,
and Baker arrived in Atlanta without any quarters out of which to orga-
nize the February 12 rallies. Initially she worked out of a room in the
Savoy Hotel on Auburn Avenue, and with no word from King. Then,
Samuel Williams, the Morehouse professor and Atlanta pastor who was
one of SCLC'’s officers, offered his help and found her office space. With
a phone, a typewriter, and little more, Baker got to work making con-
tacts in different southern cities. If the various ministers who had at-
tended the previous SCLC meetings could be activated now, the series of
rallies might succeed.

Baker found only modest enthusiasm in many of the cities she con-
tacted. In some, local NAACP representatives were attempting to sand-
bag SCLC'’s efforts. Medgar Evers, the Mississippi staff member whom
Wilkins had ordered to cut his SCLC ties, now needed no prompting. He
kept his NAACP superiors closely informed of SCLC’s effort to set up a
rally in Jackson. As Evers reported in late January, “We have naturally
discouraged, ‘tactfully,” any such movement here in Jackson. It will be
our design through the NAACP . . . to control the present state of af-
fairs.” When Baker tried to make plans for a rally, Evers wrote, “the
person who was contacted to arrange such a meeting came immediately
to our office for advice. We immediately halted those plans.” With allies
like the NAACP, SCLC’s effort had little chance of success.

In late January SCLC’s executive committee met at Ebenezer church to
assess the situation. Things did not look encouraging; however, they had
little choice but to forge ahead. To call attention to the rallies, King is-
sued a press release, implicitly worded to reassure local leaders who
might worry about this apparent intrusion. SCLC, King said, “will func-
tion as a service agency to help further registration and voting in commu-
nities where such efforts are already underway, and to stimulate other
communities into action.”

All in all, the rallies received little advance publicity. Their actual oc-
currence received even less. King spoke at the Miami rally about the
value of the franchise. Most of the Lincoln’s Birthday rallies did take
place, but little effort was made to use them as the kickoff for local regis-
tration campaigns. Although Baker, surveying the scene several weeks
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later, could identify a number of cities where local registration efforts
were making headway, an Associated Press survey of cities listed for
SCLC rallies found that “only a handful” of black applicants came to
registration offices in the weeks following the rallies. White officials in
some cities, like Montgomery and Birmingham, took special glee in tell-
ing reporters that black applicants were even fewer in number than usual.
Headlines such as DRIVE LAGS FOR NEGRO REGISTRATION were about all
that SCLC garnered from its effort. On February 16, four days after the
rallies, Baker returned to New York, her temporary assignment com-
plete.20

The SCLC was moribund. The discussions with Lucius H. Pitts were
stymied, although King still wanted to hire him. On March 20, Ella Baker
returned south to staff the Atlanta office. She spoke several times with
Pitts, but got no firm answer. Baker knew that since she was a woman,
and not a minister, King and his colleagues would not consider appoint-
ing her as executive director. Despairing of Pitts, she contacted an old
college friend, Rev. John L. Tilley of Baltimore. She had discussed the
vacancy with Tilley, who had led a very successful voter registration
effort in Baltimore a year or so earlier. Perhaps he would be interested in
the job, and SCLC in him. Tilley replied that he was, so Baker notified
King and others of this new candidate. King wanted Levison’s judgment
of the man, and in mid-April Tilley accompanied Baker to New York.
The three of them met in an ice cream parlor on 125th Street, and
Levison later told King that his judgment was favorable. On April 30 the
SCLC executive board met and appointed Tilley executive director and
named Baker associate director. Finally, after fifteen months of exis-
tence, and several name changes, the organization had the beginnings of
a staff.

King spent much of the spring working on the book manuscript, often
at the west Montgomery home of close friends Elliott and Genevieve
Finley. He addressed an Easter Sunday demonstration organized by the
MIA to protest the electrocution of a young black man convicted of rape,
a rally whose planning the FBI monitored through its unwitting informant
in the MIA. King's travel schedule was still hectic, but writing became his
top priority. King’s personal advice column remained a regular monthly
feature in Ebony, and his comments ranged widely. He told one ques-
tioner that the “development and use of nuclear weapons of war should
be banned” and advised another that gospel music and “rock n’ roll”
were “totally incompatible” because rock music “often plunges men’s
minds into degrading and immoral depths.” When a woman asked what
to do about her husband’s extramarital affair, King told her to think of
what the other woman might have to offer that she did not. What faults
of her own might make her husband look elsewhere? “Do you nag?”
King asked her. Answers that King offered to other questions had appli-
cation to both personal and societal problems: “People fail to get along
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with each other because they fear each other. They fear each other be-
cause they don’t know each other.”

As King sent each chapter of his book manuscript north, Levison and
Rustin proved to be tough critics. Levison objected to King’s rather self-
centered narration of the Montgomery protest. Many of the chapters, he
said, gave the impression “that everything depended on you. This could
create unnecessary charges of an egocentric presentation of the situation
and is important to avoid even if it were the fact.” When the concluding
chapter, entitled “Where Do We Go From Here?” arrived in the mail,
Levison again was harsh. The material was poorly organized and re-
petitive. Significant subjects had been skipped over, even ones that King
regularly spoke about: “On voting and registration you mention nothing,
which is a serious omission.” Other subjects that King had emphasized
simply should be left out, Levison advised. In particular, “the section on
Negro self-improvement is undesirable. . . . The goal should be to acti-
vate, and organize people toward the main objective rather than appeal
for change of character separated from the pursuit of social goals.”

King appreciated and welcomed Levison’s assistance, even when it was
sharply critical. Though Levison was seventeen years older than King,
and though their backgrounds had little in common, King found two rare
qualities in the outspoken New Yorker. First, he was one of the few peo-
ple who would assist King without seeking anything, even informal
favors, in return. Second, Levison was one of the few people willing to
criticize King to his face. When Levison recommended revisions in the
book manuscript, they were made. When Levison, despairing at times of
the slow pace of the book’s progress, simply wrote out his own material
and inserted it into the text, King accepted the contributions and thanked
Levison for them. Between Levison and Rustin, the minutiae of King’s
life were attended to and the book manuscript kept on the road to pub-
lication.?!

On May 29 the fifth meeting of SCLC, and the first under the new
administration of Tilley and Baker, convened in Clarksdale, Mississippi.
The ninety-seven delegates spent the morning listening to reports on
voter registration efforts in various cities. The speakers emphasized the
positive, and one jaundiced observer, NAACP Registration Director
John M. Brooks, wrote that “75% of this time was spent by ministers
praising themselves, the conference and Rev. King, Jr. . . . 95% of the
reports made on voting and civil rights activities were projects of the
NAACP. The representatives, however, left the impression that these
projects were being carried out by the SCLC.” Many of those in atten-
dance however, were far less sanguine. “The group is having a hard time
getting anything more than lip service from leading ministers,” Brooks
reported to Roy Wilkins. “Rev. King, Sr., was very bitter about this
fact.”

In the afternoon session, the delegates ratified the selection of Tilley as
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executive director and approved a strongly worded message to President
Eisenhower expressing “shock and dismay” over a recent presidential
statement that enforcement of the law should not be allowed to create
hardship or injustice. Such a backhanded slap at Brown was totally inap-
propriate, they said. A telegram to Eisenhower from King conveyed the
resolution and renewed the long-standing request that the president meet
with black leaders. That telegram was the only tangible product of the
meeting; no firm plans for any voter registration initiatives were adopted.

At the White House, King’s telegram received serious attention. One
week after the Clarksdale meeting, presidential assistant Rocco C. Siciliano
called King. If King was going to be in Washington anytime soon, Siciliano
would be happy to talk with him. King said he would check his schedule, and
several hours later had his secretary call back to say that he would come to
Washington on Monday, June 9. A 2:00 p.M. meeting was set.

At the appointed time, Siciliano, Deputy Attorney General Lawrence E.
Walsh, and black presidential assistant E. Frederic Morrow met with King
to discuss the requested audience with the president. Morrow asked King if
a twosome of King and A. Philip Randolph would be sufficient. King said
no, Roy Wilkins would have to be invited also. The three men asked King
what he would propose for an agenda, and he indicated that the “subject
matter would be largely confined to some potential problems of school
integration which might occur this fall.” What was important, King empha-
sized, was not the agenda for the meeting but the mere fact of it.
Eisenhower, who had been in the White House five years, had yet to hold
such an audience, and “the Negro community is beginning to feel that the
President would not or could not see Negro leaders.” Siciliano thanked King
for coming by, and said he would be back in touch by the end of the week.
He, Walsh, and Morrow huddled briefly, and unanimously agreed to recom-
mend that Eisenhower see the three black leaders “as soon as possible.”
Presidential chief of staff Sherman Adams approved the recommendation,
and Siciliano called King to say that a meeting would be scheduled in the
near future, and that a fourth black leader, Lester B. Granger of the
National Urban League, might be invited as well. King was pleased, and
three days later Siciliano called again, to say that the appointment had been
set for Monday, June 23.22

With one week to prepare, King and the other three men traded
thoughts about what to say to Eisenhower. They agreed that a written
statement should be presented to the president, and several quick drafts
were circulated. They met in Washington at §:00 p.M. Sunday night to
prepare a final version. King vetoed use of the word “angry” to describe
blacks’ attitudes toward the administration, but the four leaders harmo-
niously hammered out a statement that made nine points. The principal
ones called upon Eisenhower to declare that the law, i.e. Brown, would
be enforced, to call a White House conference to promote peaceful de-
segregation, to support the enactment of stronger federal civil rights laws,
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to order the Justice Department to become more active concerning voting
discrimination, and to recommend an extension of the temporarily estab-
lished Civil Rights Commission. The four men agreed that Randolph
would make an opening statement for them, with King, Wilkins, and
Granger each then speaking about three of the nine specifics.

The four leaders met at the White House forty-five minutes in advance
of their appointment. After they were ushered into the Oval Office, and
greetings were exchanged, Randolph began the scheduled thirty-minute
meeting by reading the nine points in their prepared statement. Then, he
called on King to expand upon the first three: that Eisenhower should call
for obedience to the law, call a White House conference, and offer fed-
eral aid to help communities adjust to integration. Using a standard line
from his speeches, King told the president that it was true, as Eisenhower
himself had said, that morals could not be legislated. However, laws did
constrain people’s behavior, and civil rights laws thus could combat dis-
crimination. Wilkins and Granger each added their comments. Eisen-
hower expressed dismay at Granger’s observation that black bitterness
had reached a new height, especially if that meant bitterness toward his
administration. Granger, Randolph, and Wilkins all spoke up to say that
it was bitterness toward the overall racial situation, not Eisenhower.
Then, Eisenhower addressed the nine points: “I don’t propose to com-
ment on these recommendations. I know you do not expect me to. But |
will be glad to consider them. There may be some value to your idea of a
conference. But I don’t think anything much would really come of one.”
Randolph, seizing the only opening, pressed the point about the confer-
ence. Eisenhower made a remark or two about voting, and the meeting
was at an end. It had lasted fifteen minutes longer than scheduled, but
the black leaders were not pleased. King and Granger in particular felt
that Eisenhower had seemed very poorly informed, as well as totally non-
committal. The White House staffers were more pleased, though they
expressed some concern about the attitude of “the most militant of the
group,” Roy Wilkins.23

The summer of 1958 was by far the most relaxed time in King’s life
since the beginning of the Montgomery protest. The MIA remained
largely somnolent. King was troubled by the group’s internal divisions,
which increasingly pitted the lay people against most of the ministers, but
King's frequent absences limited his ability to improve matters. A peti-
tion seeking desegregation of Montgomery’s recreational facilities was
presented to and rejected by the city commission, but one report de-
scribed the MIA’s weekly mass meetings as having descended to a “state
of lethargy.” Ella Baker was busy planning a major SCLC conclave in
Norfolk for early October, while warning King that “we are losing the
initiative in the Civil Rights struggle in the South mainly because of the
absence of a dynamic philosophy, or spiritual force.” King acknowledged
that more ought to be done, but in mid-July he and Coretta left for a two-
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week vacation on the coast of Mexico. Coretta enjoyed this first real
holiday since their marriage, but Martin was disturbed by the extreme
poverty in which many Mexicans lived.

A. Philip Randolph pressed his three compatriots to unite with him in
putting public pressure on Eisenhower to hold the White House confer-
ence on integration, but nothing was done. On August 1, Randolph
wrote Eisenhower to repeat the request. More than a month later Si-
ciliano responded that the time was not good. King spent much of August
relaxing in Montgomery, while Stanley Levison, who had been oversee-
ing the progress of King’s book, Stride Toward Freedom, kept him ap-
prised of plans for its September publication.24

The quiet of Montgomery was broken on Friday night, August 29,
when Ralph Abernathy was assaulted at his church office by a man who
alleged that Abernathy had an intimate relationship with the man’s wife.
Abernathy spent several days in the hospital, and the trial of his assailant
was set for Wednesday, September 3. When the Abernathys and Kings
arrived at the courthouse that morning, two white policemen sought to
prevent them from entering the courtroom. Abernathy attempted to ex-
plain their purpose, and King sought to summon Fred Gray from inside,
but the two officers would hear none of it. When King paused a moment
longer, the two policemen, O. M. Strickland and J. V. Johnson, grabbed
King and began hustling him toward the jail. One held King’s arm tightly
behind King’s back, paying no attention to a photographer who was tak-
ing pictures of the scene. Within minutes, King was frisked and thrown
into a cell.

Hardly ten minutes passed before ranking officers came and released
King. The charge against him was loitering, they said, and he was allowed
to sign a $100 bond. His hearing would be Friday, September 5. Report-
ers immediately began to spread the story of the incident, and King de-
scribed to them how the cops “tried to break my arm; they grabbed my
collar and tried to choke me, and when they got me to the cell, they
kicked me in.” He said he would continue to “stand up for what I think is
right, even if it means further arrest, or even physical death.”

King resolved to contest the fictitious charge filed against him. After
talking with his colleagues, and “a night of meditation and soul-search-
ing,” he decided that he would pay no fine if convicted. Instead, he would
serve the equivalent jail sentence. When his trial opened, the prosecution
changed the charge to refusing to obey an officer. King was quickly found
guilty, and Judge Eugene Loe set the penalty at a $10 fine and $4 court
costs, or fourteen days in jail. He said he could see no evidence of exces-
sive force by the police. Fred Gray immediately announced that King
would serve the time, and King presented a prepared statement to both
Loe and newsmen. In it, King explained his unwillingness to acknowledge
the validity of the charges or the proceedings. Serving the time instead of
paying the fine was an expression of this, and not simply “some histrionic
gesture or publicity stunt, for moral convictions never stem from the self-
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ish urge for publicity. Neither am I motivated by a desire to be a martyr.”
The court proceeding complete, King was led away, and his colleagues
left the courthouse in a one-hundred person procession for the seven-
block walk to Dexter church.

Police Commissioner Clyde Sellers was angry at how King had been
able to turn one more Montgomery blunder into a national news story.
Now, the matter would remain alive for two more weeks while King
served his time. As King waited in a detention room, Sellers took out the
cash and paid King’s $14 fine. Even before his friends had reached Dex-
ter, King was told he was free to leave.

King was visibly dismayed when told that his fine had been paid. Free
to walk away, he went back to the courtroom and found Loe's chambers.
King told the judge that he wanted to serve his time, and protested the
payment of the fine. Loe said there was nothing he could do. Disconso-
late, King left the courthouse. A passing motorist gave him a ride to
Dexter, and a crowd gathered as word spread of King’s strange release.
King spoke to them for ten minutes, talking about how “the Negro must
come to the point of refusing to cooperate with evil,” but without ever
hating the evildoers. “I have no malice toward anyone, not even the
white policeman who almost broke my arm, who choked and kicked me.
Let there be no malice among you.”

The Abernathy incident provoked one longtime King family friend,
Los Angeles pastor J. Raymond Henderson, to remind young M.L. that
he had to avoid even the “appearance of evil. . . . You are a ‘marked
man.’ All sorts of subtle attempts will be made to discredit you. Some
Negroes right in Montgomery would be glad to witness your down-
fall. . . . One of the most damning influences is that of women. They
themselves too often delight in the satisfaction they get out of affairs with
men of unusual prominence. Enemies are not above using them to a
man’s detriment. White women can be lures. You must exercise more
than care. You must be vigilant indeed.”2>

In early September, after Eisenhower’s rebuff about the integration
conference, A. Philip Randolph announced that a coalition of civil rights
groups would make their own statement in support of educational deseg-
regation in an October 11 “Youth March for Integrated Schools” in
Washington. King would be the “honorary chairman.” In mid-September
King traveled to New York to speak at several churches to stimulate in-
terest in the Youth March. That same week his book was published, and
King made a number of appearances to help promote it. One of those
was a Saturday autographing session at Blumstein’s department store in
Harlem. King, surrounded by friends and admirers as he sat on a chair in
the book department, was suddenly approached by a middle-aged black
woman who asked, “Is this Martin Luther King?” King looked up and
replied, “Yes, it is.” Quickly, the woman pulled a sharp, seven-inch Jap-
anese letter opener from her handbag and slammed it into King’s upper
left chest. The shocked onlookers grabbed the woman, and the store se-
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curity officer handcuffed her. King was fully conscious and remained
calmly seated in the chair until an ambulance arrived. With the weapon
protruding from his chest, King was driven to nearby Harlem Hospital.
As a team of doctors prepared for surgery, police officials brought the
assailant, Mrs. Izola Ware Curry, to the hospital for King to make a
positive identification. A loaded pistol had been found in her purse, and
her incoherent comments indicated severe mental illness. After King
identified her, she was taken away to a mental hospital.

In Montgomery, Coretta had been awaiting her husband’s return that
evening. Shortly after the stabbing, Rev. O. Clay Maxwell called her
from New York with the news. Maxwell reported that surgery had not
begun, but the wound was serious. Coretta, along with Ralph Abernathy
and Robert Williams, arranged to fly to New York that night. Martin’s
sister Christine would join them when they changed planes in Atlanta.

At Harlem Hospital, a team of surgeons began the operation to re-
move the weapon. Many notables, including A. Philip Randolph, Roy
Wilkins, and New York Governor Averell Harriman, gathered at the hos-
pital to await word along with dozens of reporters. Finally, after hours of
work, the surgery was completed. The senior surgeon emerged from the
operating room to say King would recover, but would remain hospitalized
for at least two weeks. His full convalescence would take three months. It
had been an extremely close call; the sharp blade of the letter opener had
been found resting right alongside the aorta. Had that been punctured,
by any movement or even a sneeze, King would have died almost imme-
diately from massive internal bleeding. He was a very lucky man.

Early Sunday morning Coretta and her companions arrived in New
York and were driven to the hospital. She spoke briefly with the chief
surgeon before seeing her heavily sedated husband. After a brief visit,
Coretta made arrangements to stay in New York.

On Monday, King took “a sudden turn for the worse” when he devel-
oped pneumonia. “Prognosis is guarded,” his doctors announced. By the
next morning, however, the pneumonia had begun to clear, and King was
more active. He sat up in bed, walked ten yards, and looked through the
growing pile of get-well cards. One in particular made an impression on
him that he never forgot. It was from a young girl in White Plains who
had seen the news accounts of how even a sneeze would have been fatal.
She was glad King had not sneezed, she said. As he thought about it,
King was too.

The deluge of telegrams, phone calls, and letters, many of which con-
tained unsolicited contributions, led Ella Baker and Coretta King to setup a
temporary SCLC office right at Harlem Hospital as King’s recovery contin-
ued at a good pace. Six days after the stabbing, doctors announced that he
was out of danger. By the next day, the pneumonia had vanished and the
external stitches were removed. King would have a scar, in the shape of a
cross, right over his heart, but otherwise would suffer no lingering ill effects.
On October 3, as a crowd of five hundred people gathered outside, King was
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released from the hospital. He began a three-week rest at the Brooklyn
home of Rev. Sandy F. Ray, a longtime friend of Daddy King. King had
little contact with the press, but he did issue one statement before he left
Harlem Hospital: “I feel no ill-will toward Mrs. Izola Curry.” He also
volunteered that he was “immensely impatient” to get back to work.26

King’s wounding and convalescence threw plans for the Youth March
and SCLC’s major fall gathering into disarray. Randolph postponed the
former from October 11 to October 25, and Ralph Abernathy took
King’s place at the SCLC convention in Norfolk on October | and 2. In
King’s absence, no substantive program initiatives were proposed. Rever-
end Tilley, who rather than give up his pastorship was commuting to
Atlanta on a weekly basis from Baltimore, prepared a planning docu-
ment, but it called for few tangible actions other than the formation of
state or sectional councils composed of pastors who had attended pre-
vious SCLC gatherings. Miss Baker, when not answering King’s New
York mail, was assigned to promote the sales of Stride Toward Freedom,
a task she found unpleasant and demeaning. Voter registration work was
all but abandoned, and SCLC’s hope of raising substantial sums through
direct sales of the book met with little success.?’

If Stride Toward Freedom did not enrich SCLC, it did generate a host
of enthusiastic reviews. Commentators found the book both informative
and uplifting, and devoted more space to evaluating the Montgomery
protest than to judging King's account of it.

Most of the book was a straightforward narration of the Montgomery
protest, with great care taken to identify the contributions of others. King
pulled no punches in discussing black Montgomery before the boycott,
declaring there had been a “crippling factionalism” and “an appalling lack
of unity among the leaders.” He also admitted that the rhetorical empha-
sis upon nonviolence and Gandhi had emerged only as the boycott ma-
tured; “in the first days of the protest none of these expressions was
mentioned.” ’

The intellectual heart of the volume was Chapter Six, an auto-
biographical account of King’s philosophical development entitled “Pil-
grimage to Nonviolence.” It received much comment in book reviews and
in later analyses, even though the chapter was in part a poorly organized
and at times erroneous hodgepodge of contributions from a number of
King’s editorial advisors: Rustin, Levison, and Harris Wofford, who by
then was on the staff of the newly formed Civil Rights Commission.

The chapter purported to sketch out the different scholars and writers
from whom King had drawn intellectual succor during his theological ed-
ucation. However, the discussion of Reinhold Niebuhr’s criticisms of non-
violence was, as one sympathetic King scholar charitably put it, “a
caricature.” Whether King’s misreading of Niebuhr was accidental or in-
tentional cannot be definitely established. It did indicate, however, how
carelessly that chapter, and other parts of the manuscript, had been put
together.
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Problems of accuracy pale beside another one that was not discovered
until the 1970s. A lengthy unpublished study by Professor Ira Zepp has
identified a series of King passages that reflect “exact reproduction or
paraphrasing” from other works. The two books that were the major
sources for such selections—Paul Ramsey’s Basic Christian Ethics and
Anders Nygren’s Agape and Eros—both had been assigned reading in
Kenneth Smith’s Christianity and Society course which King took in the
spring of 1951, his last year at Crozer. Phrases, sentences, even large
parts of paragraphs from Stride Toward Freedom can be traced back di-
rectly to Ramsey and Nygren. As Zepp’s detailed analysis points out,
Stride Toward Freedom made no acknowledgment of, or reference to, its
heavy and direct use of Ramsey’s and Nygren’s writings.

Although Stride Toward Freedom could not withstand a careful textual
exegesis, the book competently performed its intended function of
spreading the story of the Montgomery protest. Mass action by everyday
black people was just as powerful a tool for social change as the lawsuit,
and maybe more so. If King could symbolize that lesson, even better.
The basic moral of the boycott could be conveyed in print, even if SCLC
as an organization had not been doing a competent job of propagating it
by action.28

It was that topic, far more than the strengths and weaknesses of Stride,
which occupied Martin King’s thoughts as he spent the first three weeks
of October recuperating at Sandy Ray’s home. Many old friends wrote to
wish him a speedy recovery. One was J. Pius Barbour from Chester, who
teased King about his past at Crozer:

I was not concerned about your stabbing as I always felt that you would
not die. The only thing that bothered me was the thought that perhaps
one of your Old Girl Friends had decided to take vengeance on you. If
that woman had been white, I would have fainted, unless I had seen
her name.

Most simply wished him well, and King tried to acknowledge some of the
letters. He told his colleagues in the MIA that he was eager to rejoin
them, and that “through this whole experience I can’t remember one
moment that I became excited or even upset.” On October 17, King in-
terrupted his rest to testify about the stabbing before a grand jury, which
then indicted Curry for attempted murder. Eventually she was found in-
sane, unable to stand trial, and committed to a state hospital.

On October 24, three weeks after leaving the hospital, King returned
to Montgomery. The very next day the Youth March for Integrated
Schools took place in Washington, and Coretta stood in for him. Some
ten thousand people, mostly college students, walked down Constitution
Avenue to the Lincoln Memorial, led by Randolph, singer Harry Bela-
fonte, former baseball star Jackie Robinson, and Coretta. Notably absent
were Roy Wilkins and other NAACP officials. At the Memorial, Ran-
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dolph and the other leaders spoke, with Coretta delivering Martin’s pre-
pared remarks.2.

Throughout November and early December, King remained on a quiet
schedule and traveled little. Levison prodded him to make SCLC more
active and to establish systematic fund-raising. The reaction to the stab-
bing had shown that many people were interested, and direct-mail ap-
peals might bring in substantial funds.

In mid-November, King presented his fourth annual report to the Dex-
ter congregation, and the record showed that he had preached there on
only twenty eight Sundays over the past year. Again he apologized. The
bitterness of E. D. Nixon was still a problem for the MIA, and tensions
also had arisen between Fred Gray and others. On the boycott’s third
anniversary King announced that the MIA soon would challenge the seg-
regation of Montgomery’s schools. Several days later a federal suit was
filed seeking the desegregation of all Montgomery parks and recreation
facilities. The city responded by closing all public parks, and the black
plaintiffs petitioned the court to force their reopening. There the matter
languished.

Things were no better with SCLC. The executive board met in Atlanta
on December 10, and agreed that Reverend Tilley, who was still commut-
ing from Baltimore, would be assigned to work full time as director of a
citywide voter registration effort in Atlanta. Miss Baker would continue
to assist registration drives in other cities.3¢

Talk continued between King, Rustin, Levison, and Wofford over the
long-discussed idea of King taking a major trip to India. It had been put
off previously, but by late December, Wofford had arranged for an
American foundation to meet most of the travel expenses and for India’s
Gandhi National Memorial Fund to send King a formal invitation. After
a restful January, King and Coretta, along with MIA colleague Lawrence
D. Reddick, who had just completed a biography of King, left Montgom-
ery on February 2. The next day the three flew from New York to Paris,
where Reddick introduced King to expatriate black novelist Richard
Wright. After another stopover in Switzerland, the Kings and Reddick
arrived in Delhi and began a thirty-day tour of cities and villages all
across the vast country.

The Gandhi Fund had set a busy schedule for King, and assigned two
escorts, Swami Vishwananda and James E. Bristol, to help him stick to it.
Immediately upon arrival there was a crowded press conference at King’s
hotel; the following evening he delivered a major speech. Then, on Feb-
ruary 13, the heavy traveling began. The pace took its toll; King spent
March 1 and 2 ill in Ahmedabad. Once he recovered, they went on to
Agra to see the Taj Mahal, and then spent the final five days of their visit
back in Delhi.

They met many of Gandhi’s closest surviving disciples, and most of
India’s leading political officials. King was deeply impressed by their de-
sire to transform a country in which millions still lived in frightful pov-
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erty, a condition that pained King greatly. Still, India had had more
success in eliminating caste discrimination, he believed, than had the
United States in combating racial discrimination. There was much that
might be learned, and conversations with people he met convinced him
that India might lead the way in persuading both the United States and
the Soviet Union to declare unilateral disarmament. He made that hope
the focal point of his farewell statement when he, Coretta, and Reddick
departed Delhi on March 9.

From Delhi, the three flew to Karachi, and then on to the Middle East,
where the Kings visited Lebanon and the Holy Land. In Jerusalem they
secured a car and drove the biblical route to Jericho. On March 21, ex-
hausted from the constant traveling, they returned to Montgomery.

Back in the United States, King spoke out strongly in support of exten-
sive U.S. assistance to India. Only if continued progress against hunger
and poverty could be made by India’s democratic government would
Communist or military rule be averted there, King warned. Privately, it
was clear that the visit had widened King’s vision, and had given him a
more sophisticated view of how social injustice and evil could be com-
bated by the method of nonviolence. No longer were India and Gandhi
simply rhetorical reference points, and no longer would it be possible to
presume that Gandhi and his method had eliminated all of India’s serious
problems. Reddick, Virginia Durr wrote, “thinks the trip was a great
experience for King and made him see that ‘Love’ alone will not cure
poverty and degradation.” It “is much more likely now,” Reddick
guessed, that King will “try and make a big pitch for political activity and
participation.”

The India visit also deepened King’s understanding of Gandhi the man.
There were three things about Gandhi, King told his Dexter congregation
the day after his return, that were especially commendable. First was his
great capacity for self-criticism. Second was his all but total avoidance of
material possessions. Third was the “absolute self-discipline” that Gandhi
had exhibited in his private as well as in his public life, so that “there was
no gulf between the private and the public,” King noted in admiration.
Gandhi had steadfastly refused to use any of the large amounts of money
that people sent him. Once, King remarked, Gandhi had even criticized
his wife in public for using such donations for their own benefit.3!

Coretta was only one of several people who sensed the deep personal
appeal that Gandhi’s individual example held for King. Later she recalled
how, in speaking of the unsolicited funds that regularly came in, he had
said, “‘I’m not going to take this money for myself.’

He didn’t like the attitude of his father wanting money. His whole
attitude toward money—he completely divorced himself from it—from
the desire for money. He finally came to the point of where he, after
going to India, especially, he said, ‘I don’t want to own any property. |
don’t need any property. I don’t need a house.’. . . He said, ‘A man
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who devotes himself to a cause, who dedicates himself to a cause
doesn’t need a family.” He had a family and he loved his family and he
wanted a family but he said, ‘But man doesn’t need a family’ because
he had this terrific conflict about the duty to his family and the duty to
his fellow man, and he really recognized that he had this obligation to
both. But if you are going to serve humanity you’ve got to neglect your
family to some extent.

When King returned from India, he had no time to rest. As Coretta
recalled it, he said, “‘You know, I just can’t stop because we don’t have
enough money to pay the salaries, so I have to get right out as soon as I
get into Atlanta and make some speeches.’” Tilley was helping the At-
lanta drive, and Ella Baker had traveled to Shreveport to assist a local
registration effort there, but SCLC Treasurer Ralph Abernathy apolo-
gized to both individuals for being weeks behind in paying their salaries.
Money was available to pay the phone bill, and the rent on the Auburn
Avenue office, but that was all.

Even so, Tilley and Baker had prepared outlines of how SCLC might
increase black voter registration. King still talked of doubling the number
of black registered voters by 1960, but two staffers certainly could not
achieve that goal. Baker continued to stress that SCLC had to get its
many ministerial supporters involved in registration efforts in their dif-
ferent locales, but no mechanism for doing so had been created. In the
first issue of Crusader, a new SCLC newsletter, Baker spoke of the orga-
nization as “a service agency to facilitate coordinated action by local pro-
test groups and to assist in their sharing resources and experiences.” So
far, however, there had been little facilitation and few resources.

SCLC’s inaction troubled those board members who wanted to unite
all of the different municipal protest groups behind one common plan of
action. After his return from India, King heard those complaints from
several colleagues. There were two specific bones of contention. First,
John Tilley had not proved to be an effective executive director. SCLC
was just as moribund now as when Tilley had arrived. Second, King
would have to put more of his own time and energy into SCLC if the
organization was to thrive.

On April 2, SCLC’s administrative committee met in Montgomery to
consider the monetary plight and Tilley’s status. They decided that firing
Tilley was both financially desirable and justified on its merits. The next
day, King wrote to inform him. King stressed “the financial crisis con-
fronting the organization,” how “our treasury is almost empty and we are
now operating in the red.” The budget, he said, “must be cut imme-
diately. This automatically means cutting the staff.” Reaching the heart of
the matter, King reported:

It was the feeling of the committee that the organization has not had a
dynamic program commensurate with the amount of money that it is
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spending. It was also felt that the Executive Director had not been able
to achieve the public response expected. We had hoped that our pro-
gram would be well developed by now.

King lowered the boom quickly. Tilley’s resignation was requested imme-
diately, to take effect twelve days later. As soon as money was available,
they would send a check paying Tilley’s salary through that date. Baker
would stay on as interim director.

The proponents of a more active SCLC were still dissatisfied. Bir-
mingham’s Fred Shuttlesworth wrote a strong letter to King in advance of
the major spring meeting in Tallahassee in mid-May. Not enough was
being done to combat segregationist forces in Alabama, Shuttlesworth
said. Local groups across the state had to unite for organized protests. A
mid-January gathering of Alabama activists in Montgomery had not been
enough. “When the flowery speeches have been made, we still have the
hard job of getting down and helping people.” SCLC “must move now,
or else [be] hard put in the not too distant future, to justify our exis-
tence.” The Tallahassee meeting would be crucial, Shuttlesworth said. He
hoped that this time “we can really lay some positive plans for ac-
tion. . . . Now is the time for serious thinking and practical resulting ac-
tions.”32

King understood the complaints. However, his schedule was still more
than he could handle. If it were not for Bayard Rustin and Stanley
Levison in New York, dozens of small but important tasks never would
get done. Rustin was receiving a salary of $50 a week as King’s executive
assistant, but the well-to-do Levison refused any compensation and con-
tinued to do a myriad of jobs: preparing King’s tax returns, drafting arti-
cles and speeches, and keeping an eye on Harper’s promotion of Stride
Toward Freedom. Only on the rarest occasions did Levison ask anything
of King. One exchange was especially revealing. “A couple of years ago,”
Levison wrote, “I loaned you my top-coat. If you had a use for it I am
delighted, but if it is sitting in a closet somewhere, I would appreciate it if
it could be sent back to me.”

King was deeply embarrassed at his forgetfulness, and wrote to say that
the coat would be mailed back immediately. Furthermore, he insisted,
Levison should bill him for the many hours he had been devoting to
King’s affairs. It was wrong that Levison was getting no compensation for
his extensive work.

Levison was not surprised by King’s overreaction. King at that time,
Levison said later, was

very thoughtful, quiet, and shy—very shy. The shyness was accented, I
felt, with white people. And even in his relations with me in the early
period, there was not always a relaxed attitude, but one of carefully
listening to every word that he was saying so that he might not offend
me, and that I might not offend him. There was a—a certain po-
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liteness, a certain arm’s length approach, and you could feel the ab-
sence of relaxation. As the years went on this vanished.

Levison responded quickly to King’s letter of apology. “It is out of the
question” for King to pay him, Levison said. “My skills,” he explained,

were acquired not only in a cloistered academic environment, but also
in the commercial jungle. . . . Although our culture approves, and
even honors these practices, to me they were always abhorrent. Hence,
I looked forward to the time when I could use these skills not for my-
self but for socially constructive ends. The liberation struggle is the
most positive and rewarding area of work anyone could experience.

King accepted Levison’s position, and their relationship grew closer.33

In early April, A. Philip Randolph announced that a second Youth
March for Integrated Schools would take place in Washington on April
18. The October March had been only a modest success, and Randolph
hoped that April weather and King’s presence would make for a larger
turnout. When the day came, Randolph’s hopefulness proved justified: A
crowd of 26,000, two and one-half times that of October, gathered at the
Washington Monument. The principal speakers were King, Kenyan
leader Tom Mboya, visiting in the United States, and Roy Wilkins of the
NAACP. In his remarks King again placed primary emphasis upon the
right to vote. After the speechmaking, when a delegation of student rep-
resentatives approached the White House gate, presidential assistant
Gerald Morgan received them and explained that Eisenhower shared
their desire to eliminate racial discrimination. Although the Youth March
received only moderate national press coverage, it was distinctly more
successful than the earlier one.

The White House was not the only part of the government interested in
civil rights protests. The Federal Bureau of Investigation had warned the
White House that the American Communist party had taken a special
interest in both Youth Marches. The FBI was particularly curious about
the role that an inactive party member, Stanley Levison, had played in
the two events. Randolph had publicly commended Levison for his work
on the October March, and the acknowledgment had aroused the FBI's
curiosity.

After the Youth March, King had two major engagements prior to the
crucial SCLC gathering in Tallahassee. One was in Washington, where
Vice-President Nixon had invited King to speak to a conference on racial
discrimination in employment called by the President’s Committee on
Government Contracts. Nixon, who had taken the lead role in this effort
against job bias, told the audience of four hundred that “there is a vital
need for Americans to recognize that this is basically a moral problem.”
That declaration, which pleased King greatly, was exactly the sort of
statement he and others long had been seeking from Eisenhower but
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never could obtain. King told the gathering that the church in particular
should take a strong role in supporting fair employment practices. “Love
and persuasion are virtues that are basic and essential,” King said, “but
they must forever be complemented by justice and moral coercion.”

Two days later, SCLC held an “African Freedom Dinner” in Atlanta
for Kenyan leader Tom Mboya, who had appeared at the Youth March
with King. “I am absolutely convinced,” King told him, “that there is no
basic difference between colonialism and segregation. They are both
based on a contempt for life, and a tragic doctrine of white supremacy.
So our struggles are not only similar; they are in a real sense one.”

At the Tallahassee gathering, many of the principals openly pressed
King to put “maximum time” into SCLC’s affairs. No true plan of action
was adopted, and no search for a successor to Tilley was instituted. The
meeting’s only material result was adoption of a statement calling on
President Eisenhower to take action against a growing number of violent
assaults on black people across the South. The recent lynching of Mack
Charles Parker in Poplarville, Mississippi, was but the best-known case,
and a federal antilynch law was needed. If nothing was done, SCLC
warned, it “might be necessary and expedient to appeal to the conscience
of the world through the Commission on Human Rights of the United
Nations.”33

In late May, much of King’s time was devoted to giving commence-
ment speeches at black colleges across the South. Such a schedule left
him little time for responding to Shuttlesworth’s prodding to move him
and SCLC into more meaningful activity. “The times are far too critical
for us to get good solid ideas on what should be done in certain situa-
tions, and then take too long a time to put these ideas into action,” Shut-
tlesworth warned.

During the summer months, Ella Baker attempted without success to
stimulate voter registration in Columbia, South Carolina. She also initi-
ated contacts in Birmingham and Montgomery, where the MIA remained
dormant. No efforts to pursue school desegregation had been taken,
largely because many MIA leaders opposed King’s idea. “There was
nothing he could get going,” one member recalled. “When he began to
talk about school desegregation—and he’s talking to black teachers pri-
marily . . . nobody was willing to go out on the limb on that.” The MIA
was torn by “a great deal of rivalry and jealousy,” and “Martin became
disgusted,” she explained.

King’s political opinions sometimes surprised his Montgomery friends.
One evening he and Coretta had dinner with Clifford and Virginia Durr
and Aubrey Williams, three of the very few Montgomery whites who
openly supported the MIA. All were shocked when King said black
voters viewed Richard Nixon as the one potential 1960 presidential candi-
date with an interest in civil rights. King described how friendly Nixon
had been to him and related Nixon’s comments at the Washington confer-
ence a month earlier. No other possible nominee had made contact with
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him, King said. Under the Durrs’ questioning, King admitted he thought
well of Adlai Stevenson, but had never met him. King conceded he still
had some doubts about Nixon, but his conversations with the vice-presi-
dent had reduced those worries, King told one correspondent. Nixon
seemed “absolutely sincere” about civil rights. King also believed that

Nixon would have done much more to meet the present crisis in race
relations than President Eisenhower has done. . .. Much of the ten-
sion in the South and many of the reverses we are now facing could
have been avoided if President Eisenhower had taken a strong, positive
stand on the question of civil rights and the Supreme Court’s decision

as soon as it was rendered. . . . Nixon, I believe, would have done
that.
The vice president, King added, was “very personable . . . one of the
most magnetic personalities that I have ever confronted . . . his person-

ality will carry him a long, long way politically.” King had found him a
very persuasive man. “Nixon has a genius for convincing one that he is
sincere . . . he almost disarms you with his apparent sincerity,” King ob-
served. “If Richard Nixon is not sincere, he is the most dangerous man in
America.”36

In his public speeches, King repeatedly denounced President
Eisenhower. What American politican had done the most to promote
integration the last five years? King asked. It certainly was not
Eisenhower. Instead, King said, it was Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus,
who had instigated the crisis at Little Rock. “His irresponsible actions
brought the issue to the forefront of the conscience of the nation” as
nothing else had, “and allowed people to see the futility of attempting to
close the public school.” For Eisenhower, though, King expected the ver-
dict to be even more harsh:

I fear that future historians will have to record that when America
came to its most progressive moment of creative fulfillment in the area
of human relations, it was temporarily held back by a chief executive
who refused to make a strong positive statement morally condemning
segregation.

Hypocritical northern Republicans, he added, were more dangerous than
bigoted southern Democrats. “The Negro must make it palpably clear
that he is not inextricably bound to either political party. . . . We will not
blindly support any party that refuses to take a forthright stand on the
question of civil rights.”¥?

At the end of August, the MIA asked the local school board to make a
“reasonable start” toward desegregation of the public schools. King
stated the MIA would go to court if the board did not act, but nothing
happened. The organization also began another voter registration drive,
again under Rufus Lewis’s direction.



120 Bearing the Cross

At the same time, Ella Baker began exploring whether SCLC could
improve its voter registration efforts by stressing adult education. She
traveled to the Highlander Folk School, which had developed a cit-
izenship education program out of the ideas of two black South Caroli-
nians, Esau Jenkins and Septima P. Clark. No firm plans were made, but
Baker told the SCLC delegates when they gathered in Columbia, South
Carolina, at the end of September for the major fall meeting that the
organization needed to look further in this direction.

Citizenship education, however, was not the primary focus of the
strongly worded report Baker gave to the SCLC board in Columbia. In-
stead, she took up the cudgel Shuttlesworth had been wielding for the
previous six months. “Have we been so busy doing the things that had to
be done,” just to keep the organization in existence, “that we have failed
to [do] what should be done?” she asked. “Have we really come to grips
with what it takes to do the job for which SCLC was organized; and are
we willing to pay the price?” Too much of her own time, and too much of
SCLC’s resources had been taken up with busywork, Baker said. The
organization should commit itself to three aims. First, it should “facilitate
coordinated action by local groups,” as it always had hoped to. Second,
“While serving existing leadership, SCLC seeks to develop potential lead-
ers.” However, both of those were intermediate steps toward the third
and most important goal: “developing a vital movement of nonviolent
direct mass action against racial discrimination.” To do that, Baker said,
“a corps of persons” would be needed, much as Rustin had envisioned
three years earlier.

SCLC needed more thinking, more strategy, more planning, Baker ar-
gued, and an expanded staff. It also needed to seek out indigenous lead-
ers more aggressively. As soon as possible the executive board should
meet to reflect “on how the crusading potential of SCLC might be real-
ized,” with working papers and an agenda prepared in advance.

Baker was not the only one who felt that SCLC’s two and a half years
of existence had produced only meager accomplishments. King in his re-
marks to the board essentially agreed. The emphasis had to be upon pro-
grammatic achievement, and not merely organizational maintenance. A
second professional staff member should be hired, to fill Tilley’s vacancy,
and only one full convention, rather than two in the spring and fall,
should be held each year. On the substantive matter of voter registration,
King admitted that “we have not yet really scratched the surface in this
area.” SCLC also needed to draw more press and public attention, King
stated, and a third staff member should be hired for that purpose. How-
ever, “the greatest channel of publicity for the organization is the exis-
tence of a positive, dynamic, and dramatic program,” which SCLC did
not have. A committee to define that “Future Program” was in order,
and King announced he was naming Abernathy, Shuttlesworth, Reddick,
Samuel Williams and Joseph Lowery to serve on it.

The SCLC board agreed with Baker’s and King’s positions, and they
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mandated that Baker meet with the Future Program committee within
three weeks to make plans for 1960. They also adopted a resolution that
addressed King himself. The members of the board, it read, “urgently
request that he seriously consider giving the maximum of his time and
energies to the work” of SCLC. Their previous request in May had not
met with sufficient response from King. Now they chose to act publicly.3#

In the wake of the Columbia meeting, several items appeared in black
publications noting SCLC’s weaknesses and the board’s message to King.
In Jet magazine, correspondent Simeon Booker highlighted SCLC’s lack
of achievement on voter registration, and claimed the group had raised
only $25,000 over three years. King was furious, and suspected John
Tilley was the source of the aspersions. King immediately called Booker
and tried to rebut the items. He did concede, in a subsequent note to
Booker, that SCLC was “quite conscious of the fact we have not
scratched the surface in the South in this all-important area of voting.” In
correspondence with a friend, black trade unionist Theodore E. “Ted”
Brown, King was less charitable. “Almost everything he says in the arti-
cle is false,” King complained. SCLC had raised more than $25,000, even
though “we have never really seriously developed a fund raising pro-
gram.” In regard to voter registration, “SCLC has done much more than
the NAACP,” King claimed. But even in his closing comment, King’s
defensiveness and strenuous desire to put a good face on a bad situation
shone through: “We are really planning to rise up more aggressively.”

Ella Baker continued to press her effort for just that. In preparation
for the upcoming meeting on the Future Program, she prepared a memo-
randum simply titled “SCLC as a Crusade.” The organization, she ar-
gued, had to turn some effort toward leadership training and citizenship
education. She envisioned identifying a total of a thousand ministers and
other local leaders who could then recruit and stimulate others. “The
word CRUSADE connotes for me a vigorous movement, with high pur-
pose and involving masses of people,” Baker said. SCLC must “map out
a program for developing action teams in nonviolent direct action.”

King also increasingly thought about what had to be done. Several
things required quick action, he told his colleagues. First, intensive voter
drives had to be held in cities where there would be no active resistance,
so that a tangible achievement could be shown. Second, King had to see
Roy Wilkins, to “clear up what appears to be seeds of dissension.” Third,
Bayard Rustin, who had been in Ghana for a short time, should be called
home and added to the staff as the public relations person. “I make this
recommendation not unmindful of the possible perils involved,” King
conceded. “We may employ him for a period on a trial basis, with the
understanding that if any undue criticism that would prove embarrassing
to him or the organization [arose], he would quietly resign.” But last, and
most important, thought had to be given to moving beyond a program of
simply assisting voter registration. Just what that might be, King did not
say—and probably did not yet know.3?
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Throughout the first two weeks of November, King pondered his op-
tions. On November 2, he returned to Chester to accept an alumni award
from Crozer. His close friend J. Pius Barbour was happy to see him, and
observed that Mike had

not changed his outrageous eating habits. I gave a steak supper one
night, and he gulped down a great big sirloin steak swimming in hot
sauce. Where does he put all that food, I wondered.

One of his “old flames” came up to shake hands. “Great God, Bar-
bour,” said Mike, “she looks like she fell into a concrete mixer.”

With Barbour, with Stanley Levison in New York, with Abernathy and
other close friends in Montgomery, and with Daddy and Mother King in
Atlanta, King discussed one particular question: Had the time come for
him to leave Montgomery and Dexter? Two particular concerns forced
him to address that question. First, his colleagues in SCLC had made
clear their demand that he make that organization the primary focus of
his activities. If he did so, he almost certainly would have to move to
Atlanta. Second, he was increasingly plagued by guilt about the quality of
his pastorship at Dexter. No one had voiced complaints openly, but King
knew, as one close friend stated it, that “he was really getting into trou-
ble” with the congregation because of his frequent absences and greatly
overburdened work load. The church, he himself felt, deserved better
than he could give it.

Coretta also recognized the growing pressures upon her husband. Once
he had taken such pride in his preaching, in the precisely memorized
sermons that he sometimes practiced in front of the bathroom mirror.
Now, for several years, he had not had “time to memorize,” she said.
“He didn’t have time to even write his sermons out. He didn’t have time
to adequately plan and prepare” most of them, and would find himself
preaching familiar sentences with no more preparation than a quickly
scrawled outline. Later, she reflected on it:

The demands of the movement were getting so great, and he really
didn’t feel that he was doing an adequate job of pastoring. That’s when
he decided to move to Atlanta. He realized that his responsibilities
wouldn’t get any less, but he just felt that it was not fair to the congre-
gation to give them so little of his time.

The pressure from his SCLC colleagues, and his guilt about Dexter, each
pushed the decision upon him. Dexter’s lay leadership told him that he
could stay and preach only once a month, but King knew that was not
fulfilling the pastoral responsibility. In addition, he feared the state would
take economic reprisals against Dexter members who were public school
teachers in retaliation for his desire to pursue school integration. Daddy
King, who had pressed his son for years to leave the dangers of
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Montgomery and rejoin him in Atlanta, also urged the move. M.L. could
be co-pastor with him at Ebenezer, where he had belonged all along, and
the co-pastorship would allow him plenty of time for SCLC while still
permitting him to retain a ministerial role. All the arguments pointed in
one direction, but the decision was painful and one King was reluctant to
make. Five years earlier, King had come to Montgomery in search of a
quiet but socially relevant pastorship. Then, through no initiative of his
own, he had been caught up in something larger than he had ever imag-
ined. The vision in the kitchen had given him the courage and faith to
accept that, but even when the protest ended, he realized that he was not
free, that he could not and would not escape from the responsibility of
the larger role into which he had been cast. After almost three years of
struggling against himself, he realized that this decision, just like the one
he had described to Stanley Levison and Harris Wofford during that trip
to Washington three years earlier, was not really his to make. It was
made for him, whether he wanted it or not.

By the middle of November King was ready to act. He wrote to
Levison, asking when Rustin would return from Africa. King wanted
Levison’s and Rustin’s advice about how to announce his resignation' to
the public. Rustin’s return was delayed, and King realized he could not
keep the news out of the press once he announced it to his congregation.
On Sunday morning, November 29, he told the Dexter membership that
he was submitting his resignation, effective the end of January, 1960. The
prepared statement that he issued stressed that the shift was motivated by
new plans for SCLC:

The time has come for a broad, bold advance of the Southern cam-
paign for equality. . . . Not only will it include a stepped up campaign
of voter registration, but a full-scale approach will be made upon dis-
crimination and segregation in all forms. . . . We must employ new
methods of struggle involving the masses of our people.

Across the nation, news reports noted his decision.40

A number of tasks confronted King in advance of the move. The day
after his announcement, he flew to New York to see Roy Wilkins and to
try to arrange a joint accommodation between SCLC’s and the NAACP’s
voter registration plans. They agreed to hold a larger meeting in Atlanta
at the end of December. Back in Montgomery, King gave his annual
address at the rally commemorating the fourth anniversary of the boy-
cott. Only nine hundred people, a relatively small crowd, attended. He
defended, at some length, the MIA’s handling of its own finances, and
the actions it had taken concerning Montgomery’s parks, which remained
closed despite a favorable court ruling. Three months had passed since
the MIA publicly had raised the school desegregation issue, but nothing
had transpired. For over a year, he said, the time had been “ripe for
expanded militant action across the South,” but it had not occurred. All
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in all, it was a decidedly downbeat performance. In one sidelight, seven
incumbent members of the MIA board stood for reelection. Six were
returned to office, and one was defeated: E. D. Nixon. King was leaving,
and his old protagonist was being booted out.

In early December, several SCLC matters required King’s attention.
He traveled to Washington to discuss the lagging desegregation of inter-
state transportation facilities with representatives of several federal reg-
ulatory commissions. He also had remained in touch with Kenya’s Tom
Mboya, and had asked SCLC to sponsor a scholarship for a selected Af-
rican student at a black American college. Mboya’s choice, twenty-five-
year-old Nicholas W. Raballa, visited with King in December, and King
used the publicity to call for others to sponsor such exchanges with Af-
rica. “There is a growing feeling that our struggles are a common strug-
gle,” he remarked.

On December 8 the SCLC hierarchy met in Birmingham to discuss
plans for the upcoming year. King wanted to move beyond a voter regis-
tration program, but the desire remained unfocused. “This is the creative
moment for a full scale assault on the system of segregation,” he told his
colleagues. “We must practice open civil disobedience. We must be will-
ing to go to jail en masse. That way we may be able to arouse the dozing
consciences of the South...” and reach what King called “the con-
science of the great decent majority.” Just what form this assault would
take remained unspecified.

At the end of December, King, Abernathy, and Shuttlesworth met
with Roy Wilkins and four NAACP staff members to discuss cooperative
endeavors on voter registration. No concrete plans were announced, but
they did tell reporters that their goal was to increase black registration
across the South from its current level of 1.4 million to 2.5 million before
the 1960 fall elections. The newsmen, however, were more interested in
pressing King on the implications of his upcoming move to Atlanta. He
told them that SCLC hoped to expand its staff, that Atlanta had fine
black leadership, and that his emphasis would not be upon taking an
active role in local Atlanta affairs. “King said he is coming here merely to
devote more time to his SCLC activity,” the black Atlanta Daily World
observed. Nonetheless, many of the older men in Atlanta’s black elite
made no secret of their distaste for this new development. Daddy King
might be their equal, but his thirty-year-old son certainly was not, even if
the press presumed him to be their superior. “Jealousy among Negro
leaders is so thick it can be cut with a knife,” the Pittsburgh Courier
commented.4!

On January 1, King flew to Virginia, where Wyatt T. Walker, an ener-
getic young Petersburg minister whose outspokenness had impressed
King at several SCLC meetings, had organized an Emancipation Day
march in Richmond to protest the state’s decision to close the public
schools in Prince Edward County, rather than integrate them. King led
the procession to the state capitol, and then spoke to the crowd. It was
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another positive indication of Walker’s abilities, that he could bring off
what he promised to bring off. Tilley’s old job of executive director was
still vacant, and no leading candidates had emerged. After the rally, King
broached the subject to Walker. Would he be interested in considering
the position? Walker said yes. They chatted about it some, about how
Walker would have to leave his pastorship at Petersburg’s historic
Gillfield Baptist Church and move his family to Atlanta. King promised
to get back to him about it.

Back in Montgomery, and busy with preparations for the move to At-
lanta, King worried about getting SCLC off the ground. Rustin still had
not returned, and King continued to press Levison for news: “Please
keep me informed about Bayard’s possible return. We really need his
services as soon as possible.” A mid-January trip took King to Washing-
ton to join other black leaders for meetings with congressional leaders—
Lyndon B. Johnson, Sam Rayburn, Everett M. Dirksen—to lobby for
civil rights legislation in this presidential election year. Supplication was
not what the leaders had in mind, and one week later A. Philip Ran-
dolph, with King at his side, publicly announced at a New York rally that
blacks would march on both the Democratic and Republican National
Conventions to urge both parties to adopt strong stands on civil rights.
Then, for one last time, King went home to Montgomery.

The farewell ceremony at Dexter took place on Sunday evening, Janu-
ary 31. The next night, King spoke at an MIA meeting that formally
inaugurated Ralph Abernathy as the group’s new president. King hoped
that his new life in Atlanta would be more restful and less frustrating. “I
have been under extreme tension for four years,” he confided to one
questioner, “because of my multiple duties. The time has long since come
for me to shift gears.” In many ways, he was relieved, for the move
would signify a break from what had become an increasingly troubled
existence. In other ways, though, he realized that the move placed before
him an uncertain future, yet one from which he could not retreat. His
own contemporaneous account put it most strikingly:

For almost four years now I have been faced with the responsibility of
trying to do as one man what five or six people ought to be doing. . . .
I found myself in a position which I could not get out of. This thrust
unexpected responsibilities my way. . . .

What I have been doing is giving, giving, giving and not stopping to
retreat and meditate like I should—to come back. If the situation is not
changed, I will be a physical and psychological wreck. I have to re-
organize my personality and reorient my life. . . .

I have a sort of nagging conscience that someone will interpret my
leaving Montgomery as a retreat from the civil rights struggle. Actu-
ally, I will be involved in it on a larger scale. I can’t stop now. History
has thrust something upon me from which I cannot turn away.*2
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SNCC, the
Kennedys, and the
Freedom Rides,
1960-1961

On February 1, 1960, four young black men who were students at North
Carolina A & T College sat down at the lunch counter in a Greensboro
F. W. Woolworth’s store and refused to leave when they were denied
service. Only white patrons were served at the counter. Word of their act
spread among fellow students, and the next day, more than two dozen
occupied the lunch counter, doing schoolwork when they also were re-
fused service. Over the following four days the numbers grew larger and
larger. A few white participants joined in, while other whites heckled the
protesters. The effort spread to other Greensboro lunch counters until,
by the end of the week, all such facilities were closed. With those spon-
taneous actions, the “sit-ins” began.

By Monday, February 8, the sit-in protests had spread to Durham and
Winston-Salem. Within the following two days, they spread to Charlotte,
Raleigh, Fayetteville, and Elizabeth City. By the end of the week they
had reached Norfolk and Portsmouth, Virginia, and Rock Hill, South
Carolina. With no prompting from any of the existing civil rights organi-
zations or black adult leadership, a new stage in the black freedom strug-
gle had been launched.

As the sit-ins spread across North Carolina and into other southeastern
states, several young adult activists moved to the fore. In Durham, Rev.
Douglas E. Moore, a young minister who had been attending SCLC
meetings for two years, began calling friends in other cities, including
Rev. James M. Lawson in Nashville. Lawson and other young black ac-
tivists in Nashville had been discussing nonviolent protest and preparing
for just such an initiative. The technique itself was not original to Greens-
boro; other black protesters had employed it in 1957 and 1958 in Okla-
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homa and Kansas, though with little press coverage. As the phone calls
and other contacts spread, so did the sit-ins. By February 13, protests had
begun in Nashville and Tallahassee, and a New York staff member of the
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), Gordon Carey, was dispatched to
aid the various North Carolina efforts.!

Martin King spent the first ten days of February getting situated in
Atlanta. He and his family— Yoki was now four, and Marty two—had
rented from Ebenezer church the house in which King had grown up as a
young boy. Mrs. Maude Ballou, King’s secretary from Montgomery,
came and lived with them on a temporary basis until he could find a new
secretary in Atlanta. King told reporters that his first task in Atlanta
would be to work on a book of sermons, and Daddy King pronounced
that “he’s not coming to cause trouble. Instead of that, he had chosen the
pulpit.” On February 7, the new co-pastor preached his first sermon to a
crowd of 1,200 at Ebenezer. Daddy King introduced him, remarking,
“He’s not little M.L. anymore, now. He is ‘Dr. King’ now.”

Besides his work at Ebenezer, King tried to develop SCLC’s program.
In one formulation, he identified four tasks facing the organization. The
joint voter registration effort with the NAACP should be pursued, and
workshops should continue to be held to discuss nonviolence. He felt
“there is need for carrying out some dramatic campaign at both political
conventions in order to mobilize more support for strong civil rights legis-
lation in the future.” Randolph had already announced that, and Rustin
and Levison were at work on it. Most important, King said, “There is
need to mobilize the masses of our people in the South for implementa-
tion” of desegregation. SCLC hoped “to work through the churches in
order to develop this type of mass action.”

King’s first direct contact with the sit-ins was a phone call from Dur-
ham’s Doug Moore during the week of February 8. Moore wanted to
convene a meeting on February 16 to establish formal contacts between.
the sit-in protests in different North Carolina cities. Would King come to
Durham and speak to the gathering? King readily said yes.

On Tuesday morning, February 16, King flew to Durham. Moore gave
him and Abernathy a tour of the downtown lunch counters and then took
them to an afternoon strategy meeting of the representatives from the
different cities. King told the student leaders not to forget that the strug-
gle was justice versus injustice, not black versus white, and reminded
them always to be open to compromise with local whites. He particularly
stressed the idea of “jail, not bail” and described his own 1958 decision to
serve time rather than pay a fine for his arrest at the Montgomery
courthouse. Even if his attempt had not succeeded, it was the morally
correct stance to take toward an unjust use of the law to support segrega-
tion. -

King suggested to the student representatives that they form a coordi-
nating council of members from each of the different schools and cities.
He also recommended that they tell store owners that if lunch counters
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were not opened on an integrated basis, the protesters would recommend
that people of goodwill boycott the entire store. King’s remarks were well
received, and the group established a coordinating council with three rep-
resentatives from each locale. Although some competition for leadership
was visible between supporters of the NAACP, CORE, and SCLC,
“many student leaders expressed the desire to keep the movement as
much ‘student-led’ as possible,” one observer noted.

That evening, King spoke to a rally of more than one thousand at
Durham’s White Rock Baptist Church. He was in top form, buoyed by
what he could see developing. “What is new in your fight is the fact that it
was initiated, fed, and sustained by students.” He promised that “you
‘have the full weight of the SCLC behind you in your struggle,” and em-
phasized that his audience appreciate how they stood at a crucial point in
the freedom movement. “At a certain point in every struggle of great
importance, a moment of doubt or hesitation develops,” King remarked,
thinking back to Montgomery four years earlier. “If there is one lesson
experience has taught us . . . it is that when you have found by the help
of God a correct course, a morally sound objective, you do not equivo-
cate, you do not retreat—you struggle to win a victory.” The personal
cost might be high, but one must resolve to bear it. The goal was not
simply integration, but true personal freedom, for “freedom is necessary
for one’s selfhood, for one’s intrinsic worth.”?

By noon the next day, King was back in his office at Ebenezer Baptist
Church. Without notice, two local deputy sheriffs arrived in midafter-
noon and asked to see him. They had a warrant for his arrest, they told
King, a warrant from the state of Alabama seeking his extradition. The
charge? Two counts of perjury, a felony, for falsely swearing to the ac-
curacy of his 1956 and 1958 Alabama state tax returns. Accompanied by
Dad and brother A.D., King went downtown for arraignment and was
released on a $2,000 bond. Reporters indicated that King “reacted with
no outward show of concern to his arrest,” but internally he was devas-
tated. Alabama news reports indicated that renegade MIA official U. J.
Fields had testified before a Montgomery grand jury several weeks ear-
lier, and that the income tax charges against King were based on allega-
tions he had failed to report money that he had improperly acquired from
the treasuries of the MIA and SCLC. King vigorously denied those
claims. “I have never misappropriated any funds. I have never had the
need nor the desire to do so. Such an act would betray my moral instincts
and the teachings of a lifetime.” Stories that he lived in a lavish house or
owned a fancy car were total fiction, he noted. “I don’t even wish it were
true. . . . I own just one piece of property, a 1954 Pontiac ... I am
renting the home I live in.” King added that he had “no pretense to
absolute goodness,” but that if he had “one virtue, it’s honesty.”

The following day King waived extradition, saying he would return to
Alabama voluntarily to face the charges. “I have nothing to hide.” Asked
to explain how he thought the matter had arisen, King detailed the de-
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structive role of U. J. Fields. King had thought the tax question was
resolved, he explained, when he had met sometime earlier with the Ala-
bama agent who was auditing him, Lloyd Hale. The agent had claimed
that King’s income in both 1956 and 1958 was greater than King had
reported, by a total of some $27,000, and King with great reluctance had
given Alabama officials a check for $1,600 to end the dispute. Apparently
it had not.

In public King put forward a strong face, but in private he was over-
whelmed. “I had never seen Martin affected so deeply,” Coretta wrote.
The tax charges “caused Martin more suffering than any other event of
his life up to that point.” He was deeply worried that people who knew
him only from a distance would presume the allegations were true, and
lose faith in him. Stanley Levison and other close friends explained that
King could prove that he had done nothing wrong by showing at the trial,
with the best possible defense, that the allegations had no basis in fact.
King should not let the matter worry him to death, for his New York
friends would raise the money for a first-rate legal defense.

Still deeply troubled, King flew west for some SCLC fund-raising ap-
pearances. Then, on February 29, he arrived in Montgomery for his Ala-
bama arraignment. The sit-in protests had reached King’s former
hometown on February 25, when a small group of Alabama State stu-
dents, after consultation with Ralph Abernathy, had attempted to gain
service at the segregated snack bar in the Montgomery County
courthouse. The protests had grown over the following three days, and
King spoke to two enthusiastic rallies after his arraignment. It was the
most enlivened Montgomery had been in over three years. Within a
week’s time Alabama State expelled the leaders of the protests, and a
mass prayer march to the state capitol was organized. Policemen broke it
up, and King, back in Atlanta, said he was sending a telegram to Presi-
dent Eisenhower demanding federal action. No response was forth-
coming.

In early March, King’s New York friends announced the creation of a
“Committee to Defend Martin Luther King” and a fund-raising goal of
$200,000 for King’s legal defense and SCLC'’s voter registration plans. A.
Philip Randolph would serve as chairman, and Rustin was named pub-
licly as executive director. Solicitation of contributions began, and a legal
team was assembled. Hubert Delaney of New York and William Robert
Ming of Chicago, two noted black attorneys, would head it up, along with
Fred Gray, Charles Langford, Arthur Shores, and S. S. Seay, Jr., from
Alabama.?

The sit-in protests finally reached Atlanta on March 15. A group of
students from the black colleges had begun planning soon after word of
Greensboro reached them, but the college presidents and other black
adults urged them to move carefully. The presidents recommended that
the student leaders draw up a statement of their grievances, and two of
them, Roslyn Pope and Julian Bond, drafted the document. It was en-
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titled “An Appeal for Human Rights,” and Atlanta University President
Rufus Clement arranged to have it appear as a full-page ad in all three
Atlanta daily newspapers on March 9. That same afternoon the student
leaders met with Atlanta Mayor William B. Hartsfield at Clement’s of-
fice. Hartsfield urged negotiations with white business leaders before pro-
tests were begun. A group of white ministers recommended the same
course, but on the fifteenth some two hundred black students sat in at
numerous establishments. Over seventy were arrested, and slow-paced
negotiations with white businessmen began. In the span of six weeks, the
sit-in protests had become a southwide effort.

One of the most enthusiastic observers of the student protests was Ella
Baker. She knew that her time with SCLC was limited, that many of the
ministers resented having an outspoken woman as chief of staff, and that
King had discussed the executive directorship with Wyatt T. Walker.
Nonetheless, the students should be encouraged, and she had welcomed
Douglas Moore’s initiative in calling the February 16 meeting. In its after-
math, she had spoken with King, Abernathy, Moore, and James Lawson
about convening a second and larger gathering, one that would bring
together sit-in protesters from all across the South. The idea was ap-
plauded, and by the second week of March she was working on plans for
such a meeting to be held on April 15 and 16 at her alma mater, Shaw
University in Raleigh. On March 16 she flew to Raleigh to finalize the
arrangements, and ran into both Moore and Glenn Smiley at the airport.
They chatted about the plans, and about their common desire that the
student protest remain student led and not be taken over by any estab-
lished civil rights organization. Baker reported her arrangements with
Shaw to King and Abernathy, and pointedly stressed to them the content
of her discussion with Moore and Smiley: “They agreed that the meeting
should be youth centered, and that the adults attending would serve in an
advisory capacity, and should mutually agree to ‘speak only when asked
to do so.’” The adults who would be there, Baker recommended, should
meet in advance so that that rule would be clear to all.

By the end of March the fund-raising efforts of the Committee to De-
fend Martin Luther King were in full swing. The committee placed a full-
page ad in The New York Times, headlined HEED THEIR RISING VOICES,
detailing the prosecution of King and the repression of the Montgomery
protests. Alabama officials took great offense at some of the assertions,
and demanded a retraction. They were not the only people angered by
the appeals being issued by the committee; the NAACP was irritated
about the claims being made for SCLC’s voter registration achievements.
Program Director James Farmer told Wilkins: “I think it is a thoroughly
dishonest and deceptive appeal but if this is deceptive you should hear
the oral appeals being made publicly, although not put in writing. . . .
Should not Randolph and/or King be privately taken to task?” Wilkins
chose to bide his time.4

On April 5, Baker issued the first public announcement of the Shaw
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meeting. The release explained how student representatives from across
the South had been invited, and that James Lawson would be the keynote
speaker. The three-page statement made no mention of King, who was
keeping to a quiet schedule in Atlanta and was preoccupied with his im-
pending trial. On April 10, he spoke at Spelman College, and the next
day talked with reporters about the upcoming Shaw conference. King
“predicted a Southwide council of students will come out of the meeting,”
one wrote. “He said he would serve in an advisory capacity only, and any
future direction in the protest actions would come from the students
themselves.” Baker’s pressure appeared to have taken hold.

Some two hundred students, twice the number Baker expected, gath-
ered at Shaw University on Friday, April 15. King spoke to the press and
students at the beginning of the meeting, emphasizing “the need for some
type of continuing organization.” He hoped that the students would
weigh a nationwide selective buying campaign, and that they also “seri-
ously consider training a group of volunteers who will willingly go to jail
rather than pay bail or fines.

The youth must take the freedom struggle into every community in the
South without exception. . . . Inevitably this broadening of the struggle
and the determination which it represents will arouse vocal and vig-
orous support and place pressures on the federal government that will
compel its intervention.

That evening James Lawson delivered a well-received keynote speech on
the importance of nonviolence. Later, as additional delegates continued
to arrive, King spoke privately with a number of people about his expec-
tations for the conference. Some, like Wyatt Walker and Bernard Lee,
the student leader of the Montgomery protesters from Alabama State,
pressed King to ask the delegates to align themselves formally with
SCLC. Others, like Lawson, reminded King of the need to let the stu-
dents make their own decisions. Meanwhile, Baker continued to fear that
King, Abernathy, Walker, and others were plotting an SCLC takeover,
and she warned some participants to assert their independence when the
time came.

Lawson in particular knew how strongly Baker felt about blocking any
adult takeover of the students. He and King had discussed the subject in
advance of the gathering, and did so again that Friday night:

We made an explicit decision that the students . . . would proceed as
they wanted to proceed, and that . . . we would not try to impose upon
them our analysis or our own determination of how they should
go. . . . Both King and I in our personal conversations had reached
that conclusion. . . . If he and I decided we should establish an SCLC
student arm, boom, it could have been done . . . we had the votes from
the students to do that. But we agreed . . . after we got on the scene
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and got involved in the whole process, he and I agreed that we should
pretty much let the process of the conference direct itself.

Bernard Lee had a similar encounter with King that same evening when
he voiced his own sentiment that SCLC “was the logical place to house
such an effort.” King acknowledged that the idea had much to recom-
mend it, but made clear that Baker’s opposition was too great and poten-
tially embarrassing an obstacle to overcome:

I discussed it very candidly with Dr. King and Wyatt that evening and I
remember Dr. King almost verbatim saying that as much as he would
like to see the students identify with SCLC, he thought that because of

the events taking place, the way the conference was structured . . . that
that would not be in the best interests of the students or SCLC. . . . He
chose to let it become independent. . . . That was a little disappoint-

ing, but still I understood exactly what he was saying and I knew the
players at that point.

King thus made up his mind not to fight a battle that he could win but
which would exact too high a price—an open break with the increasingly
unhappy Baker. On Saturday, as the delegates split up into discussion
groups to talk about nonviolent protest and the next steps for the student
movement, conversations about the issue spread and many student repre-
sentatives received the impression that the organizational allegiance ques-
tion might be posed formally at a later session. King and Walker,
however, backed away from pressing the issue. “They did not lobby the
students” that morning, Bernard Lee recalled. As of then the disagree-
ment with Baker “was not very visible but it was definitely there,” and to
press the issue of forming an SCLC youth arm “would have been a little
destructive. . . . He did not want that to spew over into a public thing
between he and Ella Baker,” Lee noted. So, “King and Wyatt Walker
kept their preferences to themselves; Ella Baker [and] Jim Lawson made
their preferences publicly known to the students.” Open controversy was
avoided, though Baker’s bitterness ripened.

When the delegates assembled on Saturday afternoon, King spoke to
them, praising Lawson’s speech and explaining that he would be leaving
that evening, in advance of Sunday’s decision-making session, to appear
on Meet the Press. He answered questions about nonviolence, and no
organizational squabbles developed. That evening he, Walker, and Aber-
nathy all spoke at a mass rally, and then departed. When the student
delegates held the final plenary meeting on Sunday, there was no battle
over the question of organizational ties. A “temporary” Student Non-
violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) was approved, to be headquar-
tered in Atlanta, with King and Lawson each serving as advisors. The
only controversy was over whether only southern students, and not north-
ern ones, would be represented on that committee. A compromise solu-
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tion was agreed upon, and the delegates departed from what almost all
agreed had been an encouraging conference.’

King found the Raleigh meeting enervating. Instead of demonstrating
unity behind the students’ efforts, the adults had devoted much of their
energy to a debilitating dispute over the structure that the student move-
ment should adopt. He was depressed enough about the tax indictment;
he did not need additional problems with Ella Baker. There seemed to be
no respite, and his appearance on Meet the Press the following morning
supplied further aggravation. Instead of a friendly reception, the report-
ers bombarded him with hostile questions. They focused in particular
upon a statement by former President Harry S. Truman that Communists
were behind the sit-in protests. King said he was “very disappointed” and
that Truman ought to make a public apology. He strongly defended the
sit-in tactic, explaining that “sometimes it is necessary to dramatize an
issue because many people are not aware of what is happening. . . . The
sit-ins serve to dramatize the indignities and the injustices which Negro
people are facing all over the nation.” He further explained that the prin-
cipal focus of the movement would remain the right to vote, and that
“ultimately the federal government should set forth a uniform pattern of
registration and voting.”

Back in Atlanta, King had no opportunity to relax. While the Raleigh
conference had averted any public controversy about Ella Baker’s atti-
tude, it did lead to more reports of a split between SCLC and the
NAACP. Several news stories had highlighted a line from Lawson’s
speech criticizing the NAACP’s tactics as too exclusively legalistic, and
had labeled Lawson “a leading disciple” of King. Roy Wilkins was furious
and let King know it. He said he was “puzzled and greatly distressed” by
the news stories about “this unwarranted attack.” King certainly must
share his “determination not to have a break between our groups,”
Wilkins remarked. “I am hopeful that you can help clarify the situation. I
know you will want to. There are some other disturbing elements in the
picture which I would not care to go into here, but which I feel you and I
should discuss privately as soon as possible.” King moved to avoid further
offending the sensitive Wilkins. Prior to the Shaw conference, he had
considered adding Lawson, and Doug Moore, to SCLC’s staff if funds
could be raised. Moore was no favorite of NAACP loyalists, and hiring
either man would be taken by Wilkins as another slap. King chose to
postpone any action, and Lawson was disappointed. “He did not want to
alienate Roy Wilkins,” Lawson later stated. “He did not want to appear
to be battling the NAACP. Rightly or wrongly he backed off a number of
things for that very reason.”

King felt drained by the unending series of turmoils—the tax case,
Baker, and now Wilkins again. It seemed as if he had no time to renew
his energy. He told one friend that “I have felt terribly frustrated over my
inability to retreat, concentrate, and reflect.” The move to Atlanta had
not provided the expected respite. “I felt that by coming here I would
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have more time to meditate and think through the total struggle ahead,”
but instead the past ten weeks had been more hectic than life in
Montgomery. He knew that he had to slow down, and on some occasions
the possibility of withdrawing into a more restful existence seemed espe-
cially attractive. Then, however, he would think back four years, to that
night in the kitchen, and resolve to go on. “I must admit,” he noted that
April,

that at times I have felt that I could no longer bear such a heavy bur-
den, and was tempted to retreat to a more quiet and serene life. But
every time such a temptation appeared, something came to strengthen
and sustain my determination. . . . God has been profoundly real to
me in recent years. In the midst of outer dangers I have felt an inner
calm.

No matter how resolute that inner strength, these past few months had
been enervating. “I know that I cannot continue to go at this pace,” he
wrote one friend.®

While the tax trial loomed on the horizon, the period from mid-April
to mid-May brought King more tribulations. While King was in Nashville
for a speech at Fisk, a bomb threat interrupted the rally and caused a
forty-five-minute delay. Back in Atlanta, a cross was burned on the lawn
of King’s home one night. Authorities attributed it to youthful
pranksters. Then, a nationally syndicated black columnist lambasted King
for his remarks on Meet the Press, claiming the young minister had an
“uncanny knack of muffing his big opportunities to show qualities of lead-
ership on a national scale.” Perhaps this one was Wilkins’s revenge.

While King tried to turn his attention to SCLC’s program, legal diffi-
culties continued to interfere. SCLC, he told one questioner, was plan-
ning “to use nonviolent techniques in the area of voter registration,” with
masses of people descending upon election offices. “We've never at-
tempted this on a grand scale.” A more pressing problem, however, was
the Alabama authorities’ continued objections to the ad which King’s de-
fense committee had placed in The New York Times. Montgomery’s com-
missioners not only had sued the newspaper for libel, but also had filed
actions against the four Alabama residents who had signed the ad, Aber-
nathy, Fred Shuttlesworth, Joseph Lowery, and S. S. Seay, Sr. SCLC
would have to assist them.

Then, on the night of May 4, King had a direct encounter with the law.
He and Coretta had entertained white Georgia writer Lillian Smith at
dinner, and afterward King drove Smith back to Emory University Hos-
pital, where she was undergoing treatment. Near the university, police
spied the car with the black man and white woman and pulled King over.
King had borrowed the car, and the plates on it were expired. Further-
more, King had only an Alabama driver’s license, while Georgia law re-
quired new residents to obtain a Georgia license within ninety days.
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King’s deadline had passed. The officer issued a citation, and allowed
King and Smith to go on their way.

Several days later King went to New York for a luncheon with labor
leaders who were contributing to the defense committee. More impor-
tant, the trip gave him an opportunity to bring Rustin, Levison, and Wy-
att Walker together, and for his two old friends to draw their own
impressions of the man King was proposing as the new executive director.
Levison and Rustin were both impressed with Walker, and the four men
spent the better part of two days discussing program, salary, and staff.
Walker had two close assistants in his Petersburg Improvement Associa-
tion (PIA) whom he wanted to bring with him, and the others gave their
assent. They also settled on a salary of $8,000, and a firm agreement that
Walker would be the chief of SCLC’s staff—and not anyone in New
York. The public announcement would come shortly, and Walker would
begin his work by midsummer.

In Atlanta the student movement’s temporary coordinating committee
held its first meeting on May 13 and 14. King, Lawson, and Baker at-
tended, and the students ratified a statement of purpose and voted to hire
a temporary staff member whom SCLC offered to house in its office.
Atlanta’s student protesters also had remained active, and on May 17
organized a march of two thousand students from Morehouse to the state
capitol to commemorate the sixth anniversary of Brown. King spoke to
them before they set off, and again at the conclusion of the march, after
police had diverted the procession from the capitol itself. The students
gave King a thundering ovation.”

Finally, after three months of incessant worry, the time for the tax trial
arrived. It was the first time Alabama had ever prosecuted someone for
perjury on a tax return. Testimony began in Montgomery on May 25 with
the prosecution putting state tax agent Lloyd Hale on the stand. Under
cross-examination, Hale came close to admitting that the state’s claim
that King had misreported his 1956 income was without foundation. King
had stated an income of $9,150—3$5,040 from Dexter and $4,110 in hon-
orariums—and Alabama’s claim was that his true income was $16,162,
the total deposits made in King’s accounts for that year. The difference,
cross-examination quickly showed, was simply payments reimbursing
King for expenses he had incurred in his travels—in other words, not
money that constituted income. The defense put Mrs. King, Maude
Ballou, and Benjamin Mays on the stand along with an accountant and a
black former IRS agent, Chauncey Eskridge. After three days of testi-
mony, the case went to the jury of twelve white men on Saturday morn-
ing, May 28. King waited pessimistically for the verdict. No matter how
foolish the evidence had shown the state’s charge to be, a black civil
rights leader was unlikely to receive justice at the hands of an all-white,
Deep South jury.

Three hours and forty-five minutes after they began deliberations, the
jury returned to the courtroom. Their verdict: not guilty. Daddy and



SNCC, the Kennedys, and the Freedom Rides, 1960-1961 137

Mother King both cried with joy, but King remained calm—*“emotion-
less” to one observer, “a little stunned” in the words of another. Report-
ers crowded around, and King told them that the acquittal strengthened
his faith in white southerners’ ability to do justice. Then he hurried back
to Atlanta to preach at Ebenezer the next morning. He titled the sermon,
“Autobiography of Suffering,” and told the congregation how difficult the
last four and a half years had been. The tax case had been the most
painful burden of all, and now justice had lifted that from his shoulders.

The same Sunday, Wyatt T. Walker made the announcement in Pe-
tersburg that he would become executive director of SCLC on August 1.
Three days later King visited Petersburg to speak to a PIA rally. His
acquittal had lifted a huge weight from King’s mind, and he felt more
relaxed than he had in months. Still, news reporters pressed him with
financial questions. Patiently, he explained that he had no big house, no
big car. His house rental was $110 a month; his book, Stride Toward
Freedom, had earned less than $20,000, and much of that he had donated
to SCLC and Morehouse. “I have no desire to live a big life, to drive a
Cadillac, to live in the finest home, to be the best dressed and things like
that,” he explained to one questioner. Then, after the rally and the news-
men, he enjoyed dinner at Walker’s home with the PIA activists, and met
for the first time the two colleagues whom Walker wished to bring to
SCLC—Dorothy F. Cotton and James R. Wood. Cotton found King to
be attentive, unhurried, and thoughtful, unusual traits for one who spent
so much time in the public eye. He was “quiet and unassuming, yet at the
same time a dynamic kind of presence,” she thought.®

In June the controversy with the NAACP heated up once more. Two
magazine articles set off the uproar. In one, “The Negro Revolt Against
‘the Negro Leaders,”” black journalist Louis Lomax asserted that the
spring protests showed that younger blacks had bypassed the older, adult
leadership signified by the NAACP. The second, in Commonweal, di-
rectly quoted an unnamed King “lieutenant” as saying that “the courts
are secondary to direct action by the masses. The NAACP is not a mass
movement. . . . We have sometimes had to force it into cooperating with
us on mass action.” Even more threateningly to Wilkins, it went on to say
that “King admits privately that [SCLC] may soon become a national
organization with membership open to individuals as well as affiliate
groups.” SCLC long had eschewed recruiting individual members so as to
avoid competition with the NAACP’s favorite means of marshaling its
forces.

As the articles were passed around, some whispered that James Law-
son was one of the sources behind them. The NAACP’s anger got hotter,
and was expressed strongly on June 8 and 9 when Ella Baker, Wyatt
Walker, Bernard Lee, and the chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coor-
dinating Committee, Marion Barry of Nashville, visited the NAACP in
New York. King tried to downplay the disagreements, but no longer was
he willing to greet the NAACP’s insults with the same equanimity he had
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displayed in the past. He told baseball great Jackie Robinson, who earlier
had warned King about the defense committee’s assertions, that “I have
never seen any conflict between the two organizations.” More frankly,
King stated:

I have been so concerned about unity and the ultimate victory that I
have refused to fight back or even answer some of the unkind state-
ments that I have been informed that NAACP officials said about me
and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. Frankly, I hear
these statements every day, and I have seen efforts on the part of
NAACEP officials to sabotage our humble efforts.

He could not turn the other cheek completely, however, and felt com-
pelled to rebut one particular rumor: “I have no Messiah complex.”

King visited New York on June 9 to make a joint announcement with
A. Philip Randolph of the “massive nonviolent picketing” that was
planned for the Democratic and Republican National Conventions. Al-
though one month earlier Congress had passed the Civil Rights Act of
1960, the two men rightly asserted that that weak measure “does not
meet the needs of abolishing second-class citizenship.” Stronger legis-
lative measures were needed, and the “March on the Conventions Move-
ment for Freedom Now” would bring the demand home to each of the
major parties. Both in Los Angeles in early July, and in Chicago at the
end of that month, the Democratic and Republican delegates would be
greeted by “more than 5,000” protesters, Randolph stated.

In truth, recruitment of protesters was running many thousands behind
Randolph’s optimistic claim. This exaggeration, however, did not dis-
suade one opponent of the protests, black New York Congressman Adam
Clayton Powell, from launching a personal assault on King and Ran-
dolph. In Buffalo on June 19 to speak to a church conference that King
had addressed the previous day, Powell denounced both Randolph and
King for being “captives” of what the press called “behind the scenes
interests.” More specifically, Powell alleged that King was controlled by
Bayard Rustin, and that Randolph, as the Pittsburgh Courier phrased it,
“is the captive of socialist interests and . . . is guided principally by one
Stanley Levinson [sic].”

King was about to leave for a vacation in South America, but he imme-
diately dispatched a telegram to Powell asking for a public correction of
the “malicious things” Powell had said about him and Randolph. Both of
them had supported Powell in past scrapes, and King could see no reason
for him to turn on them now. King hoped for a retraction, and said he
would make no public rejoinder.?

Before he departed on his South America trip, King had one final en-
gagement: a June 23 breakfast meeting in New York with one of the
Democratic presidential candidates, Massachusetts Senator John F. Ken-
nedy. Even though his friend Harris Wofford had joined Kennedy’s cam-
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paign staff a month earlier, King was not impressed by Kennedy’s Senate
record. He particularly recalled an important vote Kennedy had cast on a
provision of the 1957 Civil Rights Act, a vote against the position sup-
ported by the black leadership. That had won Kennedy friends among
segregationist senators, but to King it seemed that Kennedy “was so con-
cerned about being President of the United States that he would compro-
mise basic principles to become President.” Hence King had “very little
enthusiasm for Mr. Kennedy when he first announced his candidacy.”

Their meeting changed King’s feelings. At that two-man breakfast,
King emphasized that strong presidential leadership was needed on civil
rights, and that initiatives to protect the right to vote and to eliminate
racial discrimination in federally assisted housing were two areas for im-
mediate action. Kennedy agreed that strong executive leadership was im-
portant, and that voting rights were especially crucial. King was pleased.
In a letter written the next day, King called the ninety-minute conversa-
tion “fruitful and rewarding. . . . I was very impressed by the forthright
and honest manner in which he discussed the civil rights question. I have
no doubt that he would do the right thing on this issue if he were elected
President.”

King hoped that his South America vacation would be an escape from
the tensions of the movement. That hope was soon dashed. He had been
in Brazil only a day or two when word reached him through a close friend
of Adam Powell’s that the congressman’s unhappiness over the King-
Rustin relationship had not blown over. Instead, Powell intended to re-
new his assault in an even more devastating manner. If King did not
dismiss Rustin, and cancel the convention protests, Adam would make
public the most damaging sort of information against King and Rustin,
Powell’s messenger told King. A huge scandal would ensue.

Kingtook the threatwith the utmost seriousness, and wasdeeply worried.
Immediately he called Rustin in New York. King explained that Powell was
still on the warpath, and that the intermediary, a woman with a strong
dislike of her own for Rustin, had conveyed the most vile threats. Given
that, he thought that they should not go ahead with the convention protests.
Rustin was puzzled and upset, and pressed King about the specifics of the
threat. King didn’t want to mention the details over the phone, but said the
protests should be canceled. Rustin demurred, and said he would have
Randolph phone King in South America.

Rustin spoke with Randolph and argued that they should not allow
King to be intimidated by Powell. Randolph agreed and called King. He
said he was certain King had good reasons for feeling as he did, reasons
they could discuss when King returned, but that he, Randolph, was com-
mitted to going ahead with the convention protests. Powell could not
prevent him from sponsoring those demonstrations and, given that, King
should not pull out. King reluctantly agreed.

When King returned, the entire matter was discussed in detail. As
Rustin recounts it, King explained frankly just what Powell’s threat was:
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The story is that he has some information that he will have to reveal to
the press unless Martin drops out. And what is that information? That
he has some evidence that Martin and I are sleeping together. Well, he
couldn’t possibly have that kind of information. Martin knew god damn
well he couldn’t have that kind of information; you can’t sleep with a
guy without his knowing it.

Rustin, Randolph and others all told King that to knuckle under to that
sort of threat was wrong.

Still, King was worried. “What are we going to do if he puts out stories
that are not true?” he asked. Randolph responded, “We simply deny
them and go on doing our business.” For King, however, that was not
good enough. He asked several intermediaries to speak with Powell.
They reported back that they thought it best for Rustin to resign from his
multiple roles with King and Randolph. Rustin waited for King to decide,
but King procrastinated, so Rustin took matters into his own hands. “I
decided that the best thing to do under these pressures, since I knew Dr.
King was distressed, was to say, ‘Well, I resign.”” King had not requested
the resignation, and Rustin expected King to reject it. To Rustin’s bitter
disappointment, however, King accepted it. Many people close to the
intense discussions felt King’s decision reflected insufficient courage;
peace activist A. J. Muste wrote that he was “personally ashamed of
Martin.” Early in July the press reported Rustin’s departure as special
assistant to King and director of SCLC’s New York office. Rustin’s state-
ment noted Powell’s public attack and opposition to the convention pro-
tests.!0

The demonstrations at the two conventions went forward even in
Rustin’s absence. In Los Angeles, King spoke at a Sunday kick-off rally,
but Monday’s picketing drew only sixty-five participants; their effort at-
tracted little attention. King kept a low profile, hiding in a hotel room
and talking politics with Michael Harrington, the young activist who had
organized the picketing. King surprised Harrington with “how intellectu-
ally serious he was, that he was radical on all kinds of economic issues,
and as far as I was concerned he was a socialist, although he didn’t use
the word and I was much too discreet to pose” it. Two weeks later in
Chicago, the demonstrations at the Republican convention were limited
to a single protest rally led by King, Randolph, and Roy Wilkins calling
for a strong civil rights plank in the party’s platform. Even a turnout of
five thousand people failed to draw much attention to the March on the
Conventions, and the nation’s interest turned to the upcoming presiden-
tial contest between John F. Kennedy and Richard M. Nixon.!!

Back in Atlanta, Wyatt T. Walker arrived for his first day as SCLC’s
executive director on August 3. Wood and Cotton were not far behind
him, but what they found in the “dinky little room” at 208 Auburn Ave-
nue was a very small operation. There were two secretaries, Lillie
Hunter, who had been with the MIA, and Ernestine Brown, but only one
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field-worker was on the payroll—Rev. Harry Blake, a member of
Shreveport, Louisiana’s United Christian Movement, an SCLC affiliate.
In one corner were SNCC'’s sole employee, Jane Stembridge, and a
SNCC volunteer, Robert Moses. “Very honestly, it wasn’t any organiza-
tion; no real program,” Walker later recalled. Walker vowed that under
his leadership, SCLC would grow in both staff and accomplishments.

Walker’s first task was to coordinate another institute on nonviolence
that the departing Ella Baker had arranged at Atlanta’s Butler Street
YMCA just prior to the small August meeting of the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee. The workshop itself went well, with both King
and Walker among the speakers, and SNCC made plans for a larger con-
ference in Atlanta in mid-October. Baker’s departure, however, left a
legacy of strained feelings in its wake. She had never held King or Aber-
nathy in high regard, and once she had formally left the organization, she
made no secret of her attitude. Baker had found them unwilling to dis-
cuss substantive issues with her as an equal, and unreceptive to any crit-
ical comments she might offer. To James Lawson, the root of the
problem was simple: “Martin had real problems with having a woman in
a high position.” Baker also did not support a “leader-centered” ap-
proach to organizing a movement, and felt no special awe for King. “I
was not a person to be enamored of anyone,” she noted. The ministers of
SCLC, on the other hand, thought Baker was haughty and aloof, with
what they felt was a disdain for anyone who was a black male preacher.
The resulting bitterness would not mellow with time.

August was a generally quiet time for King himself. On the nineteenth
he and his brother, A.D., performed the ceremony as their sister, Chris-
tine, married Isaac Farris. A.D. was pastoring a church in Newnan,
Georgia, and had a young family of his own, but relatives and close
friends were aware that he was a troubled man. One very close acquaint-
ance thought the problem was twofold. First, A.D. was forced to live in
his famous brother’s shadow. Second, and more important, A.D. had
never devised a means for coping with their very demanding father.
“They had a running battle. They fought daily. There was never peace
between them,” this friend observed. Daddy demanded excellence and
decorum, and A.D. “did not represent what the old man wanted.” In-
stead of learning to ignore and brush off King, Sr.’s constant instructions,
A.D. fought back. “He rebelled, and he lost, because the old man was
too strong. . . . He would break you. ... M.L. would say, ‘Aw, Dad,’
and walk away. But A.D. couldn’t walk away.” It was painful for all.!2

In Atlanta, tensions surrounded the ongoing student protests. In late
May the local black adult leadership had organized a committee “to ex-
amine and better understand” the student movement, as one adult put it,
and on June 24 they arranged a meeting between the student leaders and
Richard H. Rich, owner of downtown Atlanta’s largest department store,
a store with thoroughly segregated facilities. Rich was a reputed liberal,
but he offered no concessions and demanded that the protests be halted.
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The students said no, threatened a complete boycott of the store, and
Rich angrily walked out. On August 8, the student chairman of the Com-
mittee on the Appeal for Human Rights (COAHR), Lonnie C. King, Jr.,
wrote Rich to suggest another negotiating session. Rich declined, saying
that the earlier one had “made our views perfectly clear to you” and that
a further one “would not be productive.” Three weeks later, Jesse Hill,
Jr., the young chairman of the black adults’ Citizens’ Negotiations Com-
mittee, wrote to Rich to request another session. Rich again refused,
saying such meetings were “fruitless” but leaving the door open to per-
sonal contact with Hill. As the fall semester opened, picketing and sit-ins
at various Atlanta businesses continued on a modest basis.

King remained silent about the Atlanta situation, but in his public re-
marks in other cities he continued his criticisms of the civil rights records
of both major political parties. He also continued to make reference to
massive “stand-ins” by prospective black voters at registration offices,
and on September 14 he and Wilkins joined forces to announce a
“Nonpartisan Crusade to Register One Million New Negro Voters.”
Those in the know recognized this as a convenient nonpartisan cover for
a last-minute Democratic party registration effort.!3

In mid-September King met for a second time with Senator Kennedy.
The Democratic presidential nominee had a better grasp of civil rights
issues than he had three months earlier, King thought, but the senator
expressed strong concern about where he stood with black voters. Ad-
visors like Wofford were suggesting that Kennedy appear with King and
make a strong speech on civil rights. King was not amenable to such a
plan, or to an SCLC rally or dinner for Kennedy. SCLC was a nonpar-
tisan organization and would not endorse a candidate, but perhaps it
could invite both Kennedy and Nixon to appear before it. King empha-
sized that he would not endorse either candidate. Kennedy expressed no
interest in a joint appearance, and mentioned that that troublesome 1957
vote still counted against him in the minds of many blacks. King agreed,
and parted from Kennedy, telling him that “something dramatic must be
done to convince the Negroes that you are committed on civil rights.”

Even after meeting with Kennedy, King had no strong feelings about
the upcoming election. “I did not feel at that time that there was much
difference between Kennedy and Nixon,” he later recalled. “I could find
some things in the background of both men that I didn’t particularly
agree with,” and even though he had known Nixon longer, he feared that
the Republican nominee was “an opportunist at many times who had no
real grounding in basic convictions.” On balance King leaned toward
Kennedy simply because Wofford and other personal acquaintances
whom he respected, such as Chester Bowles, strongly vouched for him.

On September 23, King had to attend to a small piece of unfinished
business. Accompanied by a black Decatur lawyer whom Daddy King
had hired, Charles M. Clayton, King appeared before Judge J. Oscar
Mitchell of DeKalb County Civil and Criminal Court to resolve his May
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traffic ticket. King sat in the back of the courtroom while Clayton spoke
with Mitchell. Mitchell noted the two counts: the expired plates on the
borrowed car, and King’s failure to obtain a Georgia license within ninety
days. King heard Mitchell dismiss the first charge, and impose a fine of
$25 on the second. King immediately paid the fee, and headed back to
the office. He did not see the sentence form that Mitchell filed and that
Clayton was privy to: It specified the $25 fine, plus twelve months proba-
tion, requiring that King “shall not violate any Federal or State penal
statutes or municipal ordinances” for one year’s time.!4

Throughout late September, King and Walker directed their efforts
toward organizing registration stand-ins. SCLC announced that the coor-
dinated protests would take place on October 3 in more than a dozen
cities, but when Walker’s “D Day” arrived, newsmen counted only fifty
people in Atlanta, a few dozen in Tallahassee and several other cities,
and none at all in Nashville or Durham. King told reporters that this had
been only a “pilot project,” and that SCLC planned “to develop it on a
much larger scale.”

On October 11, the SCLC board met in Shreveport for its semiannual
session. King emphasized that the organization “must do something cre-
ative this year,” and Walker promised to meet just that need. The board
members were pleased by their first exposure to the new executive direc-
tor and his commitment to establish a “dynamic program.” The reality of
the problems they all were up against was brought home once again the
evening after the final meeting, when shots from a passing car were fired
at SCLC’s local field representative, Harry Blake. He escaped uninjured.

From Shreveport, King returned to Atlanta for the first large SNCC
conference since the gathering in Raleigh. He and Lawson spoke to the
students, with Lawson arguing strongly for the doctrine of “jail, not
bail.”!5 The Atlanta student protest leaders were growing impatient.
They decided that the time had come to resume intensive sit-ins, targeted
principally against the store of hostile Richard H. Rich. On Tuesday,
October 18, three of the student leaders—Lonnie King, Herschelle Sul-
livan, and Julian Bond—contacted King to ask if he would accompany
their troops in the first assault on Rich’s. King was hesitant, and the small
group went to see him in person at Ebenezer. Lonnie King put the re-
quest bluntly, Bond recalls: “Martin, you’ve got to come with us.” King
hesitated again, and Lonnie King pushed harder. “I indicated to him that
he was going to have to go to jail if he intended to maintain his position
as one of the leaders in the civil rights struggle.” How could King speak
of “filling the jails,” and “jail, not bail,” if he was unwilling to join a sit-
in? Reluctantly, King agreed to meet them outside of Rich’s.

The next morning the sit-ins resumed with a bang. King and thirty-five
others, including one white man, were arrested for violating an anti-
trespass law when they refused to leave Rich’s restaurant after being de-
clined service. They were taken to the county jail, and King made one
brief phone call home. Reporters were allowed in for a short time, and
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King told them that he, like the students, would not make bond, and that
he would serve his time if convicted. He had begun a fast and explained
to newsmen that the protest was not something he had instigated. “I did
not initiate the thing. . . . Last night they called me and asked me to join
in it. They wanted me to be in it, and I felt a moral obligation to be in it
with them.” To a black reporter, he put it more succinctly: “I had to
practice what I preached.” That night was the first King ever had spent in
jail.

While King and the other protesters were in the Fulton County jail,
twenty-six more demonstrators were arrested on Thursday. More picket-
ing but fewer sit-ins took place on Friday, and Atlanta’s black and white
adult leadership began discussing how to resolve the new wave of protests
as quickly as possible. Meanwhile, DeKalb County officials filed notice
with their Fulton counterparts that they also were interested in King be-
cause his arrest at Rich’s violated the terms of the probation Mitchell had
imposed in September.

On Saturday morning, Atlanta Mayor William B. Hartsfield convened
a meeting with sixty black representatives in the city council chamber. At
the same time, King friend and Kennedy campaign official Harris
Wofford, who had seen news reports of King’s imprisonment, got an idea
at his home in Virginia. He phoned an Atlanta friend and Kennedy sup-
porter, attorney Morris Abram, who was also an acquaintance of Atlanta
Mayor Hartsfield. Wofford mentioned King’s jailing, and made a sugges-
tion: “I want you to get him out and claim the credit for Senator Ken-
nedy.” Abram asked how, explaining that Hartsfield was meeting with
the black leadership. Wofford recommended that Abram see Hartsfield
himself, and Abram promised he would inform the mayor of Wofford’s
interest. He was able to reach Hartsfield, and told him of the call. The
mayor replied that the meeting was still in progress and that Abram
should come over at once.

By the time Abram arrived at City Hall, Hartsfield had announced to
the press an agreement with the black leadership. Demonstrations would
be suspended for thirty days, and all of the jailed protesters would be
released. The city would drop its charges and ask the merchants to do the
same. Hartsfield would serve as an intermediary in further discussions
between the students and the merchants, and would furnish the students
with weekly progress reports on his efforts. Hartsfield also told reporters
that a Georgia representative of Kennedy, meaning Abram, had ex-
pressed an interest in securing King’s release.

While Abram called Wofford to warn him of Hartsfield’s public com-
ment about Kennedy’s interest, and Hartsfield in turn sought to reassure
a worried Wofford that the story would redound to Kennedy’s advantage,
two snags developed in the settlement. First, store owner Rich was hesi-
tant about having the state charges dropped; he feared a white backlash
for doing so. Second, King and the other jailed protesters conveyed word
that they would not leave jail unless all charges were dropped.
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Late Saturday evening, Abram and Mayor Hartsfield went to Richard
Rich’s home to ask his support. After much pleading, Rich agreed to go
along if Fulton County solicitor John 1. Kelley would also. Sunday morn-
ing Abram, Hartsfield, and Rich all called on Kelley, who had no objec-
tions to the plan. Abram called Atlanta Police Chief Herbert Jenkins,
and by late Sunday afternoon all of the jailed protesters were released—
except one.

Shortly after his arrest, King had learned of the DeKalb complication
and was prepared to stay behind after the students were released. As the
students emerged, word spread that everyone would gather at Paschal’s
restaurant to celebrate. Few people were aware that King would not be
with them, and Jesse Hill phoned Coretta to tell her of the Paschal’s
gathering. Only when she arrived there was she told that King was still
being held.

On Monday morning, DeKalb Judge Mitchell explained to reporters
why King was still in custody. A hearing on whether King's arrest at
Rich’s violated his September probation would be held at 11:00 A.M. the
next morning, Mitchell said. Authorities tried to move King from the
Fulton jail to the DeKalb jail, but the Fulton sheriff insisted upon main-
taining custody. Early Tuesday morning, while A. D. King and Bernard
Lee stood watching outside the Fulton jail, a DeKalb sheriff’s car picked
up King for delivery to Mitchell’s hearing. With handcuffs on his wrists,
King sat quietly in the backseat. A large German shepherd sat at atten-
tion on the seat beside him.!¢

King’s new attorney, Donald L. Hollowell, moved into action by filing
an appeal of King’s September license conviction. The thirty-day oppor-
tunity had not quite passed, and the pendency of such an appeal allowed
Hollowell to contend at the Tuesday hearing that King could not be im-
prisoned in the matter until the conviction had been upheld. Mitchell
responded that Hollowell’s argument was irrelevant, that the question
was whether King had violated the terms of his probation. King took the
stand to explain that he had not been aware of the probation. Then Hol-
lowell put four members of Atlanta’s black elite on the stand to testify to
King’s good character. Mitchell again found the defense arguments irrele-
vant, and gave King a four-month sentence for violating probation. Hol-
lowell argued further that in a misdemeanor case such as this, the judge
was required to release the defendant on an appeal bond while the proba-
tion issue was appealed, but Mitchell denied his request. He ordered
King’s probation revoked immediately and said King could be transferred
to a state prison to begin serving his four months. Mitchell did grant
Hollowell’s request for a further hearing Wednesday morning on the ap-
peal-bond argument.

Coretta, Daddy King, Christine, and Roy Wilkins were all in the au-
dience during the hearing. Both Coretta and Christine broke into tears
when Mitchell pronounced the four-month sentence, and Daddy King
was upset by their loss of composure. He and Coretta were allowed a
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brief visit with King in a holding cell behind the courtroom. King was
calm and sought to comfort his wife. “Corrie, you have to be strong. I've
never seen you like this. You have to be strong for me.” Then he was
taken to the county jail.

News reports spread the word of King’s sentencing. In Washington,
Deputy Attorney General Lawrence E. Walsh considered making a move
in court, but instead prepared a statement for President Eisenhower, who
did not issue it. Nixon campaign officials had been kept posted since Sat-
urday by black Atlanta Republican John H. Calhoun, but White House
aide E. Frederic Morrow, traveling with the vice-president, could not
convince Nixon’s advisors to send telegrams to Mrs. King and Georgia
officials. Nixon press secretary Herb Klein pocketed Morrow’s drafts,
saying that to send them would be poor election strategy.

Coretta was still shaky when she returned home from the hearing. She
was six months pregnant and frightened about what might happen to
Martin in a remote state prison. The bad dream she had had about south-
ern jails seemed to be coming true. Still upset, she called Harris Wofford,
having heard about his Saturday intercession.

“They are going to kill him, I know they are going to kill him,” she
cried to Wofford. The young lawyer did his best to comfort her, but after
they had hung up he still was troubled by Coretta’s appeal for assistance.
Wofford and fellow campaign staffer Louis E. Martin already were draft-
ing a public statement for Kennedy to issue, but its release had been
delayed by a promise from Georgia Governor Ernest Vandiver’s office
that he would resolve the matter without the Democratic presidential
nominee becoming publicly involved. Wofford and Martin talked about
what else they might do, and Wofford thought of asking Kennedy to call
and reassure Coretta King. They tried for several hours to reach the trav-
eling candidate, without success. Wofford then asked his friend Chester
Bowles, a prominent Democratic politician who had met the Kings, to
make such a call in Kennedy’s stead. Bowles did so on Tuesday evening,
and Coretta found the expression of support heartwarming.!?

Wednesday morning at 3:30 A.m., King was asleep in the DeKalb
County jail. Suddenly he was awakened by a voice. “Get up, King—Did
you hear me, King? Get up and come on out here. And bring all your
things with you.” The jailers were saying it was time for a trip—in the
middle of the night. King asked where they were headed, and they did
not reply. At 4:05 a.M., in handcuffs and leg irons, King was placed in
the backseat of a car with two deputies up front. They drove for over two
hours, but King had no idea where they were going. At dawn, as they
passed through Dublin, he realized their destination was the Georgia
state prison at Reidsville. At 8:00 A.m. the car pulled into the prison.
King was taken out, the irons were removed, and he was handed a blue
and white striped prison uniform. Then he was placed alone in a cell.

At approximately the same time that King was arriving at Reidsville,
attorney Hollowell arrived at the DeKalb courthouse to discover that his
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client had been taken away. Word spread quickly, and A. D. King called
Coretta with the news. Again she was distraught, and spoke with both
Wofford and Daddy King. Wofford tried to comfort her, but he wanted
to do something more. He called Kennedy in-law Sargent Shriver in Chi-
cago and asked him if Kennedy might call Mrs. King. Shriver said he
would go over to Kennedy’s hotel and put the question to him in person.
When he got there, he had to wait for several staffers to leave. Then he
explained the situation to John Kennedy. Would he call her? “That’s a
wonderful idea,” Kennedy responded. Shriver had the Kings’ number,
and Kennedy picked up the phone.

Coretta received the call just as she was leaving to meet Daddy King at
Morris Abram’s office to discuss possibly asking the state parole board to
release King. John Kennedy told her of his concern about her husband’s
imprisonment, and how this must be extremely difficult for her. If there
was anything he could do to ease her burdens, she should not hesitate to
let him know. Coretta thanked him and he wished her well.

Coretta told Daddy King of Kennedy’s phone call as they prepared to
see Morris Abram. King, Sr., was ecstatic, and said that this was enough
to shift his traditionally Republican presidential preference and vote in-
stead for Kennedy, the man who had called his daughter-in-law. He told
Abram the same thing while they discussed the parole possibility, and
Abram immediately called Wofford. It was the first the Kennedy staffers
had heard of the call, and Wofford was deeply pleased. The candidate’s
younger brother and de facto campaign manager, Robert F. Kennedy,
was not pleased, however. Earlier he had reprimanded Wofford for his
weekend intercession with Abram and Hartsfield, and now he was furious
that the staff workers had managed to align his brother publicly with a
national symbol of black activism. Did Wofford and Martin realize what
that would do to John Kennedy’s chances of carrying the white South?
Robert asked heatedly. He stalked out and headed for the airport to
catch a plane to New York.

Unbeknownst to Wofford and Martin, Robert Kennedy, despite his
electoral protestations, was also infuriated at what Judge Mitchell had
done to King. He thought about it on the plane, and when he landed in
New York he called the DeKalb courthouse, and asked for Judge Mitch-
ell. When Mitchell came on, Kennedy identified himself and said he was
calling simply as a lawyer to express to the judge his belief that all defen-
dants had a right to release on bond while they appealed. Mitchell said it
was good to talk with him, and thanked him for his interest.!8

Locked deep inside Reidsville prison, King knew nothing of the efforts
being made to win his release. He had been alone in his cell since early
morning. He could speak with other prisoners in the same cell block, and
notes could be passed, but it gave him little solace. The convicts were
astounded by the identity of their new compatriot, and told King they
were ready to stage a strike to protest his imprisonment. Quietly he dis-
suaded them from that idea.
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King found the loneliness of prison difficult to bear. At one point, as
he later told Coretta, “He just broke down and cried and then he felt so
ashamed of himself.” By late afternoon, however, he had conquered that
“enormous anxiety,” as Daddy King later called it. He simply had to
accept that he would be in prison for four months, and that he had to
make the best possible use of that time. He wrote a letter to Coretta,
telling her that visitors were allowed every other Sunday. He asked that
she and the children come down the next weekend, and that she bring
him several books, a reference dictionary, and a good number of his ser-
mon texts. At least he could make some progress on the book of sermons
he had been thinking about for over a year. He also asked that she bring
him a radio, and that Wyatt Walker also come along.

Beyond the incidental requests, however, he asked her to make an
effort, like his, to allow their common faith to carry them through the
most difficult moments they had yet encountered. She must believe, as he
did, that one’s suffering is not in vain, and that in the end it contributes
to the betterment of all. “I know this whole experience is very difficult for
you to adjust to,” King wrote, “but as I said to you yesterday, this is the
cross that we must bear for the freedom of our people.” The struggle is
difficult, but “I am asking God hourly to give me the power of en-
durance.” He had the faith to believe that he could survive, and asked
the family “not to worry about me. I will adjust to whatever comes in
terms of pain.” He signed it, “Eternally yours, Martin.”!?

On Thursday morning, Judge Mitchell held another hearing at which
Hollowell argued once more for King’s release on bond while the original
traffic charge was appealed. Hollowell had marshaled his precedents care-
fully, and this time Mitchell agreed: King should be released pending
final judgment. Bond would be $2,000, and Hollowell had it posted im-
mediately. Mitchell signed the release order, and Hollowell arranged to
charter a plane. In early afternoon he flew to Reidsville, handed over the
order, and King was released. Coretta, Christine, and A.D. were among
the small crowd at the airport to welcome him home. King told reporters
that he was “deeply indebted to Senator Kennedy,” then the family group
headed for a celebration rally at Ebenezer. There, Daddy King openly
proclaimed his change of heart and announced that he would be voting
for John Kennedy for president, even if he was a Catholic and King a
Baptist. King also spoke warmly of the Democratic nominee, saying that
he held him “in very high esteem,” but stopping short of an explicit en-
dorsement.

Abram and Wofford each wondered if it might be possible to secure
King’s formal endorsement of Kennedy before Election Day. King chose
not to, saying that as president of SCLC it would not be proper to express
a partisan preference. Nonetheless, on November 1 he issued a statement
that stopped just short of an endorsement. “I want to make it palpably
clear,” King said, “that I am deeply grateful to Senator Kennedy for the
genuine concern he expressed. . . . [He] exhibited moral courage of a
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high order.” In private, he added that the contrast between Kennedy’s
call and Nixon’s inaction was very real to him. Even though Nixon had
known him longer, he had done nothing. “I really considered him a moral
coward,” King remarked.

Even lacking a formal endorsement, the Kennedy staffers made full use
of King’s comments and Daddy King’s change of heart. They prepared a
small flyer, “‘No Comment’ Nixon versus a Candidate with a Heart, Sen-
ator Kennedy: The Case of Martin Luther King,” and saw to it that hun-
dreds of thousands of copies were distributed in black precincts before
the election. Although neither of the Kennedys’ phone calls “became a
major story in the white media or an issue in the campaign,” they very
definitely made a difference when the votes were tallied on November 8.
Several weeks later, President Eisenhower complained to reporters that
Nixon had lost simply because of a “couple of phone calls.”

In the wake of his release, King told one friend that the eight days he
had spent in jail had had at least one positive effect. “I think I received a
new understanding of the meaning of suffering,” he wrote Harold De-
Wolf, “and I came away more convinced than ever before that unearned
suffering is redemptive.” The imprisonment had not been pleasant, but
he did feel that his faith had benefited from the experience.?¢

By mid-November SCLC had two new initiatives under way. In the
first, James Wood was following up on Ella Baker’s earlier interest in
leadership training and the contacts she had made at the Highlander Folk
School. Wood visited the Tennessee facility in mid-November and talked
at length with Director Myles Horton and Program Coordinator Septima
P. Clark. Wood was extremely impressed by their four-year record of
achievement, and he reported to King and Walker Horton’s suggestion
that SCLC think about taking over the training program because of ongo-
ing legal harassment by Tennessee state authorities that threatened High-
lander’s existence. If the school did not win a pending appeal in a state
court, Highlander would be closed and its facilities seized. At High-
lander, Wood also met L. B. Moore, a representative of the Field Foun-
dation, who expressed his organization’s interest in supporting a
continuation of the leadership training program, under whomever’s aus-
pices. Field would be willing to fund the effort if SCLC assumed spon-
sorship of it. “I urge and recommend very strongly the future
consideration and adoption of this plan,” Wood advised King.

The second new SCLC effort was the formation of a Virginia state
conference of local groups that had been affiliated with SCLC. Many of
the fifty people who attended the Petersburg session were former col-
leagues of Walker, and a local pastor, Rev. Milton Reid, was elected the
new unit’s president. Walker announced that the group was part of
SCLC’s “bold new program with an increased staff and an emphasis on
state-by-state organizations which will ultimately function as units in a
southwide attack on some specific area of segregation.”

In Atlanta, Hartsfield’s promise to the student protesters proved to be
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one on which he could not follow through. On November 23, at the end
of the thirty-day moratorium on student demonstrations, the mayor met
with the students to admit that he had had no success in persuading At-
lanta’s downtown merchants to desegregate their stores. He asked for
thirty days more in .which to try further; the students responded that they
would give him three. The student leadership held a late-night strategy
meeting the following day which King attended. They decided to resume
picketing, but not the sit-ins.

On November 25 a three-day meeting of SNCC'’s executive committee
took place in Atlanta. On the second day, the group paused to watch a
nationally televised debate between King and segregationist newspaper
editor James J. Kilpatrick. The two men argued about segregation and
the sit-ins, with Kilpatrick contending that “the key thing that is involved
are questions of property rights.” King responded that “any law that de-
grades human personality is an unjust law,” and morally should not be
obeyed. The SNCC members viewed the telecast in the company of the
embittered Ella Baker, and some of them came to the conclusion that
King was “no match” for Kilpatrick. Certainly that was Baker’s view, and
she made no secret of it. “It was almost in the cards that he would muff
it, for he had not forced himself to analytically come to grips with these
issues,” Baker told a later questioner. “The students were sitting there in
front of the TV, waiting for him to ‘take care’ of Kilpatrick. Finally, some
got up and walked away.” It was, Baker said, the first occasion when the
students’ unhappiness with King “finally broke openly to the surface.”?!

During the winter months, Atlanta’s black leadership continued its
efforts to mediate a solution to the city’s ongoing desegregation struggle,
and King spoke to a large student rally on December 19. The chairman of
the black Student-Adult Liaison Committee, Rev. William Holmes Bor-
ders, told reporters with some exasperation that both the students and
the merchants realized that eventual desegregation was inevitable, and
the battle was simply about when. King looked forward expectantly to
John Kennedy’s inauguration, and told one Chattanooga crowd that Ken-
nedy ought to be reminded “that we are expecting him to use the whole
weight of his office to remove the heavy weight of segregation from our
shoulders.” More personally, King phoned the president-elect to wish
him well and to suggest Morris Abram as a superb candidate for U.S.
solicitor general. Black newsmen asked King if he was under considera-
tion for any position in the new administration, and King replied that he
had “had some discussion” with members of Kennedy’s staff. “They were
sort of feeling me out.” However, King added, “I made it clear that I had
no interest in a government post, for I am too much involved in the civil
rights fight to add anything else.” King also rejected feelers about
whether he would like to become national director of the Congress of
Racial Equality.

By mid-January, Jim Wood’s effort to get SCLC to take over High-
lander Folk School’s training program had picked up speed. Highlander
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had been considering changing the program from one in which all partici-
pants went there for training, to one in which citizenship teachers were
trained at a central place and then sent back to instruct others in their
own locales. It was an alteration that Wood strongly endorsed. Training
such a cadre of teachers would allow SCLC to set up citizenship instruc-
tion centers throughout the South, hosted by SCLC’s many affiliates.
Dorothy Cotton would coordinate the recruitment of students, and Sep-
tima Clark would direct the training. Over sixteen months, the program
could train 240 prospective teachers, each of whom could then start
classes in his or her own hometown. Such an effort would invigorate
SCLC’s entire program. “The need for a program through which affiliates
may become active in other than fund-raising capacities is very evident,”
Wood argued, “and will create a much needed action device.” King and
Walker agreed, and in early February SCLC’s and Highlander’s new joint
endeavor was announced to the press. At the same time, a request for a
$30,000 grant to fund the project was submitted to the Field and Taconic
foundations.??

In late January, King was guest of honor at a large celebrity gala in
New York’s Carnegie Hall, organized by Stanley Levison and a young
aide, Maya Angelou, which raised over $20,000 for SCLC. Three days
later, Coretta gave birth to the Kings’ third child and second son, whom
they named Dexter in honor of the Montgomery church. Within a week,
the Atlanta student protests heated up for a third time when the students
initiated a new sit-in and “jail-going” effort. As the number of jailed
demonstrators increased day by day, Atlanta’s black and white leadership
tried to resolve the controversy. King remained in the background, but
other distractions crossed his path, such as younger brother A.D.’s arrest
for drunken driving. King also was lobbying an Atlanta church to offer its
pastorship to Ralph Abernathy, so that his Montgomery colleague could
rejoin him. On February 15, though, King appeared in local court to lend
moral support to a group of young ministers, including his friend Walter
McCall, now pastoring in Atlanta, who had joined the students and been
arrested. That night King spoke to a large rally, and endorsed the stu-
dents’ vows that the sit-ins would continue until the white merchants
agreed to desegregate.

Behind the scenes, one of black Atlanta’s oldest leaders, attorney A.
T. Walden, initiated discussions with Richard Rich’s lawyer, Robert
Troutman, Sr. Together, the two men approached Ivan Allen, Jr., the
new president of Atlanta’s powerful Chamber of Commerce. Allen knew
that many in the business community wanted the matter resolved, and he
also felt that “the national publicity was running us crazy” and harming
the city’s reputation. Allen met with white business leaders, and found a
consensus: “Go ahead and work something out. Get us off the hook,
even if it means desegregating the stores.” Allen talked with Walden and
other black adult representatives until they reached agreement on a basic
principle: The desegregation of the lunch counters, rest rooms, and other
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store facilities would be tied to the desegregation of Atlanta’s public
schools, scheduled to begin in September. Within thirty days of school
desegregation, the store facilities would be desegregated. In return, the
students would end their demonstrations and all charges would be
dropped. The black and white adult representatives summoned the two
principal student leaders, Lonnie King and Herschelle Sullivan, to a
meeting at the Chamber of Commerce on Monday, March 6. The adults
tried to persuade the two students to accept the settlement plan. Lonnie
King did not want to endorse it, but Daddy King, Reverend Borders, and
Walden pressed him very hard. Finally, the students gave in. The next
morning Allen announced the agreement to the public. As word of its
terms spread, however, the student community grew angry and spoke of
rejecting it.

Friday evening, March 10, a mass meeting was called at Warren Memo-
rial Methodist Church for the negotiators to defend the settlement to the
black community. Many people were upset that the agreement did not
specify a precise date for desegregation. The adults’ explanation that the
stores would be desegregated no matter what happened with school inte-
gration was not persuasive, and the crowd turned hostile. Walden, Bor-
ders, Samuel Williams, Jesse Hill, and Daddy King all received boos and
hisses when they went to the pulpit to defend the agreement. It looked as
if the meeting would repudiate the negotiators’ work.

Martin King stood in the rear and watched the crowd of a thousand
shout down his father and the other speakers. The throng remained noisy
and restless as King made his way to the pulpit. He stood there silently
for a moment, waiting for everyone to quiet. Lonnie King could see tears
in King’s eyes, tears over how the crowd had humiliated his father. As
Martin stood there, they all quieted. Then he began to speak. Calmly and
forcefully he defended the efforts of the negotiators. “If I had been on
that committee that met Monday afternoon, I wouldn’t mind anybody
saying, ‘Martin Luther King, Jr., you made a mistake.” I wouldn’t mind
anybody saying, ‘Martin Luther King, Jr., you should have thought it
over a little longer.” I wouldn’t have minded anybody saying to me, ‘Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., maybe we made a tactical blunder.” But I would
have been terribly hurt if anybody said to me, ‘Martin Luther King, Jr.,
you sold us out!” I would have been hurt by that.” In a tone that had
“both warmth and authority,” King declared that the black community
must remain united, and must not repudiate what its leaders had agreed
to. As he spoke, the crowd grew calm. “When King sat down,” one ob-
server wrote, “the mood of the crowd had been transformed, and the
opposition to the agreement was silenced.” Many in the audience thought
it was the best and most powerful oration they had ever heard King de-
liver. Lonnie King said that it was “probably the greatest speech of his
life.” Only King’s words, he said, kept “that meeting from really turning
into a riot.” King left quickly, and “after the singing of a spiritual the
crowd dispersed . . . the agreement was saved.” Integration of Atlanta’s
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schools began peacefully and on schedule, and a month later facilities in
the downtown stores were desegregated.

Though he supported his father and the other negotiators in public,
King’s personal sentiments strongly favored the students. He had pur-
posely limited his role in the Atlanta protests as much as possible, so as
to avoid offending jealous adults already troubled by his return to At-
lanta. Though his stance caused many of the students to hold an am-
bivalent attitude toward King, he privately criticized the failure of the
city’s black middle class to give the protesters greater support. “They’re
conservatives. Their unhappiness with the sit-in demonstrations is largely
economic,” he told one person.23

The increasing cost of running SCLC forced King to make fund-raising
one of his top priorities. King and Walker told the board’s administrative
committee that expenses were now $7,000 a month, and to meet those
outlays, King continued to speak all around the country. The pace was
draining. Some days he delivered as many as five speeches, and some
nights he slept for only four hours. King had hired a personal secretary,
Dora McDonald, to take Maude Ballou’s place in organizing his sched-
ule. Meanwhile, SCLC planned intensive voter registration drives in se-
lected locales, and Walker expanded their contacts in other regions of the
country. A regional support group, the Western Christian Leadership
Conference, was established in California, principally to aid in fund-rais-
ing. Walker also engaged an old school friend then pastoring in Washing-
ton, Walter Fauntroy, to serve as SCLC’s representative in the District of
Columbia.

SCLC’s effort to join Highlander in an expanded citizenship training
program also gradually moved forward, and the school began searching
for a new staff member to handle the program’s administration. By late
March, Highlander had found a candidate for the job, a young black
minister, Andrew Young, who was working for the National Council of
Churches in New York. Young was inclined to accept the job, but
thought first he would inquire about the school and the program from
someone he had spent an evening with four years earlier: Martin King.
To Young it had been a memorable event, but King did not remember
him when he received Young’s letter seeking advice about Highlander.

King was uncertain what to tell Young. He asked Stanley Levison to
make inquiries about Young, but without waiting for Levison’s response,
wrote Young and advised that he not take the job, that the uncertainties
of Highlander’s legal situation were too great. Young decided otherwise,
and made plans to move south in September.24

King was also trying hard to secure an appointment with the newly
inaugurated president through the persistent efforts of Harris Wofford,
now Kennedy’s special assistant for civil rights. King had written a maga-
zine article calling for more aggressive support of civil rights by the new
administration, and he pointedly sent several copies of it to another ac-
quaintance on the White House staff, Frank D. Reeves. In the article
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King noted three areas in which the president should take the initiative.
First, Kennedy ought to introduce a broad legislative program in Con-
gress, especially a bill on voting rights. Second, the president should em-
ploy moral persuasion in his public remarks to rally support for civil
rights. Third, Kennedy could issue executive orders eliminating much ra-
cial discrimination in federally assisted programs without having to wait
for Congress to act. Overall, King said, “a recognition of the potentials of
federal power is a primary necessity if the fight for full racial equality is to
be won.” In his accompanying letter to Reeves, King added that prepar-
ing the article had left him “amazed” at “the powerful things that the
President can do” through executive orders.

Three weeks later, King wrote to Kennedy formally requesting a con-
ference within the next month. Both Wofford and Reeves saw the letter,
and each recommended to Kennedy’s appointments secretary, Kenneth
O’Donnell, that King’s request be granted quickly. Some staffers thought
the president should see King and Roy Wilkins together, but Wofford and
Reeves advised against that, pointing out the long-reported rivalry be-
tween the two men. They ought to receive separate appointments, and
soon. Wofford knew that the administration had decided not to make any
major civil rights initiatives during its first year in office. Administration
strategists believed that there was insufficient congressional support for
any proposals that might be made. “Such a meeting with King is impor-
tant now,” Wofford wrote in mid-March, “to lay the groundwork for his
understanding why there will be no substantial civil rights legislation this
year.”

O’Donnell saw no such urgency in the matter, and replied to King that
the president’s schedule would be too busy for such a meeting for at least
a month. Try again in late April, he recommended. In the meantime,
King did secure a brief mid-April meeting with the new attorney general,
Robert F. Kennedy, to discuss possible Justice Department initiatives to
secure the desegregation of interstate transportation facilities throughout
the South. Then one week later, on April 21, King stopped by the White
House to visit Harris Wofford. Word of King’s presence reached John
Kennedy, and the president stopped by to chat with King for five min-
utes. Kennedy was preoccupied with the Bay of Pigs fiasco in Cuba that
had occurred two days earlier, and “we didn’t even discuss civil rights,”
King later recalled. His request for a formal meeting remained pending.2>

Five days after King’s encounter with the president, the new national
director of CORE, James Farmer, who had been program director at the
NAACP, wrote to both of the Kennedy brothers to inform them of a new
initiative, a “Freedom Ride,” that CORE would undertake in one week’s
time. Beginning in early May in Washington, Farmer said, a small, inte-
grated group would begin a bus trip through the South to New Orleans,
where they hoped to arrive on May 17, the seventh anniversary of
Brown. “We propose to challenge . . . every form of segregation met by
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the bus passenger,” Farmer told them. Neither the White House nor the
Justice Department paid any attention to Farmer’s announcement.

The group of thirteen travelers set out from Washington on May 4. The
pace was intended to be slow, with as many stops as possible to test
facilities in bus terminals in each town. Only minor incidents marred their
nine-day journey through Virginia and the Carolinas. When they arrived
in Atlanta on May 13, the trip so far had drawn little national publicity.

While the Freedom Ride was beginning, King and Walker were busy
with SCLC’s affairs. King was personally troubled by a request from
white activist Anne Braden, whom he had met at Highlander in 1957,
that he sign a clemency petition for her husband. Carl Braden had been
convicted of contempt of Congress for refusing to answer questions be-
fore the House Un-American Activities Committee. King hesitated to
add his name to the petition, and told Braden he would have to think
about it. Several weeks passed, and Braden heard nothing. Her husband
was scheduled to begin his one-year jail term on Monday, May 1, and
Braden wanted to release the petition when he surrendered. On Saturday
night she made one last attempt, and called the Kings’ home. Coretta
said that Martin was not in, and Braden decided to give up her efforts.
Early Sunday morning her phone rang. It was King. “Anne, I want you
to put my name on that petition. I prayed about this most of last night,
and I want you to put my name on it.” Braden was immensely pleased.
King had nothing to gain from taking such a controversial stand, nor did
the other SCLC leaders who signed with him. King “came down on the
right side, although it may have taken him a while to get there,” Braden
observed.

The spring meeting of SCLC’s board took place in Montgomery on May
10 and 11. Walker reported that SCLC'’s finances were in great shape: A
mail appeal overseen by Stanley Levison in New York had raised $37,000
in the wake of King’s Georgia imprisonment, on top of the $20,000 pro-
duced by the January benefit at Carnegie Hall. In addition, the Field
Foundation was contributing $26,000 to the citizenship training program.
Walker also explained that he intended to use King’s speaking engage-
ments for better SCLC fund-raising, and had scheduled seven appearances
for this purpose over the next eight weeks. With this healthier bankroll,
Walker advised that SCLC could expand its staff and take a direct hand in
voter registration drives in several cities. The board agreed, and Walker
soon hired a student liaison and field secretary, Bernard Lee, who had
been active in SNCC while attending college in Atlanta during the 1960-
1961 school year. All in all, the board was pleased with the changes that
had taken place in the first nine months of Walker’s directorship. They also
discussed the Montgomery commissioners’ ongoing suits against the sign-
ers of the New York Times ad, and held a nighttime rally at Holt Street
church. It marked King’s first return to Montgomery since his tax acquittal
one year earlier.2¢
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Upon returning to Atlanta, King and Walker met with the Freedom
Riders before they headed on to Birmingham and Mississippi. Walker
gave them the names of SCLC’s contacts in various towns and arranged
for Fred Shuttlesworth’s group to meet the riders in Birmingham. Some
of the participants expressed surprise at what little difficulty they had had
so far, but Walker cautioned them that the remainder of their journey
would be no lark. To some, Walker’s warning was good rather than bad
news. Their top priority was to draw national attention to racial discrimi-
nation in interstate travel and to force the federal government to combat
it. James Farmer later explained:

We planned the Freedom Ride with the specific intention of creating a
crisis. We were counting on the bigots in the South to do our work for us.
We figured that the government would have to respond if we created a
situation that was headline news all over the world, and affected the
nation’s image abroad. An international crisis, that was our strategy.

On May 14 the riders encountered what Farmer had hoped for. Just out-
side Anniston, Alabama, one of the two buses was attacked by a mob. As
windows were broken, an incendiary device was tossed into the bus, and
a fire broke out. The passengers fled, and police arrived belatedly. Mean-
while, local toughs boarded the other bus at the Anniston station, and
seriously beat several of the riders. Cars dispatched by Shuttlesworth
brought the riders on the first bus to Birmingham, while the second vehi-
cle was set upon by yet another mob when it arrived at Birmingham’s bus
terminal. Once again, local police were slow in appearing. Pictures of the
burning bus and bloodied riders flashed around the world showing the
true temper of the white South.

The next day, the riders discovered that no bus drivers were willing to
take them on the rest of their trip. After deliberations with a Justice
Department representative dispatched by Robert Kennedy, the riders de-
cided to fly from Birmingham to New Orleans so as to conclude their
planned journey on schedule. That decision, however, marked the end of
only the first Freedom Ride, for two of the riders, John Lewis and Henry
Thomas, quickly vowed that the effort would continue. They returned
from New Orleans to Nashville, where other student activists who had
participated in SNCC’s early meetings volunteered to join them. On
Wednesday, May 17, this new group of ten riders set out from Nashville
for Birmingham. Upon their arrival in Birmingham, Police Commissioner
Eugene “Bull” Connor promptly arrested them. Three of the ten were
released, and late on the night of May 18, Commissioner Connor person-
ally drove the remaining seven to the Alabama-Tennessee border and left
them on the roadside. After several harrowing hours, the group found a
sympathetic black resident and contacted their friends in Nashville. They
wanted to continue on, and Diane Nash, one of the Nashville leaders,
dispatched a car to take them back to Birmingham. Once there, they
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found that again no bus driver would take them to Montgomery. The
riders spent the night in the bus station, while the Justice Department
and the White House sought to resolve this problem with Alabama of-
ficials.

The riders finally set out for Montgomery early the next morning on a
Greyhound bus heavily guarded by state troopers. In Montgomery local
police were supposed to continue the protection. When the vehicle pulled
into the Montgomery station, however, no officers were anywhere to be
seen. As the riders left the bus, a white mob attacked them with clubs
and chains. Ralph Abernathy and other MIA activists rescued the riders,
but three were beaten severely and the Justice Department represen-
tative, John Seigenthaler, was knocked unconscious. Fifteen minutes
after the attack began, the first local police arrived. An official of the
Anti-Defamation League concluded several days later, after making care-
ful inquiries, that “Police Commissioner L. B. Sullivan had conspired
with mob leader Claude Henley to allot the mob ten minutes to do with
the Freedom Riders as they saw fit.”%7

In Washington an infuriated Robert Kennedy, who believed that state
and local officials had broken their promises to protect the riders, or-
dered federal marshals into Montgomery and obtained a federal court
injunction barring the Ku Klux Klan and other hoodlums from harassing
the riders. King was in Chicago when he learned of the attack, and on
Sunday, May 21, he flew to Montgomery, where the riders were being
housed by the MIA. They decided to hold a rally at Abernathy’s First
Baptist Church, and by early evening over one thousand people were
crowded into the large church.

King had prepared his remarks during his flight south. He told the
audience that primary responsibility for the violence lay with Alabama
Governor John Patterson, who was “consciously and unconsciously aiding
and abetting the forces of violence.” Officials’ failure to halt the mob
attacks in Birmingham and Montgomery indicated that the time for fed-
eral intervention and for a more massive attack on segregation by the
movement had come:

Among the many sobering lessons that we can learn from the events of
the past week is that the Deep South will not impose limits upon itself.
The limits must be imposed from without. Unless the federal govern-
ment acts forthrightly in the South to assure every citizen his constitu-
tional rights, we will be plunged into a dark abyss of chaos.

The present crisis, King said, called for “a full scale nonviolent assault on
the system of segregation in Alabama,” which would include

an intensified voter registration drive, a determined effort to integrate
the public schools, lunch counters, public parks, theaters, etc. In short,
we will seek to mobilize thousands of people, committed to the method
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of nonviolence, who will physically identify themselves with the strug-
gle to end segregation in Alabama. We will present our physical bodies
as instruments to defeat the unjust system.

Much to everyone’s unpleasant surprise, the opportunity to present their
bodies to the forces of segregation was more immediately at hand than
King had expected. First Baptist was located in downtown Montgomery,
and a hostile white mob had gathered outside the church. Federal
marshals were using tear gas against the crowd, but the mob was totally
out of control. They set fire to a car belonging to Clifford and Virginia
Durr that a friend, writer Jessica Mitford, had driven to the rally. It
seemed possible that the mob might storm the church and try to burn it.

Inside, the crowd remained calm, with “not a sign of panic,” Mitford
said. They continued to sing hymns, and King told them about the disor-
der outside. Shortly after 10:00 p.M. King went to the basement office to
call Attorney General Kennedy in Washington. To Kennedy, and to As-
sistant Attorney General for Civil Rights Burke Marshall, King displayed
little of the calm that he had shown the church audience. Marshall found
King “panicky” and “scared” that the mob would set the church afire.
The federal officials told him that national guardsmen were on their way
to reinforce the marshals, but that promise did not lessen King’s concern.

Robert Kennedy was worried about what the mob might do, but he
tried to lessen the tension by using humor with King. As Kennedy later
recalled it:

I said that our people were down there and that as long as he was in
church, he might say a prayer for us. He didn’t think that that was very
humorous. He rather berated me for what was happening to him at the
time. I said that I didn’t think he’d be alive if it hadn’t been for us, that
we were going to keep him alive, and that the marshals would keep the
church from burning down.

In the early morning hours, the contingent of guardsmen led by General
Henry V. Graham arrived at the church to reinforce the marshals. King
stepped outside for the only time that night to discuss the situation with
Graham, and returned inside to tell the trapped protesters that things
were under control, although the mob had not been dispersed. Attorney
General Kennedy twice called the church to check on developments, and
found King still angry about the situation. Kennedy called Alabama Gov-
ernor Patterson to seek further promises that the black community would
be protected, then phoned King to voice more reassurances. At about
3:00 A.M., General Graham decided that everyone in the church had best
remain there for the night. Once the mob melted away, those who were
trapped in the church would be given escorts home. Finally, between 5:00
and 6:00 A.M., the mob had dispersed sufficiently for the protesters to be
escorted home by the guardsmen.28
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Later that day the Nashville contingent of Freedom Riders told King
that they were committed to continuing the ride into Mississippi. At the
same time, Deputy Attorney General Byron White, whom Robert Ken-
nedy had sent to take command of the Montgomery situation, made clear
the strong federal preference that the rides not continue. If Montgomery,
generally a quiet town, had experienced mass white violence, the students
could expect much worse in far tougher places in Mississippi.

In private, the Nashville students also told King that he should feel
morally obligated to come along with them. King held back, however,
telling them that any new arrest might get him into deeper trouble with
his Georgia probation. The students were disappointed, and some were
angry at what they felt was King’s reluctance and indecisiveness. His
claim about the probation problem was unpersuasive.

These private conversations continued on Tuesday morning. National
guardsmen continued to protect the movement people, and more volun-
teer riders, including several contingents of northern whites, arrived in
Montgomery. Tuesday afternoon, King, Abernathy, CORE’s James
Farmer, and Nashville student leaders John Lewis and Diane Nash held a
press conference in Abernathy’s backyard. They announced that the
Nashville riders would continue on from Mcntgomery to Jackson, Mis-
sissippi.

Early the next morning the heavily guarded riders ate breakfast at the
Montgomery bus station and boarded a special bus for Jackson. King
stood beside it, waving good-bye and wishing them well. What looked to
reporters like a supportive gesture, however, was viewed by the riders
with considerable ambivalence. John Lewis later noted that “it was a big
criticism that he came to the bus station and saw the people off and he
refused to go.” A second bus set out later in the morning, carrying more
riders. Accompanied by police cars, each bus made a peaceful and une-
ventful trip to Jackson. Once there, however, the riders were arrested
when they attempted to use the facilities of the Jackson bus station.2?

That same afternoon, Robert Kennedy called for a temporary halt in
the rides. Several hours later the attorney general phoned King in
Montgomery to argue for such a “cooling-off period.” King told Kennedy
that the heavy protection given the two buses had made the ride to Jack-
son meaningless. Kennedy said that he was seeking to get the arrested
riders out of Jackson, but King interjected that the protesters had vowed
to remain in jail as “part of the philosophy of this movement. It’s a mat-
ter of conscience and morality. They must use their lives and their bodies
to right a wrong. Our conscience tells us that the law is wrong and we
must resist, but we have a moral obligation to accept the penalty.”

Kennedy took King’s exposition of the nonviolent method as a thinly
veiled threat: If the administration did not back the riders, the movement
would exacerbate the crisis. Kennedy responded with some heat. “That is
not going to have the slightest effect on what the government is going to
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do in this field or any other. The fact that they stay in jail is not going to
have the slightest effect on me.”

King in turn was offended by Kennedy’s tone. “Perhaps it would help if
students came down here by the hundreds—by the hundreds of thou-
sands,” he told the attorney general. Kennedy shot back: “The country
belongs to you as much as to me. You can determine what’s best just as
well as I can, but don’t make statements that sound like a threat. That’s
not the way to deal with us.”

King moved to lower the temperature of the exchange. “It’s difficult to
understand the position of oppressed people. Ours is a way out—cre-
ative, morai and nonviolent. It is not tied to black supremacy or Commu-
nism, but to the plight of the oppressed. It can save the soul of America.
You must understand that we’ve made no gains without pressure and I
hope that pressure will always be moral, legal and peaceful.”

Kennedy replied, “But the problem won’t be settled in Jackson, Mis-
sissippi, but by strong federal action.” King responded, “I’'m deeply ap-
preciative of what the administration is doing. I see a ray of hope, but I
am different than my father. I feel the need of being free now!” Kennedy
answered, “Well, it all depends on what you and the people in jail decide.
If they want to get out, we can get them out.” King said, “They’ll stay,”
and the two men hung up.

The next morning King returned to Atlanta and told reporters that the
rides would resume “in full force” on either May 29 or 30. That same
morning, Abernathy, Walker, Shuttlesworth, and Lee accompanied a
group of new riders, professors from Yale and Wesleyan, to the
Montgomery bus terminal. The integrated group asked for service at the
station coffee shop and were arrested by the Montgomery County sheriff.
Several days later they were released on bail.30

Back in Atlanta, King convened a meeting of representatives from
SCLC, CORE, SNCC, the Nashville movement, and the National Stu-
dent Association to discuss the future of the Freedom Rides. The group
agreed that they should continue the Freedom Rides until all interstate
travel was both integrated and safe. The immediate objective would be to
“intensify the Freedom Ride so that national public attention can be
brought to examine the denial of legal rights of interstate travellers” and
“to fill [the] jails of Montgomery and Jackson in order to keep a sharp
image of the issues before the public.” Some tensions had emerged be-
tween CORE people, who had initiated the rides, and SCLC adherents
who had helped sustain it. The group thus decided to set up a temporary
four-person “Freedom Ride Coordinating Committee.” Both SCLC and
CORE would contribute $1,000 to the committee, and all agreed “that
publicity would clearly establish CORE as the originator of the Freedom
Ride.”

To interested reporters, King voiced a more restrained tone than the
private declarations agreed upon by the strategy meeting. He said there
would be “a temporary lull but no cooling off” in the rides, with a “large-
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scale” resumption sometime the following week. He pointed out that “a
victory has been won in the sense that the issue has been placed squarely
before the conscience of the nation.” More interestingly, King said he
was hopeful that something would be done which would make any con-
tinuation of the rides unnecessary, such as a federal order banning racial
segregation in bus terminal facilities.

On Monday, May 29, Robert Kennedy made precisely the move that
King had hoped for. The attorney general announced that he had re-
quested the Interstate Commerce Commission, a separate body with di-
rect responsibility for interstate travel facilities, to issue regulations
banning all segregation in such facilities. With that, King’s interest in any
continuation of the rides declined sharply. Although CORE continued
small-scale recruitment of riders for bus trips into Jackson, where all pro-
testers were jailed immediately, SCLC exhibited little interest. Some
black activists called on King to join the jailgoers, but neither he nor
SCLC took any further action. The Freedom Ride brought national at-
tention to the southern movement, but it also exacerbated both student
distrust of King’s personal commitment and organizational competition
among the civil rights groups.3!

In June, King resumed his heavy speaking schedule. New York State’s
black Baptist churches organized a series of fund-raising rallies for SCLC,
and King appeared at them all. At several, he emphasized an idea that
had been put forward four months earlier by the U.S. Civil Rights Com-
mission: the issuance of a “Second Emancipation Proclamation” by the
president, “declaring all forms of racial segregation illegal” by executive
order. While the idea had rhetorical appeal, not even the most fervent
civil rights advocates within the Kennedy administration thought that the
proposal had any practical possibilities. Although King continued to
speak of the idea, it won few supporters in Washington.

During the summer, two major program issues faced SCLC. First,
there were discussions with Highlander about citizenship training. The
Field Foundation had awardcd a $26,000 grant to the project, but federal
tax laws required that the money be disbursed to an organization that was
tax exempt, which SCLC was not. Jim Wood, working in conjunction
with Maxwell Hahn from Field and Myles Horton from Highlander, be-
gan discussions with two officials of the United Church of Christ (UCC),
Herman Long and Wesley Hotchkiss, about the UCC’s Board of Home
Missions serving as the formal recipient of the grant. A “Citizenship
School Committee” comprised of Wood, Horton, and Long would direct
the program, with Andrew Young overseeing the recruitment of students
by Dorothy Cotton of SCLC and their teaching by Septima Clark. A
former UCC facility at Dorchester in Liberty County, Georgia, near Sa-
vannah, was selected as the instructional site. Although Young would not
move south until September, all the other personnel were in place.32

The second major initiative facing SCLC was a proposal, an offspring
of the Kennedy administration, for an intensive southern voter registra-
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tion effort. Robert Kennedy felt that “voting was at the heart of the prob-
lem,” as he once put it. “If enough Negroes registered, they could obtain
redress of their grievances internally, without the federal government
being involved in it at all.” Justice Department civil rights chief Burke
Marshall shared Kennedy’s belief, and in conversations with outgoing
Southern Regional Council Executive Director Harold C. Fleming and
wealthy young philanthropist Stephen R. Currier, devised a plan for the
establishment of a privately funded, nonpartisan, region-wide registration
drive that would coordinate the effort: of all the interested civil rights
organizations. The Justice Department, cf course, could not finance voter
registration, but a well-funded private imiative would mesh neatly with
the Kennedy-Marshall idea that filing federal voting rights suits would be
more effective than pursuing legislative battles with an unresponsive Con-
gress.

Fleming’s proposal gained strength throughout the summer. At an in-
formal retreat on June 9 in Capahosic, Virginia, civil rights represen-
tatives responded enthusiastically to the idea. A week later, a second
meeting was held at the Justice Department to discuss the plan further.
Robert Kennedy attended the session, and according to some who were
present, stated that the government could lend far more support to voter
registration than to protests such as Freedom Rides or sit-ins. Some
SNCC members worried that the attorney general wanted to dissuade
movement activists from demonstrations, and was pushing voter drives in
order to do so. Others thought Kennedy endorsed federal protection for
movement staffers engaged in registration activities, protection that
would not be given for demonstrations.33

While Walker, Cotton, and Wood were working on those projects,
King was on the road. Walker had brought a new level of sophistication
to King’s increasing number of speaking engagements; they now were
structured to reap a substantial financial harvest for SCLC’s treasury. Ap-
pearances in Albany with New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller, in
Los Angeles with California Governor Edmund G. Brown, and in other
cities raised thousands of dollars for SCLC while enabling King to reach
white northerners with his message of civil rights reform and racial
brotherhood.

In late July, Martin and Coretta went to Martha’s Vineyard for a fam-
ily vacation. Outside demands, however, repeatedly interrupted King’s
holiday. His father broke his ankle, and M.L. had to fly to Atlanta sev-
eral times to take his place in Ebenezer’s pulpit. There also were pre-
viously scheduled commitments to preach at New York’s Riverside
Church, and at a Lutheran Church convention in Miami Beach. To an
audience of fourteen thousand Lutherans, and to other gatherings, King
voiced newly strengthened criticisms of President Kennedy, who still had
not granted him an appointment after seven months in office. John Ken-
nedy, King said, has “failed to come through with certain promises made
prior to his election” concerning both legislative proposals and executive
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actions. Kennedy had broken his word to the black voters who had given
him his victory margin and that failure would not be forgotten.3¢

By the end of the summer progress had been made on both the cit-
izenship training program and plans for southwide voter registration.
SNCC had resolved its internal debate about a voter registration effort in
a heated meeting at Highlander in mid-August. Some members feared
that a registration emphasis would mean turning away from “direct ac-
tion” demonstrations. Ella Baker resolved the split by suggesting that
SNCC informally could have two wings, one aimed toward voting, the
other toward protests. She already realized something that younger
movement workers would learn quickly: In the rural Deep South, local
whites were just as hostile toward “outside agitators” who canvassed door
to door seeking prospective black registrants as they were toward activists
who sat in. Robert Moses, a young worker who went to McComb, Mis-
sissippi, in late July under joint SNCC-SCLC sponsorship, was one of the
first to perceive that the dichotomy between voter registration and direct
action was false. By early August Moses also had decided that his joint
sponsorship was untenable, and wrote to Wyatt Walker to return the first
paycheck SCLC had sent him. “You can understand that I feel closer to
the students.” Moses’ unease was but one more sign of the student am-
bivalence toward SCLC and King that now was over a year old.

Represented by its chairman, Charles McDew, SNCC on August 23
joined representatives of the other four major civil rights groups—
Wilkins from the NAACP, Farmer from CORE, Whitney Young from
the National Urban League, and Walker, standing in for the vacationing
King—at a climactic meeting at the Taconic Foundation’s New York of-
fice to ratify the “Voter Education Project” (VEP) that Fleming, Currier,
and the Kennedy representatives had worked out. Sheltered under the
wing of the tax-exempt Southern Regional Council, the VEP would have
its own director and would parcel out registration responsibilities and
funds to local representatives and affiliates of civil rights organizations
throughout the South. The program would satisfy all of its participants:
philanthropic foundations that wanted to support civic progress, a Demo-
cratic administration eager for more southern black voters, and civil
rights groups anxious for financial subventions for efforts they wanted to
undertake in any case.

Wyatt Walker hoped to use VEP as a platform for expanding SCLC.
He proposed that SCLC hire a voter registration director and five field
secretaries, and seek responsibility for all of Alabama, most of Louisiana,
and metropolitan Atlanta when the VEP assigned areas to different orga-
nizations. SCLC also could be active in Virginia and some parts of Ten-
nessee. Walker estimated the cost at almost $100,000 a year, but SCLC
with its ministerial orientation was well suited to take the leading role in
the new effort. “Any successful voter registration drive,” Walker empha-
sized, “must be church-oriented,” just like SCLC itself.

King and Walker hoped that VEP could work hand-in-hand with the
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citizenship training program. Although Myles Horton of Highlander
wanted the Citizenship School Committee, rather than SCLC, to direct
the program, it was clear even before Andrew Young moved south that
he and Walker envisioned the training schools as an integral part of an
expanded SCLC program. Young stressed how SCLC had to publicize the
training to its affiliates, and pointed out the long-range benefits for the
organization. “A trained local leadership would be on hand to coordinate
a wide variety of SCLC programs in the future.”33

While Walker was occupied in early September with a tense civil rights
situation in Monroe, North Carolina, King made plans for his first ven-
ture as a teacher. King had agreed to teach a senior philosophy seminar
at Morehouse in conjunction with his good friend Professor Samuel Wil-
liams of the college. Atlanta student activist Julian Bond was enrolled in
the course, and most sessions ended with discussions of the civil rights
movement. King enjoyed the teaching, and it reminded him of the oppor-
tunities for thought and relaxation that a college position would offer.
Although he was far too busy to give the Morehouse course the time he
would have liked to, it allowed him to think about what his future might
hold. “I know I will not always be a leader,” King remarked in one con-
versation. “I will not always be in the public eye and in the news . . . |
feel that there are many things just as important ahead for me, and I have
almost an eagerness to give the rest of my life to the pursuit of the
cultural, intellectual and aesthetic ideas I've been pulled away from by
this struggle. Not now, of course,” King added after a pause, “but some
day.”

In the eighteen months that King had lived in Atlanta, Coretta and
others close to him had seen some changes take place. Both Coretta and
Walker thought that King was less concerned about his clothes and per-
sonal appearance than he once had been. Coretta felt that that was just
part of a larger change, a pronounced selflessness that had emerged after
the India trip and that had grown stronger since then. King felt comfort-
able in the old frame house at 563 Johnson Avenue that they rented, and
wanted nothing more. “At times he has even talked seriously,” Coretta
commented then, “about whether or not he should even own anything
that’s not absolutely necessary for the rest of the family.” It was an atti-
tude she did not share, but one to which King increasingly became at-
tached.

King and those around him realized that he had grown more relaxed
but also more reserved, indeed solemn, since his return to Atlanta. The
changes had occurred simultaneously with his growing acceptance of the
role into which he had been cast. That acceptance, once so grudging, now
made him less fearful about meeting a sudden end. As that tension
abated, it was replaced by an awareness of the responsibilities that came
with his leadership role. It made King seem even more formal to those
who were only modest acquaintances. “I’'m sure I've become more se-
rious,” King admitted to one questioner who asked him about these im-
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pressions. “I don’t think I've lost my sense of humor, but I know I've let
many opportunities go by without using it. I seldom joke in my speeches
anymore. I forget to.” In private, King still could be the outspoken joker
and mimic that his closest friends had long known him to be, but very few
people were exposed to him in circumstances where he felt free enough
to relax his serious public self. It puzzled many who met him for the first
time, expecting a charisraatic leader. Instead, they found the great sym-
bol of the southern movement to be “remote” and “bland.” They won-
dered if they had encountered him at an unusual time, but the reserved
King was the real man on all those occasions when the mantle of lead-
ership lay heavily upon his shoulders.

The many responsibilities of that public leadership role continued to
make King a sometime father and husband. Early in September Coretta
was trying to decide what school Yoki should attend when she began the
first grade. She sought unsuccessfully to interest Martin in the question.
“I spoke to my husband about it,” she recalled later, “and he said he
would leave it up to me because those were the things that I had to deal
with and he was very busy and so on.” He was not intentionally uncaring,
but sometimes it seemed that way. All of that selflessness might be com-
mendable in a famous public figure, but King’s version brought no plea-
sure to his own family.?¢

In early September, King was involved in several unpleasant incidents.
The most regrettable was an internal controversy involving SCLC’s
number two staff member, Jim Wood. Tensions which had developed be-
tween Wood and Wyatt Walker worsened when Walker’s secretary told
him that Wood had made uncomplimentary comments about both King
and Walker. King called Wood in, told him that such remarks were unac-
ceptable, and asked for his resignation. Wood denied the allegations and
refused to resign. King told him he had no choice. Distraught, Wood
returned home and wrote King a letter denying the supposed statements.
“As I sat there” with you this afternoon, Wood told King, “I thought of
all the things that have been said to me about SCLC and the men who
lead it. Things I have not chosen to repeat nor even accept as truth. . . .
As I listened to the things I was charged with saying I recognized them as
things I’ve heard many times in many places here in Atlanta, Petersburg
and others.” The accusations made it seem “that I have been involved in
some vulgar plan to discredit SCLC and the men in it.” Wood insisted he
had not been; “with God as my witness I did not say these things.” He
ended by saying that he wished “there was something I could do about”
the situation, but King made it plain there was not. It was one of the
most painful situations King ever had been involved in.

Less than one week later, a public controversy enveloped King. For
three years King had served as a vice-president of the nation’s largest
organization of black Baptists, the National Baptist Convention (NBC).
The group’s autocratic president, the Reverend Joseph H. Jackson of
Chicago, had spoken out against the student sit-ins, and many younger
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ministers felt he was insufficiently supportive of all civil rights initiatives.
Jackson was up for reelection at the September convention, and the
young progressives nominated an alternate candidate, the Reverend
Gardner C. Taylor of Brooklyn, who actively supported civil rights. King
was a friend of Taylor’s and endorsed his candidacy. A tumultuous up-
roar characterized the climactic election session on September 6. At the
height of the commotion, one Jackson supporter, Rev. Arthur G. Wright,
collapsed and died of a heart attack. Jackson triumphed in the election,
and then tried to lay the blame for Wright’s death on those who had
supported his opponent. Jackson claimed the Taylor candidacy had been
masterminded by King, and that King should bear some of the respon-
sibility for Wright’s passing. Jackson’s supporters on the NBC board re-
moved King from his vice-presidency.

Jackson’s statements set off a huge uproar within the black church
community. Letters and telegrams denouncing Jackson for his “vicious
and unChristian attack” upon King were dispatched by many notables.
Some close observers felt that an insecure and envious Jackson had lost
control and lashed out at King, a younger man whose fame far exceeded
Jackson’s. Much as King was seen as a threat to the “old order” in civil
rights, namely Roy Wilkins and the NAACP, he was also perceived as a
personal threat by this tradition-bound leader of the NBC, the religious
equivalent of the “NAA.” King was shocked by Jackson’s outburst, but
rejected the advice of many that he sue Jackson for libel concerning the
death allegations. His “basic philosophy,” King told one friend, would
not allow him to do that. “This unjust attack is just another cross that I
must bear.” In short order, Taylor’s supporters split from the Jackson
group and set up their own organization, the Progressive National Baptist
Convention. Similarly, several Jackson supporters ended their active in-
volvement in SCLC.3?

Hardly had the Jackson controversy passed when tensions heightened
between SNCC and SCLC. In the wake of SNCC’s August meeting at
Highlander, several members decided to join Robert Moses’ organizing
effort in McComb, Mississippi, rather than return to college. While the
intense white harassment brought home Baker’s point about the false de-
bate between voter registration and direct action, the creation of a SNCC
field staff led to a more pressing need for funds. SCLC had made re-
peated gifts of $250 and $500 early in 1961, but many SNCC members
believed that SCLC owed them a good deal more. SCLC’s direct-mail
appeals generated considerable amounts from northerners, but many who
sent contributions, the students claimed, thought they would be assisting
the initiatives the students had undertaken over the past eighteen
months. They contended that they had done more than SCLC to bring
about change. They had begun the sit-ins, had persuaded a reluctant King
to join the Atlanta sit-ins, and had kept the Freedom Rides going after
the first CORE contingent flew on to New Orleans. King might be a well-
known symbol to northerners, but it was the students who had taken the
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initiative. If SCLC were to be fair, it would share some of the northern
contributions with the students.

In mid-September SNCC acquired a new executive secretary, James
Forman, a somewhat older Chicagoan. A relentless worker and superior
administrator, Forman brought a firm hand to the SNCC organization.
Along with Julian Bond and several others, including Ella Baker, Forman
arranged a meeting with King and Ralph Abernathy to discuss funds. The
SNCC delegation outlined its plans for an expanded Mississippi project
that would require $25,000. Although King and Abernathy were enthusi-
astic about the project, King responded that that sum was beyond
SCLC’s means. He said he would be happy to give SNCC one third of
what had been raised at a recent rally sponsored by a New York union.
The students understood that the total had been $11,000, and that King
thus was promising them more than $3,500.

Then Baker broached a touchier issue. As Forman described it, Baker
raised “the question of other organizations having allegedly received
funds marked by the donors for the student movement. [King] asked for
specific examples and one was raised, but the circumstances were truly
complicated and vague so we were unable to clarify the situation much,”
Forman recalled. “Mrs. Baker was also critical of certain public relations
techniques of SCLC, suggesting that their techniques could be sharpened
up so as not to suggest that they were really more involved in certain
situations than they really were.” The meeting ended without any resolu-
tion of that issue, and shortly afterward SCLC gave SNCC $1,000. After
waiting awhile for the anticipated balance, Forman approached King and
asked for at least another $500 toward SCLC'’s pledge. King put him off
and Forman went away empty-handed. Even after that rebuff, however,
the students’ anger was directed more toward Walker than King. “We
somehow never associated King except peripherally,” Julian Bond ex-
plained later, “with what we thought was some corruption in SCLC, not
corruption in the sense of them taking the money for themselves, but that
they were corrupting the movement” by taking for SCLC contributions
really intended for SNCC. “We had the feeling that King knew it but he
was too nice a guy to do anything about it.”38

Early September was a draining time for King. Andrew Young recalled
that when he arrived in Atlanta, he “got the impression [that King] was a
guy that was pretty harried by the administrative responsibilities of run-
ning an organization.” The small office was becoming cramped, and the
staff spoke about moving to larger quarters. Preparations also were under
way for SCLC's annual convention in Nashville in late September. Then,
on September 22, came the first piece of good news in several months, an
announcement by the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) that all
interstate transportation facilities must be desegregated. The order would
be effective November 1, and was exactly the federal initiative that the
Freedom Riders had been hoping for. Robert Kennedy’s request to the
ICC had been honored, and King and Walker were extremely pleased.
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When SCLC’s convention opened in Nashville on September 27, King
and Walker presented an optimistic report to their several hundred col-
leagues from across the South. Walker told the board how the first cit-
izenship training sessions had taken place at Dorchester, and that Young,
Cotton, and Clark all were working hard to ensure that more students
would come their way. SCLC'’s affiliates should encourage their members
to take the training course, and then return home to set up citizenship
courses under the affiliate’s sponsorship. King was excited about what the
VEP would do for voter registration across the South, and both men told
the board how the past twelve months had been the most successful finan-
cial period in SCLC’s history. Almost $200,000 had been raised, not
counting the citizenship grants; $60,000 of that amount had come from
rallies at which King had appeared. The biggest financial breakthrough,
Walker said, was the productive direct-mail effort overseen by Stanley
Levison and a young black man whom Levison had recruited as admin-
istrator of SCLC’s two-person New York office, Jack O’Dell. The new
man had also sent King several memos on voter registration, but 90 per-
cent of the New York office’s work concerned fund-raising. “There is no
way to calculate,” Walker told the board, “what Stanley Levison and Jack
O’Dell have meant to SCLC in this regard.” Their efforts had produced a
list of nine thousand proven contributors, individuals who could be
counted on to support SCLC at least twice a year. Their hope was to
increase that list to 25,000.

Walker told the board that he had bright hopes for SCLC’s future. The
past twelve months had been “a challenging and exciting year,” and now
SCLC ought to consider two major additions to its program. First, James
Lawson should be added to the staff to focus on direct-action projects. By
hiring Lawson, “SCLC will be provided with the opportunity of organiz-
ing ‘nonviolent teams’ to service communities where direct action is de-
sired,” Walker said. “The possibilities of development of a Southwide
mass movement are tremendous.” King agreed and told the board that
“we intend to do even more in the area of direct action than we have
done in the past. We will have to carry the struggle more into South
Carolina, Mississippi and Alabama.” Once again the details for imple-
menting this idea were vague, and curious reporters asked Lawson just
what SCLC had in mind. The plan, Lawson told them, was for SCLC to
recruit a ten thousand-person “nonviolent army,” individuals ready to op-
pose segregation with their bodies and willing to endure lengthy jail stays.
Reporters asked King if he agreed with Lawson’s intent, and King said he
did. Those day and night stand-ins at voter registration offices he had
talked of in the past had still not been tried, and Lawson could imple-
ment them. Wyatt Walker by contrast tried to downplay Lawson’s figure
of 10,000 people, and said that 100 or 150 over the next year was a more
practical goal for Lawson’s recruiting effort.

In addition to the proposal for expanded direct action, Walker also
urged that the board contemplate changing SCLC from an organization
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made up of affiliated local groups to one that would enroll individual
members. He recommended that they “seriously consider national orga-
nization to embrace the many people who wish to be identified with us.”
The idea had previously been rejected for fear of provoking competition
with the NAACP, but Walker urged that “the business of us becoming a
‘membership’ organization ought to be carefully reconsidered.” Over the
past year “our growth has not been as great as it might have been,” and
the ability to sell individual memberships would exploit the opportunities
for expansion. One board member, Rev. Dearing E. King of Louisville,
asked if consideration also could be given to changing the organization’s
name to the National Christian Leadership Conference, and King re-
sponded that several people had raised the question. Both that issue and
the membership recommendation were referred to the administration
committee for “further study.”

In the wake of the Nashville gathering, Walker and Lawson, now called
SCLC's “Special Projects Director,” turned their attention to fleshing out
the “nonviolent army” idea. Some three hundred volunteers would be
recruited and trained in the methods of nonviolent action. Each person
had to be willing to spend at least six months in jail, and once the training
was complete, would remain “on call” until the time came for SCLC to
deploy this “army.” Lawson’s recruitment efforts were to begin by mid-
November.?

King again was trapped in a heavy schedule of far-flung speaking ap-
pearances. On top of that, a minor tempest arose over an offer from
movie director Otto Preminger that King play the role of a Georgia sen-
ator in a production of the well-known Washington novel Advise and
Consent. King initially consented because it would pay $5,000 to SCLC.
Newspapers got wind of the scenario, however, and a bizarre public de-
bate arose over the propriety of a black civil rights leader appearing as a
Deep South senator. King had little patience for the controversy, and
withdrew his acceptance.

Throughout the summer and early fall, King’s friend Harris Wofford
had continued to press the White House for a formal meeting between
King and President Kennedy. Wofford told appointments secretary Ken-
neth O’Donnell that King had been “somewhat hurt by the long delay” in
arranging an audience, but that he was “resilient and has faith in the
President.” Finally, an appointment was scheduled for October 16, nine
months after John Kennedy had entered the presidency. King met first
with Robert Kennedy before having a one-hour audience with the presi-
dent. King took the initiative in both conversations, and pressed upon
John Kennedy his idea that the president ought to issue a “Second Eman-
cipation Proclamation” declaring all segregation illegal in light of the
Fourteenth Amendment. He also asked the president why he had not
issued an order banning segregation in federally assisted housing, some-
thing that Kennedy during his campaign had repeatedly promised to do as
soon as he took office. Kennedy replied that he would be happy to see a
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written explanation of the “Second Emancipation” proposal, and noted
that his brother had taken the initiative in getting the ICC to mandate the
desegregation of all airport, train station, and bus terminal facilities, an
order that would take effect two weeks hence. Kennedy went on to ex-
plain that the political climate in Congress was not supportive enough of
civil rights to warrant any administration proposal of civil rights legisla-
tion or the long-promised housing order. The backlash on Capitol Hill
would be too great, and would make either effort counterproductive.
King did not contest the president’s political analysis. The conversation
ended in a friendly fashion, and Kennedy offered to give King a tour of
the White House’s private rooms. They encountered Kennedy’s wife, Jac-
queline, and together the first family showed King the second-floor living
quarters. King was touched by the gesture and told the president he
would quickly submit a detailed explanation of the “Proclamation” idea.

Outside, King told reporters about the suggestions he had made to the
president, and stated that Kennedy had “listened very sympathetically,
and said that he would certainly take all of these things under considera-
tion.” That evening King went to the Woffords’ home for dinner, and
chatted about the afternoon meeting, which Wofford had not attended.
King had enjoyed seeing Kennedy but was unhappy with the lack of civil
rights initiatives in the administration’s first nine months in office. In a
sad tone, he told Wofford:

In the election, when I gave my testimony for Kennedy, my impression
then was that he had the intelligence and the skill and the moral fervor
to give the leadership we’ve been waiting for and do what no other
President has ever done. Now, I’'m convinced that he had the under-
standing and the political skill but so far I'm afraid that the moral pas-
sion is missing.

Wofford did not argue with King, for his own sentiments were similar.
Within the White House, other staff members viewed Wofford as the civil
rights community’s representative to them, rather than their ambassador
to the black leadership. Wofford knew well how long it had taken for him
even to secure an appointment for King, and how both the president and
his brother often discounted Wofford’s advice. Neither of the Kennedys
felt comfortable with King’s moralizing and his emphasis on the idealistic
rather than practical, political considerations.

Civil rights issues promised only headaches and political losses. If
Wofford could keep the civil rights leadership quiet and reasonably con-
tent, the entire problem could be kept on a back burner. “What Kennedy
liked best in my role, and I liked least,” Wofford later wrote, “was my
function as a buffer between him and the civil rights forces pressing for
presidential action. . . . I got tired of his accosting me with a grin and
asking, ‘Are your constituents happy?’” So long as Wofford’s “consti-
tuents” were happy, presumably the South would be relatively quiet.4°
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After that day in Washington, King returned to Atlanta and SCLC’s
affairs. One positive development was the decision of Atlanta’s West
Hunter Street Baptist Church to offer the pastorship to Ralph Aberna-
thy. King’s friend accepted and made plans to move to Atlanta by mid-
November. SCLC also decided to move to larger quarters in a downtown
building at 41 Exchange Place, some distance from the traditional black
business district on Auburn Avenue. Walker also wanted to hire a voter
registration staffer and a person to assume Jim Wood’s duties as public
relations director. King mentioned both vacancies to Levison, and
Stanley wrote from New York to advise him that “Jack [O’Dell] and I are
contacting candidates.”

At the end of October, King flew to London to appear on an English
television program. King’s visit to the British capital included one inci-
dent that stunned him: During a speech, some racists in the audience
heckled and booed throughout King’s remarks. It was the first time he
had ever encountered any hostility while speaking. The television appear-
ance included no such problems, and the interviewer succeeded in getting
King to speak more freely than usual. Asked about his feelings toward his
role in the movement, King explained how “I had no idea that I would be
catapulted into a position of leadership in the civil rights struggle” and
alluded to how the vision in the kitchen had given him the strength to
conquer his doubts. “I don’t think anyone in a situation like this can go
through it without confronting moments of real fear,” King explained.
“But I have always had something that gave me an inner sense of as-
surance, and an inner sense of security. . . . I have always felt a sense of
cosmic companionship.”

Although that companionship gave King an inner security, still “there
are those moments when I feel a sense of inadequacy as a symbol. It is
never easy for one to accept the role of symbol, without going through
constant moments of self-examination,” and for King his increasing real-
ization that he could not escape that role was extremely painful. The
more he realized it, the more he felt trapped. If he could not jettison it,
however, he was determined to bear the burden as productively as possi-
ble. “I must confess,” he said, “that there are moments when I begin to
wonder whether I am adequate or whether I am able to face all of the
challenges and even the responsibilities of this particular position.”*!

Still, the strength to go forward had always been there. His first eigh-
teen months in Atlanta had been much more satisfying than his final two
years in Montgomery. The student movement had resolved the debate
about civil rights methods in favor of direct action, and had thrust King to
new prominence as the principal symbol of the southern movement. The
sit-ins, his stay in Reidsville prison, and the Freedom Rides had given
King a greater understanding of the challenges the movement faced and
the efforts needed to overcome them. Nonviolence could not be simply a
tool of persuasion for convincing southern whites of the evilness of segre-
gation. it had to be a political strategy. a means by which the movement
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could defeat the forces of evil by rallying greater support to its own side.
That lesson had been brought home by the Freedom Rides, by the forced
activation of a reluctant Kennedy administration, and by the triumph—
the ICC order—that eventually emerged from the crisis brought on by
the rides. King detailed his understanding of it in a letter written at the
end of October:

Public relations is a very necessary part of any protest of civil disobe-
dience. The main objective is to bring moral pressure to bear upon an
unjust system or a particularly unjust law. The public at large must be
aware of the inequities involved in such a system. In effect, in the
absence of justice in the established courts of the region, nonviolent
protesters are asking for a hearing in the court of world opinion. With-
out the presence of the press, there might have been untold massacre
in the South. The world seldom believes the horror stories of history
until they are documented via mass media. Certainly, there would not
have been sufficient pressure to warrant a ruling by the ICC had not
this situation been so well-publicized.

On November 1, as the ICC order took effect, the students of SNCC
once again took the lead in pursuing the true mass action that King had
spoken of for over four years. Just as they had set the movement’s pace
throughout 1960 and 1961, the students led King forward to the first real
mass direct action that the movement had seen: Albany, Georgia.*?



4

Albany and Lessons
for the Future,

1961-1962

Charles Sherrod was twenty-two years old when he became SNCC’s first
field secretary in the summer of 1961. A native of Petersburg, and a
graduate of Virginia Union University, he had joined Robert Moses in
July for SNCC's first explorations in southwest Mississippi. In August he
made a brief visit to southwest Georgia, a rural region where one of the
most repressive counties, Terrell, had been the target of the first federal
voting rights suit filed under the 1957 Civil Rights Act. The only city
of any size in the area was Albany—*“AIll-BENNY.,” most pronounced
it—and if SNCC hoped to start an outpost in southwest Georgia, the
26,000-person black community of Albany—one third of the city’s popu-
lation—appeared a safer refuge than the small hamlets of counties like
Terrell. Some young Albany residents encouraged Sherrod to organize a
SNCC voter registration drive in their city, and Sherrod briefed his SNCC
colleagues on Albany’s prospects at the mid-August Highlander meeting.
Then Sherrod went back to Mississippi and the intense white harassment
in McComb. After several weeks there, he returned to Atlanta. A few
days later, Sherrod and another SNCC staffer four years his junior, Cor-
dell Reagon, took the long bus ride south to Albany to see if a SNCC
voter registration effort could be mounted.

Sherrod and Reagon had few contacts in Albany, especially among
black adults. Local black leaders were not uninterested in civil rights ad-
vancement, but they were suspicious about the two young outsiders and
what they might do. An NAACP chapter had existed for several decades,
and dentist E. D. Hamilton and businessman C. W. King had been
among its leaders since the late 1930s. There also was an organization of
black professional men, the Criterion Club, which took an interest in
civic affairs and numbered both the older leaders and a younger genera-
tion of more aggressive men—osteopath William G. Anderson, busi-
nessman Thomas Chatmon, and two brothers from the King family,
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attorney Chevene B. and insurance agent Slater—among its members.
Many of these younger professionals lived in a newer section of Albany,
Lincoln Heights, and had repeatedly complained to city officials about
poor drainage, unpaved streets, and lack of sewer lines in their subdivi-
sion. Along with the older men, they had also taken an interest in one of
Albany’s most glaring examples of segregation, the use of racially sepa-
rate polling places each election day. Black interest in racial progress
clearly existed, but local acceptance of Sherrod and Reagon was some-
thing else. Sherrod initially stayed at the home of C. B. King, and then
lived for two weeks at Dr. Hamilton’s. Sherrod could see the hostility of
many of the black adults, but he and Reagon worked hard to persuade
people to discuss civil rights. Hamilton and the King brothers explained
to the two newcomers the recent history of black initiatives in Albany:
the Lincoln Heights complaints, the requests to integrate the polling
places, and an unsuccessful effort earlier that year to boycott the Albany
Herald after its segregationist editor, James H. Gray, had written a dis-
tasteful February 6 editorial dismissing the appeals that black represen-
tatives had voiced to the city.

Sherrod and Reagon determined that focusing on organizing black
youngsters would be more productive than on black adults, and the local
leadership did not quarrel. Dr. Hamilton thought Sherrod disdainful of
the adults’ efforts, and was disappointed that Sherrod seemed unwilling
to pursue his organizing efforts in conjunction with the local NAACP and
the long-existing Dougherty County Voters’ League.!

Largely writing off the adults, Sherrod and Reagon concentrated their
efforts on black high school students and on the 650 students at all-black
Albany State College. They found that many of the college students were
interested in organizing for. civil rights, and the two young men drew
small groups of students together each evening for workshops on the
movement. They continued to approach black adults, and won permis-
sion to hold their meetings in area churches. After uncertainty about
where they would live, Sherrod and Reagon found semipermanent lodg-
ings with a young couple, Emanuel “Bo” and Eliza “Goldie” Jackson,
and won support from several young professionals. Many blacks re-
mained reluctant to have anything to do with them, however. “People
would see us walking down the street,” Reagon later recalled, and
“they’d cross over to the other side. . . . They were extremely afraid of
us, because we represented something that had never been done.” Still,
Sherrod and Reagon made headway and secured a tiny office near the
black business district.

By late October they had organized an eighteen-person “central com-
mittee” for their student group despite efforts by black administrators at
Albany State to banish them from the campus. They hoped to use the
students to canvass for voters, but college officials warned students to
have nothing to do with Sherrod and Reagon. A core group continued to
meet each evening, some motivated by the refusal of college and city
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officials to halt the harassment of black coeds by marauding whites. The
SNCC men also planned to test desegregation of Albany’s transportation
terminal facilities on November 1 when the ICC order took effect.?

Albany’s black adult leadership also was active. Albany Mayor Asa D.
Kelley, Jr., wanted to secure federal funding for urban renewal. With
some diffidence, he invited Dr. Anderson and Albany State President
William H. Dennis, Jr., to serve in an adjunct capacity on a citizens’
advisory committee. Black leaders took the invitations as a hopeful sign,
and appeared at the city commission’s October 24 meeting to repeat their
requests for action in Lincoln Heights. “We have filed three petitions . . .
over a period of approximately eight years requesting paving and sewage
in our area,” their spokesman reminded the commission. “We have at-
tempted to be very patient . . . but one’s patience grows short when we
can find no other reason for this systematic denial except race.” Kelley
responded that race had nothing to do with the matter, that sewer con-
struction would begin within the next month, and that a serious drainage
problem was the reason that no curbs, gutters or paving could be installed
until more funds became available. The rejection dashed black leaders’
hopes for a meaningful relationship with white officials.?

Sherrod and Reagon had planned daily tests of Albany’s airport, train
station, and bus terminal facilities beginning on November 1, but these
efforts were interrupted when they were called back to McComb to stand
trial for previous arrests. While they were in Mississippi, word reached
them that the NAACP had moved to cancel any facilities testing in Al-
bany. They hurried back to Georgia and made plans for their own bus
ride from Atlanta to Albany early on November 1. A white SNCC volun-
teer, Salynn McCollum, went along to observe, and when their bus pulled
into Albany at 6:30 a.m. city Police Chief Laurie Pritchett, alerted by his
sources in the black community, had a dozen officers waiting at the sta-
tion. Blocked from access to the white waiting room, Sherrod and Rea-
gon postponed the challenge until a more opportune moment. They
returned to the black community, contacted their young supporters, and
at 3:00 .M. nine volunteers went to the bus station and sat down in the
white area while McCollum looked on. Police ordered them to leave, and
threatened them with arrest if they did not. Since the objective was to
test compliance with the ICC order, rather than initiate a jail-going cam-
paign, the group departed. McCollum’s report on how segregation was
being enforced in Albany despite the ICC mandate was forwarded to fed-
eral officials by the SNCC office in Atlanta.

In the wake of that first test, Sherrod and Reagon, who now had been
joined by SNCC’s Charles Jones, continued to organize the students.
NAACP loyalists such as Dr. Hamilton took increasing offense at the
SNCC workers’ refusal either to defer to established organizations or to
acknowledge the NAACP Youth Council as the only organizational vehi-
cle needed for student activism. Many black ministers in town shared Dr.
Hamilton’s sentiments toward the three young men from SNCC.
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As these strains between the student activists and the older black lead-
ership became more pronounced, the young black professionals moved to
heal the breach and assert their own influence. They preferred a more
aggressive stance than Dennis or Hamilton took, yet the SNCC workers’
success with the students threatened to place those youngsters at the fore-
front of the black community. Dr. Anderson and the King brothers de-
cided to act. “This thing was evolving to the extent that it was going to
become community wide,” Anderson recalled, “and we said, ‘Well, we
better get together and do something.’”4

A community rally was held on November 9. Four days later Albany
Mayor Kelley was reelected to a second term over a more conservative
opponent. Three quarters of Albany’s black voters supported Kelley, and
the outcome was interpreted as a victory for the more progressive part of
the white community. A second rally took place on November 16, and
the following evening Slater King and the other young professionals
scheduled a small meeting to discuss what new approaches the black com-
munity might make in the wake of Kelley’s reelection. It was to be a
gathering of half a dozen people, but word spread and about twenty indi-
viduals gathered, including the three young SNCC workers, several stu-
dent leaders, Dr. Hamilton, and several ministers. Dr. Anderson opened
the meeting by noting that everyone was committed to breaking down
segregation, but that any effort to win compliance with the ICC order was
almost certain to lead to arrests. The bus and train stations would be their
first targets, but segregation of Albany’s municipal facilities—the library,
the parks, the hospital, and the city buses—was also intolerable. Then
there were other ongoing problems: incidents of police brutality, the lack
of employment opportunities for blacks in city government, blacks’ exclu-
sion from juries, and the meager job opportunities with private busi-
nesses.

Everyone present had worked on those problems through the organiza-
tions they represented: the Criterion Club, the Voters’ League, the Min-
isterial Alliance, the NAACP, the Federated Women’s Clubs, and the
Youth Council. As Sherrod later described it, “The real issue imme-
diately took the floor in the form of a question” posed by Dr. Anderson
and Slater King: “Would the organizations involved be willing to lose
their identity as separate groups and cooperate under the name of ‘The
Albany Movement’?” The representatives of each organization caucused,
and all but one agreed. Dr. Hamilton explained that the local NAACP
would have to consult with Regional Director Ruby Hurley and state
Field Secretary Vernon Jordan before it could endorse the new organiza-
tion. Hamilton’s hesitation did not dissuade the others, and the decision
to create the Albany Movement was made. Anderson was elected presi-
dent and Marion S. Page, an older man and postal employee, was elected
secretary. Along with Slater King, they were named as a three-man com-
mittee to attempt new contacts with city officials.

NAACEP officials Hurley and Jordan were familiar with Albany and the
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relative inactivity of its NAACP branch over the past few years. They
also knew that Sherrod had created a SNCC-oriented student group that
was well on the way to replacing the NAACP Youth Council as the major
focal point for young black people in Albany. They advised Hamilton
that in any new civil rights initiatives in Albany, the NAACP should take
the lead. Hamilton agreed, and made plans for a legal attack upon Al-
bany’s defiance of the ICC order. Three members of the Youth Council,
with their parents’ permission, were selected to test the segregated wait-
ing room at the Albany bus station. Their arrest was expected, and
Hamilton promised to bail them out quickly. Hurley instructed that there
be no more than three so that costs would be minimized.

On Wednesday, November 22, the three high school students entered
the station, purchased interstate tickets, sat down in the white waiting
room, and attempted to patronize the lunch counter. Albany Police Chief
Pritchett promptly arrested them. Hamilton and Youth Council advisor
Thomas Chatmon secured their release, and notified Hurley in Atlanta.
“I didn’t do anything without letting the authorities in Atlanta know,”
Hamilton later commented. Word of the test spread quickly in Albany.
That afternoon hundreds of Albany State students, heading home for the
Thanksgiving holiday, descended upon the bus station. College Dean
Charles Minor went to the station and beseeched the students to abide by
the rules of segregation. Many obeyed, but two who were active in Sher-
rod's group, Bertha Gober and Blanton Hall, insisted upon using the
white facilities and were arrested. Unlike the NAACP-sponsored pro-
testers, Hall and Gober remained in jail until Saturday, and Dean Minor
suspended them from. college.

The day after those arrests the young adults moved to head off any
further split between the NAACP and SNCC. Dr. Anderson convened a
meeting of all the parties, including Sherrod, Reagon, and Vernon Jor-
dan. Jordan explained that he wanted no conflict between the two
groups, implying that the SNCC workers were encouraging such. Slater
King said that if problems existed, they were caused by the NAACP,
whose supporters had undertaken a whispering campaign against Sher-
rod, Reagon, and Jones. Though no one was satisfied, there the matter
was left.s

On Saturday evening, a mass meeting of four hundred persons was
held at Mt. Zion Baptist Church. This was a larger crowd than the pre-
vious rallies, and it generated a more intense community spirit. The fol-
lowing day, Albany State’s students returned to town from their holiday.
The trials of all five students began Monday morning at the downtown
courthouse. A large crowd of about four hundred black people gathered
outside the courthouse to protest. C. B. King represented Hall and
Gober, while Hurley and Chatmon, who felt King was too supportive of
SNCC, secured Atlanta attorney Donald Hollowell to defend the three
Youth Council members. The trial was interrupted by the appearance of
Charles Sherrod, who sat on the white side of the segregated courtroom.
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Sherrod refused police efforts to move him, and Judge Abner Israel
stopped the proceedings and summoned King and Hollowell to the
bench. After the conference, the two black attorneys spoke to Sherrod,
who left. Segregation also won out in the trial; Judge Israel sentenced
each of the five students to fifteen days probation and a $100 fine.

At the trial’s end, Charles Jones led the crowd of four hundred from
downtown to the Union Baptist Church, where everyone signed a peti-
tion to Albany State President Dennis protesting Dean Minor’s suspen-
sion of Hall and Gober. Then the procession moved to the college, where
Dennis refused to meet with them. The group dispersed, but Monday’s
mass march marked a new student commitment to protest segregation.

The following night Dr. Anderson appeared at the regular meeting of
the city commission. He asked Mayor Kelley if the city had any response
to the Albany Movement’s request for desegregation of city facilities. The
mayor replied that the commissioners felt “there would be no advantage
in a general discussion” of the subject since they “could find no area of
agreement in the petition for discussion.” Anderson was disappointed at
the white officials’ refusal to open a dialogue, especially after the har-
binger of Monday’s mass march. Their refusal, he said, was “regrettable,
unfortunate, and not in the best interests of Albany,” and he walked out
of the council chamber. Wednesday’s Albany Herald gave prominent cov-
erage to Dr. Anderson’s statement, and thoughtfully printed his home
and office addresses for anyone who might be interested.

While Anderson was appearing at the commission meeting, Albany
State President Dennis was swearing out trespass warrants for the arrest
of Sherrod, Reagon, and Jones. Sherrod was arrested that evening and
spent the night in jail, but the next morning, before Jones and Reagon
could be located, state education authorities ordered Dennis to withdraw
the warrants. The incident widened the split between the more con-
servative black adults and the SNCC-oriented students.®

On November 29, the day after his appearance before the city commis-
sion, Anderson went to Atlanta to talk with Hurley and Jordan about
NAACEP financial support for the Albany Movement. They made it clear
that “there was no need for two separate organizations when you have an
NAACP branch in the community.” If Anderson wanted NAACP back-
ing, he had better “play down the Albany Movement and direct every-
thing through the Branch.” Otherwise, the NAACP would pay the bills
only for the three youths arrested in the bus station test. Hurley and
Jordan also suggested that Dr. Anderson could be made president of the
NAACP branch. When he left to return to Albany, the two NAACP
staffers had the erroneous impression that Anderson was interested in
going along with their suggestions.

On December 1, another mass meeting was held, where speakers de-
cried false charges appearing in the Albany Herald that the black commu-
nity was plotting a write-in effort against white officials in the December 4
municipal general election. The charges fed white fears that the new ac-
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tivism of the black community meant that full-scale conflict was just around
the corner. On Election Day, the white turnout exceeded that of a month
earlier, while the black turnout declined almost 50 percent, to 750.

SNCC staffers made plans for a new initiative while Albany’s young
black adult leadership tried to mute the competition between SNCC and
the NAACP. Vernon Jordan adopted a more passive stance, and black
leaders planned to boycott stores that advertised in the Herald, protesting
the newspaper’s fictional election story. Attorney C. B. King and Albany
State student leaders tried without success to contest the dismissals of
Hall and Gober, and to protest letters that Dennis had sent to dozens of
students threatening expulsion unless their activism ceased.

At another mass meeting on December 6, Anderson told the modest
crowd about the movement’s boycott plans. A dispirited Vernon Jordan,
listening to Anderson’s remarks, concluded that his and Hurley’s hopes
of enlisting Anderson to remake the Albany Movement into an NAACP
effort had been unrealistic. The Albany Movement was likely to remain
a permanent organization, Jordan decided, and Anderson was “unreli-
able”. The next day a disappointed Jordan flew back to Atlanta. Beside
him on the plane was one of the local leaders, Mrs. Irene Wright, a
former dean at Albany State who had resigned in protest over Dennis’s
accommodationist policies. Jordan talked of his unhappiness with the or-
ganizational situation, and Wright explained that Hamilton's con-
servatism had mandated the creation of the Albany Movement. She
expressed sympathy for Jordan’s desire for a reinvigorated NAACP
branch, and said she would mention it to Slater King and to Marion Page
when she returned to town. “This gave Jordan some hope,” an NAACP
staffer noted, “of getting everything under the control of the NAACP.”

By December 6, SNCC worker Charles Jones in Albany and SNCC
Executive Secretary James Forman in Atlanta had laid plans for a new
Freedom Ride from Atlanta to Albany on Sunday, December 10. An
integrated group of eight volunteers would take the train southward. Re-
porters would be notified in advance. The time had come, as Jones
phrased it, for the black community to “take the legal guarantees on thin
paper and turn them into thick action of implementation.”

Albany Police Chief Pritchett knew well in advance what was being
planned for Sunday afternoon. The SNCC workers worried that their of-
fice phone was tapped, but most of Pritchett’s information came from
secondhand reports volunteered by black adults. Sunday morning the
eight riders, four black and four white, gathered in Atlanta. Wyatt
Walker supplied the money for the train tickets. The young president of
the Albany Youth Council, Bobby Burch, also was in Atlanta. He asked
Vernon Jordan's advice about whether to join the eight riders. “Jordan
advised Burch not to go,” an NAACP memo noted, “because he didn’t
want him . . . getting involved with anything initiated by SNCC.”

The railroad was obeying the ICC order, and the eight volunteers all
rode south in the traditionally white car. Pritchett and his men were wait-
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ing at the Albany train station, along with one hundred black citizens
who had gathered to greet the Freedom Riders. Across the street, a hos-
tile crowd of white hecklers also looked on. When the train pulled in, the
riders got off and mingled with their friends while the police watched.
They entered the white waiting room and were discussing a motorcade to
a local church for a rally when Pritchett suddenly ordered everyone out,
telling them they would be arrested if they did not move quickly. The
group moved outside and prepared to enter the cars waiting to take them
to the church. Then Pritchett arrested them for blocking the sidewalk and
obstructing traffic. All eight riders, plus Jones and two others who had
come to greet them, were taken to jail. The entire group refused bail. As
word of their arrest spread through the black community, support for
SNCC'’s activism reached new heights. Pritchett claimed he had had no
intention of arresting anyone, and that the action was necessary because
of the presence of the two opposing crowds. Independent observers
agreed, however, that there had been no danger of a clash, and that
Pritchett had made a strategic error by arresting the riders and further
inflaming the black community.”

The trial of the eleven began at 10 A.m. Tuesday, and more than 250
black students marched to City Hall in a driving rain. After they had
circled the block twice, the police herded the protesters into an alley
behind the building and told them they were under arrest. As the young-
sters, and some adults, were processed and taken inside, authorities set a
cash bond of $200 for each person. The entire group of 267 remained in
jail, and at an emotional mass meeting that evening, the black community
voted to continue the protests on Wednesday.

The next morning, Slater King led a group of eighty marchers to City
Hall just as the trial of the Freedom Riders was about to resume. Mayor
Kelley asked them to disperse, but King said no. Police arrested them
and charged King with contempt of court. The riders’ trial was postponed
while Slater King was brought before the court on the contempt charge.
Found guilty, he was sentenced to five days and sent off to jail. Later in
the day, two additional groups of demonstrators marched downtown and
likewise were arrested. By the end of the day, a total of 471 people were
in custody.

While the protests mushroomed, the Albany Movement leadership
asked its followers to boycott the major white stores, and invited outside
notables to come to Albany to assist the protesters. Dr. Anderson took
the first step in that direction by contacting SCLC’s Ralph Abernathy on
Tuesday to ask if he and Martin King could come. Abernathy put the
request to King, who spoke with Anderson sometime late Wednesday or
early Thursday. He agreed to come down on Friday afternoon, and asked
only that there be a formal invitation to him from the Albany Movement.
Thursday morning Anderson dispatched a telegram: WE URGE YOU TO
COME AND JOIN THE ALBANY MOVEMENT. King felt that he could not
refuse.
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Anderson’s invitation to King led some in the Albany Movement to
suggest that similar requests be made to representatives of the other ma-
jor civil rights organizations, and that was done. SNCC’s representatives,
however, questioned the idea of importing outside leaders to assist the
movement. Some people argued that it would bring more national atten-
tion, but the two days of mass arrests already had put Albany on front
pages across the country. One network television commentator offered
his ironic congratulations to the Albany police for their “brilliant action”
of imprisoning protesters who had not been “disturbing the peace.” In-
stead, he observed, the photographs conveyed a “deeply moving picture
of American citizens rising up with devastating orderliness and good man-
ners . . . to demand their simple constitutional rights.” Albany’s police
tactics had “dramatized the story to the country of the Negroes’ courage.”
Nonetheless, SNCC staffers argued that the local community could direct
its own efforts. The younger adults disagreed, and Anderson pointed out
that the Albany Movement had neither the money nor the lawyers for
sustaining a lengthy effort. If their protest was to be all-out, external
assistance had to be summoned.

Late Wednesday the movement leadership, upset that the protesters
had been moved to jails in neighboring rural counties, told city officials
that the demonstrations would stop if transportation terminals were de-
segregated and charges dropped against all those who had been arrested.
Albany’s white commissioners, however, were adamant that they would
begin no dialogue with the black community. “At this point,” Mayor Kel-
ley said late Wednesday, “it is the feeling of the City Commission that
there is no area of possible agreement.”8

Thursday morning sizable contingents of Georgia state police and local
national guardsmen were readied for possible use. Mayor Kelley met with
Georgia Governor Ernest Vandiver, and together the two men spoke by
phone with Attorney General Robert Kennedy in Washington. Albany,
they told him, had no race problem; the entire uproar was the work of
outside agitators in the form of the SNCC workers. At much the same
hour, Kennedy’s civil rights assistant, Burke Marshall, phoned Dr. An-
derson. Later that morning, Marion Page conferred privately with Kelley,
and at a noontime press conference the mayor sounded a different tune
than he had the previous day. “I am ready and have always been ready to
sit down and discuss all problems with responsible local Negro lead-
ership.”

Thursday afternoon white Rev. J. Frederick Wilson, acting under the
auspices of the Albany Ministerial Association, succeeded in creating a
quasi-secret and informally sanctioned biracial negotiating committee
with three black and three white representatives. The six men—Rev. H.
C. Boyd, insurance agent Solomon Walker, and photographer Benny
Frank Cochran from the black community, plus Reverend Wilson, hotel
owner Horace Caldwell, and department store owner Joe Rosenberg
from the white community—met for the first time that afternoon. They
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discussed the most pressing issues, and reached agreement that in ex-
change for a halt in the demonstrations, the train and bus stations would
be desegregated and a formal biracial committee created to continue dis-
cussions of desegregation. They hit a snag, however, on what should be
done about the jailed protesters; the black representatives insisted that all
be released immediately, and the whites declined, knowing that the city
commission would not allow it. Late in the evening there was a report
that Charles Sherrod had been severely beaten in the Terrell County jail,
and the negotiations were halted until Friday morning. The story turned
out to be exaggerated, as Sherrod was not seriously injured. Both Rever-
end Boyd and movement secretary Marion Page expressed optimism
when questioned that a settlement might be reached on Friday. White
officials were willing to release local demonstrators without bail, but were
set on treating out-of-towners—the Freedom Riders—Iess kindly. The
black representatives, Boyd said, would continue to insist that everyone
be released without bond. If that was not agreed to on Friday, demon-
strations would resume. The two thousand enthusiastic citizens massed at
that night’s rally at Shiloh Baptist Church indicated that the warning was
not an empty one.

As the discussions resumed on Friday morning, Burke Marshall at the
Justice Department continued to lobby Mayor Kelley by phone to resolve
the crisis quickly. By early afternoon the six negotiators had made no
headway on the release of the riders without bond, but agreed to report
back to their respective sponsors to see if either side could devise a way
around this last impasse. Instead, the two sides adopted firmer stances
and moved farther apart. The Albany Movement was troubled by several
points in the negotiating committee’s proposal. First, the agreement indi-
cated that the bus and train stations would be desegregated in thirty days
time—not immediately. Second, the convictions of the five young people
arrested November 22, and the contempt sentence against Slater King,
were not dropped. Further, the agreement did not address the two sus-
pensions from Albany State, and Dennis’s threat of additional ones. The
movement wanted to hear from the city on all those points, as well as the
release of the riders, before agreeing to any settlement.

The Albany City Commission began backing away from the tentative
settlement even before those queries from the movement reached them.
Although Mayor Kelley concurred with what the negotiating committee
had recommended, a majority of his fellow commissioners insisted that
they would not make concessions to what Albany Herald editor James
Gray called “professional agitators.” On each of the three basic points,
the city’s Friday evening response to the movement was less than the
negotiators and the black community wanted. On the bus and train sta-
tions, the city stated only that “it will continue to be our purpose to
preserve peace and tranquility according to our laws and in compliance
with the ICC ruling.” That might well mean that black patrons would be
charged with “disturbing the peace” if they attempted to use previously
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all-white facilities. Second, the city would release those currently jailed
only upon payment of a $100 cash bond or $200 security bond per person,
quite a sum when multiplied by 471. Third, no commitment was offered
to continue biracial discussions. If there was an “absolute halt” to all
protests for thirty days, the commission at that time “will consider the
formation of a committee of representative white and colored citizens.”
Lastly, the city said that it had no control over the convictions of the
November 22 students or Slater King, nor any power concerning Albany
State’s suspensions.?

That response from the city reached the Albany Movement leadership
just as two mass rallies were getting under way at Shiloh and Mt. Zion
Baptist churches. Martin King, Ralph Abernathy, and Wyatt Walker had
driven down from Atlanta to speak at both meetings. When Dr. King
entered Shiloh church, the crowd came to its feet cheering, and spon-
taneously launched into a joyous song of greeting, “Free-dom, Free-dom,
Free-dom,” one of the many musical expressions of hope and commit-
ment that the people of Albany brought forth to sustain themselves. Mar-
tin King found the spontaneity of that enthusiastic greeting reminiscent of
the early weeks of the Montgomery protest. Ralph Abernathy spoke first,
and then King. For him, the speech was a standard one, comments he
had made many times before in many different towns. To the people of
Albany, though, it was new and inspiring, a further encouragement to go
forward. When King concluded, Dr. Anderson stepped to the pulpit and
told the crowd that no settlement had been reached with the city and that
demonstrations would resume early the next day. “Be here at 7 o’clock in
the morning. Eat a good breakfast. Wear warm clothes and wear your
walking shoes.”

After the conclusion of the rally, the movement leadership held a long
strategy meeting. The leaders resolved to make one more request to city
officials for a more positive answer to the negotiating committee’s recom-
mendations before resuming the demonstrations. Dr. Anderson sent
Mayor Kelley a telegram saying that the movement would “prayerfully
await an acceptable response by 10:00 A.Mm. this morning.” Kelley re-
ceived the wire at about 9:30 A.M., and reacted negatively to the implicit
threat. He called the commission into private session, and all agreed that
they would make no concessions. The ten o’clock hour came and passed,
and just before noon Kelley told reporters that the city was refusing the
movement’s request. He dispatched a letter by hand to Dr. Anderson and
Marion Page, informing them of the refusal and rebuking the movement
both for the additional requests and the telegram. Instead, he claimed,
the movement should have continued to work through the six-man nego-
tiating committee. “We feel that you are not acting in good faith and until
you can do so we can give no response to your demand.”

Upon receiving Kelley’s hostile missive, Anderson and Page hurried to
City Hall to try to persuade the city to begin an ongoing dialogue with its
black citizens. For well over an hour the two men met with Mayor Kel-
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ley, and then returned to Shiloh church, where they again appealed to
Kelley by phone. The mayor said he would ask his fellow commissioners
if they would meet as a group with movement representatives. Kelley had
no doubt about his colleagues’ attitude, and soon called back to say there
would be no meeting and no concessions. With that, the local leaders and
King, Abernathy, and Walker huddled in the pastor’s study at Shiloh
church. The final choice, one they had been striving hard to avoid, was
now before them. The time to march had come, and it could not be
postponed. King and his SCLC colleagues had been in town just twenty-
four hours and had a far from complete understanding of the issues and
internal tensions that had predominated during the preceding six weeks.
Still, King knew that he could not desert this movement at its most press-
ing moment. Shortly before 4:00 p.Mm., the leadership emerged, and Dr.
Anderson announced that the march downtown would begin. “The talks
have been broken off and they will not be resumed.”

Side by side at the head of a double-file column of more than-250
marchers, and with Albany police detectives walking alongside, King and
Anderson led the procession toward City Hall and downtown Albany.
They moved quietly for several blocks, to the intersection of Jackson and
Oglethorpe, the symbolic dividing line between black Albany and white
Albany. There Police Chief Pritchett and dozens of officers blocked the
line of march. While Dr. Anderson gently repeated “God bless you” to
the surrounding policemen, Pritchett told the marchers that they must
disperse or they would be arrested for parading without a permit, con-
gregating on the sidewalk, and obstructing traffic. The entire group stood
their ground, and Pritchett announced that they were under arrest. While
the hundreds of new prisoners were processed and placed in custody,
King, Anderson, and Abernathy were driven to the Sumter County jail in
Americus for special safekeeping. Bond of $200 cash or $400 security was
set for each marcher, and King and Anderson vowed to remain in
custody until concessions were made by the city. Late Saturday Aberna-
thy accepted bond so that he could return to Atlanta to rally outside
support for this movement in which SCLC had become deeply involved
literally overnight.10

When King, Anderson, and Abernathy entered jail late Saturday, the
leadership passed to Marion Page for the Albany Movement and to Wy-
att Walker for SCLC. There were no announcements of what the move-
ment would do next, and Sunday morning’s newspapers indicated that the
next steps in the crisis were uncertain. In one story, however, the head-
line account in the Atlanta Journal and Constitution, reporter Gordon
Roberts indicated that SCLC’s Wyatt Walker “took over leadership” after
Saturday’s arrests. That phrase might have seemed innocuous to most
readers, but it infuriated Marion Page and focused all of the distaste for
outside civil rights organizations and their representatives that had been
growing within Albany’s black leadership since the earliest stages of the
SNCC-NAACEP rivalry. While Ralph Abernathy was issuing a call for a
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nationwide pilgrimage of civil rights supporters to Albany, Page called a
press conference to say that the Albany Movement was an effort “by and
for local Negroes,” period. The movement was under the direction of no
outsiders, he emphasized, and was being led by a six-person executive
committee of local people for whom he was the spokesman. Page added
that he expected negotiations with city officials to resume shortly, and
that there would be no demonstrations in the interim. In a further com-
ment, not directly attributed to Page, an Albany Movement leader was
quoted as saying, “Why can’t these national organizations understand
that this is a local movement? This is not a national thing. It is only for
and by Albany Negroes. We do not want to make a national movement
out of it.”

Sixty miles away in the Americus jail, Martin King had no knowledge
of these events. When a wire service reporter inquired about his role,
King explained he had not anticipated this deep an involvement. “I had
just intended to give an address, but seeing that negotiations were broken
between Negro and white, I felt I had to join the pilgrimage.” In light of
Albany’s refusal to respond to its black citizens, King expected no early
end to the crisis or his imprisonment. “I will not accept bond. If convicted
I will refuse to pay the fine. I expect to spend Christmas in jail. I hope
thousands will join me.”!!

On Monday, King and Anderson were brought to Albany for trial. The
proceedings were postponed, however, because a new round of negotia-
tions had gotten under way that morning with Mayor Kelley and Chief
Pritchett representing the city, and Page plus attorneys C. B. King and
Donald Hollowell speaking for the Albany Movement. Within several
hours time, the small group reached a tentative settlement. It involved
only two substantive issues. First, all local citizens still being held in
custody would be released from jail without any cash bonds having to be
paid. Second, if there were no more protests during the next thirty days,
the city commission would appoint an eight-member biracial committee.
The draft specified that the commission “will activate such a committee”
sometime after that first thirty days but before the passage of sixty days,
“provided there are no further demonstrations or parades. Four members
of this committee shall be selected from those recommended by the Al-
bany Movement.”

The three black representatives then left to meet with Goldie Jackson,
Irene and Thomas Wright, and the recently freed Slater King from the
local leadership, Walker from SCLC, Hurley and Jordan of the NAACP,
and Ella Baker and Charles Jones representing SNCC. They explained
what the city had offered, and Hollowell pointed out that agreement did
not firmly guarantee that negotiations would take place even at the end of
sixty days. The Atlanta attorney asked the others what they thought, and
whether the movement should accept the city’s offer.

Some thought the top priority was to secure the release of all who were
still being held in custody as quickly as possible. Page took that position,
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as did Ruby Hurley. Charles Jones and the Wrights opposed accepting
the city’s offer, saying that halting all demonstrations for sixty days was
too much to give up simply for the release of the jailed protesters, who
still would have charges hanging over their heads. The NAACP’s two
representatives disagreed, and Hurley “advised them not to be too de-
manding because they don’t have any political power.” Finally, the group
voted to accept the settlement so as to secure everyone’s release, but
agreed informally that the moratorium on demonstrations would be bind-
ing only until January 1. No one was happy, but Page in particular felt
that the release of their jailed colleagues was of primary importance. Fur-
thermore, he was hopeful that city officials would institute more reforms
than they would formally commit themselves to. With the decision made,
Hollowell returned to City Hall.!?

Martin King and Dr. Anderson spent the morning and part of the af-
ternoon sitting in the City Hall courtroom as traffic cases were presented
for trial. They were aware that further negotiations were under way, but
knew no details of what was transpiring. A black reporter got within
whispering distance of King, and asked about his arrest and imprison-
ment. King explained why his Saturday involvement had been unavoid-
able. “The people wanted to do something they would have done with or
without me, but having preached the effectiveness of going to jail for
one’s rights, I could hardly do less than they.” King said he had suffered
no ill treatment in jail, but that the Sumter County sheriff, who repeat-
edly addressed him as “boy,” was “the meanest man I have ever met.”

King’s and Anderson’s courtroom sojourn ended when Donald Hol-
lowell informed them of the leadership group’s decision to accept a settle-
ment. Hollowell detailed the situation, explaining that there was a
gentlemen’s understanding that none of the jailed demonstrators would
be brought to trial, although their release would not include dropping
charges. He also explained Page’s anticipation that additional reforms
soon would be forthcoming. C. B. King was hesitant because the settle-
ment did not provide for a written agreement signed by both sides, but
Hollowell indicated that such a document was not absolutely necessary,
for these were honorable men they were dealing with. Martin King
shared C. B. King’s concern, and “was reluctant to accept the agree-
ment,” Anderson recalled. “‘I want that in writing,”” King told Hol-
lowell, but he responded that Kelley and Pritchett would not agree to
formal recognition of the black community. As an alternative, King sug-
gested the movement issue a public statement detailing its understanding
of the agreement. The other men concurred. Hollowell left to notify Kel-
ley and Pritchett that the Albany Movement would accept the release of
the demonstrators in exchange for a moratorium on demonstrations.

That afternoon Martin King and Dr. Anderson were called before
Judge Abner Israel. Anderson signed $400 security bonds for both of
them, and they were released from custody. As the freeing of the seven
hundred other jailed protesters got under way, King and Anderson were
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driven to Shiloh church, where Page and Hollowell had prepared a state-
ment for the press detailing the settlement. Page went to the pulpit and
told the crowd of reporters and local citizens that the settlement included
not only the release of the protesters, but also promises that the terminal
facilities would be open to everyone, and that a movement spokesman
would be allowed to present all of the black community’s requests to the
city commission at its first meeting of the new year.

Reporters badgered Page, Anderson, and King for comments on the
agreement. Page conceded that “this may not be exactly all that we
wanted, but it is a beginning.” Some wondered if King and Anderson
regretted the settlement terms. King said that that was not the case, and
indicated that while he was less than satisfied, the movement’s nego-
tiators had not betrayed his and Anderson’s trust. “While there was some
reluctance” on his and King's part to accept the settlement, Anderson
later said, “Nobody in our camp sold us down the river by making an
agreement that we didn’t know about.” Asked by reporters why he had
left jail despite his pledge to remain imprisoned through Christmas, King
answered that his release was a necessary part of the agreement. “I would
not want to stand in the way of meaningful negotiations.” Newsmen
pointed out that many items were not covered by the settlement, where-
upon Page responded, “Our primary concern was with putting every last
Albany citizen who was in jail back upon the streets of Albany.” The
agreement was “nothing to shout to the rafters about,” one leader noted,
but it did free seven hundred people from confinement and provide for
further dialogue between the movement and the city.!?

Monday evening King spoke at Shiloh church and then flew to Atlanta.
Attorney General Robert Kennedy phoned Mayor Kelley to congratulate
him on resolving the crisis, and Albany city officials treated all the white
members of the press to an impressive dinner at a segregated restaurant.
When newsmen queried the officials about the settlement, it quickly be-
came clear that the whites’ version of the agreement bore no resemblance
to that offered by Marion Page. Pritchett and Kelley told reporters that
they had not made any concessions to the black protesters, and that there
was no formal agreement of any sort. True, the blacks were being re-
leased from jail, but that was because they were posting the necessary
bonds. The ICC order already applied to the bus and train stations, and
any citizen could attend a city commission meeting and present requests.
The city had promised nothing more; hence all the commotion had won
no gains at all for the “outside agitators.”

Tuesday’s news reports all across the United States portrayed the ces-
sation of the Albany protests as a clear defeat for the black demonstra-
tors. One New York newsman called it “a devastating loss of face” for
Martin King, and many national accounts gave credit for the white vic-
tory to Albany Police Chief Pritchett. His policy of mass arrests and non-
violent police work, the reporters said, had meant that no federal
intervention was necessary. Unlike the Freedom Rides, where white vio-
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lence had led to federal action on behalf of the black protesters, the
Kennedy administration had seen no need to assist Albany’s black pro-
testers and had congratulated Kelley for the city’s success.

Even sympathetic newsmen observed that it was “difficult to see how
the local Negroes gained much of anything” from the protests. Albany’s
black citizens were disappointed at the lack of tangible accomplishments,
but movement leaders like Page responded to the critical news stories by
insisting that there had been a formal agreement and that concessions had
been promised for the near future. Page admitted that at least thirty days
would have to pass before further biracial discussions could take place,
but he asserted that the commission’s willingness to hear the movement’s
demands in public was “our greatest gain.”

By Wednesday, December 20, it was clear that the city had no in-
tention of granting anything to the movement. The greatest dispute arose
over the city’s supposed promise to exchange cash bonds for property
bonds. Black leaders complained that no money was being released. In
retaliation, they said, the movement’s boycott of Albany’s white stores
would resume. Kelley told newsmen there had been no agreement about
bonds, but Chief Pritchett did concede that he would not call any of the
released demonstrators’ cases for trial for at least sixty days as long as no
new protests took place.

While news accounts highlighted the “defeat” suffered by the civil
rights forces, some reporters suggested that it was caused by the competi-
tion between different black organizations. Newsmen like Claude Sitton
of The New York Times were well aware of the disparaging remarks that
SNCC'’s Charles Jones and advisor Ella Baker would make “off the rec-
ord” about Wyatt Walker and King, and about SCLC’s supposed taking
of contributions really intended for the students. Those comments led to
headlines such as RIVALRIES BESET INTEGRATION .CAMPAIGNS, and
stories that a SNCC-SCLC rivalry had led to the puzzling settlement.
Missing from almost all accounts was any understanding of the longer-
standing SNCC-NAACP rivalry, and of what was more important, the
dislike of all the outside organizations that had grown up among some of
Albany’s black leaders.!4

Martin King was thankful to get out of Albany. Andrew Young, then
SCLC’s newest staff member, had the distinct impression that King had
found himself in a situation that he did not really want to be in. King had
not anticipated either his arrest or his association with the dubious settle-
ment, and he was not pleased by SNCC’s efforts to convince reporters
that local blacks had settled with the city in order to get King and Wyatt
Walker out of town. King asked Walker what had created the public con-
troversy about SCLC “taking over,” and Walker replied that the problem
had been Jones and Baker, who had encouraged Marion Page to speak
out in defense of local autonomy. King accepted the explanation without
quarrel. Seeking to put Albany behind him, King spent the Christmas
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holiday at home with his family and made plans for a meeting of SCLC’s
board and staff to map plans for 1962.

When the group convened January 4 and 5 in Atlanta, little attention
was given to Albany. Instead, three organization-building topics domi-
nated the discussions. First, SCLC needed to acquire a field staff. In con-
junction with strengthened ties to SCLC'’s local affiliates, these full-time
workers could make SCLC into “a southwide ‘grass roots’ organization”
that could take advantage of the voter registration funds that would soon
be available from the Voter Education Project. The idea of individual
memberships again was discussed and rejected, but the board recom-
mended that King take a more active role in strengthening relationships
between SCLC and its local affiliates. The president of the organization,
they indicated, “should function more as an advisor, remaining in com-
munities a few days for consultation with leaders.”

Second, the meeting also concluded that SCLC needed to encourage
youth participation in the organization, something that could be done by
adding younger people to the board and by approaching SNCC members
who were not hostile to King—John Lewis, Bob Moses, Diane Nash, and
James Bevel—about the possibility of signing on with SCLC as field
staffers. Third, SCLC needed to give greater attention to publicity. The
board approved Walker’s recommendation to hire a young man, Gould
Maynard, as the new public relations director, replacing Jim Wood, and
discussed the idea of organizing a demonstration in Washington at the
end of the year to mark the one hundredth anniversary of the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation. An all-night vigil at the Lincoln Memorial on New
Year’s Eve could be followed by a march to the White House on January
1, 1963, with a petition asking President Kennedy to take an initiative
reminiscent of Lincoln’s. King was pleased to learn that Kennedy’s forth-
coming State of the Union address would include support for a federal
ban on state poll taxes and for legislation mandating that anyone with at
least a sixth grade education did not have to take a literacy test in order
to register to vote in a federal election. This was “encouraging,” King
wrote several days later, but it was “unfortunate” that Kennedy had not
gone further and demanded “strong, vigorous civil rights legislation to
speed up school desegregation as well as guaranteeing the right to
vote.”!3

While King and SCLC turned their attention to a new agenda, SNCC
and the NAACP remained in close contact with Albany’s black lead-
ership. People like Page and Anderson were deeply disappointed at how
the community enthusiasm of three weeks earlier had been transformed
into a feeling of defeat. They now realized their error in accepting an
unwritten settlement and recognized they had been naively optimistic in
their interpretations of the whites’ disingenuous comments. “I was a
naive little boy,” Page commented later. “They put things over on me.”
Dr. Anderson felt likewise. “We felt as though they were good faith ne-
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gotiations. We had no reason to think that there was any subterfuge.”
That belief had been wrong. “I should never have come out of jail until
there was a written agreement,” Anderson reflected. “We were guilty of
being inexperienced.”

Albany’s black leadership looked forward to the opportunity to present
its requests at the first meeting of the commission, which was scheduled for
January 11. Two strategy meetings were held to discuss the presentation,
and the NAACP sought to reassert its influence. One of Roy Wilkins’s
principal assistants in New York, Gloster Current, told Regional Director
Ruby Hurley that “a program of action listing the wants and desires of
Negroes . . . should be presented by the NAACP leadership.” Field Secre-
tary Vernon Jordan took an active role in drafting the statement, along
with a number of outside volunteers, including Paul Rilling of the Southern
Regional Council, Arthur Levin of the Anti-Defamation League, and
Frances Pauley of the Georgia Council on Human Relations, all of whom
were trying to act as behind-the-scenes interracial mediators. Just prior to
the scheduled session, the commission announced that it would be post-
poned until January 23. Preparations for the presentation went forward,
along with the boycott of the city’s major stores. The black leadership
knew that the boycott was costing white merchants a high price for the
city’s obstinacy. SNCC'’s staff was preoccupied by problems at Albany
State, where President Dennis had suspended forty students for participat-
ing in the December demonstrations. SNCC, the students, and some of
their parents had no success in persuading Dennis to reverse his action, but
more than a dozen of them decided to occupy their time by conducting a
“read-in” at the segregated city library. Somewhat to their surprise, they
were not arrested.

On Friday, January 12, an eighteen-year-old black student, Ola Mae
Quarterman, was arrested for refusing to move to the rear of an Albany
city bus and for allegedly saying “damn” to the driver after he had issued
his order. The incident sparked the movement to enlarge its boycott to
include the city bus line, which relied very heavily upon black patronage.
SNCC's staffers organized a car pool system, and sponsored small tests of
various public facilities. Although the bus station was supposedly deseg-
regated, its lunch counter continued to refuse service to black patrons.
On January 18, Charles Sherrod and Charles Jones were arrested for
“loitering” when they were unable to obtain service. That same week the
movement extended the boycott to several businesses with heavy black
patronage that refused to hire black employees.!®

On Tuesday, January 23, the Albany Movement’s leaders finally ap-
peared before the full city commission. Police Chief Laurie Pritchett in-
troduced Anderson and Page, and the two men read to officials a detailed
statement that began in conciliatory tones. They described previous black
appeals, and noted that the mass protests had begun only in response to
the arrests at the train station on December 10. “This testing of the rail-
road’s compliance,” they said, “has been laid at our doors. Actually, we
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had absolutely nothing to do with this.” The crisis had been brought on
by Pritchett, not the Albany Movement. Anderson and Page then asked
the commissioners “to reaffirm in writing your oral agreement of De-
cember 18” that the bus and train stations would be desegregated, that
cash bonds would be refunded in exchange for security bonds, and that a
biracial committee would be established. They noted that the stations
were not open to all equally, that the bonds had not been exchanged, and
that the time had come to appoint the biracial committee.

When Anderson and Page concluded, Mayor Kelley stunned the move-
ment representatives by adjourning the meeting without allowing any dis-
cussion. He said only, as the official minutes phrased it, that “there are
many areas of discussion presented by the petition and assured the lead-
ers of the movement that serious consideration would be given by the
City Commission. He advised that Chief Laurie Pritchett . . . would con-
tact them within the next ten days.”

Kelley’s hasty termination of the long-awaited appearance of Anderson
and Page represented not personal opposition to the movement’s re-
quests, but was an effort to avoid any public airing of the divisions which
had developed within the commission. Even before the mass protests on
December 11, Kelley had argued in private for a more conciliatory
stance. Of his six fellow commissioners, however, only one, Buford Col-
lins, even partially shared Kelley’s belief that moderation would serve
Albany better than ignoring the protesters’ appeals, as advocated by
hard-line Commissioners Allen Davis, C. B. “Bunny” Pritchett (no rela-
tive of the police chief), and W. C. Holman. Kelley’s attitude had been
clear to his colleagues during his sponsorship of the negotiations con-
vened by Reverend Wilson. He had no objection to accepting all of the
terms worked out by that six-member committee, plus release of the
Freedom Riders, but the commission majority refused to consider such
concessions. The hard-liners were not pleased by even the indirect nego-
tiations, and insisted they would not acknowledge the existence of the
Albany Movement. Privately, they made it clear to Kelley that he would
have to accede to the majority position, or face a public condemnation
supported by the Albany Herald’s vituperative editor, James H. Gray.
Kelley did not want a public break, and accepted Laurie Pritchett’s argu-
ment that they maintain a united stance no matter how strong their pri-
vate disagreements.

Despite his public advocacy of the hard-line attitude, Kelley exhibited
a more responsive attitude in private with the black representatives. This
response, combined with a similar tone from Laurie Pritchett, had led the
black negotiators to expect city officials to deliver more than they were
promising. The black representatives did not detect the growing tensions
among the white officials, and failed to understand that Asa Kelley’s atti-
tude was something different from city policy.!?

In the wake of the January 23 meeting, the bus boycott and the need
for some written city response to the movement’s petition finally brought
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the division within the white ranks into public view. As the store boycott
gained strength, increasing numbers of merchants indicated a preference
for Kelley’s moderation rather than the “segregation at all costs” stance
advocated by the other commissioners. The movement’s bus boycott was
so successful that on January 26, the Cities Transit president, Charles L.
Carter, informed the commission that a lack of revenue would force the
company to suspend operations on January 31 unless the city was willing
to purchase the buses or subsidize the firm until the boycott ended. The
commissioners met in a special closed session on January 27 and agreed
to explore the subsidy option. Kelley also asked his colleagues how they
wanted to respond to the movement’s petition and the group appointed
its three most conservative members—Davis, Pritchett, and Holman—to
prepare an answer.

The next day city attorney Grady Rawls advised the commission that
Albany could not legally subsidize a private company. Both company of-
ficials and Albany business leaders wanted to preserve bus service. On
Monday, January 29, representatives of the Albany Movement met with
bus company officials and offered to halt the boycott if the company
would promise in writing to desegregate the buses and accept job applica-
tions from blacks.

Company officials responded that they could promise nothing without
first ascertaining whether the city would stop enforcing its segregation
ordinances. Company President Carter phoned Kelley to explain that the
company would rather grant the movement’s request than go out of busi-
ness. Kelley convened a special meeting of the commission at which all
six of his colleagues refused to allow the bus company to desegregate.
With only the mayor dissenting, the group approved a brief statement:
“As in the past the City Commission has refused to negotiate under du-
ress and we recommend that the bus company officials follow the same
policy.” That action was too much for an exasperated Asa Kelley. “There
is no harm in the City Commission allowing the bus company to operate
as they wish,” he told his colleagues. “It is more important to save the
buses and avoid continued turmoil and strife than to refuse to allow the
company to operate the way they desire.”

News of the commission’s rebuff brought more merchants into the
struggle on the side of the bus company. Some business leaders advised
the company to submit a written request to the commission so that the
question could be reconsidered after the businessmen had an opportunity
to make their views known. Company President Carter dispatched a let-
ter on Tuesday, asking the city for a written statement that it would not
interfere with integration of the buses. If not, bus service would end at
midnight Wednesday.

The city commission met twice on Wednesday morning. At the first
session, the bus company’s letter was put aside until after a discussion of
the commission’s response to the movement’s petition. The answer
drafted by the three conservatives denied that any concessions had been
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agreed to on December 18, and rebuked Kelley for the discussions he had
held with the movement’s representatives. The only commitment that had
been made was that Chief Pritchett would “follow his usual procedure
with reference to the taking of appearance bonds for persons in custody
for violations of city ordinances,” and would “use his discretion as to
when the cases will be presented” for trial. “This was the complete state-
ment and the only statement,” the hard-liners told the movement.
“Anything construed by you to the contrary could only have been caused
by misinterpretation of statements by unauthorized persons. . . . No indi-
vidual citizen—no single elected official can speak for this body.”

Asa Kelley criticized the proposed response as an “evasion of the basic
issue” of “whether governmental authority will establish lines of com-
munication with the Albany Movement.” That dialogue was “absolutely
necessary” for Albany’s municipal good. His colleagues disagreed, and
approved the draft.

Hardly an hour later the commission met in a second public session to
consider the request from Cities Transit. Many local merchants were in
attendance to speak in favor of the city giving the bus company a written
guarantee of noninterference. Commissioner Holman responded that the
basic issue was not buses, but whether the city would knuckle under to
the Albany Movement. Bunny Pritchett felt likewise. “It’s not a segrega-
tion—integration struggle anymore,” he put it in a revealing statement.
“This is the struggle to decide who makes the policy of this city.” With
only Kelley voting no, the commission approved a motion informing the
bus company that it would not make the requested statement. Late that
night, bus service came to an end.!8

Albany Movement leaders announced at a mass meeting on Friday,
February 2, that the boycott of city stores would be expanded to a larger
number of establishments. The movement’s car pool system would con-
tinue to operate, and no mass demonstrations would be mounted. In the
white community, businessmen’s condemnations of the commission in-
creased. Faced with such criticism, the six who had voted against the bus
company’s request issued a statement saying they were “reasonable men”
who were willing to hear “entreaties” from responsible local Negroes.
Albany Chamber of Commerce President R. E. McTigue announced that
white businessmen would discuss ways of reestablishing bus service, and
intimated that his organization would open a dialogue with the Albany
Movement. Mayor Kelley gave his endorsement to the businessmen’s ini-
tiative and said he was “very hopeful” that private efforts would lead to a
resumption of bus service “with or without commission action, because
the commission is not going to change its attitude.” Throughout the next
two weeks, private discussions about a reinstatement of bus service con-
tinued.!

While the Albany situation continued to percolate, Martin King was
trying to implement the decisions made at SCLC’s conference. After sev-
eral weeks of preparation, he convened a February 2 meeting in Atlanta
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of the heads of many of SCLC’s local affiliates across the South. King
told them of the organization’s plans for the year and its desire to in-
crease the involvement of affiliates in SCLC’s program. Over one hun-
dred people already had attended the citizenship training program at
Dorchester Center, and the Field Foundation had committed another
$15,000, ensuring that classes could continue through June. Some thirty
people per month would receive training, and SCLC hoped that these
individuals would become leaders in the intensified voter registration
effort that would get under way once the Voter Education Project for-
mally came into existence on April 1. King also explained that he and
James Lawson would be undertaking several “People-to-People” tours
that spring in different areas of the South, tours aimed at recruiting vol-
unteers for an SCLC “Freedom Corps.” These members of the now-
renamed “nonviolent army” would be used in both voter registration and
direct action projects.

Accompanied by Wyatt Walker and Dorothy Cotton, King began his
first “People-to-People” tour on February 7 in the Mississippi Delta town
of Clarksdale. In three days time, he delivered more than a dozen
speeches at churches and schools in seven different Delta towns. While
King was busy delivering those addresses, Cotton and Walker took the
names of prospective Freedom Corps volunteers and teacher training can-
didates for the Dorchester program.

From the People-to-People tour, King flew to Puerto Rico to visit the
Inter-American University. While he was away, the tensions that had ex-
isted in SCLC’s home office for several months grew stronger. While the
two newest members of the staff, Andrew Young and Public Relations
Director Gould Maynard, were popular with almost everyone, many em-
ployees found Executive Director Wyatt Walker difficult to put up with.
One who viewed Walker very critically was King’s secretary, Dora
McDonald. She thought Walker immature and petulant, a man who be-
haved imperiously toward his subordinates. For instance, when Valen-
tine’s Day came, Maynard presented each female staffer with a rose. The
gesture infuriated Walker, McDonald wrote King, because he thought
Maynard’s kindness made him look bad by comparison. “Wyatt will
never reach his full potential because he is so very childish and narrow,”
she told King.

February marked the start of a new venture for King, a fortnightly
newspaper column in the New York Amsterdam News. Often written in
collaboration with Wyatt Walker, several of the early articles lashed out
strongly at the Kennedy administration’s quiescence on civil rights. The
president had still not issued the long-promised order banning discrimina-
tion in all federally assisted housing, and had given no sign of putting
forward any notable civil rights legislative proposals. “The new admin-
istration has failed to give the strong leadership . . . that is necessary to
grapple with the enormity of the problem,” King stated.?0

While King continued his criticism of the administration, the Kennedys
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were in private consternation about FBI reports that American Commu-
nist party leaders were claiming that old ally Stanley Levison nowadays
was the number one advisor to Martin Luther King. In fact, the reports
said, word in the party had it that Levison was writing many of King’s
most important speeches, such as one he had given in December to an
AFL-CIO convention in Miami. Though the FBI's informants had no de-
pendable information that Levison was still loyal to the party’s com-
mands, they did know that he continued to give it modest financial
support even after severing direct ties. The FBI suspected that Levison’s
1955 departure from party activity might have been a cover, and that
Levison’s friendship with King might be a secret assignment undertaken
at the behest of American Communists and their Soviet sponsors. In-
ternational communism, through the shadowy figure of Levison, might be
exerting influence over this new leader of the civil rights movement.
While the Bureau said nothing to the Kennedys about how incomplete its
information on Levison was, its reports gave loud voice to the Bureau’s
worst fears about the Levison-King relationship.

The FBI's assertions provoked fear in Robert Kennedy and his closest
assistants. Within several weeks time, two courses of action were decided
upon. First, electronic surveillance of Levison would be instituted to
monitor both his advice to King and any telephone contacts with Soviet
or Communist agents. Second, those in the Kennedy administration who
had some personal acquaintance with King—Harris Wofford, Burke
Marshall, John Seigenthaler, and the attorney general himself—all would
warn the civil rights leader that he ought to end his relationship with
Levison immediately. King would also be warned about Jack O’Dell, the
man Levison had brought in to manage SCLC’s New York office. O’Dell
had been involved with the Communist party throughout the 1950s, and
his public record of such associations could be used against King and
SCLC.

On several occasions during the spring, Robert Kennedy and his as-
sistants warned King about Levison and O’Dell, without being specific
about the allegations. Anything too detailed, the FBI told the Justice
Department, might lead to the exposure of the Bureau’s top secret
sources within the Communist netherworld, sources the FBI would not
identify even to Robert Kennedy. Each time the warnings were voiced to
King, he listened quietly, thanked the speaker for his concern, and said
that he was not one to question the motives of people in the movement,
certainly not one so selfless as Stanley Levison. As King explained to
Harris Wofford, how could he give credence to such vague allegations,
coming from who knew where, when Levison had a proven track record
of five years of honest counsel? If the administration had anything more
specific to offer, King would gladly listen, but until then, he would not
doubt one of his closest friends.?!

King and Ralph Abernathy returned to Albany on February 27 to
stand trial for their December 16 arrest. In the three weeks before his
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return, Albany’s white businessmen had continued their attempts to re-
establish bus service and to persuade the movement to give up its boycott
of the buses and white stores. Service on largely white routes had re-
sumed on February 19, but Albany Movement leaders insisted that their
boycott would not end until seating was integrated and black drivers
hired. Their boycott of Albany’s stores would not end until the terms of
the December 18 agreement were implemented by the city.

King’s day in court represented the first trial to emerge from De-
cember’s mass arrests. Hollowell and C. B. King represented him, and
the prosecution put only one witness on the stand, Chief Pritchett. After
more than two hours of haggling about whether the procession King led
had constituted a “parade” within the meaning of the statute, Recorders’
Court Judge A. N. Durden, Sr., recessed the proceeding and announced
that he would issue a verdict within sixty days.

While King returned home to Atlanta, Albany remained unsettled.
Within the movement, tensions continued to exist between SNCC'’s staff
and more conservative members of the black leadership. Several black
ministers who had been active only on the fringes of the protest suggested
that SNCC was improperly handling the finances of the car pool opera-
tion. This allegation raised personal animosities to new heights, but An-
derson and Slater King resolved the controversy without it becoming
public.

On March 2, Albany’s bus company tried to end the boycott by import-
ing a single black driver from its sister firm in Tallahassee in the hope that
this action would bring black riders back to Albany’s buses. The move-
ment refused to end the protest and reiterated its demand for integrated
seating. Bus service ended again on March 6, this time for good. Four
days later, in an intensified effort to enforce the downtown boycott,
movement leaders announced that “Vigilante Committees” would iden-
tify blacks who were shopping in those stores. At the same time, Ander-
son, Slater King, and several others set up their own picket line to
publicize the boycott. “Our objectives,” they stated in a leaflet they dis-
tributed, “do not include the destruction of any business.” What they
sought to accomplish, it said, was to “prevail upon you to see the wisdom
of urging the City Commission to abandon its intransigency and to take
such steps as will lead to a settlement of all issues.” After twenty-five
minutes the picketers were arrested for disorderly conduct. Despite their
efforts and those of many white businessmen, the hard-line majority on
the commission gave no sign that it would begin negotiations with the
black community.22

In mid-March, representatives of all the major national civil rights or-
ganizations met in Greenwich, Connecticut, to discuss their groups’ inter-
actions and rivalries. Albany was a primary topic of conversation, and
SNCC representatives James Forman and Charles McDew strongly de-
fended the formation of organizations like the Albany Movement into
which the national groups’ local affiliates would be combined. Roy
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Wilkins of the NAACP quarreled with that position, and rejected a sug-
gestion King made that all of the groups consider a unified fund-raising
effort. King spoke strongly in favor of unity without uniformity, and re-
ceived a polite response. Nevertheless, SNCC’s delegates came away
from the session believing that both the NAACP and Whitney Young of
the Urban League were hostile toward their group.

On March 27, King undertook the second of SCLC’s People-to-People
tours, this time in southside Virginia. King and his colleagues went from
door to door in Petersburg to encourage a voter registration drive, and
also visited Lynchburg and Hopewell. Upon their return to Atlanta, word
awaited them that the Field Foundation had decided to commit an addi-
tional $94,000 to the citizenship training program, a sum that would con-
tinue the program from July, 1962, through June, 1963.

Early in April, King announced that SCLC was undertaking its first
major expansion since Wyatt Walker had arrived twenty months earlier.
James Bevel and Herbert Coulton would become field secretaries for
Mississippi and Virginia, respectively. Longtime Atlanta Republican ac-
tivist John Calhoun would join the staff to assist voter registration efforts
in Georgia, as would former Atlanta student leader Fred C. Bennette.
Harry Blake remained SCLC’s representative in Louisiana, and Bernard
Lee continued to function as a field secretary at large and informal liaison
to SNCC. Unannounced to the press was the appointment of Jack O’Dell
as voter registration director. Once he arrived in Atlanta, O’Dell quickly
made contact with the director of the newly inaugurated Voter Education
Project, Wiley Branton, as efforts began to apportion responsibility for
different parts of the South to the various civil rights organizations.23

On April 7, King commenced a three-day visit to Washington. Several
rallies had been planned to launch the creation of an SCLC affiliate in the
District of Columbia. King had appointments on Monday, April 9, with
both Robert Kennedy and Vice-President Lyndon B. Johnson. Nonethe-
less, he voiced strong criticism of the Kennedy administration’s record on
civil rights. “Forthright, vigorous leadership” was needed, and John Ken-
nedy had not given it, King said. Accompanied by Walker, Shut-
tlesworth, and several others, King met with Robert Kennedy and Burke
Marshall on Monday afternoon. The federal officials heard SCLC'’s call
for greater government action to protect black voting rights, and prom-
ised to act on any specific complaints. In private, Marshall warned King
about his continued association with Stanley Levison. The FBI’s secret
wiretaps on Levison were now in place, and regular Bureau reports in-
formed the attorney general of what transpired between King and
Stanley. In one intercepted conversation, for instance, Wyatt Walker re-
marked that SCLC had to adopt a more critical stance toward John and
Robert Kennedy. “By being nice we haven’t gotten anything,” he ob-
served. Once again, however, King brushed Marshall’s warning aside.2*

Back in the South, King undertook a third People-to-People tour, this
time visiting Charleston, Orangeburg, and Manning, South Carolina. Al-
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though he had not returned to south Georgia since his February trial,
King kept up with news from Albany. Movement leaders had continued
to picket the downtown stores, and in early April several sit-in protests at
store lunch counters resulted in thirty arrests. A brief flurry of new nego-
tiations followed, then on April 16, Anderson and Page handed a fresh
statement of movement demands to Police Chief Pritchett. A few hours
later Pritchett responded that the city had not been harassing blacks at
the bus and train stations, that the police department would not interfere
with bus service if it resumed, and that cash bonds would be refunded if
the picketing and boycott were ended. He offered no answer to a request
for a biracial committee, and said that no disposition of the hundreds of
arrest charges would be made until Judge Durden ruled on the King and
Abernathy cases. The movement considered these answers unacceptable,
and the boycott and the picketing continued. Internal tensions remained
high in both the black and white communities. The Georgia Council on
Human Relations found little enthusiasm among prominent whites for an
Albany human relations group, and the business community made no
progress in influencing the commission’s hard-liners. Within the Albany
Movement, ministers and more conservative members increasingly com-
plained about Anderson’s leadership. In early May, he offered to resign,
but received a strong vote of confidence.?>

In mid-May, SCLC held its spring board meeting in Chattanooga, Ten-
nessee. With fewer than half the members in attendance, King reported
on his People-to-People trips, and Jack O’Dell explained the new voter
registration program. King also spoke of plans that had been under way
since early February to set up an adjunct tax-exempt organization that
would serve as a channel for sizable contributions to support SCLC’s pro-
grams. This idea had come from white New York attorney Harry H.
Wachtel. Wachtel and King had met in New York to discuss the plan, and
King had given Wachtel authority to proceed. In conjunction with black
attorney Clarence B. Jones and another New York lawyer, Theodore W.
Kheel, Wachtel made the arrangements for establishing what King de-
cided to call the “Gandhi Society for Human Rights.” A kick-off dinner
was scheduled for May 17, and Jones began functioning as the organiza-
tion’s executive director.

King told the board that the Gandhi Society would bring new funds to
SCLC, larger gifts than those brought in by the successful mass mail pro-
gram run by the New York office. Two board members, Roland Smith
and Dearing E. King, took the opportunity to suggest that President King
should receive a salary from SCLC. King declined the offer, and ex-
plained that what he kept from his speaking fees and royalty income—
some $6,000 per year—was sufficient to supplement his salary from
Ebenezer Baptist Church. “I think I get along fairly well by speaking and
writing. . . . | must never give people the impression that I am out for big
money. . . . All of us have our shortcomings. I always ask God to help
me. One of my shortcomings, I feel, is not in the realm of money.”
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The second day of board meetings was dominated by a discussion of
organizational competition within the civil rights movement. One colum-
nist for a national black newspaper had claimed that “King and his group
are out to take over the NAACP’s area in the Deep South,” and had
cited King’s three tours and the Freedom Corps recruitment as evidence.
He also complained that SCLC kept funds raised at local rallies spon-
sored by its far-from-wealthy affiliates. The board had heard all this be-
fore, and was more concerned about improving relations with SNCC.
Hiring field secretaries who had come out of the student movement, like
James Bevel, would be helpful. Some suggested that SCLC make a siz-
able annual contribution to SNCC to halt the complaints about financial
competition. That idea was rejected, but King’s nomination of some
younger members for the board, including John Lewis of SNCC, was
accepted.

King announced at the Gandhi Society’s formal kickoff that a 115-page
brief recommending a “Second Emancipation Proclamation” was being
delivered to the White House that same day by SCLC’s Washington rep-
resentative, Walter Fauntroy. The time for presidential action had more
than come, and King criticized the administration’s passivity during the
recent Senate rejection of its sixth grade literacy bill. “I do not feel that
President Kennedy has given the leadership that the enormity of the
problem demands.” Nonetheless, King was optimistic about the move-
ment. “I have the feeling that within the next ten years desegregation will
be a reality all over the South.” He added that he believed “segregation
will end in my lifetime.”2¢

While Albany experienced a peaceful May, movement activity in-
creased in two other southern cities. The first was Birmingham, where
students at Miles College, in cooperation with Shuttlesworth’s Alabama
Christian Movement, had launched a boycott of downtown stores in mid-
March. Thirty-one-year-old student Frank Dukes led the effort, and re-
ceived strong private support from Miles’s president, Lucius H. Pitts,
whom SCLC had tried to woo as executive director four years earlier.
The boycotters sought desegregation of the stores’ facilities, the hiring of
black sales clerks, and a general upgrading for black employees. Their
effort was extremely effective; white merchants conceded privately that
their stores were hurting badly. As in Albany, however, the Birmingham
businessmen said they could not desegregate without acquiescence from
the city commission. And as in Albany, the city officials were hard-line
segregationists, and Birmingham Public Safety Commissioner Eugene
“Bull” Connor, the leader of the three-man board, was an outspoken
racist. The commission cut off the city’s surplus food distribution program
in an effort to punish the black community, and made clear to the mer-
chants that city ordinances requiring segregation would be enforced. De-
spite widespread dislike in the black community for Shuttlesworth’s
autocratic leadership style, the boycott drew loyal support and remained
in force. The city’s stance, Martin King remarked early in June, showed
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that Birmingham was the “most difficult big city in the United States in
race relations.”

The second trouble spot was Shreveport, Louisiana, where the home of
Dr. C. O. Simpkins, president of SCLC’s affiliate, had been bombed
three months earlier. Simpkins had since left town, and local efforts were
now being led by SCLC Field Secretary Harry Blake. King, Walker, and
Bernard Lee made plans to fly in for a rally, only to be warned that death
threats had been made against SCLC’s president. Such warnings did not
faze King, and the rally took place as scheduled. Local police managed to
arrest Walker and Blake on charges of “loitering,” and Bernard Lee re-
mained behind to direct ongoing voter registration efforts.

King returned from Shreveport to Atlanta, where an SCLC benefit
concert by Harry Belafonte was scheduled on June 6. Belafonte’s inte-
grated troupe received the usual rebuffs from several Atlanta hotels and
restaurants, and King joined Belafonte in an unsuccessful attempt to se-
cure lunch at one city eatery. That experience served as a reminder of the
difficulties that SCLC staffers had in obtaining service at many neighbor-
ing shops, and in particular of how the restaurant on the ground floor of
their own office building continued to refuse them equal service despite a
sit-in protest several months earlier. On June 9, King wrote building
owner Ben Massell that SCLC would be moving back to the more hospi-
table environs of Auburn Avenue. Just a few days earlier his daughter,
Yoki, had asked for some ice cream, then had run into the restaurant and
sat down. King had coaxed her out, saying it was not a good time. King’s
letter to Massell was “longer than any I have written in the last few
years. . . . I cannot begin to express in words the agonizing and frustrat-
ing hours I have spent as a result of this situation.”??

Other painful problems arose. A prominent church magazine, Christian
Century, for which King had written several short articles, attacked the
Gandhi Society, saying the name was un-Christian. King complained, and
told the embarrassed editors that their appreciation of God’s word was
insufficiently ecumenical. “I believe that in some marvelous way, God
worked through Gandhi, and the spirit of Jesus Christ saturated his life.
It is ironic, yet inescapably true that the greatest Christian of the modern
world was a man who never embraced Christianity.” Appropriately repri-
manded, the editors printed an apology.

The FBI kept up its round-the-clock electronic surveillance of Stanley
Levison throughout the spring and summer. The wiretaps detected no
contacts with Communist agents, but they did allow the Bureau to furnish
Attorney General Robert Kennedy with a continuing flow of reports on
Levison’s phone conversations with King. Most of these were mundane,
but in mid-June, King told Levison that the recent resignation of public
relations assistant Gould Maynard meant that King would have to hire a
new administrative aide. Levison suggested that King consider Jack
O’Dell, but warned King about O’Dell’s record of past involvement with
the Communist party. “No matter what a man was, if he could stand up
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now and say he is not connected, then as far as I am concerned, he is
eligible to work for me,” King told Levison. King understood that
O'Dell’s ties to the party were all in the past, but the FBI told Robert
Kennedy that not only was O’Dell still a member, he had been elected to
the party’s national committee under a pseudonym less than three years
earlier. Although O’Dell returned to SCLC’s New York office instead of
taking the Atlanta post, Levison’s recommendation of him for a job close
to King led to intensified FBI suspicion about Levison’s motives.

In early July, King gave the major address at an important NAACP
fund-raising dinner. King praised the association, decried what he called
the “borderline slander” that movement leaders had engaged in against
each other, and said that “ego battles and trivial organizational conflicts”
could only harm the movement. His comments about SCLC'’s voter regis-
tration efforts, however, led some critical observers to question whether
SCLC’s accomplishments lived up to King’s claims. Birmingham editor
Emory O. Jackson, who had followed King since Montgomery, had his
doubts. “Is this merely visionary oratory unmatched by action,” he asked
rhetorically. “At the moment there is little more than the press releases
from Dr. King’s publicists.” Local movements could do a better job of
voter registration than SCLC, he argued, especially when SCLC had
someone with an “entangled background”—a veiled reference to
O’Dell—heading up its registration efforts. “An itinerant leadership
which floats in and flows out of a city is not the correct approach. There
must never be allowed to develop a let-King-do-it attitude. . . . No exotic
leadership with a medicine show type of exhibition is likely to get the job
done.”28

Two days after King’s NAACP appearance, Albany Judge A. N. Dur-
den, Sr., announced that he would issue his decision in King’s and Aber-
nathy’s cases the following Tuesday, July 10. Albany Movement leaders
had spoken with Laurie Pritchett throughout June, but no progress had
been made on establishing a biracial committee or resolving the charges
still pending from December’s demonstrations. Furthermore, while Prit-
chett claimed that the bus and train stations were available to all on equal
terms, a four-member Albany Movement delegation went to Washington
to complain to Justice Department attorney John Doar that Albany’s po-
lice were enforcing segregation in the two terminals in clear violation of
the ICC order. They also asked why the federal government could not
protect the movement’s First Amendment right to picket in downtown
Albany, where most participants quickly were arrested. Doar heard them
out, while eight other Albany Movement members picketed outside the
Justice Department, and then sent them away without satisfaction. “I ex-
plained to them,” he informed Burke Marshall, “that the Department of
Justice had no authority to seek injunctions in this field.” The movement
issued further press releases condemning the department’s inaction, and
small-scale picketing continued intermittently in downtown Albany.

On Tuesday morning King and Abernathy appeared before Judge Dur-
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den. They had committed themselves to serve prison terms rather than
pay fines if Durden found them guilty. King had reached the decision
only after much thought, because the loneliness of jail going was very
trying. As Coretta explained it, “He didn’t like to be alone. Jail going
wasn’t easy for him because he never liked to be alone. . .. He could
never stay away from people for long periods because he liked company.”
That distaste, however, was more than outweighed by his long-standing
advocacy that nonviolent protesters should serve time rather than pay
their fines into the state’s coffers. A year earlier he had been painfully
aware that many of the students thought his hesitancy to put his own
body on the line did not measure up to the rhetorical standards he had
set. Off the record, SNCC member Julian Bond bluntly voiced the grow-
ing student perception of King:

He has been losing since he left Montgomery. He lost when he didn’t
go on the Freedom Ride when the students begged him to go on the
Freedom Ride and he didn’t go. I think he’s been losing for a long
time. And I think eventually that more Negroes and more white Amer-
icans will become disillusioned with him, and find that he after all is
only another preacher who can talk well.

Such criticism had increased after King’s sudden departure from Albany
in December, just hours after his public vow to remain imprisoned over
Christmas. Longtime SNCC activist Diane Nash, who had married SCLC
Field Secretary James Bevel, circulated a long memo that spring to move-
ment activists, explaining her decision to serve a lengthy jail sentence in
Mississippi. She also discussed the need for the movement’s senior lead-
ers to do a better job of practicing what they preached:

I believe that the time has come, and is indeed long past, when each of
us must make up his mind, when arrested on unjust charges, to serve
his sentence and stop posting bonds. I believe that unless we do this
our movement loses its power and will never succeed.

We in the nonviolent movement have been talking about jail without
bail for two years or more. It is time for us to mean what we say. . . .
If we do not do so, we lose our opportunity to reach the community
and society with a great moral appeal and thus bring about basic
changes in people and in society. . . .

I think we all realize what it would mean if we had hundreds and
thousands of people across the South prepared to go to jail and stay.
There can be no doubt that our battle would be won. . .. We have
faltered and hesitated. . . .

King recognized the painful truths in Nash’s argument, and vowed that
this time he would do better.

Judge Durden read a prepared statement announcing that King and
Abernathy were guilty of the charges against them, and sentencing them
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to forty-five days in jail or a $178 fine. The two defendants chose im-
prisonment, and were led away. The Albany Movement convened a
daytime rally at Shiloh Baptist Church, and both Coretta King and
Juanita Abernathy spoke to the crowd. Burke Marshall and Robert Ken-
nedy were on the phone to many people in Albany, seeking to avert a
new round of mass arrests, and Marshall called Mrs. King to reassure her
about the federal government’s interest in her husband’s safety. A dem-
onstration was announced for Wednesday, and late Tuesday two police
cars were stoned by unidentified assailants near Shiloh church.??

On Wednesday only thirty-two people, many of them high school stu-
dents, volunteered to take part in a march downtown, which ended in
their arrests. Wyatt Walker returned to Atlanta, and Wednesday evening
a hostile crowd of black citizens jeered police officers near Shiloh church.
Chief Pritchett spoke with movement leaders at the church, was intro-
duced to the mass meeting, and the threat of violence passed. President
Anderson announced that he hoped negotiations with the city would re-
sume, and Mayor Kelley stated that he would present any movement
requests to the full commission.

King and Abernathy spent Wednesday in the city jail, assigned to a
clean-up detail. Early Thursday morning, a jailer came and told them to
get dressed because Chief Pritchett wanted to see them. Then, to King’s
puzzlement, ninety minutes passed before the officer returned and took
them to see the chief. Pritchett said that their fines had been paid, and
that now they had to leave. King protested strongly; he had authorized
no such action, and they could not be thrown out against their will. Prit-
chett politely disagreed, and claimed that an “unidentified, well-dressed
Negro man” had come into the police station and given the desk sergeant
$356 in cash as payment of their fine. One did not have to present identi-
fication to make such payments, and since the payment had been made,
the city could not continue to hold them.

In an extremely unhappy mood, King and Abernathy were driven to
Shiloh church by two detectives. King described the odd event to startled
newsmen, and stated that “this is one time that I'm out of jail and I'm not
happy to be out . . . I do not appreciate the subtle and conniving tactics
used to get us out of jail.” If the involuntary release were an effort to get
him out of Albany, King said, it was an effort that would fail. This time
he would remain in Albany until city officials met the movement’s de-
mands.

Speculation spread as to who had been behind the appearance of the
“well-dressed Negro man.” Some thought it could well be conservative
Albany blacks, eager to be rid of King and SCLC. Others wondered if it
was a misguided effort by Daddy King, once again seeking to protect his
son from the perils of movement leadership. Many more argued that
Robert Kennedy and the Justice Department had engineered the r