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1
A Dream Deferred


What happens to a dream deferred?


Does it dry up


like a raisin in the sun?


Or fester like a sore –


and then run?


…


Maybe it just sags


like a heavy load.


Or does it explode?


Langston Hughes


On the morning of the great day, Washington was tense, like a capital braced for revolution. Many stayed indoors. At the intersections of the broad avenues that diagonally score the trim residential streets of the white suburbs in Northwest, detachments of heavily armed soldiers were on guard. The fear, in what was still a southern city under its glaze of Camelot sophistication, was the deep-seated slave owners’ dread of servile rebellion. Thousands of demonstrators were converging on the city. Black demonstrators. What would be their mood? How would they behave?


Down by the Lincoln Memorial, it was plain from the start that such fears were unfounded, unworthy of the spirit of the day. The crowds were far bigger than expected, and far more peaceful. In the end at least a quarter of a million people turned up, perhaps 300,000. But they were white as well as black. They had their children with them. They were in their best clothes, and the mood was benign, even uplifted. As the summer day warmed up, some swung their bare legs in the reflecting pool in front of the memorial. The atmosphere was not riot, but holiday.


Behind the scenes, though – and the headquarters of the march were directly behind the great seated sculpture of Abraham Lincoln in his marble monument near the broad Potomac River – the atmosphere was indeed tense, but not with insurrectionary fervour. A political struggle was being played out over the fire-eating speech written by one of Dr King’s allies, John Lewis, then the chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, pronounced ‘Snick’), and now a respected veteran member of Congress for Georgia. Lewis, like all the speakers, had handed in overnight a copy of what he planned to say. He was attacking the Kennedy administration’s draft civil rights bill as too little, too late. Blacks, he said, ‘would take matters into their own hands and create a source of power outside of any national structure’. They would ‘march through the South, through the heart of Dixie, the way Sherman did, leaving a scorched earth with our nonviolence’.


It was just what the organizers, the veteran labour union leaders A. Philip Randolph and his subtle ideologist, Bayard Rustin, did not want to hear. The purpose of the march was not to scare white folks, but to reassure them, to convince a still hesitant white majority, North and South, that black people were only asking for their constitutional rights, and demanding them not in a hostile, hectoring tone, but with the voice of quiet moral authority. The aim was to put pressure on Congress to implement the emancipation already promised, nine summers earlier, by the Supreme Court in its judgement that legal segregation was contrary to the United States Constitution as amended after the Civil War a century before.


There was a practical problem. The march’s organizers were anxious to display the broadest possible coalition behind their demands, including labour unions and religious leaders. Now word came that Patrick O’Boyle, Cardinal Archbishop of Washington, was displeased. He was threatening to pull out of the march, with all the authority of a Church that the President and a rough quarter of the American people belonged to, unless John Lewis washed his mouth out.


John Lewis would be listened to with respect. But it was not him the vast crowd had come to hear. The man of the hour was Dr Martin Luther King Jr. Son of a tough preacher of the old school from Atlanta’s Ebenezer Baptist Church, King had won a reputation at Dexter Avenue Church in Montgomery, the capital of Alabama, as a preacher who combined the Old Testament grandeur and populist fervour of traditional black Christianity with a sophisticated understanding of modern theology and social thought.


He was then thirty-four years old, short – under five foot seven inches – elegantly dressed in Ivy League style, with a broad mouth under a neatly trimmed moustache. He had a deep, thrilling voice, which started low and could build up until he communicated an irresistible shared passion to his congregation in church or to his followers in the streets. When he graduated from Boston University, he had toyed with the idea of becoming a theological scholar, and there had been offers of jobs in safe northern universities. He became a minister, he said, more because of his father’s example and the tradition of a family of preachers than because of any intense ‘call’, though his Christian commitment was unshakeable. Behind a smooth face and the incomparable ability to move an audience was hidden a complex personality, passionate and sensuous as well as subtle and staunch.


He became a political leader, almost in spite of himself, in the boycott by the African-American population of Montgomery of its bus system after Rosa Parks famously refused to get up and move to the back of the bus to make room for a white passenger, as custom, backed by municipal regulation, dictated. The bus boycott, King’s courage and his charismatic gifts as an orator threw him into the front rank of leadership of a divided ‘Negro’ movement, and of an aroused people. In Montgomery, then elsewhere, King had put himself at the head of mass protests. He had been repeatedly imprisoned and in other ways ‘despitefully used’.


In Birmingham, the tough steel town that was the hardest bastion of segregation in all the South, he had experienced moments of despair, but he had emerged, if not triumphant – the white civic leaders of Birmingham were too stubborn to allow Negroes to triumph – at least successful. At long last he had finessed President Kennedy and national Democratic politicians to commit themselves to action. And from Birmingham jail he had written his famous letter to white clergy, magisterially rebuking them for asking the Negro to wait. Now, in Washington, he had his opportunity to shame the northern half of the national Democratic Party into overriding the prejudice and the pride of their southern colleagues, entrenched in Congress as the chieftains of their one-party states.


Rustin and Dr King did their best to change Lewis’s mind. Both failed. Lewis was small, dark, and psychologically adamant. Only Randolph himself, the patriarchal leader of the black sleeping-car porters’ union, was able to persuade him that his flight of rhetoric was endangering the whole enterprise. There was, in truth, danger on two sides. It would be bad to alienate the white liberals, the churchmen and the rabbis whose support would be needed for the fight ahead in Congress for the civil rights bill. It would be worse to drive a wedge between Dr King and his moderate allies on the one side and the young firebrands of SNCC on the other; their trust could be destroyed if their chairman’s passionate speech was to be censored with too heavy a hand.


With desperate urgency, as the minutes ticked by to the opening of the ceremony, Lewis’s SNCC colleagues redrafted his speech on a portable typewriter propped up behind the Lincoln statue. They did not take all of its sting away. Lewis still promised to ‘splinter the segregated South into a thousand pieces and put them back together in the image of God and democracy’.


By the time he had agreed to the toned-down draft, the crowd had heard protest songs from some of the stars of the then fashion for political folk music. There was Josh White, famous for his powerful anti-lynching ballad, ‘Strange Fruit’; Joan Baez, coolly beautiful in a cotton dress and sandals; and the young, acoustic Bob Dylan. Randolph had opened the programme, welcoming the crowd to what he called ‘the largest demonstration in the history of this nation’. ‘We are the advance guard,’ he proclaimed, ‘of a massive moral revolution for jobs and freedom.’


When Lewis had finished, it was time for the speaker the thousands had come to hear. From his first words, he touched deep chords of association with the great traditions of the American past. ‘Five score years ago,’ he began, and not a man or woman in that huge crowd could have been unaware that by quoting the opening words of Lincoln’s Gettysburg address he was clothing himself in the mantle of the man seated in majesty behind him. King spoke with the slow rhythms of the Baptist pulpit, and with a rhetorical trick of his own. As he ended each period, he would hurry on to the opening phrase of the next paragraph, then pause, leaving his audience in suspense for a moment before the torrent of his words tipped over the edge and swept on down the great rapids of his peroration.


The speech was at once sermon and political argument. He was talking to several audiences at once. He was directly addressing the thousands who were there in front him in Washington’s Mall. Over their heads he was reaching out to southern blacks and northern whites, to the tens of millions of undecided white Americans, willing to be persuaded that the time was ripe to end the embarrassing southern folkways of segregation, yet reluctant to be carried away on radical paths. He was reaching out to the powerless in southern plantations and the angry in northern ghettos, and most of all to the powerful, only just beyond the reach of his voice a mile or so up the Mall on Capitol Hill. So he wove together different languages for different listeners. He borrowed the emotional power of the Old Testament with an echo of the stately music of Handel’s Messiah. He also appealed to the sacred texts of the American secular religion, echoing the grand simplicities of Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence and Lincoln’s Gettysburg address.


The march, and the movement he had led to this culmination, were not an end, he said, but a beginning. ‘The whirlwinds of revolt will continue to shake the foundations of our nation until the bright day of justice emerges.’ Some asked, he said, when the devotees of civil rights would be satisfied. ‘We can never be satisfied,’ he replied, until the evils of segregation, of police brutality and discrimination have been abolished, as long as ‘the Negro in Mississippi cannot vote and the Negro in New York believes he has nothing for which to vote’. ‘No! No!’ he cried in the first climax of the speech. ‘We are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until’ – in a resonant verse from the Book of Amos that had been a favourite passage since his days in theological seminary – ‘…let justice roll down as water, and righteousness as a mighty stream’.


The first passages of the speech, he read. He had been writing them until four that morning in his Washington hotel. Then the idea came into his head of adapting a trope he had tried out in a speech in Detroit a year earlier. In words the whole world remembers, he told the great company in front of him, reaching back for half a mile along the Mall, that he had a dream. And the dream was that ‘one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood’; and that his own four small children would ‘not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character’.


Then again he reached for the language of the Old Testament, for the remembered words of Isaiah, to ratchet up the emotional power of his rhetoric. ‘Every valley shall be exalted,’ he cried, ‘and every hill and mountain shall be made low. The rough places will be made plain and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together.’ So he moved from dream to hope, from his own vision to the shared pride of the national anthem, and at the end he reached into the deepest recesses of his vision, that of drawing a final line under traumas that haunted slaves and slave owners alike. Let freedom ring, he said on the day when ‘all God’s children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands all over the nation and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual: “Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!”’


It has become the best-known political speech of the twentieth century, in America and around the world. When in 2007 The Guardian distributed the texts of the greatest speeches of the century, there was young Dr King, the martyred outsider, alongside Winston Churchill. ‘I Have a Dream’, as it has come to be known, has been sold in millions, in book form, tapes, discs and recordings of every kind. The manuscript from which part of it was read has been sold at Sotheby’s for an undisclosed but very large sum. Dr King’s papers have been auctioned for $32 million. Copyright of his words has been disputed in the courts. Two corporations, Apple Computers and the giant French telecommunications-equipment manufacturer, Alcatel, have used it in commercials. Martin Luther King is commemorated by hundreds of streets, avenues and boulevards in American cities, and by a public holiday that puts him in the quasi-apostolic company of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson and Abraham Lincoln. The speech, its author and the Dream have passed into the postmodern world where cultural icons become international brands.


In the process, not only the context of the speech and its purpose and effect, but its author and the real nature of his Dream have been forgotten, misunderstood and even deliberately misinterpreted. He is often misremembered, as an unthreatening, relatively conservative leader, when in reality his vision was profoundly and unrelentingly radical; and as a Christian preacher, when – though he was indeed a Christian – his message was always consciously political. He is widely seen as a leader whose relevance was chiefly to the black people of the South, when in truth he sought to transform American life in the North as well, for whites as well as for blacks. He is seen as the champion for African-Americans; of equality before the law; he came to believe that his mission was to fight for economic equality for all.


His great speech was the hinge between the demanding and dangerous task of giving the southern blacks, de jure, full citizenship, and the less glorious, more frustrating task of giving to both black and white people, in the North and West as well as in the South, de facto economic opportunity and equal human status. King saw himself, from early on, as committed to human rights everywhere, not just in the South or even just in America. He was fiercely hostile to colonialism, and to racism wherever he saw it.


The first task, that of overthrowing legally sanctioned segregation in the South, he knew better than anyone, had been hard enough. But even he did not guess, on that day of triumph, just how difficult the next task would be.


King’s speech at the march on Washington was a truly cardinal moment in the modern history of the United States. Barack Obama could not, arguably, have been elected president without it. But its meaning has been subtly distorted by what came after it. Immediately, and in part as a result of King’s actions, President Kennedy laid before Congress a civil rights bill that did not become law until Kennedy had been assassinated. His successor Lyndon Johnson was both a master parliamentary tactician and, as a southerner, more deeply aware of what was at stake in the racial upheaval than ever Kennedy was. By the summer of 1964, the civil rights legislation had passed Congress. The following year Johnson succeeded in cajoling and pressuring Congress to pass the Voting Rights Act. It was, as Johnson knew, a political catastrophe for the Democratic Party he had served all his life. It touched off a political cataclysm. Conservative white southerners, who would once have voted, as they said, for a ‘yellow dog’ if the animal had the Democratic nomination, turned into Republicans.


Johnson invested his political capital in the bill because he believed that only access to the vote would enable southern blacks to free themselves. On Independence Day 1965 in a speech at Howard University, the historically black college in Washington, he went further than any national leader had ever gone to commit America to full racial equality. Freedom, the President said, in what many consider his own noblest speech, was not enough. It was not enough just to open the gates of opportunity. Black Americans must be helped to walk through those gates. ‘This is the next and more profound stage of the battle for civil rights. We seek not just freedom but opportunity – not just legal equity but human ability – not just equality as a right and as a theory but equality as a fact and as a result.’ That year, the Johnson administration made the equality of black citizens, and their economic advancement, its priority. The President poured money into visionary schemes to bring African-Americans into the mainstream of American life. There was Head Start for black children in the Mississippi Delta and the northern ghettos. The slums were to be abolished and turned into Model Cities. A War on Poverty, inherited from the Kennedy agenda, was to be fought in the name of Equal Opportunity.


But by April 1968 Martin Luther King was dead, his throat shattered by a bullet from a Remington rifle fired by a man who – whatever his other motives may have been – did not like black people. By then his dream was dead too, of many wounds.


In that same spring of 1965, when Lyndon Johnson was making the intellectual leap from freedom to equality, he also found himself drawn into war in Vietnam. The war on Vietnamese Communism ultimately siphoned off the resources that would have been needed to win a war on poverty. The will to win at home was dissipated. The poverty warriors of the Office of Economic Opportunity, many of them young African American activists, came up against the stubborn resistance of the Democratic regulars. King himself, when he campaigned for equal housing in Chicago, came up against the city’s orthodox Democratic mayor, Richard Daley – a man, as even his press secretary said, who thought that equal opportunities meant ‘nine Irishmen and a Swede’.


The black civil rights movement itself was fractured too. In the summer of 1965 the young firebrands of SNCC, men and women who had shown unimaginable courage in their campaigns in the most benighted backwoods of Mississippi and Alabama, began to talk about black power. This was largely ‘consciousness raising’, a rhetoric to persuade black people that they could and must dare to stand up for their freedom. But to white ears it sounded ungrateful, frightening and profoundly un-American. George Wallace, the cocky little ex-boxer who had been elected Governor of Alabama on a promise to defend segregation today, tomorrow and for ever, marched north. As a candidate for the Democratic nomination for president, he won an alarming share of the vote in working-class neighbourhoods in Maryland, Indiana and Wisconsin, the supposedly liberal North, among lifelong Democrats.


It was not only working-class people, and certainly not only racists and segregationists, who felt that the movement of which Martin Luther King was still seen as the symbol and the commander had gone altogether too far. On the one hand, even before his death, King came to be seen by young black activists and also by many in the white media, as somehow outmoded, with his pathetic – as too many saw it – attachment to the misunderstood concept of non-violence and his naive talk of Christian forgiveness. On the other, he was seen by many white people as the prophet of a black movement that was going beyond the goal of equal citizenship, which most Americans more or less grudgingly accepted, to what many saw as a profoundly un-American project for discriminating in favour of black people.


By the presidential election in November 1968, all of these perceptions and misperceptions had come together, aggravated by the heightened emotions of frustration and threatened humiliation in Vietnam as well as rioting and civil disturbance, from the campuses of elite universities to the black slums of several hundred American cities. Together, they ended the ascendancy of the Democratic Party that had lasted since the election of President Franklin Roosevelt in the nadir of the Great Depression, nearly forty years earlier. Richard Nixon was elected President. The liberal consensus, represented in masterly fashion by Lyndon Johnson, was shattered. Martin Luther King, his speech and his crusade, were remembered with nostalgia and even with pride. But their hour, it seemed, had passed.


Almost exactly one hundred years earlier, in the elation of victory over the Confederacy, the Radical Republicans had tried to destroy the system that kept the newly emancipated slaves in subjection. Their attempt at the Reconstruction* of the South collapsed, and was remembered and taught in American history books as a misguided, even wicked aberration, a ‘fool’s errand’.† By 1968, the second Reconstruction was over too. Martin Luther King was widely revered, but his message was neither understood nor seen as relevant to a new age of conservative ascendancy. Yet it was not a fool’s errand. It has lasted – even, to an extent, triumphed. His life remains both a model and a hinge on which American history has turned.
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Sweet Auburn


… a citizen of no mean city …


give me leave to speak unto the people.


Acts 21: 39


In 1878, a twenty-year-old black boy set off from the ironically named plantation village of Social Circle, forty miles from the raw young railroad town of Atlanta. He was one of many who set out to make their fortunes there, and one of the few who succeeded. The boy, Alonzo Herndon, had had only one year of schooling, but he had managed to accumulate eleven dollars in savings, earned by selling molasses, peanuts and axle grease. He had been born a slave. In fact, his mother was a slave, and his father was her white master, Frank Herndon.


After Emancipation in 1863 Herndon had turned his slaves loose, and they worked the land for him as best they could as sharecroppers. The system was that the master provided the land, the seed, the tools and a ‘furnish’ of cash to tide them over for a year while they, by means of back-breaking labour, ‘made a crop’ – in Georgia, normally of cotton. Usually they worked ‘on the halves’, meaning that half of the crop went to the landlord, sometimes more. Materially these freedmen were little better off than they had been in slavery. There were plenty of white sharecroppers as well, and they too were often miserably poor.


On his way to Atlanta, Alonzo Herndon stopped off to work on a farm and then learned the trade of barbering.1 In 1878 he set up a barber’s shop in a small town, Jonesborough. In 1883 he finally reached Atlanta, where he worked for a Negro barber, one Hutchins, on Marietta Street. Within six months he had bought a half-interest in the business, and before long he owned three barber-shops. In those days, it was the custom for white men to be shaved and have their hair cut by black barbers, and Herndon, expert, discreet and almost white in appearance, was soon the barber favoured by the tight circle of Atlanta’s business elite. He saved money, and invested his savings in domestic property. Before long he owned more than a hundred houses, not to mention an estate in Florida. In 1905 he rescued a small, failing mutual insurance society and turned it into what became, as the Atlanta Life Insurance Company, one of the biggest black-owned businesses in the United States.


John Wesley Dobbs, too, grew up on a farm.2 He was born in Marietta, sixteen miles north-west of Atlanta. Dobbs’s grandfather, too, had been a slave, owned by Josiah Dobbs of Cobb County; and his father was probably Dr John McAfee, a wealthy white slave owner. In 1851, aged thirty-two, grandfather Dobbs was valued at $800.


In 1897 John Wesley went into town and got a job in an Atlanta drugstore. He was hoping to pay his way through the secondary school run by the Atlanta Baptist College, which later became Morehouse College, sometimes called ‘the black Harvard’. A few years later he had to drop out of school and get a job. Shrewdly, in hard times, he got a job with the federal government as a mail clerk working on the railway post office run by the Nashville & Atlanta Railway, one of ten railroads that converged on Atlanta and made the town’s fortune. While sorting mail on the trains, John Wesley Dobbs also sold insurance. This provoked some jealousy from his white co-workers, but Dobbs successfully defended his behaviour, and ended up being put in charge of them. He must have been good at his job.


Certainly, he was soon doing well enough to marry an educated African-American woman and to buy, for $3,767, a fine house from a German woman in a neighbourhood where German Jews were just being replaced by middle-class black families. John Wesley Dobbs, like Alonzo Herndon, prospered. He became the grand master of a Negro Masonic order, and was known to everyone along Auburn Avenue, the commercial heart of black Atlanta until the 1950s, as ‘the Grand’. He never made money on the scale of Alonzo Herndon, but he did cut quite a figure on the street he called ‘Sweet Auburn’, after Oliver Goldsmith’s line in The Deserted Village – ‘Sweet Auburn, loveliest village of the plain’. He liked to stand outside the Yates & Milton drugstore, preaching about the need for blacks to get involved and improve their condition via the political system.3


He knew everyone in black Atlanta and in black America beyond. The black Congressman from Harlem, Adam Clayton Powell, would stay at the Grand’s home when he came to town, and at least once Duke Ellington played the piano there. The Grand went to cover the Joe Louis–Max Baer fight at Yankee Stadium for the local Negro newspaper. His daughter, Mattiwilda Dobbs, went to Paris to study classical singing, won an international prize in Geneva, and was the first African-American to sing at La Scala in Milan. That was only the start of a glittering career as an internationally acclaimed operatic diva. Later she sang at Covent Garden, Glyndebourne, the Vienna Staatsoper, the Paris Opéra and the New York Met. Grand Master Dobbs was one of the leaders of the campaign to register black Atlantans to vote in the 1930s, and his grandson Maynard Jackson was the first black mayor of the city in the 1960s.


Herndon and Dobbs made money. Another path to respect in black Atlanta was religion. In 1893, ten years after Alonzo Herndon went to work at Hutchins’s barber-shop, yet another poor black country boy with more ambition than money came to Atlanta to seek his fortune. His name was Adam Daniel Williams, and his goal was to succeed as a minister. He had been an itinerant preacher, and had worked at a textile mill that went bust. Then, working in a saw mill, he lost his thumb in an accident. He arrived in Atlanta with only one dime and a gold five-dollar piece, which he used to pay a doctor to treat a sore throat. He worked in a machine shop, and was invited to preach in a couple of local black churches. Finally, in 1894, he took over Ebenezer Baptist Church in the city. The pastor had just died, and there were then just thirteen church members and no church house.


Within a year his luck had turned, and so had Ebenezer’s. Williams prospered mightily. Together with a radical black clergyman, Bishop Henry McNeal Turner, he promoted a dodgy scheme for investment in the Silver Queen mine in Mexico. The local black paper didn’t like it. ‘Thousands of poor Negroes … are being defrauded,’ it said. Williams denied this, and the scheme seems to have done his reputation no lasting harm. By 1914 Ebenezer had 750 members and was building a new church for over a thousand more on the corner of Auburn Avenue and Jackson Street. He went on to be one of the founders of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP, or often simply the N-Double-A) in Atlanta, and he helped to found the Booker T. Washington High School. He also helped to register thousands of Atlanta Negroes to vote. His motto was: ‘Bucks, ballots and books are the answer.’ In 1899 he had married Jennie Celeste Parks, and in 1903 she gave birth to Alberta Christine Williams, the mother of Martin Luther King Jr.


So there were opportunities for young black men as well as for the whites brought up on the code of self-improvement promoted by the works of Horatio Alger in late-nineteenth-century America, and nowhere more than in Atlanta. The city was the transport hub and commercial capital of the cotton kingdom. It had been founded, as plain Terminus, only in 1837, and was not incorporated as Atlanta, short for Atlantica-Pacifica, until 1847. From the beginning, the inhabitants had grandiose ambitions for the town. But in 1864 it was besieged for a month by General Sherman and his Union army. It was burned to the ground, probably not by the Yankees (as suggested in Gone with the Wind), but as a result of the defeated Confederates blowing up munitions, before Sherman’s ‘dashing Yankee boys’ set off, ripping up the tracks as they went, on their historic March to the Sea. By the turn of the century, with the agricultural depression of 1893 driving black families off the land, tens of thousands of blacks had poured into the city, where they made up 40 per cent of the population.


It was in Atlanta that Henry W. Grady, editor and part-owner of the Atlanta Constitution, began to preach the cause of what he called the New South. He exhorted his fellow citizens to forget the romantic mythology of the ante bellum years and the Confederacy, and bring in northern capital and expertise to promote industry and business. In 1895, when Herndon, Dobbs and A. D. Williams were all starting out on the road to segregated fortune, Booker T. Washington gave his famous speech at the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta.


Booker T. Washington was the arch-accommodationist, respected by the white southern elite because he called on his fellow African-Americans to lift themselves by their own efforts. He believed that education was the key to the advancement of the American Negro, and he founded the Tuskegee Institute to promote his vision. He later developed his philosophy, and told the story of his own journey, in a best-selling autobiography, Up from Slavery. In his speech in Atlanta he began by quoting from Herman Melville’s classic, Moby-Dick. Lost in the wastes of the Atlantic, a ship’s company is desperate for water when the captain spies another ship and signals his plight. The master of the other ship signals back, ‘Cast down your bucket where you are!’ Irritated, the captain repeats the message a second and a third time. Each time he gets the same answering signal. Finally, he does lower a bucket, and it comes up full of sweet fresh water. The explanation is that they are close to the mouth of the Amazon, and the great river’s water has diluted the ocean’s salt.


Washington’s point was that white southerners, anxious to develop their businesses, ought not to try to recruit the European immigrants who were then flooding into the North, but should educate and train the black workforce they already had living among them. He ended the speech with a plea for racial cooperation without social integration: ‘In all things that are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.’


Booker T. Washington had great prestige with the dominant white business elite as well as with black Atlantans. He was even invited to the White House to meet Theodore Roosevelt, to the horror of many whites, North and South. But by no means every black leader in Atlanta shared his vision. The great radical black intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois was then teaching at Atlanta University; he was later for a time a member of the Communist Party, editor of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People’s magazine The Crisis, and author of an impassioned plea for black pride and progress, The Souls of Black Folk, published in 1903. ‘My real life work,’ he wrote, however, ‘was done at Atlanta for thirteen years, from my twenty-ninth to my forty-second birthday’ while he was teaching black students there. When he died at ninety-five, there was a great deal more work to be done. Among many other achievements, he organized a Pan-African Congress in Paris in 1919 for black leaders from what was still then an almost wholly colonized continent.


Du Bois had no time for Booker T. Washington’s respectful attitude to white men. So far as he ‘preaches Thrift, Patience, and Industrial Training for the masses,’ Du Bois wrote, ‘we must hold up his hands and strive with him … But so far as Mr Washington apologizes for injustice, North or South, does not rightly value the privilege and duty of voting, belittles the emasculating effects of caste distinctions, and opposes the higher training and ambition of our brighter minds … we must unceasingly and firmly oppose him.4 Du Bois insisted that Negroes must stand up for themselves, and he shocked almost everyone by declaring as early as 1914 that they must have ‘social rights’. Those rights, he explained – and it took real courage to say it in those days – included ‘the right to be treated as a gentleman when he behaves like one, to marry any sane, grown person who wants to marry him, and to meet with and eat with his friends without being accused of undue assumption’. Social equality? he wrote elsewhere. ‘Of course we want social equality. Social equality is the right to demand the treatment of men from your fellow men. To ask less is to acknowledge your own lack of manhood.’


One particular event ended the mood of cautious confidence that Booker T. Washington personified, and considerably dented his reputation by making it painfully clear to any thoughtful black man or woman that they could not count on living and working next to white people in Atlanta, or anywhere else in the Deep South like two fingers of the same hand as Booker T. Washington wrote. That event was a sudden violent outbreak of racial violence. Even in the first decade of the twentieth century Atlantans thought their city was relatively tolerant. But it was strictly segregated, and there was tension in the air, especially after the publication in 1905 of Thomas Dixon’s best-selling novel, The Clansman, which portrayed the Ku Klux Klan romantically as the heroic defenders of white women.


The courageous activist Walter White, who was to lead the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in its campaign against lynching, grew up in Atlanta. Of a younger generation than Du Bois, as a boy of thirteen, he and his father, both of them light-skinned enough to pass as white, witnessed the wild rioting that broke out in the city one hot night in the summer of 1906. The violence was triggered by newspaper reports that three white women had been assaulted or insulted by black men. Officially, twenty-five blacks were recorded as killed, plus one white person. But official casualty counts always seemed to minimize the death toll of African-Americans in these violent outbreaks. Some reports say that after mobs ranged the streets of Atlanta shouting ‘Kill the niggers!’, as many as a hundred black people were killed. Walter White saw a lame black bootblack chased by a white mob and beaten to death. He remembered all his life his father handing him a gun and telling him not to use it unless someone set foot on the family’s lawn. ‘But if anyone does, don’t miss!’ (Sixty years later, an old African-American minister told me that his parishioners would invite him to go out rabbit-shooting with them; when they hit their target, it would be blown apart. They were hunting with the high-powered rifles they or their fathers had bought after the riot of 1906.)


Ever since the end of slavery, whenever there was sudden social change in the South, and sometimes in the North too, race riots were likely to break out. There was a racial dimension to the draft riots during the Civil War in New York; and the terrible riot in New Orleans of 1866 is well documented.


The end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century were a time of special racial tension. All over the nation, and especially in the South, white people were attempting to increase ‘control’ of blacks, who were seen as threatening both white jobs and, in a vaguer sense, the social order. The cry was for white supremacy, and many whites did not care who knew how much they disliked and despised blacks. They wanted their labour, but not their presence.


The year 1898, for example, saw a serious riot in Wilmington, North Carolina. A future Congressman, Alfred Moore Waddell, led the white rioters. They burned down the offices of a black-owned newspaper on the grounds that its editor had insulted the virtue of white women. Josephus Daniels, a future Cabinet minister in the supposedly progressive Cabinet of Woodrow Wilson, who was devoted to the principle of self-determination everywhere but in the South, egged the rioters on with violently racist editorials. Again, official reports said that at least twenty-two black people were killed. Others speak of a massacre in which hundreds of blacks perished, their bodies thrown into the river. What is not in doubt is that Waddell’s mob, hundreds strong, overthrew the duly elected Republican government of the city and by naked force installed a segregationist Democratic regime there instead. Then came a few years of relative calm. But in 1906 there was a famous riot in Brownsville, Texas. African-American soldiers were accused of insulting and shooting white people. President Theodore Roosevelt disbanded an entire black battalion, unjustly blaming them for what has happened.


There were riots in many places in the North and along the border of the old confederacy during and after the First World War, when blacks were moving out of the South – for example, in East St Louis in 1917 and in Chicago in 1919. In Tulsa, Oklahoma, in 1921, black soldiers, back from the war in Europe, fought pitched battles in the streets against their former white comrades, and perhaps as many as three hundred people were killed.


It is always hard to assign precise causes for these sudden murderous outbreaks. Economic conditions are relevant, and so are local circumstances, such as newspaper coverage of alleged crimes or insults by blacks. There were often political motives, or tensions arising from political campaigns or disputes. Even the weather often played a part. The general background to the violence of 1898 to 1906, however, is not in doubt. It was ‘Jim Crow’. This was the term, taken from a popular song about a black character of that name, applied to the attempt on the part of whites to set a limit to black advancement and reimpose new, harsh legal codes of segregation and racial domination. A symbol of this reactionary process was the Supreme Court’s decision in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson, upholding a local ordinance imposing segregation on travel. All over the South a new generation of populist demagogues were calling for the legal repression of black people, and state legislatures were passing Jim Crow laws. In Georgia, white politicians like Tom Watson, previously a radical populist, and Hoke Smith, appealed to the economic fears and visceral prejudices of white working people. African-Americans, many of whom had been able to vote in the South during the Reconstruction years after Emancipation, were disenfranchised after the mid-1870s.


One consequence might seem paradoxical or counterintuitive. Between Emancipation and the coming of the Jim Crow era, which was fully established by the 1890s, it had been possible for some fortunate black people to prosper by catering to the needs of white customers. Black barbers, chefs, livery stable owners and less reputable entrepreneurs could and sometimes did prosper with white protection. After the Jim Crow era, that all ended. But in turn some avenues of opportunity were opened up for black businessmen operating segregated enterprises within a Negro world that was even more segregated than before. Now money could be made by taking on functions that white people would not perform for blacks, such as those of druggist or funeral director. In this new world, money could be made, saved and invested. At its apex a new black bourgeoisie began to appear, led by the likes of Alonzo Herndon. This was the world of Sweet Auburn, a mile and a half of stores, bars and Negro enterprises of all descriptions, including the beaux arts offices of Herndon’s Atlanta Life Insurance Company, several black newspaper offices, and venues where entertainers such as Duke Ellington and B. B. King would perform.


There were also big churches along Auburn Avenue, for every denominational taste. There was Big Bethel, belonging to the African Methodist Episcopal Church. There was First Congregational. There was Wheat Street Baptist. Smaller, but beginning to grow, was A. D. Williams’s Ebenezer Baptist. For alongside the new black bourgeoisie, like the lords spiritual alongside the lords temporal of the feudal age, there prospered modestly a new, respected and influential class of black teachers and above all black ministers. This was the world into which Martin Luther King Jr was born. ‘In the quiet recesses of my heart,’ he said later in life, by which time he had become many things to many people, ‘I am fundamentally a clergyman, a Baptist preacher. This is my being and my heritage, for I am also the son of a Baptist preacher, the grandson of a Baptist preacher, and the great-grandson of a Baptist preacher.’


The great-grandfather, Willis Williams, was an ‘old slavery time preacher’ who joined Shiloh Baptist Church in Greene County, Georgia, in 1846. He was a slave, but in those days in country places slaves sometimes worshipped alongside their masters.5 ‘Willis, servant boy of William N. Williams’, was received by the pastor. Almost all we know about Williams is that he was one of the wealthiest slave owners in the county – white, of course – and that he served as ‘patrol commissioner’, in charge of the county’s ‘slave catchers’, who pursued runaways. After Emancipation, Willis married Lucretia, or ‘Creecy’, recorded as ‘servant to Mrs N. E. Daniel’, who was half his age. She was the mother of Adam Daniel Williams, the grandfather of Martin Luther King Jr.


Martin Luther King Sr was not baptized with that name, nor was Martin Luther King Jr. The father was originally Michael King, and so was the son. Daddy King, as he came to be known, was the son of James King and his wife Delia, born Linsey. (James King’s own grandfather was used by his owner to breed slaves on several slave women, for sale.) The older Michael King was born to a family of sharecroppers who lived in grim rural poverty in Stockbridge, Georgia. He experienced racism in its rawest form. Once, after his mother knocked down a white man who hit her son, his father took a rifle and threatened the man. In danger of being lynched, his father had to hide in the woods for months. He never forgot the insults of his childhood. Once, later, he was called ‘boy’ by a traffic cop. ‘No,’ he said, pointing to his son. ‘That’s a boy! I’m a man.’


In 1918, like Alonzo Herndon, A. D. Williams and so many unknown others before him, Michael King went to Atlanta to seek his fortune. Later he said that he arrived in Atlanta ‘smelling like a mule’.6 He found work in a tyre plant, loading bales of cotton and driving a truck. But what he had always wanted to be was a preacher. His schooling was limited. At fifteen, he could read but not write. His religious training came from his pastor in the black Baptist church in Stockbridge.


In the city, he lodged at first with his older sister. When she went as a lodger at A. D. Williams’s house, young Mike King started paying court to Alberta Williams. Eventually he was accepted by the family. His father wanted him to go back to Stockbridge and help on the farm, but Mike was determined to study to be a minister. He was turned down several times, but he persevered, and in 1926 entered the Morehouse School of Religion. That same year he and Alberta were married at Ebenezer. It was assumed that he would succeed his father-in-law. But he did not want to feel that he had inherited his church, and it was only after A.D. Williams’s death in 1931 that King took over as pastor. At first, the church was burdened with debts, and it took hard work to build up the membership and repair the finances.


It was not until later, and in curious circumstances, that he acquired the name that was to become so celebrated in his son.7 By 1934 Ebenezer’s finances, and Mike King’s, had prospered to the point where he could attend the World Baptist Alliance meeting in Berlin. With a group of other ministers he sailed for France, and went on by way of Paris to Rome, then on to Egypt and the Holy Land before returning to Germany. Perhaps he visited Wittenberg, where Luther had nailed his Reformation theses to the church door. Certainly it was in Germany that he decided to change his name from Michael King to Martin Luther King. On his son’s birth certificate his name was first given as Michael, then Michael was later crossed out and ‘Martin Luther’ written in. Biographers and historians have argued about exactly when and why the five-year-old’s name was changed. The simplest explanation is that Martin Luther King Sr, proud of his new name, had his son’s changed to echo it. It was a name, after all, fitting for a leader who would give his life to bringing reformation to his people.


Young Martin Luther King was born into a happy and increasingly prosperous household. He went in due course to the high school that his grandfather had helped to found, and to the college, Morehouse, which his father, now the best-paid minister in black Atlanta, had attended. He grew up in the very centre of the world of the people who would soon insist that they were not Negroes, but black men and women, then African-Americans. The boy’s life was not cloudless, however. He was not especially bright at school. His father could be hard and demanding, and he used the switch to enforce his idea of discipline. Young Michael was deeply fond of his grandmother, who died of a heart attack when he was six. When he was told of her death, he jumped out of a first-floor window and was fortunate not to sustain any serious injury. Neither King nor his father ever referred to this suicide attempt, but King Jr later said that his grandmother’s death was the first occasion when he discussed with his parents death and immortality.


In the 1960s a white mayor of Atlanta, William B. Hartsfield, coined the clever slogan that Atlanta was ‘too busy to hate’. It was not true then, and it was certainly not true in 1906 or indeed in 1915, when a Jew, Leo Frank, was accused of assaulting and then murdering a white girl. The Governor of Georgia, unconvinced (correctly, as it turned out) that Frank was guilty, commuted the death sentence, whereupon a white mob broke into the jail and hanged Frank. It may not, even today, be a city wholly free from racial hatred, in either direction. But it is true that over the past hundred years it has been on the whole the most tolerant city in the Deep South, and the one where opportunities of every kind for African-Americans have probably been greatest.


When Martin Luther King Jr was growing up there it was a city that offered possibilities, financial but also educational, cultural and spiritual, to black men and women as well as to whites. In 1929 when he was born, it was already the real capital of the South, a centre of political and financial power and a magnet for talented and ambitious people of both races. Its complex of black colleges, funded with generous help from benefactors including the founder of Standard Oil, John D. Rockefeller, was the intellectual dynamo of the black South. Its African-American churches, with their rich tradition of mesmeric preaching and sonorous communal music, possessed a religious culture that was vital, ambitious and committed to their congregations’ worldly as well as religious well-being. In a word, it was the best possible place to grow up for a young man who was to lead black people on their troubled and dangerous pilgrimage through the Red Sea to the Promised Land.


It was by no means, though, a haven from the dark experience of African-Americans. Young Mike King was in direct touch, through his father, his mother’s father, his mother and his grandmother, with the African-American folk memory of the savagery and sheer meanness of which southern whites were capable. He did not have to be told that slaves were bred to work and to be sold as a commodity; that had happened in his own family. He knew that after Emancipation the freedmen were left to survive as best they could. He could see with his own eyes that white society not only did little to help black people, but passed and enforced countless petty and hateful regulations to enforce segregation and subordination.


In spite of this knowledge, Martin Luther King Jr grew up in the neighbourhood of Auburn Avenue in a society that remained convinced of the promise of America, and he was determined to share in that promise. His people were a people of faith. They had faith in their God, and also in themselves – faith in their own determination to endure, and to overcome. Like Paul of Tarsus, young Mike King of Auburn Avenue and Ebenezer Church was a citizen of no mean city.





3
A Higher Education


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.


Martin Luther King Jr, aged twenty-one


On 22 November 1950 Martin Luther King Jr, then twenty-one years old and a graduate student at Crozer Theological Seminary near Chester, Pennsylvania, wrote an ‘autobiography’ of his religious development.1 It was an essay written for Professor George W. Davis’s course on ‘The Religious Development of Personality’. In it, young King put the main emphasis on the happy childhood he had been lucky to have and the warmth and closeness of his family. He wrote of the ‘intimate relationship’ he had with his older sister Christina and his younger brother Alfred Daniel, always known as A.D. His parents, he said, were very close to one another, and maintained a most affectionate relationship with their children.


It was in this essay that he mentioned the effect on him of his ‘saintly’ grandmother’s death (though without alluding to his suicide attempt). He described early memories of the Depression, when he saw people standing in bread queues. Although he was only five at the time, he believed as a student it had caused his ‘present anti-capitalistic feelings’. The emphasis of the essay was on what William James might have called ‘the religion of healthy-mindedness’. He had been, King said, ‘an extraordinarily healthy child’ and, to the day he wrote the paper, ‘I hardly know how an ill moment feels.’ Nature, he believed, had been kind to him, and his childhood environment had been ‘very congenial’. No one in the community in which he grew up ‘attained any great wealth’, but nor was it a slum district. There was little crime, and most of the neighbours were deeply religious. His playmates all went to Sunday School – not that he chose them for that reason, but it would have been hard to find children in his community who did not.


The religion taught at that Sunday School was fundamentalist, and until he was about twelve years old he accepted the infallibility of the Scriptures uncritically. This was, however, as his sophisticated twenty-one-year-old self reflected, ‘contrary to the very nature of his being’. At thirteen, he remembered, he shocked the Sunday School class by denying the bodily resurrection of Jesus, and at fifteen, when he went to college, he became more and more aware of the gap between what he had learned at Sunday School and what he was being taught at college.


This continued, he recalled, until he took a class in Bible studies at college and came to see that behind ‘the legends and myths of the Book were many profound truths’. The phrase reflects the ‘modernist’ atmosphere of the seminary where he was writing his essay, which prided itself on a ‘liberal’ theology that he was himself partially to reject. Religion, he saw clearly, was ‘just something that I grew up in’. There was no abrupt conversion, no ‘crisis moment’. Later, as we shall see, in a sleepless night at a time of fear and stress he went down to the kitchen to make a cup of coffee and experienced what has been called his ‘kitchen conversion’.


He also mentioned in that early essay a number of experiences that brought him face to face, from a very young age, with the inescapable facts of race, of segregation and of the subordinate situation of his people. From the age of three until he was six, he wrote, he had a white playmate whose father owned a store across the street from the King home. They were inseparable until they went to school – ‘separate schools, of course,’ King wrote, to which his white, northern, liberal professor replied ‘How tragic!’ in the margin of his paper. From that point the friendship faded, until his friend told him outright that his father had ordered that he must no longer see his Negro playmate. It was, and remained, a great shock. At dinner that night King asked his parents why this had happened. His mother took him on her lap, he explained in a later, fuller account and told him about slavery and how it had ended with the Civil War. She explained the segregated schools, restaurants and housing of the South, the ‘white’ and ‘colored’ signs on drinking fountains and lavatories, ‘as a social condition, not a natural order’. ‘Then,’ he wrote in a later autobiography, ‘she said the words that almost every Negro hears before he can yet understand the injustice that makes them necessary: ‘You are as good as anyone.’2


It was the frequent practice in the South to let little children play together, but by the age of puberty at the latest they must be taught that ‘never the twain shall meet’. Many years later President Jimmy Carter movingly described the emotional impact of the same separation from the other side of the racial divide in a memoir of the rural Georgia of his childhood. In Carter’s case, he was about fourteen when the boy who had been his closest friend stepped aside to let him, as the white man, go through a gate first.3


King’s religious experience in the ten years of his formal education, as an undergraduate at Morehouse in Atlanta, as a theological student at Crozer and later as a doctoral student at Boston University, was a gradual and, at least superficially, a gentle progression from the accepting world of a Baptist minister’s home and Sunday School, through adolescent rebellion to faith, to scholarship. It was not, however, the spotless path of which hagiography is made. His might have been the youth of a modern saint, but he was not an altogether saintly youth. He was a great deal more interesting than that.
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