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On the morning of April 5, 1968, a woman mourns as she views the body of Martin Luther King Jr. at the R. S. Lewis & Sons funeral home in Memphis. Hours later, the body was flown to Atlanta. AP Photo/Charles Kelly
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BURIAL FOR A KING








PROLOGUE


Tuesday, April 9, 1968, morning
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Mourners in King’s funeral procession march past the gold-domed Georgia capitol on the morning of April 9, 1968. AP Photo


THE WINDOWS ON THE second floor of City Hall provided a clear view of Georgia’s state capitol, and Mayor Ivan Allen could plainly see what Governor Lester Maddox was up to. Dozens of state troopers climbed out of armored trucks and marched up the wide walkway toward the capitol. Although the April morning was a drizzled gray, the troopers’ bayonets gleamed, as did the capitol’s gold dome. Mayor Allen and Vice Mayor Sam Massell watched silently as soldiers took their positions. There was no sign of Maddox, but they knew he was in the capitol. He’s showing his strength, thought Sam Massell. He’s drawing a line and daring anyone to cross it.


Directly across the street from the capitol, people streamed in and out of the double arched doors of Central Presbyterian Church. For days the church had served as a makeshift shelter, kitchen, and hospitality center for tens of thousands of mourners. Some gathered on the lawn in front of the sanctuary now. They wore neat church dresses and dark suits and clutched umbrellas, rain hats, and Bibles. Bolder mourners looked over at the troopers. Some soldiers stared right back. In just a few hours, the mourners at Central Presbyterian would be joined by many more; police predicted today’s crowd would reach 150,000 by noon. That mass of grieving humanity would move down Central Avenue—right between the church and the capitol, and right behind the coffin of Martin Luther King Jr.


The mayor turned from the window and walked out of his office. In the anteroom a few staff members manned phone lines. Everyone appeared subdued, exhausted after five days and nights of anxiety. In 110 other cities, the reaction to King’s April 4 assassination had been arson, looting, and deadly riots. In response, 57,500 National Guard troops deployed around the country, the largest domestic military mobilization since the Civil War. By contrast, the 160 troopers positioned at the perimeter of Georgia’s capitol seemed a puny force—except that the mayor knew Maddox had thousands more soldiers on alert just outside of the Atlanta city limits. There had been no rioting in Atlanta—yet. But on that Tuesday morning, no one in City Hall could predict how the day would unfold. All of the racial tension of the city’s past replayed at fast speed, triggered by the death of a thirty-nine-year-old Atlanta preacher whose pulpit was just a mile from the governor’s fortified base of operations.


Mayor Ivan Allen left City Hall and headed to King’s church, Ebenezer Baptist, for the day’s first event, a service organized by King’s widow and family members. The big procession through downtown Atlanta and past the capitol would follow a few hours later.


Lonnie King arrived at the church early, but tens of thousands of people already jammed into the blocks around Ebenezer Baptist Church.* People slept in nearby vacant lots; others appeared in the predawn gloom to stake out spots with prime views. Scanning the crowd, Lonnie King saw police officers discreetly positioned at every intersection, and he knew FBI and Secret Service agents were interspersed among the mourners, crouched on rooftops along Auburn Avenue, and hidden in the choir loft and aisles of the church. At the time the funeral duties were divvied up, Lonnie King’s task— monitoring guests at the church door—had not seemed too challenging, and the assignment was certainly appropriate for a former prizefighter. But with each minute the crowd grew larger and surged threateningly closer to the sanctuary. He checked his list again. Robert Kennedy. Michigan governor George Romney. Sammy Davis Jr. Jackie Kennedy. Rabbi Abraham Heschel. Thurgood Marshall. Diana Ross. John Lewis. Vice President Hubert Humphrey. It was an unlikely gathering.


But then, Lonnie King was in the unlikeliest of situations. Eight years ago, he had been the leader of a student group that held sit-ins to protest Atlanta’s segregated lunch counters and department stores. The sit-in movement grew, and adults joined the student protesters, and blacks boycotted downtown businesses for months. During the boycotts, Lonnie King had sat in on negotiation sessions with Police Chief Herbert Jenkins, white business leaders, and black lawyers and pastors. Now, less than a decade later, Lonnie King, Mayor Ivan Allen, and Chief Jenkins were working together—along with hundreds of other Atlantans—to strategize about how to keep the city from erupting in the kind of violence that overwhelmed more than a hundred other cities. Less than a decade earlier, Lonnie King and Martin Luther King Jr. were photographed as police officers took them to jail for staging a protest at Atlanta’s venerable Rich’s department store. Today Lonnie King stood with a walkie-talkie in front of historic Ebenezer Baptist Church as thousands of people crowded close to pay tribute to Martin King, killed by an assassin’s bullet five days earlier.


As a little boy, Lonnie King came to this part of town almost daily, attending after-school programs at the Butler Street YMCA and services at Ebenezer. He knew Martin Luther King Jr.; everyone in black Atlanta knew Martin King, the pastor’s son they all called M.L. Now a quarter century later, everyone in the world knew M.L., and it seemed they were all desperate to be part of his funeral rites. The crowd got bigger. The cops in front of the church stood up straighter and looked around more alertly.


It was early in the morning. The funeral services were scheduled to last almost eight hours. No one knew how the day would end.







*Lonnie King and Martin Luther King Jr. were not related.





ONE


Thursday, April 4, 1968
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Coretta Scott King and Mayor Ivan Allen return to the King home from the Atlanta airport on the night of April 4, 1968. AP Photo


The Marriott Motor Hotel, downtown Atlanta, early evening


OF ALL THE weird ideas you’ve had for me, this is one of the weirdest,” Martin Luther King Jr. told Xernona Clayton when she approached him with a request: Calvin Craig, Grand Dragon of the Ku Klux Klan, wanted to meet him. Would he consider? King eventually agreed, and so on this Thursday, the day after she took King to the airport to catch a flight to Memphis, Clayton had lunch with Craig to finalize the details.


While they ate in the Marriott’s tropical-themed dining room, Clayton realized they drew attention. It was still odd in late 1960s Atlanta to see a black woman and a white man sharing a meal—especially in a hotel restaurant. On top of that, she and Craig were minor local celebrities, which contributed to the raised eyebrows, sideways glances, and outright stares.


She was the star of The Xernona Clayton Show on the local CBS affiliate—the first television show in the South to be hosted by a black woman. Her husband, Ed Clayton, had directed public relations for Martin Luther King and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC),* and after Ed died, she had filled in when needed. She frequently traveled with King’s wife, Coretta Scott King. Diminutive and feisty, Clayton was recognized by her trademark hairstyle—a tall, tightly pinned topknot anchored by a shiny headband. She had a flair for fashion and an enviably taut figure; she had met Ed when he begged her and her identical twin, Xenobia, to model bikinis for the centerfold of Jet magazine.


In contrast to the chic Clayton, Calvin Craig was a burly construction worker, mustached and with arms and a neck reddened from a lifetime of outdoor labor. Like Clayton, Calvin Craig was familiar to television viewers—but as the subject of news stories, not a polished anchor. He notoriously appeared in full Klan regalia to lead anti-integration protests through the streets of Atlanta or on the steps of the Georgia capitol. He traveled throughout the South to attend cross burnings.


Craig and Clayton met through Model Cities, the urban component of President Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty. Craig was named to the program as the representative from Adair Park, a neighborhood of mostly working-class whites not far from its predominantly black counterpart, Pittsburgh. Their first encounter was prickly; Clayton watched as Craig scooted from chair to chair to avoid sitting next to any black participant in the meeting. Not long after, Craig visited Clayton’s office and rattled her as he revealed he had compiled a dossier on her. He knew that her husband, Ed, former executive editor of Jet, helped launch the Atlanta Voice, a black newspaper, and served as public relations coordinator for Martin Luther King and the SCLC. Furthermore, the Grand Dragon knew all about Xernona’s travels with Mrs. King and about her early work as an activist with the Urban League.* The Klan leader unnerved Clayton, but she forced herself to remain composed.


Clayton and Craig sparred at subsequent Model Cities meetings. She chided him for taking payments to stage Klan protests at the behest of white businesses that opposed integration. Craig criticized Clayton for socializing with whites, saying such intermingling would lead to a dilution of racial purity that both races ultimately would regret. Eventually the two reached an uneasy détente and developed, if not a friendship, at least a cordial working relationship as they tackled the task of finding jobs for members of their respective constituencies. Atlanta was transforming in the 1960s, with the erection of a new stadium, skyscrapers, and hotels such as the Marriott. But Atlanta’s poor and uneducated residents—white and black—struggled to keep up with the changing economy. Urban-renewal programs made space for gleaming new hotels and office towers by flattening cheap housing, forcing working-class Atlantans farther from the city center and jobs.


Despite the changes she’d witnessed in Calvin Craig over the years, Xernona Clayton still worried about arranging for Martin Luther King to meet with the Grand Dragon. The Klan remained a visible presence in Atlanta; just three years earlier, robed and masked Klansmen protested the dinner given to honor King’s Nobel Peace Prize win. Stone Mountain, the looming granite dome fifteen miles east of the city, was the birthplace of the modern KKK and the site of Klan rituals for decades. The call “Let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia” in King’s famous “Dream” speech carried a special significance for Atlantans, who knew of the mountain’s connection to the Klan. Five years after King gave that speech, a black woman might have been able to walk into a restaurant in downtown Atlanta and get a table, but on the rocky face of Stone Mountain, stonecutters were still completing the mammoth carving of Confederate heroes Jefferson Davis, Stonewall Jackson, and Robert E. Lee—bankrolled in part by the KKK.*


Xernona repressed her uneasiness, said good-bye to Craig, and prepared for her next meeting, a dinner with Sam Caldwell, Georgia’s labor commissioner. On the agenda: more Model Cities business—employment for ten young men King and Clayton identified as prospects for a summer-jobs program.


As Caldwell and Clayton ate dinner, the hostess approached with a discreetly folded slip of paper. Clayton opened it and glanced at the cryptic message: Have you heard about Dr. King? She refolded the note and kept chatting with Caldwell.


After a few minutes the hostess returned. “Did you read my note?”


“Yes,” said Clayton distractedly.


“Don’t you understand?” the hostess pressed. “He’s been shot.”


Clayton nodded and nonchalantly returned to her dinner. In the years she had known King she had received reports he had been attacked, even killed—sometimes as she sat directly in his presence. She chalked up the message as another rumor or distasteful prank. It’s not like you say goodbye to someone at the airport and then the next day they’re dead, she thought. Only twenty-four hours ago, dropping King off at the terminal, she reminded him, “Call your mother.” On a recent Sunday, she, the King family, and other friends had gathered after church for games and singing. Mama King longed for more afternoons like that and asked Xernona to make them happen. As she tried to focus on her conversation with the labor commissioner, Clayton thought about that carefree afternoon and remembered sitting at the piano to play as the King family sang. She wondered if King had made the call to his mother. (Indeed, he had. From the Lorraine Motel in Memphis on the afternoon of April 4, M.L. and his brother, A.D., called their parents and talked for almost an hour.)


The hostess came back. She looked distressed.


“Maybe you should check,” said Caldwell. “I’ll wait.”


The hostess offered the use of the restaurant phone. Clayton called the King home; the line was busy. She called the family’s unlisted number; busy, too. She went back to Caldwell, who offered to drive her over to the Kings’ to make sure everything was all right. As they pulled out of the drive in front of the sleek motel and headed into the rainy night, Xernona Clayton could not resist a twinge of amusement. Who would have predicted that she, a black woman with Native American blood who grew up in segregated Oklahoma, would be chauffeured through the streets of Atlanta by a middle-aged white man who held one of the highest positions in Georgia government?


Any bemused reflection vanished as soon as they approached the Kings’ modest redbrick house just a few miles west of downtown. Two police cars blocked a large Chevrolet in the driveway. Louise Allen, wife of Atlanta mayor Ivan Allen, sat behind the wheel of the Chevrolet while the mayor crouched in the passenger seat of one of the police cars talking into a radio transmitter. In the front seat of the other police cruiser was Coretta Scott King, a gold damask cap hurriedly pulled over her loose curls. Her face was barely made up and she looked uncharacteristically young, anxious, and frazzled, a marked difference from her usual calm demeanor and immaculate grooming.


Mrs. King rolled down the window and called out to Xernona Clayton, “Martin’s been shot in Memphis. We are going to the airport. Can you stay with the children?”


Sam Caldwell and Xernona Clayton hurried into the house. The youngest King child, Bernice, whom everyone called Bunny, was already in bed. The three older children—Yolanda, twelve; Martin III, ten; and Dexter, seven—sat in the front room watching television newsmen talk about their father.


Less than an hour earlier, the kids had been lounging in the living room when SPECIAL BULLETIN flashed across the television screen and an announcer said their father had been shot. Dexter raced to his mother’s room to tell her what they had seen, but she was already on the phone. Jesse Jackson, the twenty-six-year-old activist who had been at the Memphis motel with King, called minutes after the shooting.


“Doc just got shot,” Jackson said to Coretta. “I would advise you to take the next thing smoking.”


Mrs. King pulled out her overnight bag. Both she and Juanita Abernathy, wife of King’s closest friend, Ralph David Abernathy, kept bags stocked and ready so they could leave at the shortest notice if trouble arose while their husbands were on the road or if, as had happened so many times before, they needed jailhouse essentials after being arrested on civil disobedience charges. As she was checking the contents of her bag with the help of Yolanda, the phone rang again; it was the mayor, who said the 8:25 flight to Memphis would be held for her and he would bring a police escort to help her get to the airport as quickly as she could.


Northside Drive, Atlanta, around 7:30 p.m.


Mayor Ivan Allen and his wife, Louise, had been watching television in their bedroom when the special bulletins aired.


Immediately, the mayor said, “I’m going to his wife.”


Without hesitating, Louise replied, “I’ll go with you.”


Before they headed out, Allen called his chief of police, Herbert Jenkins, and asked him to meet them at the King house. He also called local newsrooms, the Atlanta bureaus of national papers, and network television affiliates. During his six years in office, the mayor had become acutely sensitive to the symbolic weight attached to his actions. He was shrewdly aware that news he’d rushed to help King’s wife would be significant to Atlanta’s black residents, and equally sensitive that it would make for good press beyond the South. Allen did not only worry about public relations; he could not predict what the response to an attempt on King’s life would be and wanted to prepare for any outcome. Atlanta had not experienced large-scale riots like those that ravaged Los Angeles, Detroit, and Newark in the summers of 1965, 1966, and 1967, but during the past few years a few outbursts had been triggered by racial tension. From experience, Mayor Allen and Police Chief Jenkins had learned that the most effective way to keep violence from accelerating was to insert themselves bodily into a situation and remain visible until trouble dissipated. He hoped that his swift response tonight would prevent trouble from even starting.


Allen’s actions were not merely political calculations. His esteem for King had grown over the past years. Both men—Allen, heir to a multimillion-dollar business, and King, third in a line of activist preachers— were influential in Atlanta. But typical of the chasm that existed even between the most elite blacks and whites, their early lives barely intersected. Although they had encountered each other during segregation protests in the early 1960s, their first personal interaction came in January 1965, when Allen helped to organize a dinner in honor of King’s being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Most white business leaders initially resisted the idea of the banquet. Angered by his counterparts’ reluctance to honor King, Allen, along with Paul Austin, president of the Coca-Cola Company, convened a meeting at the Piedmont Driving Club, the city’s old-money retreat. Allen goaded the men, telling them even if they disagreed with King’s philosophies and methods, it would look bad for Atlanta’s image if they did not show up at a dinner honoring Georgia’s first Nobelist. He cautioned that should they make excuses, go out of town, or send underlings in their stead, he would be at the dinner and taking note of who attended and who did not. There would be consequences was the implication from City Hall and Atlanta’s other civic force, Coca-Cola.


In the end virtually every man Allen and Austin summoned to the meeting at the Driving Club was among the fifteen hundred Atlantans attending the banquet at the Dinkler Plaza Hotel.* Addressing the dinner guests, Rabbi Jacob Rothschild said, “You gather to honor a man but you honor a city as well, a Southern city that has risen above the sordidness of hate and prejudice.”


After the event, architect Cecil Alexander of Atlanta sent the rabbi a letter, thanking him for “the difficult role you played from the rostrum and (among those who know) your efforts prior to the event.” Acknowledging the initial reluctance of the white community—businessmen in particular—to get behind the Nobel banquet, and the struggles that Ralph McGill, Ivan Allen, himself, and others had encountered while garnering white buy-in, Rothschild wrote to New York rabbi Sidney Regner confiding, “After the dinner ended, those of us who had been involved in it for so long a time felt like singing ‘We did it!’ from My Fair Lady.”


There had been bomb threats on the night of the banquet, the Klan picketed outside, and police squads swept the area, delaying the start of the dinner. Ivan Allen waited in the foyer with civil rights activist the Reverend Sam Williams, the pastor of Atlanta’s influential Friendship Baptist Church, one of Martin Luther King’s professors at Morehouse College, and later one of King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference cofounders. A hotel staffer apologized for the delay. “Don’t worry about that,” said the mayor. “My friend Sam Williams has been waiting for a hundred years to get into that ballroom, and forty-five minutes one way or the other isn’t going to bother him much.”*


These recollections flashed through the mayor’s mind as he and Louise left their home on Northside Drive and made their way along the tree-lined streets that wound from their neighborhood, Buckhead—a hilly enclave of mansions and graceful estates—to the King home at 234 Sunset Avenue in Vine City. Six blocks to the south, Sunset dead-ended at Hunter Street, the main thoroughfare through Atlanta’s cluster of historically black colleges. City planners considered Sunset the western boundary of Vine City, commonly referred to in the white press as a “Negro slum,” an area where just a few years earlier Coretta and Martin King, along with Ralph and Juanita Abernathy, led protests against negligent slumlords, rat infestation, and crime. In 1966, Vine City had been described by a writer for the Georgia Bulletin, a Catholic newspaper, as “generally forgotten by civic leaders, the Christian churches, and well-to-do Negroes.” As the Allens’ car drew closer to Vine City, it seemed as though the night got darker, visible evidence of the city’s historic neglect of black neighborhoods: fewer streetlights—if any at all—were installed in black residential areas.


As he drove, the mayor clung to the scattered radio bulletins delivering more details about the shooting. King stood on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel when a shot was fired. Police were searching for the shooter. Authorities believed the gunman to be the young white man spotted leaving a boardinghouse across from the motel. An ambulance rushed King to St. Joseph Hospital, accompanied by members of his inner circle, including Andrew Young and Ralph David Abernathy. Buford Ellington, the governor of Tennessee, had mobilized the National Guard. Memphis authorities feared riots.


When the Allens reached the King home on Sunset Avenue, police cars were already there. The mayor had planned to ride along with Mrs. King, but realized that the best way to stay in touch with City Hall would be to take a police car, where he could use the radio, so he took one cruiser and asked Mrs. King to ride in the second police car, along with her sister- and brother-in-law Christine King Farris and Isaac Farris, who had come to the house as soon as they heard of the shooting. Louise Allen followed—driving the Allens’ car and taking other King family friends. The convoy headed toward the airport, police lights flashing in the rain as the cars made their way south.


They arrived at the terminal to find reporters already clustered around the doors. The group evaded the reporters’ shouted questions as they made their way through the rain and into the lobby. There, Dora McDonald, the King’s close friend and personal assistant, waited. She, Mrs. King, and Christine King Farris went into the ladies’ room while the mayor headed to the Eastern Airlines counter to check on the flight. Before the mayor reached the counter, an airline staffer stopped him and asked him to take a call—the official notification from Memphis that King was dead.


Allen went into the ladies’ room to find Mrs. King. In a quiet, formal tone, the mayor said, “Mrs. King, I have to inform you that Dr. King is dead.”


The mayor and the three women stood there, silent, weeping, for a while. They held hands.


“Coretta, do you want to go to Memphis or what?” the mayor finally asked.


The widow decided to go home to be with her children rather than fly to Memphis that night. As they exited the restroom and walked down the airport hallway, television crews tracked their movements and news cameras flashed. Ignoring the barrage of questions, Mrs. King stared stoically straight ahead, the camera bulbs created a harsh glare on her glasses. The mayor strode purposefully, posture erect, close-cropped silver hair glinting, his mouth rigidly set.


By the time they returned to the house on Sunset Avenue, reporters, police, relatives, and curious neighbors surrounded it. Mrs. King pushed through the crowd to make her way in, Mayor Allen walked a few steps behind, holding an umbrella. Mrs. King went straight to her bedroom at the back of the house. Xernona Clayton came to ask what she could do to help.


“I can’t reach my parents because all of the lines here are busy. Can you go to your house and call them for me?” Coretta asked.


Xernona paused. “Well, my car is at the hotel downtown.”


Once again, the labor commissioner stepped in to serve as her chauffeur, and Caldwell and Clayton left Coretta’s house and went back to the Marriott.


When she finally walked into her own home, Xernona found it packed. People had come to see what she knew, and her housekeeper had let them all in. They crowded around Xernona asking questions. Where was the body? How was Coretta? What were the plans for the funeral?


“I don’t know any of that yet,” she said. “I have to call Coretta’s parents.”


Before she could make the call, her phone rang. Coretta. “I need you here. Can you come back? The phones are ringing nonstop and I need help with the children.”


Xernona shooed everyone out of her home, packed an overnight bag, and drove back to Sunset Avenue.


Morehouse College student Marvin Mangham Jr. sat in the living room of his parents’ home on Collier Ridge Drive watching television with his mom, dad, and girlfriend, Mary, a student at Spelman College. They were aghast when they saw the news of King’s shooting. Marvin senior, Morehouse ’48, was a classmate of Martin King’s. Marvin junior grew up seeing the King family regularly; his paper route included the home of Martin Luther King Sr., known to Atlantans of all ages and races as Daddy King, the formidable patriarch of Ebenezer Baptist Church.


Like other members of Atlanta’s black middle class, Marvin’s parents migrated to the suburbs from older, inner-city black communities such as Sweet Auburn, where Ebenezer Baptist stood; Vine City, close to the Atlanta University Center; or Summerhill, built on land designated for former slaves during Reconstruction. The Manghams and the elder Kings lived in Collier Heights, a postwar development created by blacks for blacks, one of the few of its kind in the country.* Marvin’s newspaper delivery customers included Christine King Farris, Martin’s older sister, and Dr. Frederick Earl McLendon, a physician whose massive home took up an entire block and famously housed an indoor swimming pool.† The Manghams’ neighbors included teachers, professors, lawyers, and Atlanta’s first black city alderman, Q. V. Williamson. In the early 1960s, Ralph Abernathy, Martin Luther King’s best friend and cofounder of the SCLC, bought a house on nearby Laverne Drive, a low-slung ranch with a curbside mailbox encased in cut stone. A black, cast-iron banner heralded ABERNATHY across the top.


The Mangham family and Mary watched in horror as the news reports came in from Memphis. “Let’s go check on the Kings,” Marvin senior said after a while, so the family got in their car and drove over to the elder Kings’ home on nearby Dale Creek Road. Neighbors and friends already clustered on the front lawn.


Marvin knew he had to get Mary back to her dorm before curfew, so the Manghams went home, and Marvin took his dad’s car and he and Mary headed out. They drove in near silence through the rain-slicked curving streets, leaving behind Collier Heights’ cul-de-sacs, wide front lawns, and streamlined, modern homes. A few miles east, closer to the Atlanta University Center, exuberant middle-class ranch houses made way for tidy cottages, square duplexes, narrow shotgun shacks, and the stolid brick apartments of the University Homes housing project.


Marvin dropped Mary off at her dormitory. True to its roots as a female “seminary,” Spelman maintained stringent rules for students and strictly enforced its curfews. After saying good-night to Mary, Marvin headed up Chestnut Street, where students from nearby Morehouse and Clark colleges streamed out of dorms and classrooms to gather in the campus quadrangle. At the corner of Chestnut and Parsons, teens threw rocks at the window of a small store owned by a white couple. As a boy, Marvin helped out in the store at the request of his grandmother, who lived nearby and knew the owners. Boys and young men crowded the intersections, peering through the windshields of passing vehicles. Marvin watched as they pulled a white driver out of his car, pushed him to the street, and shoved and kicked him.


Marvin headed back to Collier Heights. The scenes near the university center seemed surreal. He remembered the John Kennedy assassination four and a half years earlier, when it seemed as though everything moved in slow motion; an “out of body experience” is how he would later describe it. He had been in high school then, and his parents urged him to go about business as usual, insisting he take a scheduled driving lesson.


“You were awful,” the instructor said at the end of the session. “Can’t you focus?”


“No, of course not. Think of what happened today,” Marvin had said.


Oval Office, the White House, Washington, D.C., 7:24 p.m.


President Lyndon Johnson chatted with visitors from Atlanta: Robert Woodruff, the retired president of Coca-Cola, and Carl Sanders, the former governor of Georgia. Sanders had been a workhorse on LBJ’s behalf in the 1964 presidential campaign, and Woodruff was a substantial donor. A onetime University of Georgia football player and World War II bomber pilot, Sanders had been elected to the top Georgia post in 1962 at the age of thirty-seven, the youngest governor in the country. Tall, with an athlete’s natural grace and the rich cadences of his native Augusta, Sanders presented a glamorous figure. As governor, he riled Georgia whites by cooperating with the federal government on integration after the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, presenting a marked contrast to segregationist governors of neighboring states such as George Wallace of Alabama and Ross Barnett of Mississippi.* After leaving office because of term-limit rules, Sanders was succeeded in 1967 by segregationist Lester Maddox.


Considered a rising star in national Democratic politics, Sanders had declined several job offers from the LBJ administration, but now speculation about his national political future continued—with a twist. Five days earlier, President Johnson had made a surprise announcement in a televised address: “I do not believe that I should devote an hour or a day of my time to any personal partisan causes or to any duties other than the awesome duties of this office…. Accordingly, I shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your president.”


The president’s withdrawal from the 1968 race had been preceded by plans to pursue peace talks in Vietnam—“I am taking the first step to deescalate the conflict”—and to curtail bombing. While this meant the United States would scale back fighting in civilian areas and reduce bombing in enemy territory (above the twentieth parallel), it did not mean reduced troop deployment; another 13,500 Americans forces, both active and reserve, would head to the conflict. To accomplish all this, budgets would certainly be slashed and taxes might be raised. The president conceded that this was happening at a time of domestic strain, largely over racial issues:


In these times as in times before, it is true that a house divided against itself by the spirit of faction, of party, of region, of religion, of race, is a house that cannot stand. There is division in the American house now. There is divisiveness among us all tonight. And holding the trust that is mine, as president of all the people, I cannot disregard the peril to the progress of the American people and the hope and the prospect of peace for all peoples. So, I would ask all Americans, whatever their personal interests or concern, to guard against divisiveness and all its ugly consequences.


The exit of Johnson, who won a landslide in 1964, shifted the dynamics of the election year and opened a rush of speculation. On the day of Sanders’s meeting with the president, the Atlanta Journal ran a front-page story suggesting that the handsome former governor—“One of the best acts-of-God men in the business”—was prime vice-presidential material, an essential Southerner to balance the ticket in a Democratic field that, following Johnson’s withdrawal from consideration, was dominated by senators from the Northeast and the Midwest, including antiwar candidate Eugene McCarthy, who had rattled LBJ with strong New Hampshire results; Robert Kennedy, who had entered the race a few weeks earlier; and LBJ’s vice president, Hubert Humphrey. On the Republican side, former vice president Richard Nixon vied against governors Ronald Reagan of California and Nelson Rockefeller of New York.


Tom Johnson, a White House special assistant, interrupted president Johnson’s Oval Office conversation. He had an urgent bulletin for the president. A Georgia native and former staffer of the Macon Telegraph, Tom Johnson instantly recognized the guests from Atlanta. After President Johnson took the bulletin, he turned to Woodruff and Sanders and said, “I’m sorry you have to hear this.” He initialed the note and handed it to Sanders, saying, “This is history.”*


Looking at the slip of paper, Sanders and Woodruff read about the King shooting in Memphis. As the president conferred with aides, the two men from Atlanta found another phone in the Oval Office and tried to reach Mayor Ivan Allen. Unsuccessful, they went to say good-bye to Johnson, and found the president already huddled with Attorney General Ramsey Clark and other advisers. They were debating what Johnson should do in light of King’s shooting. The president had been slated to fly from Washington to Honolulu at midnight for talks with General William Westmoreland about Vietnam War strategies. Would it be appropriate or politically expedient to stick to the schedule after America’s best-known civil rights leader had been shot?


Ramsey Clark had long feared that King would be killed. He first became anxious about King’s safety when, as an assistant attorney general, he was assigned to monitor the Selma-to-Montgomery voter registration march of 1965 and witnessed the constant threats against King and his SCLC cohorts. Clark’s fears escalated over the subsequent years.


Clark flew to Memphis that night to oversee the investigation into King’s shooting. Before Clark left the White House, assistant FBI director Cartha “Deke” DeLoach made a wager with the attorney general: the shooter would be found and caught in twenty-four hours. If not, DeLoach said, he would buy Clark a bottle of sherry.


The Henry Grady Hotel, Atlanta, 8 p.m.


For years, the bar, lobby, and guest suites of the Henry Grady Hotel were considered the auxiliary workspace of the good old boys of the Georgia legislature. The once magnificent redbrick hotel on the former site of the governor’s mansion at the corner of Peachtree Street and Ellis was getting shabby, but the clubby atmosphere remained intact.* Tonight, in the hotel ballroom, the Georgia meeting of the American Independent Party was under way. Its immediate goal: to gather enough signatures to allow George Wallace, the segregationist governor of Alabama, to run as a third-party candidate in the November presidential election.


Roy Harris, Georgia’s American Independent Party chairman, was direct in his introductory remarks. Nothing will get better in this country, he said, “until we have someone in the White House who recognizes the viewpoints of white people in the South.” Peter Zack Geer, the former lieutenant governor of Georgia, drew cheers when he said that Wallace would “save us from Stokely Carmichael, Martin Luther King, Ralph McGill, Eugene Patterson, and, yes, little Bobby Kennedy.”


The next day, one of the men mentioned by Geer, Atlanta Constitution editor Gene Patterson, published a column that contrasted Lyndon Johnson, a “Southerner who turned away from the ancestral vices,” with Wallace, whose politics “bound the South in the ignominy of its vices instead of giving free run to its virtues as Johnson tried to do.”


In the column, Patterson quoted an interview with Harris in which the Independent Party operative outlined his tactics for Wallace’s Georgia campaign. “It’s going to be states’ rights and the right to run your own schools,” Harris said. “But when you get right down to it, there’s really going to be only one issue and you spell it n-i-g-g-e-r.”


Indianapolis Municipal Airport, just after 8 p.m.


Robert Kennedy spent the afternoon of April 4 traveling and learned of King’s death as he rode from the airport to an Indianapolis campaign rally. From the car, Kennedy radioed to campaign staffer John Lewis, former head of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and a King protégé. When Kennedy told him about King’s death, the young activist forced himself to remain stoic. He stayed that way even when Kennedy arrived from the airport, looked at Lewis directly, and said, “You’ve lost a leader. We’ve lost a leader.”


When Kennedy reached the rally, a crowd waited—loud, excited, and largely oblivious of the news about King. A band played on the campaign stage, and some audience members danced. A few people on the edges of the crowd listened to pocket radios and talked about King’s death. Some campaign staff members were worried that Kennedy would be shot in retaliation; a gang was rumored to have staked out the rally site.


Television camera crews were focused on Kennedy as he was greeted by campaign staff. “Do they know about Martin Luther King?” he asked. “We left it up to you to tell them,” a staffer said. Kennedy solemnly walked up to a microphone. He looked out over the crowd and said, “I have bad news for you, for all of our fellow citizens and people who love peace all over the world.”


Many in the crowd continued to chatter and laugh, not aware that the candidate had started speaking. Kennedy looked down at the notes he’d written on the back of an envelope en route from the airport.


“Martin Luther King was shot and killed tonight,” Kennedy stated. From the back of the rally, Lewis watched the news travel in a wave across the audience. Those closest to Kennedy broke down in sobs. Word passed from row to row, and excited conversation turned into wails. People abruptly stopped clapping. Kennedy then delivered an extemporaneous eulogy:


Martin Luther King dedicated his life to love and justice for his follow human beings, and he died because of that effort…. For those of you who are black—considering the evidence there evidently is that there were white people who were responsible— you can be filled with bitterness, with hatred, and a desire for revenge. We can move in that direction as a country in great polarization…. Or we can make an effort, as Martin Luther King did, to understand and to comprehend and to replace that violence, that stain of bloodshed that has spread across our land, with an effort to understand with compassion and love.


For those of who you are black and are tempted to be filled with hatred … I can only say that I feel in my own heart the same kind of feeling. I had a member of my family killed, but he was killed by a white man. We have to make an effort to understand, to go beyond these rather difficult times.*


John Lewis was astounded; in the years they had spent together, Lewis never heard Kennedy publicly discuss his brother’s assassination. Lewis watched as the now hushed spectators listened to Kennedy:


We’ve had difficult times in the past. We will have difficult times in the future. It is not the end of violence. It is not the end of disorder.


The vast majority of white people and the vast majority of black people in this country want to live together, want to improve the quality of our life, and want justice for all human beings who abide in our land.


Let us dedicate ourselves to what the Greeks wrote so many years ago: to tame the savageness of man and to make gentle the life of this world.


Let us dedicate ourselves to that, and say a prayer for our country and our people.


After Kennedy’s speech, the campaign team went to their hotel. Lewis watched as Kennedy lay facedown on a hotel bed and wept. After a while the candidate got up, spoke with some of his staffers, and went to the phone—attempting to reach Mrs. King.


Atlanta Symphony Hall, 8:15 p.m.


Just before the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra started their evening performance, the conductor announced the news of King’s death to the audience. Over at the Martel Homes housing project in East Point, Charles Weltner, the congressman who gave up his seat rather than support the gubernatorial bid of Lester Maddox,* was meeting with a group of resident activists. “There was stunned silence,” he told the Atlanta Constitution, describing the reaction to news of King’s death. On Auburn Avenue, the audience leaving a show at the Royal Peacock Lounge heard about the assassination and immediately made their way across the street to the offices of the black-owned newspaper Atlanta Daily World, desperate for updates.


Ron English, a student at the Interdenominational Theological Center and the associate pastor at Ebenezer Baptist Church, was driving to the library at Emory University to do some research. When a radio bulletin announced King’s death, English instinctively wanted to drive to the airport and get to Memphis; he had flight privileges thanks to a part-time job at Delta. Instead he drove to Ebenezer, where he found grieving congregants clustered around the front door.


Ron English had known Martin—whom he and most friends and family members called M.L.—all his life. The Englishes were stalwarts of the Ebenezer congregation. Ron’s parents, Jethro and Auretha, sang at the senior Kings’ wedding ceremony. Ron drew on his long relationship with the family as he navigated the tricky terrain as the junior pastor in a church dominated by the older, politically powerful Daddy King and his charismatic, celebrity son.


As Ron consoled congregants at the doors of Ebenezer, he recalled words he’d exchanged with M.L. just days earlier. English and Daddy King disagreed about the church’s youth ministry and Ron asked M.L. to weigh in. “As soon as I’m back from Memphis, we’ll talk,” Martin had promised. As Ron comforted others, he tried to grasp the reality that he would never have that conversation.


In the Burge Apartments near the campus of Georgia Tech, where her father was an architecture professor, Maria Saporta heard the news on the radio. Maria’s parents had both survived the Holocaust and, after moving to Atlanta, actively supported the civil rights movement. Maria and Yolanda King were classmates at Spring Street Elementary School, and Maria often spent the night at the King home.


The Saporta family listened quietly to the radio. No one had the energy to make dinner, so they headed out to a restaurant. On their way down in the elevator, they met a neighbor from the apartment building, also on his way out. He was accompanied by a group of friends.


“Martin Luther King has been shot!” the neighbor shouted to the Saportas. “We’re going out celebrating!”


By just after eight that evening, 60 percent of Atlanta residents knew King had been shot. By eight the next morning, 97 percent of the city would know he was dead, according to Emory University researchers, who declared it the fastest dissemination of news Atlanta had ever experienced.


Kathryn Johnson idly watched the windshield wipers as her date drove to the movie. When the news came on the radio, her date, without pausing to ask, turned the car around and headed for Sunset Avenue. The only female reporter in Atlanta’s Associated Press bureau, Johnson had become friends with the King family when she was assigned to cover a strike at Atlanta-based Scripto Pen Company that started during Thanksgiving weekend 1964. King, by then internationally famous as an activist, kept a relatively low profile in his hometown, through an agreement with his dad and other lions of the local black leadership. However, when the mostly female workforce at Scripto—whose leaders included Mary Gurley, an influential congregant at Ebenezer Baptist Church— went on strike demanding better wages, Martin Luther King Jr. had got involved.*


On a cold night, as she left the picket lines, Kathryn was surprised when King approached and offered to walk her to her car.


“This is not a good neighborhood,” he warned.


The neighborhood was, in fact, where King grew up—the pen factory operated just blocks from Ebenezer Baptist Church.† In return for the company, Johnson offered to drive King home. When they reached the house, Coretta invited Kathryn in for coffee and cake. The three of them talked into the night.


The next morning Kathryn and her mother sat in their den watching television, and Kathryn saw jerky news footage of herself and King walking away from the picket line. Her mother turned to the young reporter and said, “Someday, someone is going to try to kill that man.”


Now, as her date dropped her off at the Kings’ home, Kathryn Johnson saw that other reporters, including one from the New York Times, were there already, and she had to push her way toward the door. Coretta King spotted her from inside the house. “Let Kathryn in,” she said. Johnson followed Mrs. King—who had changed from her dress, coat, and gold hat into a pink robe and slippers—to the back bedroom, where Yolanda sat on her parents’ bed watching television. Yolanda’s hair was tightly rolled in plastic curlers. Kathryn could tell that the girl struggled to not cry. When a photographer came in the room, Kathryn rolled off the bed and hid on the far side, making sure she was undetected behind the bedspread. As a reporter, she did not want to make herself part of the story.


After the photographer left, Kathryn got back on the bed and watched the breaking news from Memphis. It was eerie. Kathryn knew King’s daughter must ache inside, but unsure of what to say to the girl, Kathryn simply sat with her in companionable silence.


Walter Cronkite opened the CBS evening newscast with a forthright statement: “Dr. Martin Luther King, the apostle of nonviolence, has been shot to death in Memphis, Tennessee. Police have issued an all-points bulletin for a well-dressed young white man seen running from the scene.”


The newscast cut from Cronkite to the White House press office. The black-and-white film exaggerated President Johnson’s deeply creased cheeks, heavily lidded eyes, and somber expression. “America is shocked and saddened by the brutal slaying tonight of Dr. Martin Luther King,” he said.


By the time late-night news aired, cameras were at the Lorraine Motel. Police moved out across the crime scene, and King’s stunned colleagues could be seen entering the motel. Networks played clips of King’s famous speeches and the dramatic sermon he had given just the night before, when he had arrived in Memphis in support of a sanitation workers’ strike.


King’s April 3 journey to Memphis was his second visit to the city in less than a week. On March 28, King had taken part in a march at the request of Memphis pastors and union leaders. That march was poorly planned and devolved into violence. More than one hundred people were arrested, and a black teenager, accused by police of looting, was shot and killed. Chaos escalated as businesses were looted. Some suspected that government plants had instigated the disorder. In the aftermath of the failed march, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover—who had for years spied on King and his colleagues, convinced King was embroiled in Communist plots and engaged in moral lassitude—leaked reports to the media that triggered increased controversy over King’s antiwar activities and his crusade against poverty.


King had returned to Memphis to lead a second march scheduled for April 5. He was determined to prove that it could be nonviolent and successful. Expectations were high. Arriving late on the evening of April 3 (his plane had been delayed by a bomb threat), King spoke to the strikers and their supporters. Creating a comparison between his experience as a civil rights leader with that of the biblical Moses,* King told the audience:


We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn’t really matter to me now, because I’ve been to the mountaintop…. Like anybody I would like to live a long life … but I’m not concerned…. 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. 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.


Now that King was dead, news programs aired that speech repeatedly. Watching as King’s impassioned face filled the television screen and the lighting cast a halo about his head, Ron English thought, A Hollywood director could not have staged this better.


Governor’s Mansion, Atlanta, 9 p.m.


It still rained hard, and a drenched reporter waited at the guard station at the front gates of the mansion, a twenty-four-thousand-square-foot Greek Revival behemoth on Buckhead’s West Paces Ferry Road. The reporter pleaded with the guards to let him in so he could get a comment from Governor Lester Maddox. The voluble chief executive of Georgia usually handed out sound bites eagerly. Tonight he was refusing to talk to the press about King’s shooting. You have to wait, the guards instructed.


Reticence from Governor Maddox was surprising. For decades, he made no secret of his rabid commitment to segregation and his disagreement with King’s methods and philosophy. But the reporter would get no outrageous statement tonight, and after an hour he left the soggy mansion guardhouse.


At almost midnight Maddox finally issued a statement. He said although he condemned King’s assassination, the civil rights leader’s death was not a surprise. Civil disobedience as practiced by King and his followers, said the Georgia governor, “builds the foundation” for “launched disorder and lawlessness.”
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n the aftermath of Martin Luther King Jrs
I assassination, riots broke out in 110 cities across
the country. For five days, Atlanta braced for chaos
while preparing to host King’s funeral. An unlikely
alliance of former student radicals, the middle-aged
patrician mayor, the no-nonsense police chief, black
ministers, white churchgoers, Atlanta’s business
leaders, King’s grieving family members, and his
stunned SCLC colleagues worked to keep Atlanta
safe, honor a murdered hero, and host the tens of
thousands who came to pay tribute.

On April 9, 1968, 150,000 mourners took
part in a daylong series of rituals honoring King—
the largest funeral staged for a private U.S. citizen.
King’s funeral was a dramatic event that took place
against a national backdrop of war protests and
presidential politics in a still-segregationist South,
where Georgia’s governor surrounded the state
capitol with troops and refused to lower the flag in
acknowledgment of King’s death.

Award-winning journalist Rebecca Burns deliv-
ers a riveting account of this landmark week and
chronicles the convergence of politicians, celebrities,
militants, and ordinary people who mourned in a
peaceful Atlanta while other cities burned. Drawing
upon copious research and dozens of interviews—
from staffers at the White House who dealt with the
threat of violence to members of King’s family and
inner circle—Burns brings this dramatic story to life
in vivid scenes that sweep readers from the mayor’s
office to the White House to Coretta Scott King’s
bedroom.

Compelling and original, Burial for a King
captures a defining moment in America’s history.
It encapsulates King’s legacy, America’s shifting
attitude toward race, and the emergence of Atlanta

as a new kind of Southern city.
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MARTIN LUTHER KING JR’S

FUNERAL AND THE WEEK

THAT TRANSFORMED ATLANTA

AND ROCKED THE NATION

Rebecca Burns

“Burial for a Kingis a gripping picce of work. Some of Rebecca Burns's voices belong to friends,
which made it haunting, but many of them were fresh discoverics to me. This baok is a great tribure.”
—TAYLOR BRANCH, author of the America in the King Years trilogy
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