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Introduction



SHOT RINGS OUT


BEFORE THE EVENING performance of April 4, 1968, conductor Robert Shaw put down his baton and stood to address the Atlanta Symphony audience. He announced that Martin Luther King Jr. had been killed. The concertgoers gasped and moaned. A Roman Catholic priest prayed for King and exclaimed, “The king is dead! Long live the king!”1


On the opposite side of the country, author James Baldwin sat by a Palm Springs swimming pool with the actor Billy Dee Williams. The phone rang, and a friend told Baldwin of the tragedy in Memphis. “It took awhile before the sound of his voice—I don’t mean the sound of his voice, something in his voice—got through to me.” At first, Baldwin felt numb. Then an “unbelieving wonder” overtook him. He wept briefly, and finally succumbed to a “shocked and helpless rage.” For years, that evening would remain a blur in Baldwin’s memory. “It’s retired into some deep cavern in my mind.”2


In Blacksburg, Virginia, hundreds of college students had packed an auditorium to watch Senator Strom Thurmond, the longtime segregationist from South Carolina, debate the liberal satirist Harry Golden. A Virginia Tech dean interrupted the debate to inform the audience that King had been assassinated. Though the student body was almost all white, “no Negro audience could have been more shocked by the news,” Golden recounted. “I heard groans of despair.” The dean asked Golden to say a few words about King. Golden offered an affectionate tribute, calling it “a sad day for the world and a sad day for Americans.” The students sat in silence, shifting in their seats, too stunned to applaud. Then Thurmond spoke: “I disagree with Mr. Golden’s estimate of Dr. King. He was an agitator, an outside agitator, bent on stirring people up, making everyone dissatisfied.” Mere minutes after hearing of King’s death, Strom Thurmond denounced him. Thurmond was no outlier—he spoke for the millions of white Americans who thought King had received his just deserts.3


The fatal shot rang out in Memphis, and it quickly rippled across the nation and the world. News of King’s murder stopped people in their tracks and rendered them speechless, moved many to tears and others to celebration, drove some to violence and still others to political activism.


African Americans were overcome with grief and gripped by rage. Despair seized Dorothy Newby, an eighteen-year-old who attended Hamilton High School in Memphis. “I wanted the world to end completely… I felt there was no reason to continue living, and above all I wanted to kill myself.” If such a foul deed could occur in this world, she wanted to opt out of it. Her classmate, seventeen-year-old Frankie Gross, broke down in tears. Gross “knew that people all over the world mourned his death, and I felt better knowing it.” At the same time, he realized that a violent anger was surging through the black neighborhoods of Memphis. “You could see and feel the hate in the Negro community after the assassination. People took guns to work the next day just waiting for any white person to do anything wrong.” The actions of law enforcement officials only intensified their fury. The National Guard rolled through the city in tanks and attempted to seal off African American neighborhoods. Black Memphians felt doubly victimized. Their leader was slaughtered by a white assailant and then they were treated as criminals.4


Clarence Coe, an African American who worked at Memphis’s Firestone factory, believed the race war had finally arrived. On Thursday evening, April 4, Coe’s foreman advised him that the plant was closing early and that a citywide curfew would be imposed. Coe asked why, and the foreman told him of King’s assassination. He left the factory with a coworker, climbed into his new Buick, and headed toward home. Coe drove carefully through a city under siege. National Guardsmen shined their lights on Coe’s car at Chelsea Avenue in North Memphis, and again at the intersection of Manassas Street and Union Avenue. He encountered more probing lights all along Mississippi Boulevard. Coe arrived at home and appraised his arsenal of firearms. He resolved to walk to the cemetery across the street, burn down a wooden bridge there, and take control of a small hill. “That’s what I thought everybody else was going to do,” he explained. But Coe was in for a surprise. “When I found out they [blacks] weren’t going to do nothin’… it took a lot out of me… I just expected to go to war… and I thought that would happen all over the world.” While Dorothy Newby had the impulse to take her own life in the aftermath of King’s assassination, Clarence Coe prepared for armed conflict.5


Martin Luther King was in Memphis to stand with striking sanitation workers, 1,300 black men whose struggle for dignity dovetailed with King’s own Poor People’s Campaign. King spent the final months of his life waging that fight against economic inequality. He envisioned masses of the nation’s poor, black and white and Latino, converging on the Washington Mall in a show of nonviolent civil disobedience. After King’s death, many African Americans in Memphis felt an unspeakable sense of loss. They were ashamed by the thought that their own community had failed to shelter him. They were also enraged—angry with Mayor Henry Loeb for bitterly opposing the sanitation strike, and infuriated at Memphis’s white citizens for denigrating King and denouncing the strikers. They were incensed that FBI officials could seemingly spy on King at all hours, yet fail to protect him from an assassin’s bullet and then allow the shooter to flee the city. Like African Americans across the country, they were outraged at the many whites who had given encouragement—tacit as well as explicit—to all of the King-haters and created a favorable climate for the assassin.


In the days after King’s assassination, hundreds of cities burned. African Americans rose up in violent rebellions, the largest of which occurred in Washington, Chicago, Baltimore, and Pittsburgh.


With King gone and with riots shaking America’s cities, it appeared impossible to reclaim the hopes of an earlier time. It felt like a gear in the machinery of the universe had shifted. Just a few years prior, upon the enactment of landmark civil rights laws, interracial harmony appeared conceivable; continued progress toward civil rights seemed probable. Such optimism quickly vanished.


King’s death acted as a tipping point in the nation’s racial history. It seemed as though the final flicker of hope for a multiracial America had finally gone out. And King’s death helped to steer the country toward a new course. King’s own vision of interracial fellowship appeared to have died with him. In its place reigned outrage and indifference, anger and apathy. King’s death and its aftereffects contributed to a rising militancy among African Americans and exposed an enduring white racism, all of which turned his ideal of the beloved community into a fanciful dream.


MARTIN LUTHER KING Jr. was a preacher and an activist, an orator and an organizer, a patriot and a dissident. By the age of thirty-nine, he had achieved so much.


King was born in 1929 to a middle-class family in Atlanta’s Sweet Auburn neighborhood. Throughout his childhood, he navigated the Jim Crow South. King graduated from Morehouse College at the age of nineteen, continued his education at the Crozer Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania, and earned his PhD from Boston University. He married Coretta Scott in 1953. The following year, young King became pastor of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama. Blacks in Montgomery began a boycott of the city’s buses in December 1955, and elevated King to a leadership position in that struggle. The yearlong bus boycott would help to galvanize the southern civil rights movement. The larger freedom struggle evolved in tandem with King, the man and the movement each lifting one another to greater heights. Soon, he was the country’s most well-known civil rights leader.


The events of 1963 further cemented his standing. King led demonstrations in Birmingham, Alabama, that provoked gruesome white violence, gained national and international attention, and ultimately pushed President John F. Kennedy to propose major civil rights legislation. In August 1963, King stood before the Lincoln Memorial and delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech. He not only told the audience about his dream of a colorblind America, but also addressed the “unspeakable horrors of police brutality” and warned that the “whirlwinds of revolt” would shake the nation for as long as injustice prevailed. Through the years, King employed the language of the Bible as well as the Constitution. He spoke to whites and to blacks, urging African Americans to join in the nonviolent struggle for freedom and counseling whites that if they could overcome their racism, attack the inequality in their cities, and help to build a just nation, they too could join the beloved community. King often imagined the “beloved community” as his end goal—where racial harmony, economic equality, love, and peace prevailed.6


King began to exert more influence on the White House, working for the passage of civil rights laws, just as he continued to march along the dusty roads of the Deep South. President Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act in July 1964, outlawing segregation in public life. At the end of that year, King received the Nobel Peace Prize. In 1965, he joined a campaign for voting rights in Selma, Alabama, eventually leading marchers across Selma’s Edmund Pettus Bridge and all the way to Montgomery. The Voting Rights Act, which Johnson signed in the summer of 1965, enfranchised African Americans and buried the last legal vestige of the South’s Jim Crow system. King then committed himself more fully to battling segregation in the North. He had led marches in northern cities before, notably in Detroit in 1963 and Boston in 1965. In 1966, he took up residence in a Chicago slum and waged a struggle for open housing. During King’s final two years, he spoke out more forcefully on issues of economic inequality as well as foreign policy. He became a fierce critic of the Vietnam War and began to organize the Poor People’s Campaign. Throughout, he remained committed to nonviolent resistance.


King shaped how many people thought about America and its ideals, both within the country and around the world. For so long he held out hope. He asked the nation to live up to its promises of freedom and democracy, goaded it into enacting civil rights and voting rights laws, jabbed it for its barbarism overseas, implored it to see its poor people—to clothe them and house them and feed them. He kept faith in the principles expressed in the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, thinking of those documents as “promissory notes” on which America had yet to make good. By the force of his will and with the eloquence of his voice, he convinced many others to believe in their nation even when that seemed to be asking the impossible. Despite the fire hoses and attack dogs, the lynchings and bombings, and the untold demonstrations of white supremacy’s savagery, many African Americans still clung to the hope that one day the country might deliver on its rhetoric of freedom and equality. The gap between American ideals and reality had yawned so wide, even since the founding. In the early and mid-1960s, because of the struggles and demands of African Americans, the nation seemed to be narrowing that gap.7


But the coming years would witness vicious racial strife, generational division, and pitched controversies over the Vietnam War. The latter half of the 1960s brought shattering episodes of violence: riots in the streets, the assassination of Malcolm X in 1965 and eventually of King and Senator Robert Kennedy. During his life, King encouraged Americans to commit themselves to collective sacrifice—and to remain hopeful about the nation’s potential. His death helped to destroy that sense of possibility and of shared purpose.


By King’s last years, the black freedom struggle had split into at least two divergent movements. Moderates like Roy Wilkins of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and Whitney Young of the Urban League occupied one end of the spectrum. They believed African Americans could still advance their causes through legislation, lawsuits, and electoral politics; they continued to support President Lyndon Johnson even as he escalated the Vietnam War. They had gained a foothold in the Washington establishment, and remained committed to working within the system. At the other end of the spectrum stood the adherents of Black Power, who increasingly viewed America as irredeemable.


Only one leader retained credibility with both camps: Martin Luther King. Wilkins and Young had criticized King for his antiwar activity, but they nonetheless admired his devotion to nonviolence and his efforts for civil rights legislation. Black Power proponents thought King’s persistent belief in nonviolence was absurd, as was his willingness to work within America’s political system. But with King’s scathing critique of the Vietnam War, and with his campaign for the poor, he was regaining the “cautious respect” of radical activists. In his final months, he was attempting to broaden the civil rights insurgency.8


King knew that two worlds existed within black America. He realized that the chasm between them might already be too wide to traverse. But he felt that if anyone was going to try for unity, he had to be that person. In the fall of 1967, he urged African Americans to follow “the militant middle between riots on the one hand and weak and timid supplication for justice on the other hand.” King tried doggedly to heal the rift. “There must be somebody to communicate to the two worlds,” he said early in 1968. He wanted to build a “coalition of conscience,” as he called it, which would draw together Black Power radicals and mainstream civil rights advocates as well as white activists. King was not parting the waters; he was bridging them. Yet because of his death, the prospects for cooperation became even bleaker. The “militant middle” would be no longer viable.9


THE HEAVENS MIGHT Crack explores a wide range of responses to King’s assassination in the hours, days, weeks, and months afterward. Some whites celebrated King’s death, revealing the depths of a hatred that persisted late into the 1960s and well beyond. King’s assassination also propelled African Americans toward militancy and led directly to the nationwide rise of the Black Panthers. Yet many African Americans, as well as liberal whites, continued to revere King even in his last years. After his death, such citizens gathered to express their enduring commitment to an interracial America. They mourned and prayed and marched in cities large and small. King’s death also sparked massive protests on many college campuses. From Duke to Columbia, King’s assassination awakened privileged white students to the ongoing travails of African Americans. In addition, King’s death spurred legislation on Capitol Hill. It surely expedited the passage of the Fair Housing Act. Less well known, it helped to break a multiyear deadlock in the Senate Judiciary Committee on the issue of gun control. The assassination of King, coupled with Robert Kennedy’s two months later, led to the most expansive gun control legislation in American history.


This book offers a new perspective not only on King’s death, but also on several aspects of his life. While Americans tend to think of King in a purely national context, he stood—throughout his career—as an inspiration for freedom struggles across the world. In Africa and Asia, and on both sides of the Cold War, global citizens fashioned King into a hero for their causes. His death only amplified that dynamic. Once he was gone, they continued to shape King to fit their particular circumstances and enlisted his legacy in their own struggles.


After King’s death, mourners took to the streets in cities across the world. King’s murder also inspired a copycat assassination attempt in West Berlin, which intensified student rebellions throughout Germany. In Britain, King’s assassination worked to accelerate the passage of civil rights legislation. But the urban riots in America reverberated across the Atlantic; they helped to strengthen racial prejudices and to spur a wave of anti-immigrant activity in the United Kingdom. Before 1968, King often found a sanctuary overseas where he could escape the growing hatred at home. But King’s death ultimately helped to create a more hostile world, unleashing forces that turned some of those havens into places of enmity.10


This book also highlights King’s connection to his most loyal followers: ordinary African Americans. Mainstream American leaders denounced King’s antiwar speeches and his Poor People’s Campaign. Critics claimed that King—because of his international fame, his interest in foreign policy, his espousal of democratic socialism, or his unyielding commitment to nonviolence—had lost touch with the common folk. In reality, black workers wrapped King in a loving embrace. And in the wake of King’s death, many African Americans emphasized that link with their fallen leader.


The Heavens Might Crack concludes with the story of how the American public ultimately shaped King into a saint. By the end of the twentieth century, King had become a hero for all seasons. In the popular mind today, he remains an unthreatening figure who supposedly transcended race. King stands beyond reproach. White children are taught to identify with him. He is lionized and sanctified. We forget the deep hatred he attracted, right up to the end of his life. Many white Americans loathed King, not only in the South but across the country. They perceived him as a rabble-rouser and an agitator; some rejoiced in his death. Even among African Americans, King inspired skepticism and frustration as much as awe and adulation. Many African Americans viewed his messages of nonviolence and interracialism as no longer relevant. In the spring of 1968, King was by turns idolized and despised. And there were millions of Americans in between the two poles: their disposition toward King was far more complex, and more ambivalent, than we now realize.


King’s funeral, and the accompanying tributes to him, started a longer process of canonization. How so many Americans got from loathing to loving is less a tale of diminishing racism, and more about the ways King’s legacy has been sculpted and scrubbed.


In the end, The Heavens Might Crack shows how King’s death impacted America’s broader racial history. It made the struggle toward a multiracial America that much more difficult, dashing dreams for harmony both within the black freedom struggle and between whites and blacks.


This book is less about King than his impact on others. The moment of King’s death is so revealing because it crystallized his influence on Americans as well as others throughout the world. Citizens’ differing perceptions of him, and their understandings of what his life and career meant, burst into public view.


KING’S DEATH HELPED to make 1968 a traumatic year for America and the world—a year of barricades and bullets. His assassination occurred not just within the American context of the 1968 presidential election, the Poor People’s Campaign, the sanitation strike, and the growing antiwar movement, but also in a context of global revolution. Upon hearing the news of King’s death, many struggled to make sense of the event and feared the world that it augured. They could not yet fully see, though many could already anticipate, the tumult that awaited.


At the end of January, North Vietnamese forces waged a bold attack on American strongholds. The Tet Offensive shocked the American public and swelled the ranks of the antiwar movement. In Orangeburg, South Carolina, in February, police officers fired on a crowd of unarmed black students who were protesting segregation at a bowling alley. The “Orangeburg Massacre” stole the lives of three students from South Carolina State University. On April 23, two weeks after King’s funeral, students at Columbia University seized campus buildings for several days and were then bloodied by police officers. In June, at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles, an assassin’s bullet struck down Robert Kennedy. Then in August, chaos engulfed the Democratic National Convention in Chicago. Antiwar protesters gathered in Grant Park as delegates assembled inside the Hilton. Chicago police officers brutalized the protesters while the victims chanted, “The Whole World Is Watching!” The following month, feminists staged a dramatic demonstration outside the Miss America pageant in Atlantic City. Throughout the summer and fall, Black Panther chapters formed in cities across the country. Amid the unrest and protests, the blood and the tear gas, many believed that a new social order stood within reach.


Young people took to the streets throughout the world. Early in 1968, Czechs reveled in the Prague Spring. They celebrated their political and cultural freedom for several months before the Soviet military invaded and reasserted control. In May, millions of French workers and students organized a wave of protests that paralyzed the nation and captured the world’s imagination. Students staged rebellions at Tokyo University and the London School of Economics, the University of Madrid and the Free University of Berlin. They protested world events like the Vietnam War as well as campus issues and government policies in their own countries. In Mexico City, some 300,000 people marched to the Zocalo in August. Two months later, in Tlatelolco Plaza, riot police massacred student demonstrators. On every continent, the spirit of revolution filled the air.11


It was a year of so many world-historical crises, one after the other, that it can be difficult to isolate any single event and assign to it a causal power. King’s assassination was a powerful ingredient in the overall mix. It is hard to overstate what he meant, not only to African Americans but also to young activists around the world. King’s death seemed to show what fate would befall those who dared to commit themselves to social change. And if one who worked nonviolently had met a gruesome death, what would become of peaceful avenues for change? Once King had taken his leave from the world, revolution looked ever more attractive to those who remained.


FROM THE VANTAGE point of April 1968, one sees more clearly how death dogged King, hovered over him, marked and marred his waking moments. He sensed that somewhere along the journey for racial equality, he would sacrifice his own life. Hours before King’s death, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) aired an interview in which King told the BBC’s Gerald Priestland, “I live every day under the threat of death, and I have no illusions about it.” During the interview, which was recorded in December 1967, Priestland asked King whether he had “moments of apprehension that you may meet a violent death?” King replied:




I don’t have any apprehension about it, I’m very realistic about it and, I guess, philosophical.… And if something happens to me, physically or if I come to a violent end, I will go on with the faith that unmerited suffering is redemptive. And I don’t think the important thing really is how long you live, but how well you live. And I’m not concerned about my longevity or the quantity of my life, but the quality of my life… I want to remain busy, trying to do a good job for humanity and for my race and for the human race and for my children and for God.





That sensibility was crucial to King’s leadership, fortifying him through sacrifice and struggle.12


From the early days of the Montgomery bus boycott to the eve of his assassination, King regularly confronted the prospect of his own death. In January 1956, his Montgomery home was bombed with his wife and child inside. Two years later, a deranged black woman stabbed him in a Harlem department store. The letter opener she wielded was lodged just centimeters from King’s heart, his life preserved by a team of surgeons at Harlem Hospital. King spent many nights in the jails of the Deep South, and endured countless death threats. In response to a threat he received in St. Augustine, Florida, in 1964, King said, “If physical death is the price that I must pay to free my white brothers and sisters from a permanent death of the spirit, then nothing can be more redemptive.” Over the years, he had been violently attacked by many of those “white brothers and sisters,” from a white supremacist who punched him in an Alabama hotel to rock-throwing hordes in a Chicago park. The FBI urged King to take his own life. King ultimately learned to make peace with the possibility of his death. He was not unafraid, but undeterred. From those encounters with his own mortality, he derived a unique strength.13


In a sermon on February 4, 1968, exactly two months before his death, King confided in his Atlanta congregation: “Every now and then I think about my own death and I think about my own funeral.” He issued specific instructions to the worshippers at Ebenezer Baptist Church. He hoped the eulogist would highlight his service. “I’d like somebody to mention that Martin Luther King, Jr., tried to give his life serving others.… I want you to be able to say that day that I did try to feed the hungry. And I want you to be able to say that I did try in my life to clothe those who were naked.” Above all, “I tried to love and serve humanity.” If the world would allow him that much, then “all of the other shallow things will not matter.… I just want to leave a committed life behind.” This speech was eventually replayed during King’s funeral.14


King’s repeated brushes with violence forced him to anticipate and even accept his own death; it was a price he had agreed to pay. He lived with that truth each day, as did his family. For those closest to him, one part of loving King was knowing they would lose him. That anticipation of loss, and the feeling of danger, was ever present.


For every badge of mainstream success King collected—the hundreds of honorary degrees and magazine covers, the meetings in the White House, the Nobel Peace Prize—he received an equal measure of scorn and revulsion. Yet he did not identify as an outcast. More precisely, he stood at odds with the way of things. King was unable to rest while suffering existed anywhere, a trait that lay at the heart of his genius. “Some people thought he was crazy,” reflected Vincent Harding, a former associate of King’s and a civil rights scholar. “King did not accept conventional wisdom, conventional patriotism. But maybe the ‘mad’ men and women have something to tell us.” This was why King terrified so many segregationists and racial conservatives. He refused to accept things as they were. Fully realizing the perils of this pursuit, he pressed on.15
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LOSING KING


IN THE LAST year of his life, King faced persistent questions about his effectiveness, his relevance, and his stature as a national leader. Because King had stridently denounced the Vietnam War early in 1967, many political leaders and journalists turned against him—including President Lyndon Johnson and even some of King’s allies in the civil rights movement. And as he continued to trumpet nonviolence and interracialism amid the rise of Black Power, his star faded among younger African Americans. David Levering Lewis, one of King’s first biographers, explains, “The verdict was that Martin was finished.” The conventional wisdom portrayed King as a leader without a constituency. Yet that analysis underestimated the power and endurance of King’s connection with ordinary African Americans. Only after his death did it become clear just how much he had meant to them. For so many black people, the feeling of loss was both personal and profound.1


The Poor People’s Campaign was King’s last gambit, and his most explicit attempt to take up the cause of impoverished Americans. As he planned it, participants from all corners of the nation would march on Washington in the spring of 1968, exposing the depths of poverty in America. They would disrupt everyday life in the capital, jar the nation’s conscience, and push the federal government into action. Elected officials bristled at King’s ideas for this final crusade, and criticized him further. He became even more alienated from the powerful in Washington and from many mainstream white Americans. King understood that to attack poverty in this way was to challenge capitalism itself. “For years, I labored with the idea of reforming the existing institutions of the society,” he told journalist David Halberstam in 1967. “Now I feel quite differently. I think you’ve got to have a reconstruction of the entire society, a revolution of values.” The Poor People’s Campaign represented one struggle in this larger revolution.2


King’s assault on economic inequality led him to Memphis in March 1968. The striking sanitation workers had asked the city of Memphis to recognize their union, and to allow them to implement a dues-checkoff system. Mayor Henry Loeb refused to negotiate, and maintained that the strike was illegal. The white community rallied behind Loeb. The strikers were weathered old black men who for their adult lives had hauled garbage cans through heat and humidity and rain. They worked for low wages with virtually no benefits. They were peaceful, church-going folk. Few of them advocated Black Power. And the issue they were highlighting—poverty—had become King’s foremost priority. These were King’s people. The strikers seemed to galvanize King with a kind of energy he had not felt since Selma. On March 18, King spoke at Mason Temple before a crowd of 25,000, a larger indoor audience than any he had previously encountered in the South. He returned to Memphis on March 28 and led a march through downtown. Some of the demonstrators behind King turned violent. They broke store windows and scuffled with the police. Chaos took hold of the streets. King was whisked to the Holiday Inn Rivermont, a new white-owned hotel.3


King endured caustic criticism—for the violence at the march, for his larger Poor People’s Campaign, and even for his choice of hotel. King’s critics claimed he was finished as a nonviolent leader. In response, he reassessed everything. He returned to Memphis on April 3, and this time he chose the Lorraine Motel instead. It was shabbier than the Rivermont and patronized exclusively by African Americans. As King committed himself more fully to the workers’ cause in Memphis, he was “relearning, what had made him great,” wrote the scholar and journalist Garry Wills, “learning what motels to stay at; what style to use; what were his roots.” Through the Poor People’s Campaign, King had been identifying with America’s dispossessed. And in Memphis, he could get back in touch with his own identity as a black southerner. “He did not so much climb to the mountaintop there as go back down into the valley of his birth.” When King lowered himself into that world of trash and toil, he rediscovered the deep connection he shared with his people. Through the strike and after King’s death, black workers would emphasize that relationship with their slain hero.4
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Martin Luther King Jr. arrived in Memphis on April 3 with other members of the SCLC: Andrew Young, Ralph Abernathy, and Bernard Lee.


Preservation and Special Collections Department, University Libraries, University of Memphis


ANDREW YOUNG, THE executive director of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC)—a civil rights organization led by King—spent the day of April 4 in federal court in Memphis. Young was trying to persuade the court to legalize a march planned for April 8; the city of Memphis had obtained a restraining order against the march. After spending the day on the witness stand, Young returned to the Lorraine Motel and walked into room 201, where the other preachers convened a “general bull session” that devolved into a pillow fight. Martin Luther King wrestled Young onto the bed and started beating him with a pillow. “He was like a big kid,” Young remembered. King was perturbed that Young had not kept him updated on the events at the courthouse. “He was just standing on the bed swinging the pillow at me,” Young recalled. “I’m trying to duck with him saying, ‘You have to let me know what’s going on.’… Finally I snatched the pillow and… people just started throwing pillows and piling on top of everybody, and laughing.” As the preachers indulged in a grand pillow fight, the tension of the past months seemed to lift.5


The night before, King had delivered an extraordinary speech at Mason Temple. A storm produced claps of thunder that rattled the church’s windows and bolts of lightning that illuminated the Memphis sky. Despite tornado warnings, 3,000 people turned out at the church. James Lawson, a Memphis minister and a leader of the sanitation strike, remembered this as “a rare moment, with the rain on the outside and the feeling of intense humanity on the inside.” Lawson recalled “a great feeling of oneness… a great enthusiastic spirit, a great warmth. And I remember sort of basking in that feeling.” Rev. Billy Kyles recollected, “The magnetism that was in that temple that night is really indescribable.” From King’s first words, the crowd was with him, urging him on with rollicking applause and a spirited call-and-response. Amid the howling wind and the thunderclaps, King reflected on the urgency of the struggle in Memphis and on his own mortality. He recounted his experience in Harlem in 1958, when he was stabbed at a book-signing. The doctors later told him that if he had so much as sneezed, the blade would have severed his aorta. King received mail from well-wishers, among them a ninth-grader at White Plains High School who wrote, “I’m so happy that you didn’t sneeze.” King told the Memphis crowd that he would have missed so much: the student sit-ins, the Albany Movement, the mass demonstrations in Birmingham, and the Selma-to-Montgomery march. And he “wouldn’t have been in Memphis to see a community rally around those brothers and sisters who are suffering. I’m so happy that I didn’t sneeze.”6


During the last year of his life, King thought even more about his death. Coretta Scott King recalled, “Throughout 1967, and during the planning of the Poor People’s Campaign early in 1968, we had, beyond everything, a sense of fate closing in.” King had been living with the taste of death in his mouth for more than a decade, but the early months of 1968 felt different. As King continued to passionately oppose the Vietnam War, the criticism he attracted seemed ever more vicious, the death threats more numerous. A depression was enveloping him. “Around this period there was an even greater kind of anxiety,” remembered Bernard Lafayette, the national field coordinator for the SCLC. “This was abnormal, the heavy climate and volume of threats.” King knew there would be more attempts on his life, as scholar and journalist Lerone Bennett Jr. wrote in Ebony, and “he knew that someday somebody would succeed.” In February, he had spoken of this to his own congregation at Ebenezer Baptist. Now, in Memphis’s Mason Temple, he took the audience into his confidence.7


The “Amens” and “Yesses” willed King toward his peroration. “Like anybody, I would like to live a long life,” King admitted. His voice soared as his eyes teared. “Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And he’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over. And I have seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight that we as a people will get to the promised land.” The audience stood on the verge of eruption. One man shouted, “Go ahead, go ahead!” And King went ahead. “So I’m happy tonight. I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord!” King turned and collapsed into his seat, almost in a controlled fall, having pushed his way through the open arms and outstretched hands of his associates. He was exhilarated and exhausted. The crowd had lifted him to one of the great oratorical peaks in a career filled with such crescendos. “It was an ecstatic moment,” recalled Andrew Young. “The crowd had brought him back to life.”8


On the morning of April 4, while Young toiled in court, King had a long and rejuvenating sleep. He and his confidant Ralph Abernathy shared a late lunch in room 306 at the motel. Then they sauntered downstairs to join their brethren. Young arrived at five o’clock and was pressed into the pillow fight. King finally extricated himself and announced, “Let’s go.” It was time for the men—Young, Abernathy, Bernard Lee, and Martin’s brother A. D. King among them—to decamp to the home of Rev. Billy Kyles before that night’s mass meeting. Gwen Kyles was preparing the mother of all soul-food feasts. It was to be a meal of excess. For the peripatetic SCLC preachers, a home-cooked meal was a special treat, Gwen Kyles noted. “The staff and Dr. King, they were ready to relax a little bit, and wanted some soul food.” She had called in the best cooks from her church, and they cut no corners. “We just had everything that we thought they might want.” The menu held copious delights: roast beef and ham, chitlins and sweet potatoes, corn muffins, cornbread and hot rolls, macaroni and cheese, spaghetti, greens, several types of salads, cakes and pies and ice cream. “It was an honor,” said Kyles, “and it was perfect.” The cooks were excited. The preachers were giddy.9


King returned to his room to get dressed for the evening. Andrew Young and James Orange shadowboxed in the parking lot below. Minutes before six o’clock, King walked out to the balcony and leaned over the railing to speak with the musician Ben Branch. He asked Branch to play “Precious Lord” at the mass meeting later that evening. King said, “I want you to play it real pretty.” And King asked his friends, “You think I need a coat?” They answered that he ought to go back inside and put on an overcoat, as it was chilly and he was getting over a cold. King said, “Okay, I will.” Then an awful sound pierced the Memphis night. “It sounded like a firecracker,” Young recalled. “And I looked up and didn’t see him.”10


An ambulance took King to St. Joseph’s Hospital. Police officers swarmed the area, with King’s aides close behind. “The waiting room was like walking into Grand Central Station,” Dr. Frederick Gioia remembered. Gioia rushed to the emergency room. The surgeons could not save King, and pronounced him dead at seven o’clock central time. Ralph Abernathy and Bernard Lee accompanied King’s body to the morgue, and then to the funeral home: R.S. Lewis and Sons. The morticians worked until morning to reset King’s jawbone, build it up with plaster, and embalm the body. They listened to replays of King’s speeches on the radio. As King’s voice boomed from the speakers of the funeral home, his body lay lifeless.11


Coretta Scott King, at the family’s home in Atlanta, had spent the afternoon shopping for Easter clothes with her daughter Yolanda. Shortly after she returned home, the phone rang. Jesse Jackson, a young SCLC leader, told her Martin had been shot, but was still alive and at the hospital. It was “the call I seemed subconsciously to have been waiting for all our lives,” Coretta explained. She contacted Dora McDonald, Martin’s executive secretary, and asked her to come over. That was at 7:20 eastern time, and Coretta planned to take the 8:25 flight to Memphis. She flipped on the television, but turned down the volume when her children realized what had occurred. She told the children that their father had been shot, and that she was heading to Memphis. Then Ivan Allen Jr., the mayor of Atlanta, called Coretta to offer his help. Allen told Coretta he would send over a police officer, and he would head to the King home himself.12


Mayor Allen first learned King had been shot the same way many Americans found out: he was at home watching television with his wife. “I suppose millions of others all over the world had the same feeling of shock and anger at that same second,” he recalled. After Allen hung up the phone, he and his wife Louise hurried into their car and raced toward the King home. A police car was already waiting with Coretta in the front seat. Coretta had spoken with Martin’s mother and kissed her own children goodbye. Ivan Allen jumped into another police car, and Louise Allen followed in their Chevrolet. The caravan set off for the airport as Allen radioed to Eastern Air Lines with orders to hold the plane. Allen and King dashed through the terminal, and as they approached the gate, Dora McDonald came walking quickly toward them. She pulled Coretta into the entrance of the ladies’ lounge for some privacy. Meanwhile, Allen was directed to a telephone where an Eastern Air Lines official in Memphis informed him that Martin Luther King had died. Allen walked toward the ladies’ lounge. When the women emerged from the lounge, he said to Coretta, “Mrs. King, I have to inform you that Dr. King is dead.” Coretta recalled the moment: “Of course I already knew. But it had not yet been said. I had been trying to prepare myself to hear that final word, to think and accept it.” They all stood there and wept. Coretta wanted to get back home to her children. The plane to Memphis took off without her.13


Allen sat in the Kings’ living room with some friends of the family, watching Lyndon Johnson’s televised address to the nation. Coretta retired to her bedroom and turned on the television. She watched newscasts that were spliced with her husband’s speeches. Her daughter Yolanda sat on the floor, her hair in curlers. Coretta’s friend Xernona Clayton stayed with her for much of the night. Coretta “was glued to the television set,” Clayton remembered, “eager for every detail. She got annoyed if people obstructed her view. She seemed to gain new strength from knowledge. It helped her to understand. After the doctor called and described the wound to her, she related it to me, enthusiastic about being knowledgeable.” She grasped for any piece of information that might make the catastrophe more comprehensible.14
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King’s wake was held at R.S. Lewis and Sons Funeral Home in Memphis.
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Back in Memphis, R.S. Lewis and Sons opened its doors for the wake at eight o’clock in the morning on Friday, April 5. Several hundred people circulated through the tiny, lavender-encased chapel. Day laborers, maids, and secretaries came dressed for work; teenagers arrived in blue jeans; families brought their children. Only a “pitiful handful of whites” showed up, wrote journalist Joan Turner Beifuss. Young men removed their hats. Several women approached King’s body and snapped photos with their Polaroids, stooping to touch the body or to kiss King on the cheek. Others remained silent and composed, holding their sobs until they stepped out of the chapel. Groups of people milled about outside, mostly sad and stunned and cordial. But there were whiffs of anger in the air. One woman walked out the front door and said to everyone within earshot, “I wish it was [Mayor] Henry Loeb lying there.” Like many blacks in Memphis, she blamed Mayor Loeb for King’s death. Ralph Abernathy led an impromptu service, then the bronze casket was closed.15
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King’s coffin was loaded into an airplane at the Memphis airport, headed for Atlanta. Coretta Scott King waited inside the plane.
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A twenty-car procession set off for the Memphis airport, where Coretta Scott King had just landed. She stayed in the airplane as SCLC staff members boarded and King’s body was loaded in. National Guardsmen wielded bayonets and menaced a small crowd of onlookers. The group of African Americans huddled on the tarmac and sang “We Shall Overcome.” Shortly before eleven in the morning, the plane revved its engines and took off, bound for Atlanta.16


THE SANITATION WORKERS held a meeting at the United Rubber Workers Union Hall on the afternoon of April 5. Through songs and sobs, they vowed to press on with their struggle. Fourteen different speakers regaled them—union leaders, ministers, and civil rights activists. The SCLC’s James Bevel was the final speaker. Bevel experimented with a phrase he had been using for the past year: “on the case.” He had previously employed it to describe musicians who were perfectly in sync, and the SCLC came to apply it to the black struggle. “Dr. King died on the case,” Bevel told the crowd. “Anyone who does not help forward the sanitation workers’ strike is not on the case. You getting me?” His audience was indeed getting him, as Garry Wills reported from his seat in the union hall. They realized that King had known their oppression and had sympathized with their plight; they recognized King as their champion and their hero. Then Bevel pivoted, invoking a higher leader. “There’s a false rumor around that our leader is dead,” Bevel continued. But “our leader is not dead.” The crowd had heard variations on this theme from the thirteen prior orators. They well knew that King’s spirit lived on. Yet Bevel had in mind a figure even more venerated. “Martin Luther King is not our leader!” The crowd wanted to stay with him, but they didn’t know quite what he meant. Did he mean Ralph Abernathy was their leader? Not exactly. “Our leader is the man who led Moses out of Israel.” The crowd rose as one. They yelled, “That’s the man!” Bevel elaborated. “Our leader is the man who walked out of the grave on Easter morning. Our leader never sleeps nor slumbers. He cannot be put in jail.… Our leader is still on the case.” The crowd hollered, “That’s it! On the case!” Bevel mixed the holy with the profane, the heavenly with the hardened. By his lights, the garbage workers’ cause was not only right and just; it was blessed and divine.17


On that morning of April 5, a federal judge in Memphis legalized the march that was planned for Monday, April 8. Originally, King was to stand at the helm. Now the march would become a memorial to him.18


King’s body remained in motion. After Coretta Scott King’s aircraft touched down in Atlanta, a black Cadillac carried the casket to Hanley’s Funeral Home. Fifty cars followed behind. African Americans congregated along the sidewalks throughout the city. On Auburn Avenue, some flew flags upside down—a sign of distress. King’s body was then ferried from the funeral home to Ebenezer Baptist Church. A memorial service began at seven thirty on the evening of April 5. The church stayed open all night as a steady stream of mourners offered silent tribute. On Saturday, April 6, King’s body was transported to Sisters Chapel at Spelman College, where it would lie in state until Monday. Coretta Scott King held a press conference shortly before she appeared at Spelman. “He knew that at any moment his physical life could be cut short,” she remarked, “and we faced this possibility squarely and honestly. He knew that this was a sick society, totally infested with racism and violence that questioned his integrity, maligned his motives, and distorted his views, which would ultimately lead to his death.” She highlighted one part of her late husband’s legacy: his devotion to the impoverished and the dispossessed. “He gave his life for the poor of the world, the garbage workers of Memphis and the peasants of Vietnam.” By the middle of the afternoon, 1,000 people had converged upon the Spelman campus. The hearse arrived at 5:40, when Harry Belafonte—the famous calypso singer, civil rights activist, and friend of the King family—escorted Coretta Scott King into the chapel for a private prayer service. An hour later, a shaken Coretta emerged from the chapel as the restless crowd pushed toward the door. Coretta later recalled, “For so long, Martin had been in the heart and soul of the masses. Now they wanted their time with him.” They entered, quietly and humbly, to view King’s body, outfitted in a black suit with a gold tie. By the time darkness engulfed Spelman, the line stretched far across its blooming campus.19


Even in the heyday of Black Power, many African Americans still held King in high esteem. Early in 1968, a poll was conducted among blacks in fifteen cities. Fully 72 percent approved of King; only 5 percent disapproved. By contrast, just 14 percent approved of Stokely Carmichael while 35 percent disapproved. According to an additional poll, some 90 percent of African Americans judged that King had the “best approach” to racial change and said they trusted him more than any other black leader. Even at King’s lowest point, he remained their prince.20


Polling data seemed an antiseptic way of measuring a relationship—between King and the people—that was emotional and even spiritual at heart. In the heat of the black church, in the rhythm of call-and-response, through the endless marches and the long nights in jail, they were with him. They had propelled him to lofty heights. In turn, he spoke for them eloquently; he fought for them valiantly; and finally he sacrificed his life for them.


Few felt this attachment more deeply than the sanitation workers. Clinton Burrows remembered the moment in March 1968 when he heard that King would be coming to Memphis. “It was just like Jesus was coming into my life… I was full of joy and determination. Wherever Dr. King was, I wanted to be there.” Black youths testified to similar feelings. After the assassination, a teacher at Memphis’s Porter Junior High School directed her students to write essays about King. Of the fifty-two students in Ann Benson’s Home Economics classes, virtually every one of them wrote in worshipful tones. Many referred to King as a member of their family. Mary Mayhue called him “The Black Prince of Peace.” Older students agreed. Sherry Echols, an eighteen-year-old at Hamilton High School, regarded King as “a right hand of God.” She recounted the scene in her church on Palm Sunday, April 7, when the congregation was overcome with grief. A sanitation worker named George Houston “prayed like he never prayed in his life.… Everyone in church began to cry and shout.” The service had the solemnity of a funeral with the emotion of a revival meeting. As James Lawson explained, “There was a great realization… that Martin had died on behalf of all of us.” This was neither a fanciful theory nor an overstatement. It was a hard truth: King had given his life for their cause.21


THE NATION’S EYES turned back to Memphis on Monday, April 8, the day of the memorial march. The city was awhirl with buses and airplanes and people. James Lawson instructed the marchers to walk in complete silence. He also conveyed a warning: “Each of you is on trial today.” Millions of Americans would watch them on television, and they would attract the gaze of the world. Lawson counseled the marchers: “March with your head high—with pride.” And they did. They marched “proudly and reverently,” as Myra Dreifus remembered. They walked eight abreast, arms locked, without so much as a chant or a song—let alone a cigarette or a stick of chewing gum. They marched in suits or work shirts, sunglasses or mourning veils, high heels or mud-caked work boots. Tens of thousands of feet pounded out a silent tribute to the man whose own words had echoed so loud.22


People started gathering at Clayborn Temple before eight o’clock in the morning, though the march was not scheduled to begin until eleven. Coretta Scott King’s plane from Atlanta was delayed because of fog, so the procession began without her at eleven fifteen. Two huge trailers were placed on either side of Hernando Street to form a funnel, allowing only eight people to pass through at a time. The marchers walked from Hernando Street to Linden Avenue, down Beale Street and onto Main Street, finally striding into City Hall Plaza. When the first line of marchers reached the intersection of Beale and Main, word arrived that Coretta was en route from the airport. The marchers paused for twenty minutes. Coretta made her way to the head of the march just before noon, flanked by her three older children. Joining them on the front line were Ralph Abernathy, Andrew Young, and Harry Belafonte. Memphis’s police chief walked alongside Coretta, watching anxiously for snipers. National Guardsmen lined the route, clutching rifles and bayonets. White spectators flung racist comments and issued death threats, reserving their most hateful vitriol for the white marchers. Overall, the march was a tremendous show of unity, and of nonviolence. While other cities exploded in violence, tens of thousands gathered in Memphis—tense and reeling Memphis—to honor King’s memory in a public display of peace. Leaders distributed three different signs. One was the slogan of the sanitation workers, in its brusque elegance: “I AM A MAN.” Another said, “UNION JUSTICE NOW!” A third sign read, “HONOR KING: END RACISM!” This message was aspirational and even fantastical. But to judge by the sincere determination on the faces of the marchers, they seemed to believe that this utopian goal stood within reach.23
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Tens of thousands marched in Memphis on April 8. They walked silently, and peacefully, in honor of King and in support of the striking sanitation workers.


Preservation and Special Collections Department, University Libraries, University of Memphis


Speeches began in City Hall Plaza before even half of the marchers had arrived. An hour later, they were still streaming in, eight at a time. The police claimed 19,000 people had marched, but that seemed a low estimate. Bayard Rustin, the march’s logistical organizer, counted 42,000; an NBC News broadcast estimated 35,000. If these many thousands marched with pride and reverence, some of them also marched in fear. To recall King’s assassination is to recall a moment of collective fright. Memphis simmered with enmity while other cities were already burning. Ted Hoover, an Episcopal chaplain, left his will in his secretary’s hands before he headed to Clayborn Temple for the march. The city of Memphis initially secured an injunction on the grounds that the marchers themselves would resort to violence. But for the African Americans who marched—and they constituted a vast majority—the National Guardsmen were a source of fear. The National Guard had been patrolling Memphis’s black neighborhoods for more than a week, acting with open hostility. Most generally, a great unknown loomed over the event: how many more white supremacists were out there, armed with rifles and lying in wait?24


Actor Ossie Davis opened the proceedings in City Hall Plaza. Three years prior, Davis had delivered the eulogy for Malcolm X. On this day, he declared that the “seed” of Martin Luther King’s love “has already taken root in our hearts.” He promised to continue King’s nonviolent struggle. For the next three hours, a bevy of speakers would make the same pledge. The speeches were a mixture of rousing religious sermons, somber eulogies, and defiant calls for labor justice.25


Harry Belafonte spoke about the long legacy of white violence and the endurance of racism. He spoke with anger. Yet he tried his best to channel King, and to hold out hope for white Americans. Perhaps “the white man will be able to come to his senses.… Perhaps, after this, we might be able to appeal to his soul because that’s all that’s left.” After Belafonte’s scathing message, a local minister led the throng in a rendition of the African American spiritual “Guide My Feet.” The thousands raised their voices: “Lord guide my feet, while I run this race / Lord hold my hand, while I run this race.” They moved Coretta Scott King to tears.26


She was the person whom so many marchers had come to hear. “I came today because I was impelled to come,” King allowed. SCLC leaders had wanted to write her speech, but she refused. While on the plane, she jotted down some notes, just in case she felt overwhelmed by the moment. But once on the speakers’ platform, which rose high up above the doors of city hall, she barely glanced at her notes. She emphasized the global fight against poverty. “We’re concerned not only about the Negro poor, but about the poor all over America and all over the world.” The audience responded with deafening applause. Television cameras captured some of the faces in the crowd—youthful faces with earnest and focused expressions. Coretta reflected on her husband’s life and death. “He often said that unearned suffering is redemptive. And if you give your life to a cause in which you believe, and which is right and just… then your life could not have been lived in a more redemptive way.” She pleaded with the crowd and with the nation: “How many men must die before we can really have a free and true and peaceful society? How long will it take?” Finally, she reaffirmed her belief that the nation could be transformed “into a society of love, of justice, peace and brotherhood, where all men can really be brothers.” The marchers erupted in another thundering ovation. The peaceful, multiracial crowd itself symbolized that commitment to nonviolent change and brotherhood.27


Shortly after Coretta’s speech, Ralph Jackson delivered a defiant address that brought the crowd to the edge of elation. Jackson, a conservative black minister, had not participated in civil rights activities before the sanitation strike. But on February 23, during a march for the strikers on Main Street, Jackson was maced. In that instant, he morphed into a political crusader. And he embraced his activism with the zeal of a convert. Now, on April 8, Jackson spoke of Memphis as a “racist community” where “the mayor has no interest in black people.” He urged the city’s elected officials to settle the strike, and he advised African Americans to boycott white-owned stores as well as the city’s two daily newspapers. “No new clothes for Easter! No new hats for Easter!” Jackson bellowed the instructions, and the crowd roared back its approval. Many speakers followed, including Rev. Ben Hooks of Memphis, who delivered a marvel of public oratory. Ralph Abernathy added a comparatively lackluster speech, and Walter Reuther, head of the United Auto Workers, contributed a passionate diatribe. Reuther aimed his arrows straight at Henry Loeb. “I say to Mayor Loeb: Even though it may be painful, before this fight of the sanitation workers is over, we’re going to drag you into the twentieth century somehow!” The silent march had given way to a stirring protest rally.28


Bayard Rustin had also organized the March on Washington in August 1963. That march seemed of a different era altogether. King, both Kennedys, and Malcolm X were all still alive at that time. Vietnam seemed a distant and irrelevant land. The chaotic 1960s had not yet arrived. On this day in Memphis in 1968, some observers thought the silent marchers were turning back the clock to the peaceful, interracial struggles of the earlier 1960s. But Rustin hesitated to declare a victory for nonviolence. “I think Dr. King’s death had a polarizing effect. Those who practice violence have in their own minds further justification for using it. Those who believe in nonviolence… have a deeper commitment to achieving democracy and integration.” In this view, King’s death compelled those on each side of the debate to dig in deeper.29


That dynamic certainly applied when it came to the strike itself. The marchers’ cries for union justice, and the speeches that lacerated Mayor Henry Loeb, only incensed many white Memphians. The editors of the Commercial Appeal gave voice to their anger. The editors had no problem with the march’s “peaceful prelude” or with its homage to King. But the more “fiery oratory,” like that of Walter Reuther and Ralph Jackson, struck the editors as “racial agitation” and “demagoguery.” The Commercial Appeal resorted to old-fashioned paternalism: “As we have said for years, our Negro community deserves more attention than it has received.” But the strikers’ demands were an example of “one group working to exert its will over the will of the American majority.” In this twisted logic, the poor and dispossessed garbage workers had become the coercive ones. And the white leaders of Memphis, longtime segregationists and lifelong union-bashers, supposedly stood as the true democrats.30


For many white Memphians, King’s death had done nothing to alter their views on the strike. After King’s assassination, the Jackson Avenue Lions Club sent Henry Loeb a telegram: the club was “standing 100 percent behind you.” Other whites in Memphis launched a letter-writing campaign, assuring Loeb that they continued to support his anti-union stance. Telegrams flooded the mayor’s office and citizens walked the streets to collect signatures on a pro-Loeb petition. In the weeks prior to King’s death, such endeavors seemed only obdurate and small-minded. Now that King had sacrificed his life while assisting the strikers, those actions looked odious and sickening.31


As whites fumed at the calls for labor justice, African Americans in Memphis basked in the glow of the memorial march. Eighteen-year-old Joseph Smith Jr., one of the marchers, walked in honor of the “God-sent prophet of the twentieth century.” At the outset, Smith felt “incomplete, for I had lost something.” But the spirit of the crowd worked on him. “The atmosphere was one. Hope was given to the world.” A feeling of unity permeated the streets. “We all seem to be drawn together now.” That same spirit leaped through the television screen, infecting those who stayed at home. Seventeen-year-old Frankie Gross found himself glued to the television in the days after King’s death. Gross explained that he initially sided with militant black leaders. “I agreed with Stokely Carmichael’s philosophy of burning at first, and wondered why Negroes hadn’t burned down more than they had.” As Gross watched Coretta Scott King appeal for peace, he began to feel differently. “When I saw Mrs. King on television I respected what she had to say. I realized that Martin Luther King’s dream wasn’t of killing and looting, but a dream of life where all races could live together in a world of brotherly love.” The display of nonviolence in downtown Memphis had won over Frankie Gross.32






[image: image]







This photo was taken at the beginning of the march, before Coretta Scott King arrived. The marchers included Bayard Rustin (foreground, left); Jerry Wurf, head of the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (center, in tie and trench coat); local union leader T. O. Jones (to the right of Wurf); and Ralph Jackson (far right).
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Barbara Chandler, also seventeen years old, sat transfixed by the scenes from the “sacred” march. “As I looked at the television I could picture him leading that march.” In her mind’s eye, she saw Martin Luther King next to his wife and children, alongside Ralph Abernathy and Andrew Young, with the tens of thousands trailing behind. In the picture Barbara Chandler conjured, King was leading the march and all was right with the world. “I’ve been told that the dead can look back and see what’s happening. If this is true, Dr. Martin Luther King saw a great sight that Monday, and I know he is happy.”33


WHEN THE SILENT march concluded, the herd of media and celebrities flew to Atlanta for King’s funeral. The union chartered buses for those sanitation workers who wished to bear witness. The workers had only a few hours at home between the end of the silent march and the buses’ departure—time to change, eat dinner, and pack. Each man was told to bring a toothbrush and a change of clothes. It remained unclear whether the buses could accommodate their wives as well.


Union leaders had alerted the Memphis police that workers would be traveling to Clayborn Temple late at night, notwithstanding the citywide curfew. The police stopped some of the workers nonetheless, ordering them out of their cars and forcing the men to explain themselves. Everyone gathered at Clayborn Temple, where three buses eventually arrived. After an hour of head counts and huddles, it became apparent that the buses could fit the workers and their wives—if folding chairs occupied the middle aisles. Author Garry Wills asked whether there was room for him. The workers put it to a vote, and welcomed Wills aboard. Wills later published an article in Esquire, a deeply textured account of how the workers experienced King’s assassination.34


The four-hundred-mile trip would wind through the foreboding terrain of Mississippi and Alabama. After midnight, the buses began to trudge southward and out of Memphis. The workers could see that many whites drove their vehicles unmolested, despite the curfew. In the back of Garry Wills’s bus, one worker started to preach. He had served as a marshal all day long in the silent march. His legs were weary, but his voice needed the exercise. “That Dr. King was for us. He didn’t have to come here.” His fellow passengers played their part. Their responses came “like sleepy respirations,” as Wills put it, “as if the bus’s sides were breathing regularly in and out.” The man in the back announced, “King was one with us.” His comrades agreed: “That he was. That he was.” The other passengers were tired but still willing to engage; it was sufficient encouragement. “You know what Dr. King said? He said not to mention his Nobel Prize when he died.” The others agreed: “That’s what he said.” The man explained, “What matters is that he helped us.” The passengers focused on King’s devotion to them, and the powerful bond between the workers and their leader.35


The buses crossed the state line. “We’re in Mississippi now,” noted a man seated behind Garry Wills. His wife blurted out what everyone else was thinking: “Oh no!” As T. O. Jones, the leader of the local union, told Wills, “This is risky country. And it gets more dangerous as you go down the road.” Well into Mississippi, the caravan stopped for a bathroom break. The buses eased into a parking lot. Two of the three buses were equipped with restrooms, but the folding chairs rendered them useless. So the passengers folded up the chairs and exited. Women lined up in one bus, men in the other. Some of the men wandered toward trees to relieve themselves, but T. O. Jones called them back. He knew that the sight of two hundred black people, in the middle of the night, was more than enough to inflame white Mississippians. He offered, “Well, we’re in Mississippi, and folk tend to get fluster[ed] at—”36


The buses rolled through Mississippi and Alabama, and the dawn light finally revealed Georgia’s red clay. The funeral was scheduled to start at ten thirty. But the buses had not left Memphis until past midnight, and they reached Atlanta after the funeral service had begun. The buses pulled up near the capitol and emptied the tired passengers onto the sidewalk. The workers and their wives did not have time to change their clothes.37


ON THE MORNING of King’s funeral, the rest of the country paused for a moment of silence. Many government offices and schools were closed. Stock exchanges took the day off as well, the first time the New York Stock Exchange closed to honor a private citizen. One hundred twenty million Americans tuned in to watch the service on television.38


People poured into Atlanta. The city “felt like the center of the universe,” recalled Maria Saporta, an Atlantan who was twelve years old at the time. Newsstands at the airport stocked Life’s commemorative King issue, and raised the price from thirty-five cents per copy to one dollar. They quickly sold out of all 100,000 copies. The SCLC put out a frantic call for volunteers to assist with the influx of visitors. Atlanta residents opened up their homes. For many whites, it was the first time they had hosted African Americans. Local churches and schools prepared to receive the fatigued travelers. Krispy Kreme donated 150 dozen doughnuts and Coca-Cola contributed 16,000 bottles of soda. Central Presbyterian Church acted as the de facto headquarters. It provided food, blankets, and sheets, and bused visitors to churches and colleges throughout the city. Rows of army cots dotted classrooms and gymnasiums. It seemed every structure in the city held grieving visitors, a mourner in every bed.39


James Baldwin traveled to Atlanta by himself. He had last seen King when they both appeared at an event at Carnegie Hall earlier in 1968. Baldwin, the celebrated black writer, bought a new dark suit for that occasion. And he wore it again to King’s funeral.


On the morning of Tuesday, April 9, Baldwin left his Atlanta hotel and walked toward Ebenezer Baptist Church. Throngs of people stretched in every direction. Baldwin squeezed his way closer to the church, inch by inch, until an impenetrable wall of humanity finally stopped him in his tracks. The people “were like rows of poppies,” recalled June Dobbs, a lifelong friend of King’s. Outside the church, Baldwin leaned up against a Cadillac carrying football star Jim Brown, but Brown did not see him. Baldwin gesticulated wildly until someone on the church steps recognized him, pushed toward the Cadillac, and “sort of lifted me over.” He followed his escort into the church and found a seat among the 1,000 souls pressed into Ebenezer. The pew in front of him held a lineup of celebrity entertainers: Marlon Brando, Sammy Davis Jr., Eartha Kitt, and Sidney Poitier. Harry Belafonte sat up front, alongside Coretta Scott King. Ralph Abernathy occupied the pulpit. “The atmosphere was black,” Baldwin wrote, “with a tension indescribable—as though something, perhaps the heavens, perhaps the earth, might crack.”40


As the service began, Baldwin tried to keep himself together. “I did not want to weep for Martin, tears seemed futile.” His death was too terrible, the void too deep. “I may also have been afraid, and I could not have been the only one, that if I began to weep I would not be able to stop.”41


Abernathy offered a prayer and read from the Old and New Testaments. Harold DeWolf, King’s professor from Boston University, delivered a short tribute. Then the Ebenezer choir sang one of Martin’s favorite hymns, “Softly and Tenderly,” as well as “Where He Leads Me I Will Follow.” Choir member Mary Gurley delivered a breathtaking performance of “My Heavenly Father Watches Over Me.” Jethro English, a church deacon, had sung in the choir for several decades. English noted, “I sang at his wedding to Coretta—and I sang at his parents’ wedding.” But English had trouble during the funeral. “It was hard to sing. There was so much emotion. But we had an obligation to share.” After the choir finished, Martin’s voice filled the church. Coretta played his speech of February 4, in which King had reflected on his funeral wishes. Finally, the pallbearers carried King’s casket toward the door. Abernathy followed the casket, trancelike, chanting psalms. The crowd filed out behind him. When James Baldwin emerged in the sunlight, he noticed the enormity of the spectacle, which he had failed to appreciate on his way in. He saw that masses of people not only lined both sides of the road, but that they occupied every imaginable space. They stood on every rooftop, baking in the Georgia heat. “Every inch of ground, as far as the eye could see, was black with people, and they stood in silence.” They offered a mute testament to King. “It was the silence that undid me,” Baldwin explained. “I started to cry, and I stumbled.” Sammy Davis Jr. grabbed his arm and steadied him for the march ahead.42


King’s coffin was loaded into a wagon drawn by mules. King had envisioned for the Poor People’s Campaign a similar scene: impoverished citizens would hitch their wagons and set out for Washington. As Bernard Lafayette put it, the wagon “symbolized what he lived for and what he died for.” The mule-drawn wagon brought King down from the plane of Nobel laureates and the rarefied air of angels. It placed him squarely alongside ordinary black laborers. It highlighted his ties with those whose hands had picked cotton, those who still worked with mules across the rural South, those who cleaned the toilets or carried the trash. They were King’s people.43


The idea of the mule-led wagon came from the SCLC’s Hosea Williams. Coretta and the SCLC staff considered many options, but everyone agreed in the end that the wagon was most appropriate. It fit with the specific image of King that Coretta and the SCLC were projecting: of a man in touch with the poor, a leader who toiled for society’s most alienated. Days after King’s death, his closest confidants thus engaged in the shaping of his legacy. Once they decided on a wagon, SCLC members then started to look for the perfect one. “It had to look a certain way,” explained Elizabeth Omilami, the daughter of Hosea Williams. She was seventeen years old at the time, home from boarding school to attend the funeral. “It couldn’t be nice, it had to look rugged.” SCLC staffers searched for a working wagon that fit the bill. They eventually found one at an antique shop in Atlanta’s West End. Ed Peek, a farmer from Clayton County, Georgia, agreed to lend two mules.44


At noon, the great funeral march began with the clop of the hooves on the street. It would snake for four miles, from Ebenezer to Morehouse College. “When the procession would go by,” mayoral intern Sam Williams remembered, “people would get quiet.” Forty years later, the sound stayed with him—silence broken by the rapping of hooves upon pavement. Kennedys and Rockefellers marched together with tens of thousands of anonymous African Americans. As a Newsweek reporter wrote, the funeral procession featured “the powerful and mighty marching along with a gnarled sharecropper wearing his only oversized Sunday suit.” Princes and paupers alike donned their Sunday best. On the front page of the New York Times, Homer Bigart described it as “one of the strangest corteges ever seen in the land.”45


The streets of Atlanta were illuminated in red, white, and black. Blooming red azaleas lined the route as the dogwoods reached their spring peak, painting a bright ivory background behind the march. Of the 150,000 marchers, as many as 140,000 were black. While the funeral demonstrated the powerful link between King and ordinary black people, it also showed the depths of white apathy. The white neighborhoods on the city’s outskirts seemed untouched by the day’s events. In northeast Atlanta, the Lenox Square shopping center buzzed with affluent whites. Though Rich’s department store closed its downtown location for the day, its Lenox Square store welcomed the hordes of Easter shoppers.46


While virtually every white American was touched by John F. Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, these shoppers were among the millions of whites who merely noted King’s death and hoped it would not disrupt their everyday lives. In the weeks after King’s assassination, the Emory Center for Research in Social Change conducted a survey of Atlanta residents. Eighty-three percent of African Americans reported strongly emotional reactions to King’s death. Only 42 percent of whites registered such responses. As the Emory social scientists concluded, “White Atlantans simply did not identify with Dr. King; his death to them was simply an event which would not affect the individual lives of white people.” The researchers asked whether King’s death had affected individuals’ attitudes toward racial problems. Fully 84 percent of whites in Atlanta answered “No.” The audience at the Atlanta Symphony may have gasped at the news of King’s death, but for most white Americans, King’s assassination was not a tragedy to wrestle with—much less an event that would affect their lives or their outlook. It was just another inconvenience to navigate.47


Senator Robert Kennedy came to this conclusion during the march. Kennedy walked with black activist Charles Evers, whose older brother Medgar had also been assassinated in 1963. Few white people participated in the march, or even stood among the thousands of well-wishers who lined the route. Reporter Jimmy Breslin said to Kennedy, “You’d think even a few of them would come out and just look, even for curiosity.” Kennedy replied, “You’d think so.” Breslin inquired, “Then maybe this thing won’t change anything at all?” “Oh,” said Kennedy, “I don’t think this will mean anything.” Kennedy looked at Evers and asked, “Charles, do you think this will mean anything?” Evers said, “Nothing. Didn’t mean nothing when my brother was killed.” Kennedy answered, “I know.” To so many white Americans, King’s death registered as someone else’s horror. It was a wound inflicted upon another people.48


For the African Americans who made the pilgrimage to Atlanta, however, that wound cut deep. One South Carolina man could not quite explain why he had traveled the two hundred miles. “It’s just something I felt I had to do. I don’t know exactly why, other than I had a great respect for King.” He was pulled ineluctably to Atlanta. Laurence Smith Jr. viewed such people as the true heroes of the day. Smith, a graduate student in sociology at the University of Kentucky, was already in Atlanta to attend an academic conference. He both participated in the funeral march and analyzed it. He collected his thoughts and drafted a letter to Ralph McGill, publisher of the Atlanta Constitution. Smith focused not on the elected officials, the movie stars, the famous athletes, or the foreign ambassadors. He wrote about the “real dignitaries,” by whom he meant “the people of little known public identity who stood in silent vigil, who march the 30-odd blocks to Morehouse College, who stood, pressed against one another in… summer temperature, sharing their collective grief.” He described some of these “real dignitaries” in more detail. They were “the high school girls from Detroit who had sacrificed their money, saved to buy an Easter outfit, in order to ride a bus and to be in Atlanta to pay their respects; they were the plumbers from Stamford, Connecticut, the working girls from Chicago, the seminary student from Philadelphia, the unemployed laborer from Biloxi, the soldier home on leave from Vietnam, the off-duty Atlanta cab-driver, the hotel porter from Augusta.” He included on his list a “weeping white policeman from Cleveland” as well as postal workers from Richmond and schoolteachers from Cleveland. “The sacrifices they made to be there was their mutual gift to Dr. King’s memory.” King had toiled for them. In return, they tolerated every mundane inconvenience in order to make sure the streets of Atlanta would be clogged with mourners.49


They sang as they walked. They sang “This Little Light of Mine” and “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” Dizzy Gillespie sang “Freedom.” Eartha Kitt led a portion of the crowd in “We Shall Overcome,” and Aretha Franklin picked up where she left off. The mules trotted onto the Morehouse College campus shortly after two thirty in the afternoon. The classic portico of Harkness Hall served as the speakers’ platform. Benjamin Mays, the former president of Morehouse, took his place at the lectern in a rich crimson robe. Next to Mays sat Andrew Young and then Rosa Parks, wearing a black dress with a black straw hat. She sobbed quietly into her handkerchief. Rows of green-cushioned folding chairs were positioned just beneath the platform. Martin Luther King Sr. sat in the front row, looking “alternately bewildered, perturbed, and proud,” according to a Newsweek reporter. Behind the folding chairs, the vast throng of mourners overflowed the Morehouse quad. They climbed onto tree limbs or stood atop parked cars for a better view. Some fainted from the oppressive heat and the suffocating crowd. At one point, a disoriented older woman wandered into an open area in front of the main platform. Nelson Rockefeller rose and ceded his seat to the woman, a former domestic worker. She sat next to Happy Rockefeller and the two women shared a cup of crushed ice. Nelson Rockefeller retreated to the grass and sat down, legs crossed. Mahalia Jackson took the podium and sang “Precious Lord,” the song King had requested in his last moments. Finally, Benjamin Mays gave the eulogy. Mays and King had forged a pact: whichever man passed away first would have his eulogy delivered by the other. Mays stood thirty-five years older than King. Mays lamented, “I always wanted him to preach mine.” Although King’s family and confidants lived for so long with the prospect of his death, there was a painful awareness that he had died too soon. Cut down at age thirty-nine, he was survived by the president of his alma mater, by his father and mother, and by the gray-haired woman who stumbled into a front-row seat.50


Abernathy closed the service at four fifteen. Jesse Jackson dropped to his knees in front of the coffin, bobbed his head, and wept. Jackson seemed to have released something. Many of the other men remained calm and controlled through the service; now they dissolved in tears as well. The mule train left Morehouse and headed toward South-View Cemetery. African Americans had founded the cemetery in 1886, seeking an alternative to Atlanta’s segregated graveyards. Several lynching victims were buried there, including those who perished in Atlanta’s 1906 race riot. A brief ceremony capped the long day. King was the most recent, and the most famous, among the victims of white violence to be buried in that ground.51


Few of the celebrities or politicians made the trek to South-View Cemetery. Some lacked the stamina for the seemingly interminable day of mourning. More to the point, they lacked the commitment. Many political leaders had recently admonished King and denounced the Poor People’s Campaign. After the assassination, they suddenly turned around and offered mealy-mouthed encomiums to King. As the liberal southerner Pat Watters wrote in The Nation, “the outpouring of grief and guilt and bathos after the assassination, coming from such an officialdom, a press, a society… had to be called obscene.”52


Jesse Jackson felt a similar disgust. He was incensed by the sight of 150,000 mourners in Atlanta. He wondered where they had been in the past weeks, months, and years. “There was a total outpouring of people. My anger was, in part, because—how many people had been with us April 3, fighting for the garbage workers, the Poor People’s Campaign?” To avoid the strike in Memphis, and then just to show up in Atlanta, was an easy salve. “It’s cheap grace to admire a sacrificial person. There were many who admired him but few who followed him.” The elected officials who attended the funeral had engaged in “politically inspired commiseration,” wrote David Levering Lewis in his 1970 biography of King. They had lambasted King for his stance on Vietnam and whipped up revulsion toward him. Their denunciations had “fostered, condoned, or finessed the rising opposition to Martin’s activities during the past three or more years.” On this day, with their hypocrisy barely disguised, they sought photo opportunities under the boiling Georgia sun.53


Only one senator or congressman from the South attended the funeral: Georgia’s Fletcher Thompson. The other southern politicians knew how deeply their constituents loathed King, and realized that their own presence at the funeral could become a political liability. (Indeed, Thompson’s constituents assailed him.) A few of them expressed “polite statements of regret” about King’s assassination, as Ralph McGill reported. But they were “privately relieved that Dr. King was no longer alive.” King had long stuck as a thorn in their sides. He confronted, challenged, and discomfited those in power.54


Now his voice was stilled.


PRESIDENT LYNDON JOHNSON declined to attend the funeral.


Lady Bird Johnson described the moment when the Johnsons learned of King’s assassination as “one of those frozen moments, as though the bomb had fallen on us.” President Johnson immediately called Coretta Scott King to express his remorse. Then he appeared on television and told the nation, “I am sure that every American of goodwill joins me in mourning the death of this outstanding leader.” In his statement, Johnson said more about the need for peace than about the loss of King. His chief aim was to deter Americans from rioting. Although Johnson praised King as an “outstanding leader,” the two men were no longer on speaking terms. They had worked together closely in the past—particularly on the 1964 Civil Rights Act and 1965 Voting Rights Act—but that seemed long ago. By 1968, Johnson disdained King’s antiwar position and expressed anger at the prospect of the Poor People’s Campaign. Some of Johnson’s aides despised King, while J. Edgar Hoover continued to bombard the president with anti-King slander. Johnson was not mourning the passing of an ally.55


Johnson attended a memorial service for King at the National Cathedral on April 6. He designated April 7, Palm Sunday, as a national day of mourning. As the funeral approached, Ralph Abernathy claimed to have received word that Johnson was planning to attend. On April 8, during the televised broadcast of the Memphis silent march, CBS’s Douglas Kiker reported, “There is some talk that President Johnson might go to Atlanta for the services. We understand from the White House that the Secret Service has been urging him not to go, and a decision has yet to be made.” In his 1971 memoir, Johnson explained that he had wished to attend the funeral so he could express his condolences to the King family, but he “had to heed the unanimous judgment of the Secret Service and the FBI. The situation in Atlanta was tense and dangerous; they recommended in the strongest terms that I not attend the funeral.”56


Many in Washington assumed Johnson would attend the funeral; the question was which individuals would fly with him to Atlanta. Donald Kendall, the president of Pepsi, called an FBI secretary on April 5 to suggest that Johnson should bring on his plane the leading presidential candidates: Eugene McCarthy, Robert Kennedy, and Richard Nixon. That way, Kendall thought, none of the candidates would be tempted to play politics with King’s funeral—they would have to present a united front. Other administration officials called and wrote to the White House staff, jockeying for a seat on Air Force One.57


Johnson received plenty of advice. Several white southerners fretted about the prospect of Johnson’s traveling to Atlanta. On the morning of April 8, a New Orleans oilman named Bill Helis called the White House and urged the president to stay in Washington. Johnson “ought not expose himself to any of the extremists who undoubtedly will be in the area.” Georgia congressman Phil Landrum, alarmed by local newspaper reports stating that Johnson would attend the funeral, spoke with Johnson’s chief of staff. “I frankly don’t think it is safe in any respect,” Landrum said to Marvin Watson. He worried that African Americans would harm the president. “It looks like they are looking for a martyr. I think the possibility of physical harm is there. Just like the possibility was in Memphis.” Landrum, a longtime opponent of racial integration, added, “I don’t think it will do anybody, including him, any good… what he has done is already enough.” He meant that Johnson had accomplished quite enough for African Americans and for King. Tennessee governor Buford Ellington offered a similar opinion: “The country knows the President has done enough for this man.… His going very likely would cause serious white backlash.” John Davis, another Georgia congressman, called the White House to warn that Klansmen had vowed to attack Johnson if he appeared in Atlanta. And Joseph Califano, Johnson’s chief adviser, added one more consideration to the mix: “I still believe that you should not go to the funeral, especially now that Bunker is coming in.” He referred to Ellsworth Bunker, the ambassador to South Vietnam, who was scheduled to meet with Johnson about the prospects for peace. Califano counseled Johnson to focus on those talks rather than pay his respects to Martin Luther King. Johnson needed to sort through an array of concerns. Would he be safe in Atlanta? Had he indeed “done enough” for civil rights already? Should he just focus on Vietnam instead?58


The Secret Service, FBI, and Johnson’s staffers agreed: the president ought not travel to Atlanta. On April 8, Secret Service director James Rowley sent Johnson a blunt recommendation: “Both the U.S. Secret Service and the Federal Bureau of Investigation strongly recommend that the President should not attend the funeral services.” The Secret Service also forwarded to Johnson a long FBI report. Alarmist in tone and thinly researched, it anticipated violence on every Atlanta corner. The report was not so much a levelheaded evaluation of whether it might be feasible for Johnson to attend the funeral. Instead, it was an ominous portrait of every group that might possibly cause disorder. It noted that Stokely Carmichael would be attending the funeral, and that Carmichael had previously encouraged “mob violence” and advocated “use of firearms by Negroes.” It also expressed general panic about activists from the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). According to one FBI source, “Violence will break out immediately following funeral services for King… all contacts feel SNCC activists will seize the moment of highest emotional tension to start rioting.” This informant “could not imagine circumstances more likely to result in violence than those that will exist in Atlanta on day of King’s funeral.” The FBI also detailed the plans of assorted black nationalist groups. Members of the Revolutionary Action Movement were supposedly gathering in Philadelphia, then traveling to Memphis for the silent march and on to Atlanta for the funeral. The FBI report warned, “All persons recruited will be armed with pistols in shoulder holsters.” The Ku Klux Klan also posed a threat. “Sources state there are numerous Klansmen in Atlanta area who are capable of making an attempt to do bodily harm to the president and vice president.” To read the FBI report with a believing eye was to view King’s funeral as a certain bloodbath.59


Yet there is no evidence that Johnson actually wished to travel to Atlanta. “The truth was, Johnson didn’t want to go to Martin Luther King’s funeral,” as author Hampton Sides puts it. “The president could not quite bring himself to honor the man who’d so brazenly undermined him on Vietnam.” Clay Risen agrees, noting that Johnson “had more or less checked out of the King ceremonies.” Assistant Attorney General Roger Wilkins was angered by Johnson’s actions. According to Wilkins, Coretta Scott King wanted to keep the number of other politicians to a minimum. “I had relayed the family’s request that only the President come and if he couldn’t then only Vice-President Humphrey.” Wilkins was furious that the administration sent “a whole planeload of Washington dignitaries, who took seats that could have gone to the people who risked their lives on lonely roads with Martin.” Not even Robert Kennedy escaped Wilkins’s wrath. Kennedy marched through the Atlanta streets, waving to well-wishers along the funeral route. “I hated those smiles,” Wilkins recalled. “A man was dead.” Wilkins found the number of white leaders who took part in the funeral procession offensive. “The white politicians started to come. And they came. And they came. And they came. And a lot of people—both black and white came to see the show—like to a carnival. And that made me resent the politicians—and the President, who didn’t come—even more.” Johnson’s response felt like one final insult.60


Events did not bear out the FBI’s shrill predictions. Although 150,000 mourners packed the Atlanta streets, there was no violence. They came to grieve, and they came in peace. This outcome showed that the FBI continued to misunderstand the various forces that composed the black freedom struggle. For years, Hoover’s FBI had treated black leaders like King and Malcolm X as subversive enemies. And when it came to King’s funeral, they misread the civil rights movement once again. Where the FBI predicted all manner of violence, peace prevailed. Peace reigned in Memphis for the silent march, and many thousands traveled to Atlanta for a similar display of nonviolence.


In the end, the critical issue is not whether the FBI correctly predicted the likelihood of violence. The question is how that prediction factored into Johnson’s absence. Was it the overriding consideration? If the FBI had presented a less alarming assessment, would Johnson have attended? If Johnson could have peered ahead by several decades, and could have seen the saint King became, would he have found his way to Ebenezer?


Johnson’s anger toward King likely colored his decision. Vice President Hubert Humphrey did appear at the funeral, despite protestations from the FBI and Secret Service. Yet the two living former presidents, Dwight Eisenhower and Harry Truman, declined to travel to Atlanta. Both Truman and Eisenhower were elderly and unlikely to travel in any case. They were also following Johnson’s lead.


Perhaps Johnson knew that April 9 was not his day, and realized—in some deeper sense—that King’s funeral was not his place. It was a day for King’s family, for the SCLC staff, and for the anonymous thousands: the Atlanta residents who perched on their rooftops for a glimpse of the mule train, the schoolteachers who trekked from Cleveland, the plumbers from Stamford, and the group of garbage workers who sat in folding chairs on the bus, who hurtled through the Deep South in the middle of the night, who arrived in Atlanta without enough time to change their clothes.


After King’s funeral, James Baldwin flew back to Hollywood to continue working on the screen version of The Autobiography of Malcolm X. Baldwin then returned briefly to his native New York, where he ran into the journalist Leonard Lyons. He told Lyons about his suit—the suit he bought for his event with King at Carnegie Hall, and that he had also worn to King’s funeral. Baldwin confessed that he would never be able to wear the suit again. Lyons relayed this anecdote in his New York Post column. Soon, Baldwin began to receive repeated phone messages from an old junior high school friend. Guessing that his friend needed money, Baldwin took his time to respond. When they finally spoke, Baldwin discovered that his friend had read Leonard Lyons’s column and had deduced that Baldwin possessed an extra suit. The two men were the same size.61


Baldwin agreed to dine at his friend’s Harlem home that evening, and he brought the suit with him. In the decades since the men last saw each other, Baldwin had gained international fame; his friend worked for the postal service. Before the meal, Baldwin and his friend argued over the Vietnam War. His friend’s mother recoiled at Baldwin’s coarse language. The fried chicken dinner quickly became an uncomfortable affair. Baldwin smoked and drank and ate, and felt the distance between them. Then Baldwin gave his friend the suit. “For that bloody suit was their suit, after all, it had been bought for them, it had even been bought by them: they had created Martin, he had not created them, and the blood in which the fabric of that suit was stiffening was theirs.” His friend tried on the suit: it was a perfect fit.62
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