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TO 
MS. OPRAH WINFREY 


THE FULFILLMENT OF THE DREAM 
WHO LOOKS OUT ON THE PROMISED LAND HE MADE POSSIBLE






PREFACE

When Martin Luther King, Jr., was murdered, I was a nine-year-old schoolboy. I had no idea who he was, had never heard his name or seen him in action. Just as technology had allowed him to speak at his own funeral, it offered me my first glimpse of King’s oratorical magic. Like so many folk born after he died, I first met King on television. I was sitting on the living room floor of my inner city Detroit home. “Martin Luther King, Jr., has just been shot in Memphis, Tennessee,” the newsman announced, interrupting whatever program we were watching. My father sat behind me in his favorite chair. He was barely able to utter “humph.” It was one of those compressed sighs that held back far more pain than it let loose. It came from deep inside his body, an involuntary reflex like somebody had punched him in the gut.

The newsman reported that King had been seriously wounded on a hotel balcony. Then we were ushered by film into Mason Temple for the climax of King’s soul shaking last speech. When he finished, I was stunned—that words could thrill me that way, that they could cause such delicious pandemonium in an audience. King’s  electrifying rhetoric stood the hair on my arms at attention. Soon the newsman broke faith once more with the scheduled programming to announce the final tragedy.

“Martin Luther King, Jr., has been assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee, at thirty-nine years old.”

After King’s death, I hungered to know him. I haunted libraries in search of biographies, sent off for recordings of his speeches, talked to teachers about his life. I learned that he was a man of peace and love. I also got scared: if King could be murdered for seeking to heal the nation’s racial fractures, then all black men might be vulnerable. I thought to myself: “If they killed him, and he didn’t want to harm anybody, then they could kill me too.” For more than a year, I couldn’t stand in front of the upstairs bathroom sink because a door with a window opened onto a small balcony. I feared that I, too, might be taken out. The bullet that shattered King’s jaw lodged fragments of fear deep inside my psyche.


April 4, 1968 is my effort to grapple with King’s death—in my own mind, and in the life of the nation. My earlier book on the leader wrestled with his radical legacy and the way it had been hijacked by conservatives out to remake King into an opponent of both affirmative action and a culture that usefully takes race into account. The present study aims to understand just how dominant death was in King’s life—how he fought death and faced it down all the same, even as he used death to rally his people in the fight for justice. By probing how King  embraced death’s inevitability to shape his social agenda, we may better understand how he secured his legacy on the bloody battlefields of racial transformation.

If King was his people’s Moses, their charismatic and bold leader, then his vision of the Promised Land has influenced how later generations of black folk have measured their distance from the achievements he foresaw. It has been 40 years since King gave his last will and testament in Memphis and encouraged his followers to believe that he had seen the future promise of fulfillment. Are we any closer to King’s beloved community, or are we wandering in a vast racial wilderness from which there is no easy escape? If the signs of arrival into the land of milk and honey are strongest for the wealthiest among us, they are depressing and weak for the poorest. Our faltering quest for justice for the lowliest members of our community suggests the responsibility of the most gifted to forge a path on their behalf. This, after all, is how King spent his last days, fighting for the rights and increased wages of striking sanitation workers. And what of the Joshuas left standing to lead their people into the Promised Land? Has charismatic leadership run its course, or do Messianic leaders still have a role to play in our national destiny? Jesse Jackson, Al Sharpton and Barack Obama all in varying ways can claim aspects of King’s black Christian leadership mantle. But have they measured up to King’s own vision of how those who would come after him must respond to the crises at hand?

On the 40th anniversary of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s death, it is sobering to realize that he will have been dead longer than he lived. And yet his deeply moving moral vision has lasted beyond the grave. King’s painful but productive martyrdom rescued both his failing reputation as a great leader and the efforts of black folk to move further along the path to racial redemption and national thriving. But now that King is enshrined in a national holiday, his challenge to the status quo—and thus his ability as a symbol to inspire radical social change—is smothered beneath banalities and platitudes.

Only by turning to his death and martyrdom can we size up the work that remains to be done and address the suffering and hardship that too many of the folk he loved continue to face. If January 15, 1929, is a holiday celebration trumpeting the arrival of the prophet, then April 4, 1968, is a day that directly confronts the sorrows and death we must forever negotiate. King’s memory continues to call us forward out of our creature comforts into the sacrifices of body and spirit that he routinely made. If we hear again his voice, and listen once more to his enduring faith, even as he confronts death, we just might successfully conquer the death and grief in our own souls and in our nation. And we might just resurrect the hope we need to inch even closer to the Promised Land he saw.






Well I don’t know what will happen now. We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it really doesn’t matter with me now. Because I’ve been to the mountaintop. And I don’t mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. 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’ve 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. And 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.”

 



—MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., APRIL 3, 1968






PART ONE

MOSES A PROPHET’S DEATH IN THREE ACTS





ACT ONE


FIGHTING DEATH

YOU CANNOT HEAR THE NAME MARTIN Luther King, Jr., and not think of death. You might hear the words “I have a dream,” but they will doubtlessly only serve to underscore an image of a simple motel balcony, a large man made small, a pool of blood. For as famous as he may have been in life it is, and was, death that ultimately defined him. Born into a people whose main solace was Christianity’s Promised Land awaiting them after the suffering of this world, King took on the power of his race’s presumed destiny and found in himself the defiance necessary to spark change. He ate, drank, and slept death. He danced with it, he preached it, he feared it, and he stared it down. He looked for ways to lay it aside, this burden of his own mortality, but ultimately knew that his unwavering insistence on a nonviolent end to the mistreatment of his people could only end violently.

Before anyone ever threatened him, King nearly died by his own hands. As a youth, he tried to kill himself twice because of his love for his grandmother. King’s first fling with fate came after an accident. His brother A.D. slid down a banister and knocked their beloved matriarch motionless to the ground. Fearing that his grandmother was dead, King ran upstairs to his room at the back of the house and leaped from the opened window. He got up from his escapade unscathed after he learned that she had survived. The next time trouble struck, neither of them would be so lucky. King snuck away from home to watch a parade in Atlanta’s Negro business district. His headiness of getting away with something forbidden and glee at the thrill of seeing a parade were interrupted when a friend told him that he had better hurry home. While he was having his illicit fun, his grandmother had died of a heart attack. King’s youthful frolic buried him in guilt, causing him to naively wonder whether God was punishing the family because he had committed the sin of disobedience. Remorse and religion pushed him out of the window a second time. He survived his sophomore spill, but without the consoling presence of one of his biggest boyhood boosters.

The year King was born was the first in over sixty years that the South wasn’t soaked in the blood of over a thousand annual lynchings. From the moment the Civil War ended until the day he was born, a theater of intimidation through public death was reenacted across the country,  and had nearly codified in King’s backyard. His grandparents and parents, his uncles and aunts, every single member of his family before him had learned how to live in fear, how to abide the Jim Crow ways, and how to provide for the next generation a haven carved within a black community of like-minded survivors. It was also a time of deep economic depression, and in the following decade progress would come for the African American community with the New Deal and the WPA. But the forward momentum would also be hounded by the dark forces that had been beaten back by anti-lynching associations, only to find horrific new ways to enact their particular brand of vengeance.

King later confessed that his grandmother’s death forced him to clarify his beliefs about the afterlife while causing a crisis of faith. Raised in the home of a respected evangelical minister, King swallowed the beliefs around him without the need to question his father’s authority. But with his grandmother went his blind faith, and though his adherence to personal morality never really wavered, a profound skepticism ate away at his fundamentalist core. It prompted him to challenge the bodily resurrection of Jesus in his father’s church. King’s skepticism persisted; by the second year of college he regretted going to church. He eventually cast off the narrowness of his father’s church and found his own solace in a far more liberal interpretation of Christianity, pursuing truth in theology and philosophy, always seeking answers from  whatever source lay at hand. His questioning nature later served him well as a leader who was open to new ideas. This piercing style of intellectual debate proved a boon to his staff, as they relished the lively and contentious interactions that King encouraged.

If King escaped his boyhood fundamentalism, he couldn’t shake the foreboding finger of death that traced across his life. From the time he began to speak out, King was haunted by death—mugged by the promise of destruction for seeking an end to black indignity and the beginning of equality with whites. After a few years spent up North acquiring his education, King chose to return to where he would be needed most in the coming years—the white-hot center of the burgeoning civil rights movement and Montgomery, Alabama. At twenty-six he took on the responsibilities of a Baptist pulpit, joining forces with the local NAACP, and dug in for the yearlong bus boycott created to end the Jim Crow law of racial segregation in public transportation. During this conflict his house was bombed—his wife, Coretta, and their ten-week-old daughter, Yolanda, were home but escaped injury. It was the first time King would be tested with violence aimed at his life, but far from the last. Later in the boycott a shotgun blast was fired into King’s home. King did not capitulate, but instead he emerged from the ashes of these attempts as the true phoenix of the newly minted movement. Once again, his mortality challenged, he accepted his calling without hesitation.

A couple of years after the boycott ended, King was in Harlem at Blumstein’s Department Store signing Stride Toward Freedom, his account of the movement’s success. From out of nowhere, a clearly disturbed black woman, Izola Ware Curry, sunk a letter opener into his chest after asking if he was Martin Luther King. Though considered an act of instability, this attack was still colored by Curry’s irrational hatred of what King and the NAACP were trying to do, and by her own fear of being killed because of his constant stirring of the pot. Even so, it was one of the rare instances of black public hate directed at King, the kind that would later be famously associated with his colleague and competitor Malcolm X.

As he took flight to snip the bullying wings of Jim Crow, King ruffled the feathers of white racists, who grew more determined to bring him down. There was striking physical intimidation of King. In a show of naked aggression, two white cops attempted to block his entry into a Montgomery courtroom for the trial of a man who had attacked King’s comrade Ralph Abernathy. Despite a warning from the cops, King poked his head inside the courtroom looking for his lawyer to help him get inside. His actions ignited their rage. The policemen twisted his arm behind his back and manhandled him into jail. King said the cops “tried to break my arm; they grabbed my collar and tried to choke me, and when they got me to the cell, they kicked me in.” A photographer captured the scene. The shot of King—dressed in a natty tan suit,  stylish gold wristwatch and a trendy snap-brim fedora—wincing as he was banished to confinement is an iconic civil rights image.

As King addressed the 1962 convention of his organization, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), a two-hundred-pound young white man rushed the stage and landed a brutal blow on his left cheek. The crowd reacted in hushed disbelief. The diminutive King never flinched or retreated, even as the young brute delivered several more blows, first to the side of his face as he stood behind King, and then two blows to his back. King gently spoke to his attacker as he continued to pummel his body. As he was being knocked backward King dropped his hands—legendary activist Septima Clark, in attendance that day, said King let down his hands “like a newborn baby”—and faced his assailant head on.

Finally, SCLC staff leader Wyatt Tee Walker and others intervened as King pleaded, “Don’t touch him! Don’t touch him. We have to pray for him.” King quietly assured the young man he wouldn’t be harmed. The leader and his aides retreated to a private office to talk with his assailant, who was, King told the audience when he returned, a member of the American Nazi Party. As King held an ice-filled handkerchief to his jaw, he informed the crowd he wouldn’t press charges. Most in attendance were amazed at King’s calm as violence flashed. Obviously nonviolence was more than a method and a creed; it answered assault with acts of steadfast courage.

If King was unfazed by battering, he managed, through a Herculean work ethic and a laserlike attention to his purpose, to ride the crushing stream of daily death threats that flowed from Montgomery to Memphis. Everywhere he went, disenfranchised throngs clamored to see him—while hordes of bigots wanted to see him dead. Many of the planes he rode on were delayed because of bomb threats. Many of the buildings he spoke in were secured because of threats of destruction. Many of the speeches he gave at hotels and colleges were delivered knowing that some potential crackpot—or crack shot—was roaming and ready to do him in. Many of the marches he led drew goons who violently complained of the decay of their “pure” white America. And many of the demonstrations he conducted were met by grieving white nationalists full of murderous resentment. King slashed the gnarled, Cro-Magnon verities of white supremacy with his silver tongue. The love-drunk orator also troubled racists by calling on white liberal divines in his pleas for freedom.

King deflected the blows of mortality through rhetoric and philosophy that owed as much to theater as to theology. He grasped the benefit of dramatizing his fight with death—and hence, his people’s fight with social death as victims of oppression. When King’s house was bombed during the boycott in Montgomery, he rushed home from a mass meeting to greet an angry crowd of blacks. By a single dramatic gesture—holding up his hand to silence the crowd, just as Malcolm X would later wave his hand  over an angry crowd of Muslims in Harlem to retreat, causing a white policeman to say, “That’s too much power for one man to have”—King reassured them that his wife and baby were safe. He asked them not to panic or resort to violence. “If you have weapons, take them home. He who lives by the sword will perish by the sword. Remember that is what Jesus said. We are not advocating violence. We want to love our enemies.”

King urged his listeners to believe in the moral beauty of their fight for justice. Death could not derail such a movement. “I want it to be known the length and breadth of this land that if I am stopped, this movement will not stop. If I am stopped, our work will not stop. For what we are doing is right, what we are doing is just,” King declared. “If anything happens to me, there will be others to take my place.” It was a shrewd appeal to his listeners’ religious beliefs. He also reinforced the virtues of nonviolence and underscored his humility as a leader. And he situated, and thereby downplayed the effect of, his possible death in a broader movement that was impossible to stop. It was the perfect fusion of truth and art.

To be sure, King was courageous in the face of death. But he confessed to his audiences that he was often afraid as well. He inspired his listeners to swap their fears for faith, just as he had done. “I went to bed many nights scared to death,” King admitted, referring to the early days of the boycott. Death threats were frequent. After one of them, King got a new dose of faith in a famous  kitchen encounter with God. That experience led him to an adult belief in a personal deity. King says he heard a voice saying to him to “‘preach the gospel, stand up for truth, stand up for righteousness.’ Since that morning I can stand up without fear.” That didn’t mean there weren’t relapses and new struggles to overcome, or reaffirmations of faith to be made.

In a mass meeting after city buses were integrated, King voiced the sorrow and fear of black Montgomery over violent white backlash. King was toiling under the increased pressures of a man who had become a symbol for his people. He also faced the jealousy of fellow activists because of the ink and spotlight that followed him. So King took to the pulpit to pray for God’s guidance. He sowed a few phrases that reaped a harvest of turmoil in his audience: “Lord, I hope no one will have to die as a result of our struggle for freedom in Montgomery. Certainly I don’t want to die. But if anyone has to die, let it be me!” King’s words were met by a chorus of “No”s that ripped through the congregation. Overcome with emotion, King couldn’t continue. He broke down and was led to his seat by two preachers. It was one of the few times that the trauma King routinely endured slipped into public view.

King struggled constantly between bravery and the specter of breakdown. His public proclamations of fearlessness were both truthful and strategic. They were aimed at reinforcing troops in the racial trenches. But in private, blue moods sometimes sucked his spirit dry. There were  times when King was undaunted by the prospect of death, addressing it with fairly objective calculation. At other times he was ambushed by the fear and world-weariness known only to those who’ve been fiendishly chased by government officials, fellow citizens, and hate groups. This didn’t make King a hypocrite or a coward. His brutal honesty about death made him bravely human. King warred against death’s sovereignty, and in some desperate moments, conceded its ugly ubiquity. In the midst of the battle, he remained strangely hopeful about using death to jumpstart social progress.

There’s little doubt that King knew the price he might have to pay if he gave in to the pressures and fortunes of history. Black life was dangerous during the reign of white terror in the fifties. As King was first putting on his robes to preach in Alabama, the Supreme Court was lighting a match with their decision against segregation in Brown v. Board of Education. Over the summer of 1955, as the first school year that would see mixed classes approached, the Mississippi Delta began to smolder. On May 7, a black minister—Willie George Washington Lee, the first black person to vote in Humphreys County—was shot in the face, ultimately dying from his wounds. No one was charged, as the local sheriff claimed the buckshots found in his jawbone were probably fillings. On August 13, a sixty-three-year-old farmer and WWII veteran named Lamar Smith was shot on the courthouse lawn in Brookhaven, in front of the sheriff. Three men were  arrested, but a grand jury of their white supremacist peers brought no indictments. Later that month a young black teenager would allegedly wolf-whistle at a white woman, and the sparks that had been flying around the state of Mississippi would ignite into one of the most horrendous and infamous lynchings of the twentieth century. Black leadership was even more a risk of one’s life for the precious goal of freedom. There were those who coveted leadership in order to profit from the goodies that fell along the lime-lit path of fame. Few were truly willing to sacrifice life and limb to secure rights and privileges for the masses. King zealously embraced the task, and by doing so, inspired other leaders to do the same. “If a man hasn’t found something he’s willing to die for,” King was fond of repeating, “he isn’t fit to live.” When a reporter asked him if he was afraid after a spasm of violence in Montgomery, King demurred. “Once you become dedicated to a cause, personal security is not the goal. It is greater than that. What will happen to you personally does not matter. My cause, my race, is worth dying for.”

King refined his argument in an essay, writing: “If physical death is the price that a man must pay to free his children and his white brethren from a permanent death of the spirit, then nothing could be more redemptive.” In an interview with Alex Haley in Playboy magazine he further stated: “If I were constantly worried about death, I couldn’t function. After a while, if your life is more or less constantly in peril, you come to a point where you accept  the possibility philosophically.” Saying that all leaders must face the fact that “America today is an extremely sick nation” and that “something could happen to me at any time,” King concluded that “my cause is so right, so moral, that if I should lose my life, in some way it would aid the cause.”

Regardless of these brave assertions, it would be a mistake to conclude that King was cavalier about death. Even as he acknowledged the strong possibility he might die, King fought death to the end. Less than two weeks before he was shot down, King joked with an audience in Albany, Georgia, that he had to “pray [his chartered plane] all the way in” because for a long while the plane’s engine wouldn’t start, making the leader late for his speech. “Now, as I’ve often said, I don’t want to give the impression that I don’t have faith in God in the air; it’s simply that I’ve had more experience with him on the ground.” At a press conference in Los Angeles after Malcolm X’s death in 1965, King disclosed a discussion he had with Attorney General Katzenbach about his own safety. King admitted that death threats “are not too pleasant to discuss so I didn’t want to go into great detail.”

When a reporter quizzed him about the potential violence that would result from his death, King began his answer by declaring, “Well, I certainly hope that nothing happens to me.” In a speech delivered at Los Angeles’ Victory Baptist Church under death threats, King said: “I don’t ever request police protection, but when it’s given  I don’t ever turn it down . . . I wish I could take them back with me to Selma.” King was scheduled to leave California for Selma to lead the campaign for voting rights, where he faced several more credible death threats. Before he left, King placed calls to several go-betweens to recruit prominent citizens to telegram President Johnson and seek federal protection for the leader. The brutality and murder that marchers later faced in Selma warranted King’s request. On occasion, King balked at going places where the threat of death loomed, only to face down his fears and troop on.

King courageously resisted the forces that caucused against him. But the unrelenting threat of bombs exploding and snipers shooting took its toll. King suffered desperate stretches of depression that sometimes alarmed his closest aides and friends. He fought valiantly to maintain sanity and focus as his body rebelled against the baleful disharmonies of white supremacy. One of his top aides wanted him to consult a psychiatrist because of his steep descent into the doldrums. The sleeping pills he got from a physician friend stopped working. King’s reliance on elbow-bending to combat insomnia and exhaustion dramatically increased. His vacations rarely allowed him to escape his troubles and pressures. And the somber tones of his voice evoked the nightmares that stalked him when he wakened from unsatisfying sleep. Martin Luther King was a marked man. There was little possibility of retreat from the maelstrom that called his name and sought his blood.

Is it little wonder that King’s philosophical armor sometimes wore thin in the ghastly confrontation with his own mortality? The inhuman pace of his schedule alone was enough to wear out five men. But the energy it took to grapple with death-dealing, death-denying, death-delaying, death-avoiding, and death-embracing could only last so long. King shuttled theologically between Jesus’s confident stoicism in the face of death—“Now is my soul troubled; and what shall I say? Father, save me from this hour: but for this cause came I unto this hour”—and his wrenching desire in Gethsemane to slip the burden of saving the world through his own bloodshed: “O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me.” If Jesus could be torn between cosmic obligation and existential terror, it makes sense that the same could be true for his ebony disciple.

Still, it is nearly miraculous that King managed to keep death in a philosophical headlock as often as he did. Sure, he sometimes cried uncle in private and was bulldozed by impenetrable despondency. But King rallied to declare in public what he knew to be true, both despite and because of his suffering. King’s plight made this clear: If sleep is the cousin of death, then depression is its little brother. His depressions often felt like death only slightly delayed. King’s public dreams and private nightmares formed the raw and the cooked of his civil rights world. His dreams were the natural reflex of hope and redeemed curiosity. His depressions were largely the result of the  social evils he encountered. Despite the despair that tempted him, King promoted hope and curiosity to his dying day.

King’s hope flashed even as he said that the nation’s political drift led to spiritual death. If he had given up on the American dream he would have stopped being disappointed in white America. King’s bitter indictment of the country’s unconscious racism grew from his lover’s quarrel with America. He said that unfair white privileges had to die for black equality to be born. King made an even more striking argument: that black moral discipline could redeem a decaying white America. King was fond of quoting historian Arnold Toynbee’s claim that “it may be the Negro who will give the spiritual dynamic to Western civilization that it so desperately needs to survive.”

But helping to save Western civilization came at a cost: even a superior black morality wasn’t enough to rescue the nation. Black blood would have to flow to complete the task. King never tired of telling black folk that unearned suffering, even death, is redemptive. King spoke of how he and, by extension, his followers, could transform “suffering into a creative force . . . Recognizing the necessity for suffering I have tried to make it a virtue . . . I have attempted to see my personal ordeals as an opportunity to transform myself and heal the people involved in the tragic situation which now obtains. I have lived these last few years with the conviction that unearned suffering  is redemptive.” The logic is clear: since suffering, including death, can’t be avoided, turn it to advantage and wrest from evil a sweet and ironic victory. Nobody did that better than King.

King made a virtue of necessity by brilliantly using death—the threat of it, the use of it to terrorize black folk, the fact of its existence to spoil the black quest for justice—as a means to inspire black folk to keep going, and to signal to white racists that their way wouldn’t win. King presided over the spectacle of black death with stirring imagination. He cast light on the harsh interior of black mortality and found a costly but triumphant immortality as its reward. The threat and reality of death played many roles simultaneously: It was a bitter arena to be played. It was also the producer, director, and often the co-star of many civil rights performances—marches, demonstrations, funerals, rallies, protests, freedom rides, sit-ins, speeches, and eulogies. No one presided over the theater of death with more skill than King. No one brought as much drama and passion to the play of death and life as King.

And no one directed the response of black folk in the face of death with as much brilliance and cunning, or as much courage and brio, as King. In thousands of speeches, eulogies, pep talks, sermons, essays, articles, and books, King rehearsed the use and consequence of death. He re-hearsed it too, placing death into convenient moral coffins after he publicly slayed the fear of death in axiom  and anecdote. King got pugilistic about the fear of death. He boxed his way across the canvass of American moral and social life, tagging the fiercest enemy of black progress with rhetorical uppercuts and verbal jabs.

King also waged war against death and the anxieties it birthed by finding bright purpose behind its ominous clouds. At the funeral for three of the four little girls blown to glory in a Birmingham church bombing—Addie Mae Collins, Carol Denise McNair, and Cynthia Diane Wesley—King argued that their deaths “say to us that we must be concerned not merely about who murdered them, but about the system, the way of life, the philosophy which produced the murderers. Their death says to us that we must work passionately and unrelentingly for the realization of the American dream.” King also insisted that the little girls’ deaths could force a greater good if we would heed the lessons of their murder. King argued that only the redeeming action of the girls’ survivors—all citizens of good will—could defy the logic, and deny the victory, of the hateful murderers who nipped the sweet flower of their lives in the bud. And he linked their deaths to the transformation of the broader society. “And so my friends, they did not die in vain. God still has a way of wringing good out of evil. And history has proven over and over again that unmerited suffering is redemptive. The innocent blood of these little girls may well serve as a redemptive force that will bring new light to this dark city.”

King creatively contested death’s dreary, thudding, throbbing persistence. At times, he sought to trump its existential agony through philosophical detachment, and a near clinical exposure of its pathologies and pitfalls. At other times, he narrated its approach, first in his own skin, then glimpsing it rattling the roost of neighbors in the vicinity of fear. King knew intimately of death’s sneaky approach, how it could trade vulgar visibility for tacit implosions, such as a nagging insecurity that robbed the Negro of confidence. King tirelessly detested the “clouds of inferiority in the mental skies” of black folk.

He also discerned the disparagement of blackness that took root in the language of social analysis and cultural criticism before it flowered in black self-hate. Inspired by Ossie Davis, King frequently cited the 60 negative synonyms for blackness of the 120 contained in Roget’s Thesaurus . By comparison, whiteness was given a clean bill among its 134 synonyms. It was black death by other means, a calculated and systematic deprivation of Negro self-worth that drew from the poisoned wells of bigotry. And neither was the battle merely academic to King. He protested, half jokingly, as the black movement turned north and began to focus on rehabilitating the black self-image, that he was black and beautiful, and that he had good hair too, a nod to the growing defeat in the black psyche of white styles of beauty—including black folks’ desperate elevation of fairer skin and straighter hair, neither of which King possessed.

If King took these psychological contests to heart, he couldn’t help but make the battle against death a personal one as well. At times, King sought outlets for his depression and fear in gallows humor. After preaching at the funeral of Alabama activist Jimmie Lee Jackson (a black Vietnam veteran who was shot by state troopers at a voter’s rights rally for intervening in the beating of his mother and grandfather) and leading a procession to Jackson’s gravesite, King flagged SCLC board member Joseph Lowery. “Come, walk with me, Joe,” King said. “This may be my last walk.” King and his comrades often preached mock funerals for one another to cut the tension. However, it was Jackson’s brutal and wrongful death that helped spark the Selma to Montgomery march. King’s depression only deepened, from fatigue and exhaustion, as well as the ever-present nag of death. Peace was being met with violence regardless of how hard he prayed or preached. He turned to food and alcohol for comfort; he gained weight but no relief from his raw nerves. A former staff member for Summer Community Organization and Political Education (SCOPE) said that King “was depressed,” that he “was dark, gaunt and tired,” that he “felt that his time was up . . . He said that he knew they were going to get him.”

Every eulogy King delivered undoubtedly made him think of the words that would be said over him. Every death he observed made him think of his own death. When John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, Texas,  he had said to his wife, Coretta, “This is what is going to happen to me also. I keep telling you, this is a sick society.” It is easy to gauge the loneliness King must have felt in Coretta’s response. “I was not able to say anything. I had no word to comfort my husband. I could not say, ‘It won’t happen to you.’ I felt he was right. It was a painfully agonizing silence. I moved closer to him and gripped his hand in mine.” Even when consolations were offered, King deflected them. After a plane King boarded received a bomb threat in 1964, he told his wife and aide Dorothy Cotton that “I’ve told you all that I don’t expect to survive this revolution; this society’s too sick.” After Cotton tried to reassure him, King replied, “Well, I’m just being realistic.” And whatever differences the two leaders may have had, Malcolm X’s brutal gunning-down in 1965 must have shattered many a restless sleep for King thereafter.

King’s friend Deenie Drew said that in his “last year or so, I had a feeling that Martin had a death wish . . . I had a feeling that he didn’t know which way to turn.” King was so preoccupied with his own death, so obsessed with its likely occurrence, that in the last years he could only relax in a room with no windows because he was tortured with worry about who might pull the trigger. His eyes fell on strangers, wondering if they were the messenger of death. King asked former aide Bayard Rustin, “You think I’m paranoid, don’t you?” referring to the brooding monopoly of death in his mind. Rustin confessed he did. Increasingly marginalized in his own pain, as there were very few people to whom he could confide the depths of his obsession, King suffered huge grief of soul and heart, largely alone.






ACT TWO


TALKING DEATH

THE DEEPER MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., sank into a private hell of unquenchable bleakness, the higher he rose in pulpits and rostrums across the nation to preach the fear from his own breast, and those of his fellow strivers. Just as he gave most of his pocketbook and preaching to the movement, King offered up his despondency as well. King channeled his deflation and demoralization into the searing oratory that would form his automortology, a genre of speech that looked past his death to tell the story of how he should be viewed once his life was over. Automortology looks back on a self whose past lies in the future. Automortology, at least on King’s tongue, rolled off in a tense that might be called the future moral anterior, what will and should have been true about his life and death. King took revenge on his death before it occurred—a linguistic vengeance that was the only  possible one he could take as an advocate of nonviolence. This was a case of “If you can’t beat them, then you can beat them to it,” as King made first claim to interpreting his life after his own lights. Judging by the sermons and speeches he gave, it was a bitterly pleasurable exorcism of vexing spirits.

“Every now and then I guess we all think realistically about that day when we will be victimized with what is life’s final common denominator—that something that we call death,” King declared in his home pulpit of Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta exactly two months before his assassination. “We all think about it.”

These words appear at the close of “The Drum Major Instinct,” a homily made famous after excerpts of it were played at King’s nationally televised funeral. The point of King’s sermon was to unmask the yearning “to be important, to surpass others . . . to lead the parade,” calling it the “drum major instinct” after psychoanalyst Alfred Adler, who argued that “this quest for recognition, this desire for attention, this desire for distinction is the basic impulse.” King argued that the hunger for recognition and praise is understandable; it may even be a healthy boost to the ego. Still, the “drum major instinct” often tempted individuals to snobbish behavior and drove nations to war to prove their dominance. It may seem odd for King to discuss his death in such a sermon. But the meaning comes clear when he ties reflections on his mortality
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