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TO MY FATHER, CLAUDE DANIEL FOREMAN, who “served his country” as a navy man in the Second World War only to live through the pain of being refused entry to a restaurant in Atlanta, Georgia. He was with three of his White navy buddies; all were in uniform. They stayed at the restaurant to have their meal without him. Daddy said he would never go back to Atlanta.

How I would love to say, “Daddy, you can go back now. My special friend Andrew Young has been the mayor for two terms. You will be welcomed.”

He didn’t live to see the changes in race relations that his daughter struggled to help bring about.

And to the many hundreds of people whose names are never mentioned as participants in the civil rights movement. These people were abused and some died as they struggled to change the system that did not acknowledge their rights as citizens.


THE REST OF THE WAY

I went into the silence
to note what I could hear.

There were voices loud and clear
yet no one was near.

Perhaps not voices but SPIRIT

There to cheer me

To cheer me on.

I calmed myself

with open mind and heart.

I felt a surge of strength.

Voices came that made things clear:

I have plotted a journey for you

Do not hold back; go!
Onward and up.

I will light your path.
The blocks in the road
Will make you bold,

Will open your heart.

     Your desire to heal will

Make you strong
Will clear your mind.

In the silence you will

be infused with a Spirit;

a Spirit—readily available to

one such as you.

One who is ready, willing, open,

Hungry for Truth!

You are anointed by my Spirit
Know this.

As you are infused with my Spirit
You will know love,

You will show love,
and cause it to stir
in all you encounter.

When you feel unclear
just hang in there;

I will light your way.

I will give you clarity of purpose;

I will guide you to where your
skills are needed.

Imprinting on the minds and hearts

Of those you touch
You will gain the Spirit of love
the ability to see those
you touch.

An openness to great and
healing values,
They will be yours
to share.

I will remove walls of hatred

and intolerance
a new era will arise
a new country will appear.

You will be called to
let your light shine

Showing others the way forward
on this journey,
this blessed journey.

—DOROTHY F. COTTON


Foreword

by Andrew Young

THE CIVIL RIGHTS movement had not yet discovered women’s rights when Dorothy Cotton joined the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in 1960. Dorothy came with her Boston University master’s, teaching credentials from Virginia State University, and a personality bubbling like fine champagne to be the only woman executive in the recently formed organization and was determined not to be intimidated by the gathering of young, self-important egomaniacs who became the staff that would ultimately change the South and impact the planet.

Dorothy was the right woman in the right place at the right time, so Wyatt Tee Walker, the newly appointed executive director, invited her to join the staff as education director. There were very few of us who had academic, administrative, and movement experience in 1960, so Dorothy was charged with developing a department that would train new leaders for this burgeoning movement and ensure that the disciplines of nonviolence and good citizenship prevailed over the anger, frustration, and bitterness that tended to dominate the Black community.

As the staff grew, Dorothy assumed a very natural role as everybody’s sister. The men began to relate to one another through her. The precise enunciation and elocution of her speech demanded that her opinions earn respect. Her charm and effusive personality inspired admiration and also kept potential male admirers at bay; her quick wit crushed many egos.

The Education Department soon became the Citizenship Education Program, which originally set out to train two hundred leaders across the South. Each country or rural village had someone that everyone respected, “the Wise Elder,” though they were often young people. They were people of courage and insight, the natural leaders, people with Ph.D. minds who often had never received much formal education. These were the leaders who became the foundation of the nonviolent movement.
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Andrew Young and me. (Photograph courtesy of Clayborne Carson)


Introduction

by Vincent Harding

AT THIS POWERFUL moment in the life of our nation it is clear that Dorothy Cotton’s important—and long-awaited—memoir opens a crucial opportunity for us to wrestle with several essential matters concerning our past, present, and future engagement in the continuing national experiment known as the quest for a just and compassionate multiracial democracy in America. Indeed, at the heart of Dorothy’s account is the story of her crucial role as director of education for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), the freedom movement organization led by Martin Luther King Jr. That was the rich, challenging, and boundless context in which my friend played such a central part in developing SCLC’s Citizenship Education Program (CEP) in the 1960s, leading one of the movement’s most important contributions to the continuing American search for “a more perfect union.”

Remembering her early years in the SCLC setting, Dorothy reminds us that “our work with SCLC was not just a job, it was a life commitment,” one that took her all around the South, working with adult grassroots leaders and encouraging brave children and youth from Birmingham to St. Augustine to stand firmly against the deadly threats of Klan members and the brutal forces of “law enforcement,” often accompanying the endangered children at great risk to her own life. And it is not surprising that Dorothy had no idea at first that her participation in the great struggle unfolding would completely consume her and become her life’s work. Now, half a century after that beginning period, she continues to carry out her work by sharing with us in this book many lessons we need to learn as new generations (and their unrelenting elders) continue the great struggle “of creating a more perfect union.”

For instance, there are the extraordinary lessons embodied in Dorothy herself. We need to explore carefully how and why it was that this southern-born motherless child of a poor, widowed, uneducated Black tobacco worker came to blossom magnificently as a deeply committed, broadly educated leader in the unending struggle to transform her segregated, White-dominated nation into the multiracial democratic community she believed it could be.

And even as we ponder the creative possibilities her extraordinary life opens for all of us—especially the young and deeply disadvantaged, and even as we recognize the likelihood that there are Dorothy Cottons hidden everywhere (she surely saw them on the streets of Birmingham and Memphis and on the beaches of St. Augustine), waiting to be nurtured and encouraged into seeking and discovering their best selves, their magnificent capacities for leadership in the transformation of our nation—there is still much more to discover and explore in the pages of this important work.

Dorothy’s work with the Citizenship Education Program and her account here of that transformative process reflect the most important challenges in our own current “great struggle” to expand, deepen, and authenticate democracy in America. This effective program of adult grassroots leadership education originally grew out of a fascinating collaboration between the European-inspired Highlander Folk School in Monteagle, Tennessee, and Esau Jenkins, a wise and courageous grassroots community organizer among the African American people of the Sea Island communities, located off the coasts of Georgia and South Carolina, in the 1950s. Over time it became the central element of SCLC’s grassroots educational work, a program that would eventually serve the political, educational, and spiritual needs of thousands of Black southerners who came to occupy the heart of the freedom movement. Generally these were persons who had long been formally and informally educated to be underpaid servants and hapless victims of the White ruling classes of their communities. Instead, Dorothy and the CEP process opened very different alternatives, encouraging the participants to actively re-vision themselves and create their radically new roles in the necessary transformation of their communities, their nation, and their world.

In carrying out this crucial task, Dorothy worked closely with Andrew Young (who later became mayor of Atlanta and then U.S. ambassador to the United Nations) and with Septima Clark, one of the exemplary, wise, courageous, and compassionate mother-teachers of the freedom movement. Under Dorothy’s direct leadership, and working with other SCLC staff, this trio successfully developed the powerful model for an early “pedagogy of the oppressed,” a movement-shaped educational program that would help prepare “ordinary” women and men to become extraordinarily creative and courageous in the work that is meant to be the hallmark vocation of all American citizens—creating a more perfect union, often a dangerous calling in Dorothy’s time of being “swept up” into the struggle.

As she tells the story of these CEP workshops, usually a five-day gathering held in settings near the coasts of Georgia or South Carolina, Dorothy is clearly still deeply moved by the remarkable transformation she saw (and felt) unfolding in the lives of the women and men who came to the sessions fresh from southern communities where they were engaged in the difficult and risky struggles for the creation of democratic, human communities of hope. She recalls the sometimes harrowing, often humorous stories they shared, the delicious home-cooked meals they ate together, and the exciting role-playing experiences they created. Significantly, she reports on the palpable excitement and determination the participants exhibited when they studied the Constitution of the United States for the first time and realized they could appropriate that ambiguous document for their own democratic uses as they fought to create a new America.

As an occasional participant in those CEP sessions of the 1960s, I was glad to be reminded here by Dorothy of the extraordinary power of the church-bred community singing that literally rocked the gathering places and provided the cohesive force for almost every workshop. It was, in addition, a beautiful experience to recall with her in these pages what it meant to see (and hear) human faces, voices, lives—and bodily stances—all literally transformed by the new visions the participants were creating for themselves and their communities, even as they boldly and loudly sang, “Ain’t gonna let nobody turn me ’round.”

And it was great to be reminded of how much everyone enjoyed the long and lively nighttime social dance sessions and volleyball games that often kept the CEP participants up, especially those occasional times when Dorothy’s beloved friend and leader, Martin King, was able to attend the sessions and to amaze the folks with his skills and his good-humored enthusiasm on the dance floor and the volleyball court. (King’s words to the participants in one of the more formal CEP sessions provided the title for the book: “Nobody can ride your back if your back’s not bent.”)

I confess that I was tempted to long for more details in the book concerning those powerfully transformative CEP workshops that Dorothy was so centrally involved in creating and guiding. But what I eventually realized was that the greatest teaching value of the Citizenship Education Program will never arise from even the most detailed stories Dorothy can tell us here. Rather, it is now up to those of us who claim the powerful identity of “we the people” in the twenty-first century to interrogate ourselves and our communities about the fundamental implications of such a program and such an experience for our time, our lives, and the lives of our grandchildren.

So, if Dorothy’s story prompts us to recognize that it is only since the 1960s that the explicit goal of creating a just and inclusive multinational, multiracial, multicultural democratic society has begun to be a conscious moral and political commitment of our country, then we may recognize a powerful, humbling truth: in the light of such a challenging goal, we are still a developing nation, still searching, stumbling, trying to envision “a more perfect union” for our time and place, still trying to decide if we really want to join Dorothy’s continuing “great struggle.” (Perhaps we may begin to realize that we are not yet—and may never be—qualified to instruct a magnificently diverse world in the ways of democratic community, certainly not qualified to send our instructions via drones, “smart” bombs, or arrogant threats.)

In the light of this still developing situation in our own land, we may, we must ask ourselves what is the education necessary and appropriate for developing citizens who are prepared to participate fully and creatively in that great struggle for a multiracial democracy that Dorothy discovered and continues to pursue as her life’s work. How do we prepare ourselves and our children for the creative task that Langston Hughes described as the necessary work “to make America again,” the task Martin Luther King envisioned when he repeatedly said, “America, you must be born again”? Beginning with the youngest children and moving into the lives of our increasingly long-lived and active corps of elders, what is “a citizenship education” for our time? Where and how can it best take place? How do we insert the goal of nurturing creative, responsible, visionary, and compassionate builders of democratic communities at the heart of both our formal and informal educational agenda in America? What is the future of a living democracy in America if these questions are not at the heart of our ongoing national debate concerning the future of our nation? (Is creating the capacity “to compete with the Chinese” an adequate humanizing, democratizing purpose for the lives of our children and of ourselves?)

Because Dorothy Cotton faithfully and creatively continues to give her life to the democracy-building work that she began a half century ago, these questions for the present are not unfamiliar to her. Indeed, near the end of her book, she makes a telling connection between her work in the 1960s and the work we must do now. She quotes the contemporary words of Robert Leming of the Center for Civic Education, words that her life helped to create. Leming says, “Democracies do not just sustain themselves; they must be nurtured by engaged, knowledgeable citizens. Engaged, knowledgeable citizens are not born; they are developed through citizenship education.”

Along with Leming’s words, Dorothy’s life and work steadily, insistently push us to recognize that we have come to this demanding moment in our nation’s history not to “take our country back” (as some would say), not to resurrect a partly nostalgic but largely racist and exploitative past. Instead she points us to the exciting, life-giving task of creating the America that has not yet existed, a multiracial, just, compassionate, and ecologically responsible democracy, a nation with a creative, collaborative, and nondominating view of our role in the world.

Through her CEP story Dorothy reminds us that such a work of democratic creativity cannot be carried forward without women, men, and young people who are prepared for and committed to the great struggle for the development of democratic America. Moreover, she tells us that this is the work of many lifetimes, which neither begins nor ends with our own, but which also can never find its best democratic direction without us, “we the people,” we the amazingly diverse people who carry within ourselves great gifts and resources that constantly surprise the world, beginning with ourselves. How shall we take seriously the declaration of June Jordan that “we are the ones we’ve been waiting for”? How shall we “occupy” every educational setting from Sunday schools to prison cells and college seminar rooms with this vision? How shall we envision and create the new settings that do not yet exist?

In the African American communities of our country we have long sung a church song that ends with the words “We’ll never turn back. We’ll go on and see what the end will be.” Now, for all of us in all the diverse communities filled with creators of the new America, we surely need to continue the pledge to go on; but now we are planning to create what the end must be, starting now.

Fortunately, on that irreversible creative path, we are able to continue to call on the large and living wisdom of Dorothy Cotton. At the very close of her book, she opens up a generous, personal invitation to all of us who are seeking to create the education for democracy that speaks to the new realities and deep needs of our time. We should certainly do our best to read and accept Dorothy’s invitation, and go on, with her—and with all the others who want to create what the end will be. In other words, let us occupy democratic hope with one of its great creators.


Prologue

AS I REFLECT on the journey I’ve been on and talk with others who were also committed to the civil rights movement, I sense that many have come to the same conclusion as I: We were open to the spirit and it was this infusion of spirit that caused us to commit to this special path for our lives. We were ready to take the steps we took. I’m not sure any one of us could say in any certain intellectual terms why we did so at that time or how we evolved. But I accept now that there is a certain spirit that permeates the very being of each of us and opens us to guidance.

I experienced a kind of alienation from some of my blood relatives when I confessed my sadness for having “left the clan.” A very perceptive teacher once said to me, “Even if you had stayed you would have been weird.” I laughed at his use of the word weird. I know there was humor in what he said, but he meant it nonetheless. I accepted the truth in what he said. As a child I had the sense that “one day I will have to leave.” And without a blueprint, a clear way as to how I would leave and to where I would go. I didn’t have a specific answer to where—or even how. But doors began to open for me, showing the direction.

I have come, in the words of the Negro National Anthem, “over a way that with blood and with tears has been watered.” Yet the path on which I found myself has been incredibly enriching, providing opportunities to see many places around this wonderful yet challenging world, and this opportunity has helped me see and feel at a very deep level the possibility of our connectedness as human beings.

The civil rights movement was a significant milestone on the journey to a better world. Though we have much further to go, we have covered some basic steps; if we had not taken them, we would not now see the possibilities of change, of progress toward our ultimate goal—our goal of learning to live together, to relate to one another in peace and joy and celebration of our wonderful diversity. The possibility of seeing the planet as a bouquet of many flowers comes to mind.

I have been asked if I saw a connection between the recent Wall Street protests and the civil rights protests of the 1960s. Though I can feel some pleasure in the fact that many people in many cities—and perhaps especially many young people—are responding to what they determine to be grossly unfair economic practices, I don’t believe they are able to articulate what the protests are about and specifically what they are demanding. I find myself struggling to determine the vision, the goal of the protesters. I reflect on the teaching, the methodology we used in the 1950s and 1960s. I sense that many of the Wall Street protesters are just angry—and for good reason. A major difference between the protest actions we are seeing now and the protests staged by SCLC and other organizations in the time in which I worked is that we could articulate very clearly what our grievances were, in no uncertain terms. Not a single African American person nor any of our White allies was unable to state or to discuss fully what our grievances were. I find that many people struggle to try to determine the goal of the Wall Street protesters today, but massive numbers of people cannot state in a focused way the goals, the program for change. I reflect on the teaching methods we used in the modern civil rights movement and I know that I and many others could discuss with anyone who wanted to listen why we were organizing, why we were protesting.

We were clear as to the goals we had set for ourselves, for our neighborhoods, cities, towns, and our country. Everyone knew them—even those who disagreed. We articulated through many forums our determination to tear down the walls of segregation and end racial oppression. Of course we can continue to go back further “over the way that with blood and tears was watered,” but the part of our freedom struggle starting in the 1950s and 1960s is my reference point here.

We explained to the country, to the world, piece by piece, section by section, unjust law by unjust law, habits and practices enforced as rigidly as laws on the statute books; we explained to them all; told what those things did to us and measured their impact on us—citizens of the country. Forced by violence and other extraordinary means, we African American people often internalized a negative assessment of ourselves. It was like having to erase some erroneous tapes.

The goal of the Citizenship Education Program (CEP) was to provide a setting where these “tapes” could be erased. As the forty, fifty, sixty people studied and worked together for five days, they were transformed, and the culture was changed, relationships changed. Our country had to change because “we the people” had changed—changed our concept of ourselves. We claimed the words of our founding documents as applying to all citizens.

Participants in these CEP training sessions were charged with a responsibility when they returned to their homes. They were to help others understand the goals of this movement—our movement—for change, and why they felt miserable so much of the time. Participants learned to change what was wrong after making it very clear why it was wrong. Those who “got it” were supported by our organization, by our staff, and by our leaders at every level. These monthly five-day training sessions were further supported and enhanced by weekend “refresher courses.”

I’m not sure one can effectively protest against Wall Street. If the intent is to ensure that people at every level—economic, educational, social, political—clearly understand the problem, success is ensured when the source of the problem and the problem itself are defined. The ability to articulate the problem so massive numbers of people can come to understand it and realize its connection to individual and group circumstances is basic.

Having a voice, a spokesperson, emerge is fundamental. Having a leader who puts it all together for the body politic is important. I highlight here the fact that Dr. King emerged—his voice was heard explaining, challenging, teaching, justifying protest actions—but he did not start the actions. The people were energized; the people acted. He did not tell Rosa Parks to keep her seat; he did not tell the four students in Greensboro, North Carolina, to take seats at the Woolworth’s lunch counter where Black people were not allowed to sit (though we could shop at every other counter in the store). He did not tell Fannie Lou Hamer and Annie Devine to demand the right to vote in the Mississippi Delta. He did not tell the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth to take his bold action in Birmingham, Alabama, which was the catalyst for a hotbed of protest action and is still talked about around the world. (Rev. Shuttlesworth declared that he would test the Brown v. Board of Education ruling, which clearly stated the goal of ending segregation in public schools.) These people and so many more who had taken similar actions were scattered broadly across the land—most visibly in the southern and border states. People took actions that connected with those of other people, in other places. In his early essay “Pilgrimage to Nonviolence,” Dr. King states very clearly that he did not start the Montgomery Bus Boycott or other protest actions. It is important to note that “the people” did it. The local people in many places caught the spirit of the times. The zeitgeist was upon us.

Dr. King’s voice was heard explaining, teaching, and encouraging across the area, across the country, even across the seas. He rose from what the people were doing. People saw his leadership when he was “drafted” to lead the protest against the Montgomery, Alabama, public transportation system. We heard him explaining and connecting our actions until we realized a massive movement had evolved. People understood his message as explaining the rightness of our cause to anyone who was critical of our actions. We had felt and suffered abuse, the denial of our citizenship rights for generations. Dr. King’s powerful oratorical skills, his ability to weave together poetic, folksy, theological, and academic language, was like a gift from God. No one was left wondering what our movement was about even if they were resisting our determination to change the unjust system.

So Dr. King is honored the world over for bringing to light the message of the rightness of our cause and describing the powerful weapon of love and nonviolence that must be used to right the wrong. He explained nonviolent struggle in a way that everyone could understand and so relate to it and become part of it.

I believe this tool, this philosophy, this spirit and way of nonviolence will successfully take us to the next leg of our journey toward wholeness. I hope the study of nonviolence will become a basic part of the curriculum in our public education system. I trust that we will discover how we might understand it deeply enough such that people here and abroad can realize the power of this tool of love and compassion. I’m convinced nonviolence can be successful in working for positive change in our relations with other countries right now. I have often pondered the question “What if we could get there first, before people, young and old, are turned into suicide bombers?” I believe that where there is a will, there is a way.

The election of President Barack Obama is undoubtedly a result of our journey in the last four or five decades. This includes the individual and the group transformation that occurred in the people. It includes the tool, the weapon of love, as many refer to the way of nonviolence. It includes having clear goals that are easily articulated and understood.

Yet for all we see before us needing attention, I conclude that the journey is forever. Each generation is called to lead parts of it—building on what was achieved before; building on what we learned.

Let’s keep going.

Let’s acknowledge what we’ve learned, taking the spirit of positive change in all the places where we spend our time.

See my list of “Lessons.” See my vision statement. See my “Letter to Martin.”

Let’s talk. Let’s be clear about the end we seek. Let’s not worry about the time it takes or how difficult the way. “Change is gonna come” if we “Hold On”!

It always does.


Chapter 1

SHARING THE PRIZE

Going to Oslo for the Nobel Peace Prize

SITTING ON A transatlantic jet airplane with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. en route to Oslo, Norway, where he would receive the Nobel Prize for Peace, is an experience I can’t help but juxtapose with my years growing up poor on Greenleaf Street in Goldsboro, North Carolina. How could I have come so far from that small town, one of four motherless daughters of a tobacco factory worker who made nine and sometimes twelve dollars a week? When the news came on the radio that Martin had won, I fairly danced out the front door of our Auburn Avenue office excitedly exclaiming to some of our organizers standing there, “We won! We won! Dr. King is the winner of the 1964 Nobel Peace Prize!” I shared the news with people we knew in the shops and eateries, all the little business establishments along “Sweet Auburn.” I’m not sure all of them even understood the enormity of this incredible honor. But the excitement escalated. I walked around in a state of high exhilaration as well as in sort of a daze. I’m aware still of having felt vindicated—even more justified in the rightness of our cause. There were smiles and there were tears of joy.
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Dr. King’s entourage on the trip to Oslo to accept the Nobel Peace Prize.

My title at the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) was Director of Education. Though we all had rather impressive titles, most of us were fully involved in every direct action and voter education campaign. My main responsibility was directing the Citizenship Education Program (CEP). When I found out that I would be accompanying Dr. King, along with almost thirty other friends and team members, transformation truly occurred in my life. The once poor little girl from Goldsboro would be among those honored to be with Martin Luther King Jr. as he and all of us were feted in Norway’s capital by Norwegian royalty and other European dignitaries.

When the news came, Martin was in the hospital, where he was spending a few days for a thorough physical examination and much-needed rest from our hectic schedule. He was exhausted. Not surprisingly, he was now under even more stress as he bore the heaviest burden of our struggle to end segregation and the abuse that was inherent in such a system. It seemed the whole burgeoning civil rights movement structure was begging for his input, his guidance, and his opinion about what to do next and how to do it. Everyone wanted him in their town. They wanted to experience his powerful oratory, his guidance, and the confident spirit of hope he projected. And Martin wanted to respond even as the passage of the historic Civil Rights Act of 1964 generated even more requests for his presence.

President Lyndon Johnson had signed the historic bill, and Senator Barry Goldwater, the Republican candidate for president, had opposed it. Our choice was very clear. And there was our own organizational commitment to urge people not only to vote but to continue to work to change the unjust segregation system.

Even though he was exhausted he wanted to respond. His ability to encourage and energize people was unmatched and he had accepted the calling to help “set at liberty those who are oppressed.”

At the same time there were the rumbling noises of a few who, I believe out of jealousy of his leadership, were beginning to criticize his nonviolent approach and strategies, and, most important, the spirit and philosophy we held on to to tear down the walls of injustice. Our organization was committed to the struggle to “redeem the soul of America.”

The exhaustion and this emerging negativity from others contributed to Dr. King’s need to take a break, to rest and recharge. What a propitious moment for the news of his winning the Nobel Peace Prize to come to him.

Dr. King was my best friend and I wanted to share with him this moment, of his getting the wondrous news of this prestigious prize. So I soon made my way to St. Joseph’s Hospital and had a long visit with him. Though we interacted regularly, sitting alone by his bed in that hospital room as he reflected is one of my most memorable times with him. He took my hand for a moment. No words. He knew why I was there. I pulled up a chair. He began to reflect on his days as a college student, in a slow, almost sad sort of way. One observation he shared I’ll never forget. He talked about seeing tall, handsome “football player type” guys around the campus. He said, “I would consciously determine that I could pursue the girlfriends of such guys until I won their girlfriends away.” He spoke as though he felt great guilt for this habit and others in the context of his feeling of unworthiness for such a prize. I wondered if he was questioning whether he deserved such an honor.

Though this was not to be the first time I experienced him in such a pensive mood, it was probably the time when he was most self-reflective—on his calling, his life and work. Coupled with these deep and mixed emotions was what seemed almost a sense of sadness. I was with Dr. King at an event in New York when Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel introduced him for the speech he was about to give. Somewhere in that introduction Rabbi Heschel referred to him as a saint. Afterward, as we were preparing to go to dinner, I asked him, “What’s the matter? You seem so dejected, sad. The response to your speech was great. What are you feeling?” His response to me: “Rabbi Heschel called me a saint, and I know I’m no saint.”

I told him that I had shared this exchange with Andy Young and what Andy’s reply was. I’ve never forgotten it. Andy said, “The saints weren’t saints, either!” That pretty much captured my own sense of the matter. I had read of babies found buried under nunneries. The saints weren’t saints, either!

Dr. King was in a mood seldom seen by most of the staff, and even few of his friends were privy to this kind of sharing—the intimacy of it, and the unvarnished, total honesty. His decision to share the prize with other organizations whose goals were the same as ours at the Southern Christian Leadership Conference may have eased this guilt somewhat.

I listened to him quietly for a long time, feeling his need to reflect. If I could talk with him now I know I would remind him of something he knew at a very deep level, and that is that the God he loved uses many who are not thought of as perfect human beings. Indeed, he knew the biblical example of Paul. After all, he was a Baptist preacher.

Of course, Dr. King not only accepted the award but rose to the occasion, delivering a magnificent, incisive speech giving generous credit to all people who were struggling for basic social change and human rights—not only workers at SCLC, but people struggling for freedom everywhere.

Since that December in 1964 in Oslo, I’ve spent a good deal of time observing what we do with and to our leaders, and the impact that has on them—how we respond to them, our expectations of them, and the burden sometimes laid on leaders by how we respond to them. Our expectations of them can be a burden.

I knew that Martin’s mood during his hospital stay would pass and that he would get back to focusing on the work that was waiting for us back in Alabama, including our continuing challenge to the segregation system we were determined to dismantle.

Preparation for the Oslo trip would soon begin. It was an organizing project in itself, given the number of people traveling. My attention went to what I would wear at the ceremony. I located a woman with a reputation as an exquisite seamstress. Having seen her artistry, I commissioned her to make me a special outfit. Strolling through the fabric store, I chose a rich maroon velvet. I got fitted for a suit with a hat to match. It turned out indeed to be a strikingly beautiful outfit. Notwithstanding our minuscule SCLC salaries, never had I felt so committed to spend however much it would cost to make sure I looked smashingly good!

I had visited Caribbean islands before, but never had I traveled out of the continental United States on such a long journey. Our entourage of about thirty friends, staff, and family was divided into two groups. In those days, when air crashes were more common, Martin and his wife, Coretta Scott King, had a policy of not taking long trips on the same plane. It was a safety measure. They had four small children to care for. So Martin, his mother, and about half the group, including me, were on one plane with him; the other half, including Coretta, was on a different plane.

Something remarkable happened on our overnight flight. High above the clouds, as I was awakening, it seemed as though we were flying into the sunrise. Alberta King, Martin’s mother, said, “Dorothy, look out the window.” We beheld this unearthly view—seeing the sun coming up from such a height. Mrs. King started singing a song relevant to what we were witnessing. She sang, “Oh, day; yonder come day, day done broke in ’a my soul; yonder come day. It’s a glorious day, yonder come day!” (I cry as I write this so many years after the experience.) “Mama King,” as a few people called Martin’s mother, stood in the aisle and invited everyone to join with her in singing that song. A call-and-response song being one of the styles prevalent in African American churches, it was very easy for everyone to join in. When Mrs. King, who sometimes played the piano at Ebenezer Baptist Church, would sing “Oh, day,” the rest of our group would respond, “Yonder come day.” She would continue with “Day done broke in ’a my soul; yonder come day . . .” Someone would pick it up and soon there was a full chorus on that plane as we flew into the sunrise.

Amazingly, I don’t even recall if there were people on that plane other than our group. I think there were a few though I can’t be sure.

And yes, Dr. King would be up and energetically singing along with his mom and the rest of us. He loved to sing and always had fun doing so. He and the men on our team, Andy Young, Bernard Lafayette, Ralph Abernathy, Wyatt Tee Walker—any who were around—would often form a quartet, a popular form of singing among Black men in the South at the time. They all loved to sing. (So did I.)

In any case, though we were all tired, we were all one excited and happy group. We welcomed the sun—and it seemed to welcome us to a memorable experience and a new beginning in our lives.

After landing in Oslo at Gardermoen airport and settling into our rooms, our intense program for the trip began. There were receptions, orientation meetings, and schedules to be handed out. The Nobel Committee planned some social events for us and we had the opportunity to plan a few gatherings that we ourselves wanted to have. I was asked to help handle a good bit of the organizing and logistics. This task mainly involved seeing that everyone was aware of the next thing on the schedule and where in the hotel our entourage needed to be and when.

After one dinner gathering we were all relaxing and having a great time in the dining room set aside for us. Everyone who could sing—and some who couldn’t—took center stage to perform his or her “show-off” piece. Usually it would be a song. I’m thinking now of what a fantastic singer Christine King Farris, Martin’s sister, is. I don’t remember Christine doing a solo that evening, but I wish she had! We would remember it still. Some in our group loved to recite poetry and did so that evening. Sometimes people would just emote a little, or a lot, about the event that brought us to Oslo. It was a joyous and emotional evening.

I was getting nervous because it was time for us to vacate the dining room. As I was trying rather anxiously, though diplomatically, to stop this spontaneous talent show, someone pulled my sleeve and pointed me toward Daddy King, Martin’s father. Daddy King was crying.

At that moment my compulsive need to keep the group moving as scheduled seemed, and indeed was, totally unimportant.

A sort of hush came over the group as Daddy King said, “I want you all to join me in this moment of thanksgiving for this honor bestowed on my son. I want you to lift your glasses and with me share in a toast to God.”

I never knew Daddy King, Reverend Martin Luther King Sr., to be a drinking man, but in this moment, some Baptist teaching aside, he would engage in and indeed lead us in a toast without hesitation. In any case, I know there was no one in this very special group who was programmed against imbibing. This was certainly a spiritual, prayerful moment and could be compared to Holy Communion if one was praising God. There came a poignant moment of silence as we raised our glasses and joined Daddy King in his toast to God.

There were now other teary eyes—some because of the deep feelings surrounding the whole event and some because of the unique moment and expression invoked by Daddy King.

• • • 

JUANITA ABERNATHY had a medical emergency that evening. Marian Logan went with Juanita to the hospital and stayed with her overnight there. Marian Logan was my roommate on the trip. Marian was a real singer and used to sing in supper clubs (after our journey to Oslo, Marian always called me “roomie”). So the two of them missed this very special happening. Juanita wasn’t the only person who didn’t feel well that evening. Her husband, Ralph, wasn’t having physical pain but did express hurt feelings. Sitting in an adjacent room as Dr. King went for an interview with the press in Oslo, Ralph began to share with me the story of the Montgomery Bus Boycott and the action that catapulted Martin into national and international prominence. Ralph described that now historic event, when in 1955 Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat for a White man on the bus in Montgomery. Ralph shared with me how he had been on the scene long before Martin, how many of the people involved in the beginning of the boycott were people he had worked with for years before Martin came to Montgomery.

As he described the leadership role he had played, tears began to roll down his face. I could feel the pain he must have felt as his good friend was getting all this glory and he was hardly mentioned, actually not mentioned, at all. And of course as Ralph was pouring out his heart to me, his wife was in the hospital for emergency medical care. This may have also contributed to his sense of loss and pain that evening. I can’t be sure.

The next morning, before sunrise, we were welcomed and honored by a candlelight tea service. The “service girls” would simply open a bedroom door and walk in with a lit candle, tea, and pastry. I was told this was a typical holiday welcome in hotels in Oslo, especially for honored guests. It was December, close enough to the holidays, and there was already an aura of Christmas in the air. It was rather surprising that they felt no need to knock. They would just walk in carrying the lit candles. I don’t know if everyone in our group was so honored, but I was included.

The special day arrived—December 10, known as Human Rights Day to commemorate the approval of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the UN General Assembly in 1948. We would now spend hours dressing and otherwise getting ready for the Nobel ceremony.

We arrived at Oslo City Hall. There was a feeling of reverence and awe as we entered. As we took our seats, I was overtaken—moved to tears as the orchestra welcomed us by playing tunes from Porgy and Bess. But I also remember feeling confused by their selection of this popular opera. I knew the reason: the Nobel Committee wanted to play music they saw as representative of Black life in America. Even amid my tears and emotions of the moment I was just a little confused by the Norwegians’ choice in trying to connect with us, to make us feel at home.

I was able to release the feelings of confusion and even hurt as I realized they probably did not know the historical reaction to that opera, supposedly based on the life of Black people on a little island off the South Carolina coast. You see, Porgy and Bess, with music by George Gershwin and lyrics by his brother Ira Gershwin and DuBose Heyward, was troubling to a lot of African American people, perhaps most especially African American artists. A play by the same name was written by DuBose and his wife, Dorothy, and was based on life in a fictitious Catfish Row, in turn based on the real life of Cabbage Row in Charleston, South Carolina. Septima Clark, whose home was in Charleston, told me that she used to see Porgy, who was crippled, scooting around on a cart. Still, a good number of Black people, including artists, assessed the play and the music purporting to emanate from Porgy’s life as demeaning.

Yet many of the songs became extremely popular. “Summertime,” which even I used to sing a lot, was probably the most popular song from the opera. I’ve read that some famous African American singers like Harry Belafonte refused to sing the songs or take a role in the opera. Many artists considered the opera and the play on which it was based to be racially demeaning in their portrayal of African Americans. But how could I expect the Norwegians to know this? I must ask Harry if his response to that opera has evolved or changed.

Nevertheless, as we entered the auditorium the feelings of love and awe and wonder at what we were about to experience were mixed with some of the old feelings aroused by the story of “Porgy.” Black Americans, blessed or cursed with what W. E. B. Du Bois called “double consciousness,” have always struggled with confused feelings as we reflect on life as it once was lived on these shores. Dr. King said once that it’s a wonder that “Negroes aren’t actually schizophrenic, based on our humanity and yet the way we are treated in this society.” Some of these mixed feelings can still be identified today in African Americana.

The introduction of the honoree, Martin Luther King Jr., would soon begin. Our friend, coworker, and leader was handsome in his tuxedo and ready to accept in a gracious, profound, and memorable way the prestigious Nobel Peace Prize. While waiting for Martin to be introduced, I thought of what I had learned of the reason why Alfred Nobel created the Nobel Prizes. His brother had died but the newspaper reporting the death wrote the obituary about Alfred, not his brother. Alfred had become rich and famous for creating dynamite. Many people had been injured and even killed by his invention, since no one had discovered how to safely transport the explosive. Alfred Nobel’s legacy would have been one of a careless killer if he had not found a way to correct this erroneous report of his death and especially to change people’s assessment of his life and legacy. Reading the obituary, he determined to find a way to transform his legacy as a “merchant of death” to one of an honored person who made great contributions to the betterment of lives the world over. Thus from his fortune and his vision and his wish to encourage and serve humanity, we have his endowment of the Nobel Prizes in medicine, physics, chemistry, literature, economics, and, above all, peace.

Tears roll down my cheeks even now as I recall Martin being introduced on that memorable day in Oslo, Norway. The presentation speech was given by Mr. Gunnar Jahn, chairman of the Nobel Committee. Martin Luther King’s acceptance speech was and still is a masterpiece, synthesizing the goals of our freedom struggle and pointedly acknowledging those who indeed made the movement, one that would ultimately rearrange the social order in our country. Dr. King acknowledged that though he became the “pilot,” the “ground crew,” the untold numbers of ordinary people who were now giving their lives and energy to this movement, were the ones in whose recognition he was receiving this prestigious prize.

After acknowledging the royals and officers of the Nobel Committee, Dr. King said, “I accept the Nobel Prize for Peace at a moment when twenty-two million Negroes of the United States of America are engaged in a creative battle to end the long night of racial injustice. I accept this award on behalf of a civil rights movement which is moving with determination and a majestic scorn for risk and danger to establish a reign of freedom and a rule of justice.” He then spelled out what he saw as the reason our movement was chosen for the Nobel Peace Prize: “This award which I receive on behalf of that movement is a profound recognition that nonviolence is the answer to the crucial political and moral question of our time—the need for man to overcome oppression and violence without resorting to violence and oppression. . . . Following the people of India, Negroes have demonstrated that nonviolence is not sterile passivity, but a powerful moral force which makes for social transformation. Sooner or later all the peoples of the world will have to discover a way to live together in peace, and thereby transform this pending cosmic elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood.” He affirmed his strong belief that “unarmed truth and unconditional love will have the final word in reality.”

In the days and months ahead, Dr. King emphasized regularly his awareness and appreciation of the fact that though he was receiving the great honor, it was the thousands of unsung activists who were the ones in whose name and honor he was accepting the award. He truly saw himself as the caretaker of the prestigious award and confirmed that it belonged to all involved in the struggle. Out of this spirit Martin would share the $54,000 prize with other civil rights organizations, keeping none of it for his own family (despite Coretta’s plea that it would help pay for their children’s college education).

Soberly, after the impressive award ceremony, the banquets, the tours and visits with European notables, we headed home, with a stopover first in Paris. There Martin insisted we locate an African American woman who now had a very successful restaurant that specialized in African American “soul food.” I couldn’t help but point out that we could get all that kind of food back home! Why would we order American southern soul food from our culture when we were in Paris? I exclaimed. But the restaurant was contacted, the order was placed, and soul food was soon delivered to our hotel. I’m reminded of a man who called me fairly recently wanting a statement declaring that Dr. King was “totally against eating meat,” because of the violence it involves to animals. I know the man was sad to hear me say that “Dr. King was happy when he had a beautiful steak on his plate.” Martin loved southern soul food. In any case, we were not as conscious then about the damage this style of cooking could potentially cause. Earlier African American soul food was always cooked with fat and much of it was fried. Fortunately there is now a healthier consciousness about food abroad in the land.

During this stopover in Paris we also enjoyed an evening at a nightclub that we had been told had an array of dancers and singers and other first-class entertainers. It was a very pleasant interlude. We thoroughly enjoyed the show.

Back on our own shores we had a planned stopover in New York City, where a reception was held for Dr. King and his party. I recall recognizing Malcolm X in the gathering of people waiting to welcome Dr. King and his party home. I walked up to Malcolm, who was in an aisle seat. I touched him on the shoulder. He looked startled, even fearful. He had grown a beard on his recent trip to Africa, but I recognized him right away. I met with Malcolm when he was on a visit to Atlanta in 1964, the year after he left the Nation of Islam and made his hajj to Mecca. He came to my office at SCLC and my home. We also went to the popular African American restaurant Paschal’s, on Hunter Street (now renamed Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard).
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