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More praise for Pillar of Fire


“Pillar of Fire is a magisterial history of one of the most tumultuous periods in postwar America. Branch’s storytelling is strong, his storytelling colorful. Reading Branch, it is easier to see why even the most remarkable revolutions are never complete.”


—Jon Meacham, Newsweek


“Politics and personalities, ambition and imagination, triumph and tragedy.”


—Jeff Shesol, The Washington Post


“One part biography, one part history, one part elegy . . . a vast panorama . . . powerful.”


—David M. Shribman, The Wall Street Journal


“As he did in Parting the Waters, Branch brings to these events both a passion for their detail and a recognition of their larger historical significance.”


—Alan Wolfe, The New York Times Book Review


“Magnificent . . . the birth of a masterwork akin to Carl Sandburg’s Lincoln or Shelby Foote’s Civil War.”


—Scott Ellsworth, The Oregonian


“Branch has an uncanny ability to penetrate the most obscure nooks and crannies of the past to provide a whole new perspective on the Sixties . . .”


—Ray Jenkins, The Baltimore Sun


“Pillar of Fire, a history of symbiosis and epiphany, records King’s vision and the disparate moral currents that forced America to redefine itself in light of its failures to live up to its own principles of freedom.”


—Bill Maxwell, St. Petersburg Times


“The strength of Pillar of Fire lies in Branch’s unsurpassed ability to bring the reader into the moment, enabling one to almost feel the tension of the times.”


—Trevor Coleman, Detroit Free Press


“Pillar of Fire is truly a great book, one that everyone should read and that every library should place on proud display.”


—Ray Rickman, The Providence Sunday Journal


“A book of far-reaching political and cultural dimension, dense and comprehensive, riveting despite its length, and recounting the fits and starts of the battle for equality for all Americans regardless of color.”


—William W. Starr, The State (Columbia, S.C.)


“Pillar of Fire is truly an epic.”


—William McKeen, The Orlando Sentinel


“Pillar of Fires great strengths are Branch’s mastery of detail and his powerful insights, gained from so many years of research and almost 2,000 interviews. The result is a familiar story made fresh—and one that Americans of all races and colors would do well to know and understand.”


—Harry Merrit, Lexington Herald-Leader


“This is epic history, and the events chronicled herein still resonate today.”


—Patrick Beach, Austin American-Statesman


“Branch wonderfully brings alive the times and the tensions. Pillar of Fire is an important detailed work of history that describes one of the most crucial periods of American history since the Civil War. Branch movingly captures a time when people felt compelled to take risks and take action. It is a book that should be read.”


—Deirdre Donahue, USA Today


“Branch’s narrative is rich in historical ironies. At all levels Branch’s scholarship reveals a nation whose unexamined ideals are about to collide with unanticipated realities. In his upcoming final installation of America in the King Years, Branch faces the challenge of resolving dissonances with a unifying fugue. Until then, be grateful for two-thirds of a monument.”


—R. Z. Sheppard, Time
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FOR CHRISTY





Preface to Pillar of Fire



THERE WAS NO historical precedent for Birmingham, Alabama, in April and May of 1963, when the power balance of a great nation turned not on clashing armies or global commerce but on the youngest student demonstrators of African descent, down to first- and second-graders. Only the literature of Passover ascribes such impact to the fate of minors, and never before was a country transformed, arguably redeemed, by the active moral witness of schoolchildren.


The miracle of Birmingham might have stood alone as the culmination of a freedom movement grown slowly out of Southern black churches. Yet it was merely the strongest of many tides that crested in the movement’s peak years, 1963–65. They challenged, inspired, and confounded America over the meaning of simple words: dignity, equal votes, equal souls. They gripped Malcolm X along with President Johnson, buffeted the watchwords “integration” and “nonviolence,” broke bodies and spirits, enlarged freedom.


This is a continuing work, which follows Parting the Waters, an account of the King years from 1954 to 1963. To introduce impending elements as well as continuing ones, it begins with five chapters that approach Birmingham from afar, sometimes unconsciously. The characters include Orthodox rabbis, sharecroppers, Muslim prisoners, and a dispirited Vice President, in settings from North America’s oldest Christian settlement of St. Augustine, Florida, to its western frontier in Los Angeles. All had reached points of crisis by Birmingham spring, when the young marchers released collateral forces that drew them together. Seekers of the black vote in rural Mississippi, who literally could not move in 1963, rose to dominate the pivotal year of 1964.


I try to employ nomenclature authentic to the historical period. People of African descent are “Negroes” until the prevailing term of self-reference changed, or when characters at the time spoke differently. Muslim mosques appear as “temples” when the members called them so. My mission statement for the trilogy, the last volume of which will be At Canaan’s Edge, remains expressed by the following words from the preface to Parting the Waters.


Almost as color defines vision itself, race shapes the cultural eye—what we do and do not notice, the reach of empathy and the alignment of response. This subliminal force recommends care in choosing a point of view for a history grounded in race. Strictly speaking, this book is not a biography of Martin Luther King, Jr., though he is at its heart.


I have tried to make biography and history reinforce each other by knitting together a number of personal stories along the main seam of an American epoch. Like King himself, this book attempts to rise from an isolated culture into a larger history by speaking more than one language.


My purpose is to write a narrative history of the civil rights movement out of the conviction from which it was made, namely that truth requires a maximum effort to see through the eyes of strangers, foreigners, and enemies. I hope to sustain my thesis that King’s life is the best and most important metaphor for American history in the watershed postwar years.


Baltimore, Maryland


November 1997





PART ONE



Birmingham Tides






1



Islam in Los Angeles


ON APRIL 27, 1962, Muslims gathered for the Friday evening prayer service at Muhammad’s Temple No. 27 in South-Central Los Angeles, east of Culver City and west of Watts. Some two hundred followers of Elijah Muhammad sat in folding metal chairs, separated by sex—the women wearing head coverings and floor-length dresses, generally white, and the men in distinctive dark suits with suspenders and bow ties, their heads closely shaved. Facing them from the podium, a blackboard posed in large letters the thematic question of the Nation of Islam: “WHICH ONE WILL SURVIVE THE WAR OF ARMAGEDDON?” To the left, framed by a cross, an American flag, and a silhouette of a hanging lynch victim, the blackboard offered a grim choice labeled “Christianity, Slavery, Suffering, Death,” in pointed contrast to the alternative proclaimed on the right: “Islam, Freedom, Justice, Equality.” Thus, explained the quick-witted Minister John X Morris, the Honorable Elijah Muhammad answered one of the central puzzles of all religion—how to reconcile unmerited suffering with the existence of a benevolent God. Allah had permitted the Christian nations to bring Africans into slavery—“chewing on men’s bones for three hundred years,” as Muhammad put it—to test the will of the victims to reestablish their religious dignity.


Muhammad’s Nation of Islam demanded that followers assume full responsibility for their own rehabilitation, and give whites due respect for enterprise if not for morals. “You are the man that is asleep,” Elijah Muhammad scolded through his new newspaper, Muhammad Speaks. “The white man is wide awake. He is not a dummy by any means. He has built a world. His knowledge and wisdom is now reaching out through space.” Even Assistant Minister Arthur X Coleman, who spoke that night, acknowledged the human cost of following the Nation’s exacting discipline. His own wife had left him for home back in Tennessee not long after he had thrown all the sweet potatoes and pork products out of their refrigerator to follow the Muslim diet. Although Coleman scoffed at some teachings from the beginning—he told his grandfather he doubted claims that Mr. Muhammad had conversations directly with God—he struggled toward a new identity through an eclectic regimen that included Dale Carnegie public speaking courses, military-style fitness exercises, a program of readings on ancient civilizations, and what amounted to a second job selling Muslim newspapers and “fishing” for prospects on the streets.


The typically rough, streetwise membership of Temple No. 27 included few with any higher education. Among these, Delores X Stokes was a minor celebrity as a lifelong Muslim who had actually seen and talked with Elijah Muhammad himself. Her father, though far too old to serve in World War II, had entered federal prison voluntarily with Muhammad to protest the white man’s wars, and then in 1945, when Delores was a girl of ten, had gone to Michigan to establish one of the Nation’s first farms, always sending a portion of the crops to feed the membership in the cities. Delores remained frail after a severe case of childhood rickets, with a small soft voice and tentative movements, but she excelled first as a student and then as a strong-willed teacher, married to one of the first college-trained men in the Nation of Islam, Ronald X Stokes of Boston. After their wedding in August of 1960, they had come west to help shore up the Nation’s outpost in Los Angeles, both of them working days for the county government but spending many of their off-duty hours at the temple, where Ronald served as secretary. Within the tiny colony of Muslims, the young couple were admired for serene, spiritual qualities that transcended the hard fixation upon vengeance more common among the regular members. Ronald Stokes was taking lessons in Arabic, the better to appreciate the poetry of the Q’uran in its original tongue.


The prayer service went past ten o’clock that Friday, after which fiscal “Lieutenant” William Rogers, a parking lot attendant who aspired to become an accountant, counted cash donations that ran to some $500, mostly in small bills. Men were required to bring cars around to the door as a protective courtesy for women, who supervised children during temple events. Mabel Zeno wondered what was taking her husband, Charles, and their three grade-school children so long. Not knowing they had stopped to buy gasoline for their Ford station wagon, she left Delores Stokes at the women’s waiting area and walked to the front entrance, scanning the Broadway traffic. Although most of the congregation had dispersed, Monroe X Jones stayed on to complete a clothing sale. As a delivery driver for S&M Dry Cleaners, he had occasional access to abandoned or discarded items, for which the temple was a good resale outlet because even the poorest Muslim had to dress formally in public. About eleven o’clock that night, he invited Fred X Jingles, who shined shoes at Ward’s Shoe Shine Stand in Long Beach, to inspect an old suit with a hole in the pants. Jones had obtained two repair estimates: one for a cheap patch, another for a reweaving job that might cost a few dollars more than the suit itself.


Officers Frank Tomlinson and Stanley Kensic were driving south on Broadway when they passed two Negro males standing behind the opened trunk of a 1954 Buick Special, examining what appeared to be a plastic garment bag. Their first night together as partners was special for both young policemen—the eve of Kensic’s wedding and Tomlinson’s last shift of the one-year rookie probation. Given their good moods, only an afterthought prompted Kensic to suggest that Tomlinson back up for a burglary sweep. Tomlinson double-parked, turning on the cruiser’s flashing lights, and as they exited Kensic asked the two men if they were Black Muslims. “Yes, sir,” came the clipped, businesslike response, which matched the intelligence reports passed along lately at roll call about the dangerous new cult. The officers frisked the two suspects for weapons and compared the Buick’s tag number with those on the stolen car hot sheet, coming up negative. Before calling in their names to check for outstanding warrants, they asked where the clothes came from. The two Muslims had only begun to tell of the reweave-or-patch choice on the suit when Kensic decided to split them up for individual accounts. According to subsequent conflicting testimony, his approximate words to Jingles were either “Come with me” or “Let’s separate these niggers.”


The commotion was attracting a small crowd. Roosevelt X Walker, a city garbage worker and escort lieutenant, on post to escort unattended women from the service, ducked inside the temple to call Clarence X Jingles, saying, “Your brother is in trouble,” and they ran down Broadway. Officer Kensic later conceded that he detected no belligerence in Fred X Jingles while walking toward the front of the Buick, and certainly no flight or resistance, but Kensic did object to a take-your-hands-off-me attitude, or gestures, which so challenged his sense of command that he swiftly put Jingles into the police hold, twisting his arm behind him and wrapping an elbow around his neck to lift him in the air and fling him facedown across the Buick’s hood. Instead of going limp in submission, Jingles surprised Kensic by screaming and writhing. He managed to twist out of the hold and fought upward to get off the hood. Just then, Monroe X Jones bolted from Tomlinson and pulled Kensic off Jingles. A fistfight broke out, and as a stunned Tomlinson ran from the back of the Buick to assist his partner, Roosevelt X Walker raced up with fellow Muslims and grabbed him, too. Tomlinson would retain an indistinct memory of being twirled above their heads like a trophy.


William Tribble, who was driving home from a moonlighting job as a doorman at the nearby Club 54, double-parked near the police cruiser and jumped from his car, alarmed by the sights of a street brawl. Kensic was down, trying to ward off attackers who darted in to hit him before he could get up or draw his gun. When they ignored shouts to leave the officers alone, Tribble ran behind his own car, unlocked the trunk, fumbled for his special deputy’s .38, pulled out an old box of cartridges, loaded the gun there in the middle of Broadway, then ran around near the curb behind the Buick and fired a warning shot into the air. Its loud crack silenced the frenzy for an instant before the Muslims, their belligerence loosed by a sense of victory over the police, turned upon the none-too-confident Negro who had once aspired to be a policeman. When Tribble’s gun misfired on a second warning shot, they inched toward him as he backed up, his gun trembling visibly.


This became a moment of regret for Tomlinson, who found himself freed on the sidewalk behind the Muslims while their attention was riveted upon Tribble in the street. Training told Tomlinson to stand clear, draw his gun, freeze everyone, and then radio for help, but he pulled out his sap instead and lunged toward the nearest Muslims from behind, aiming to get even for having failed to land a single blow. Just then, however, Tribble fired into the crowd, hitting Clarence Jingles in the side, and Tomlinson joined his adversaries scattering in headlong dives away from the bullet. Monroe X Jones landed on the pavement close to Kensic, who was so dazed that Jones was able to pull Kensic’s gun from its holster. Before Tomlinson could jump up with his gun, Jones shot him—the bullet tearing a path from the back of Tomlinson’s left shoulder, down his arm, and out through his elbow. Then Jones danced along the curb to face Tribble, and in a wild panic they emptied their guns at each other from a range of some ten feet. When the terrible noise ceased, each man was amazed to find himself still standing. Jones, discovering blood from a gunshot wound in his shoulder, threw Kensic’s gun down a sewer and ran blindly through the streets until he stopped exhausted at a phone booth to call his mother for help.


When Officer Paul Kuykendall passed by just after Tribble’s frantic departure, the excited looks on the faces of the gathering crowd made him snap into a U-turn and park his Ford Falcon station wagon across from Tomlinson’s cruiser, a block south of the temple. A fifteen-year veteran of the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD)—blue-eyed, burly, and so light-skinned that many of his colleagues did not know he was a Negro—Kuykendall was famous among the Negro officers as the first nonwhite ever to win assignment “on motors,” as cruiser patrol was called, back in the early 1950s. For a long time he had patrolled alone, or paired with one of his Negro successors, as the department’s policy against interracial partnerships had been reversed only the previous year, in 1961. To protect his ambiguous identity, or escape from it, Kuykendall carried himself as a loner and for a number of years had managed to avoid assignments most likely to make race a blatant issue in daily police work.


Extraordinary events began to conspire against camouflage when the off-duty Kuykendall leaped from his car in civilian clothes, transfixed by the sight of a bloodied police officer weaving unsteadily in the middle of Broadway surrounded by angry Muslims. This was Kensic, whose first shocked thought after the gunfire had been to tackle anyone who might have taken his revolver. Now in a helpless rage, like a baited bear, Kensic went down again. The assailants—among them an athletic teenager named Troy X Augustine—paid no attention to Kuykendall’s shouts to desist until he drew his own revolver and fired into the air. The shot refocused all their adrenaline instantly on Kuykendall, who backed them down with the gun until he could get close enough to Kensic to hear that his gun was lost and his partner shot over on the sidewalk. A Negro woman was kneeling there, comforting Tomlinson and wailing about why on earth did anyone shoot a policeman. Kuykendall kept his gun and one eye on the Muslims, who were beginning to melt away, as he backed to the driver’s door of Tomlinson’s cruiser, reached in for the radio, and sent out the department’s most urgent message: officer in trouble.


A moaning Roosevelt Walker was among the first of the fleeing Muslims to reach the temple. He limped through the closer of two entrances and collapsed at the foot of the stairs leading up to private offices above the assembly hall. His cries for help brought Minister John X Morris and other officials hurtling down to find their escort lieutenant bleeding profusely, yelling, “I’m shot!” A stray bullet from the Tribble-Jones exchange had pierced his crotch. Morris shouted for Secretary Ronald Stokes to call an ambulance. Some Muslims began to carry Walker upstairs for comfort; others thought they should take him to the hospital themselves. Walker became stymied cargo halfway up a jammed stairway, with some trying to take him up, others down, and still others bursting in with news from the fight.


A horn blast and loud shouts for Minister John X Morris came from a carload of Muslims who pulled up outside yelling that they had Brother Clarence inside with them, shot, and what should they do? Morris signaled from the window that they should wait, but chaos overtook him before he could find out about the ambulance. The car lurched off, carrying a hysterical debate about whether they should speed home, to the hospital, or back to the temple to await definitive orders from Minister Morris. With the sounds of police sirens rising, Morris pushed his way outside and up the sidewalk to the main entrance—where Mabel Zeno was still waiting for her husband—herding everyone he could into the assembly hall.


Officers Donald Weese and Richard Anderson, in the first cruiser that roared up to the fight scene a block south of the mosque, scarcely slowed down as they caught sight of the two downed uniforms and Kuykendall in the street windmilling them with one arm as he pointed with the other toward the men in Muslim dress who were running for the temple. Some of these were stragglers from the fight; others, like Ronald Stokes, who was hoisting Roosevelt Walker’s feet, were spilling out of the office entrance. Anderson yelled for Weese to let him jump out of the cruiser in foot pursuit. This small delay allowed Officers Robert Williams and Robert Reynolds to barrel around them in the second crusier to a screeching, skewed halt north of the temple. Just before then, from the opposite direction, Charles X Zeno pulled up looking for his wife. A small bit of the emergency registered quickly from the faces and sirens, whereupon Zeno told his three sons to wait in the car while he ran to get their mother before there was trouble.


Overtaking several Muslims, Officer Anderson stopped one with his nightstick on the landing at the main entrance and dragged him back down into the sidewalk, yelling for everyone to freeze. Observing this as he converged from the other cruiser, Officer Williams drew his gun and ran past them through one of the big double doors. Behind him, Officer Reynolds started to object that—quite apart from any scruples about search warrants, probable cause, or religious sanctuary—smart tactics called for sealing off the building until help arrived, but by then it was too late, and, on an instinctive flash that even if Williams was an impulsive six-month rookie, he was still his partner, Reynolds lowered his shoulder to follow. He slammed into Charles Zeno with enough momentum to carry both of them through the hallway at an angle into the men’s coatroom on the right, grappling in mutual shock, swinging each other by the lapels for leverage while they bounced off walls and crashed into the water cooler, whose glass jug shattered on the floor as the two men landed in a heap. Several other Muslims joined on Zeno’s side until they heard the loud voice of Minister Morris saying to leave the officer alone and turned to see Officer Williams holding his gun at Morris’s temple. Reynolds freed himself and retrieved his own gun from the floor. Then, overtaken by rage and release, he drove his fist into Zeno’s jaw about the time the first shots rang out from the sidewalk.


Officer Weese took up a position at the curb directly in front of the entrance with his gun pointed and his off hand resting at the knee, yelling freeze. From the next of the cruisers now piling rapidly in, Officer Lee Logan came up on the right with his weapons out. The Muslims compressed back upon Officer Anderson, fighting and resisting him as he swung his nightstick to drive them against the exterior wall. One or two of them cried out, “Why? Why?” Then nearly all of them took up the rhythmic Arabic chant “Allah-u akbar! Allah-u akbar!” (“God is great! God is great!”), which further unnerved the officers as something unintelligible and voodooish, much as the sudden onslaught of the police undid some of the Muslims, especially William X Rogers, who had carried a morbid fear of guns since being wounded four times in Korea. When Rogers made a dash for the entrance, Weese shot him through the spine.


Following a tiny aftershock of peace came the blur of violence. The younger brother of William Rogers pummeled Officer Logan, who finally threw him a few feet away and opened repeated fire along with Weese, hitting Robert X Rogers four times. As Arthur Coleman dived away from the shots, one of the bullets went through his hip and lodged at the base of his penis. Officer Anderson came out of the crowd to the left in the grip of Ronald Stokes, who was clinging to him as a shield. When Anderson broke free to leave his adversary alone in an open space, Stokes raised both hands toward Weese, who shot him through the heart from about eight feet, then started to reload.


Coleman attracted notice by struggling to stand. Officer Logan tried to cuff him back to submission with the butt handle of his gun, but Coleman seized his wrist and the two men came face-to-face. Logan kneed him in the groin, and even in terror the officer felt sickened by the unexpected warmth of the blood from Coleman’s wound. With the gun deadlocked between them, Logan managed to fire a shot into the left side of Coleman’s chest less than an inch above the lung. Still, Coleman hung on—his hands wrapped tightly around Logan’s, his finger twisted over Logan’s on the trigger, each man desperate to push the barrel away.


Just then Officer Kuykendall came running up from the south to put his revolver at Coleman’s head. “Let go of the gun!” he ordered, and Coleman yelled, “Are you crazy? He shot me twice!” When Kuykendall threatened to blow his brains out, Coleman told him to go ahead. Then came a frozen moment in front of paralyzed onlookers—three men’s heads close together, a black man and a uniformed white officer in a death struggle joined by a man of hidden ties to each side, with Logan’s gun trembling back and forth under pressure in their midst. As Coleman slowly wrenched the muzzle around toward Logan, Kuykendall had to decide whether to take one life instantly or risk another by delay. He put away his gun, pulled out his sap, and slammed it again and again to the skull until Coleman finally lost his grip on Logan’s gun and slumped to the pavement.


In a skittering aftermath outside, the Long Beach minister, Randolph X Sidle, darted out to smash the water jug from the women’s coatroom against the head of Officer Anderson, then melted quickly back among the captives inside. A few moments later—so long after it was over that the suicidal dash seemed to take place in slow motion—Fred X Jingles ran full speed up Broadway from the car that had circled the block indecisively with his wounded brother, screaming at the police, and finally leaped high on Officer Logan’s back as though to ride him. Four or five officers from the scores now gathered with shotguns and other heavy weaponry beat Jingles to the ground and handcuffed him, as they also handcuffed the four shot Muslims lying facedown nearby. Violence lasted longer in the men’s coatroom, where there was vomiting from shame or fear, and where some of the victorious officers punished more than a dozen Muslims spread-eagled against the wall. They took turns searching them, screaming at and beating them, kicking them between the legs from behind, and finally, ripping each of their suit jackets from coattail to the neck and each of their trousers from the rear belt line forward through the crotch to the zipper. An episode that had begun over a used suit for Fred X Jingles ended half an hour and much chaotic hatred later with many shredded, torn ones. Mabel Zeno, who had slipped out the back of the mosque with Delores Stokes and was straining against the police lines to recover her sons—still parked in the Ford near all the shooting—saw her husband, Charles, marched out to police wagons in a line of prisoners, dragging his pants at his feet.


A DAY LATER at Central Receiving Hospital, Officer Kensic was startled to receive a visit from LAPD Chief William Parker. Arthur X Coleman, on being bailed out of General Hospital, was no less surprised to find himself facing the pocket camera of the Nation of Islam’s national minister, Malcolm X, who had flown in from New York. The opposing leaders swiftly took the public stage from the combatants themselves. Calling Friday night’s violence “the most brutal conflict I’ve seen” in twenty-five years as a Los Angeles policeman, the last twelve as chief, Parker portrayed his men as victims of a savage attack from a group he described as a “hate organization which is dedicated to the destruction of the Caucasian race.” Malcolm X, for his part, drew a large crowd to the Statler-Hilton Hotel on the day before the funeral of Ronald Stokes, and he shocked many of the curious reporters with the audacity of his opening words: “Seven innocent, unarmed black men were shot down in cold blood. . . .” He described Chief Parker as a man “intoxicated with power and with his own ego,” who had transmitted an obsessive fear of the Muslims to his officers. “The same feelings he harbors towards the Muslims extend to the entire Negro community and probably to the Mexican-Americans as well,” said Malcolm, who accused the “white press” of acting as tools of Chief Parker to “suppress the facts” through one-sided stories such as appeared in Los Angeles: “Muslims Shoot, Beat Police in Wild Gunfight.”


For Earl Broady, the Malcolm X who appeared unannounced at his office seemed quite different from the daredevil Black Muslim in the news. He spoke with evenhanded precision to reconstruct the chaos and asked for Broady’s representation in the criminal trials he felt were sure to come, calculating that the state must prosecute the Muslims in order to ward off civil damage suits. Broady turned Malcolm away more than once, saying he was too busy and too close to Chief Parker. As a policeman himself from 1929 to 1946, before entering law, Broady saw Parker as a reform autocrat in the style of J. Edgar Hoover and gave him credit for modest improvements over the frontier corruptions of the old Raymond Chandler–era LAPD. Broady’s wife, a devout Methodist, objected vehemently to the case on the grounds that the Muslims were openly anti-Christian, unlike the worst of his ordinary criminal clients, and Broady himself resented the Nation of Islam, drawn largely from stereotypical lowlifes, as an embarrassment to the hard-earned respectability of middle-class Negroes. The Broadys recently had acquired an imposing white colonnade home in Beverly Hills, where Malcolm X visited when he could not find Broady at the office—calling day after day, always alone with a briefcase, playing on Broady’s personal knowledge of the harsh, segregated inner world of the LAPD precincts. His patient appeals, plus the largest retainer offer in Broady’s career, finally induced the lawyer to take the case.


Malcolm X helped work a similar transformation among the entire nonwhite population of Los Angeles. As an opening wedge, he brought with him from New York a telegram of support from National Association for the Advancement of Colored People Executive Director Roy Wilkins calling for an investigation of possible police brutality in the Stokes case. Based upon the NAACP’s long record of complaints against Parker’s department, Wilkins doubted the police version that unarmed Muslims had been uniformly the aggressors against armed officers. “From our knowledge, the Muslims are not brawlers,” he said. At first, Wilkins and NAACP leaders in Los Angeles tried to distance themselves from the stigma of the Muslims, saying that the NAACP on principle would defend even the segregationist White Citizens Council against excessive police force, but Malcolm and the city fathers worked from opposite ends to deny the established Negro leaders their safe ground. At a Board of Supervisors leadership meeting on May 8, Negro leaders supported Chief Parker’s call for a grand jury campaign to wipe out the Muslims, until large numbers of nonleaders who had jammed into the room hooted them down, yelling that it was the police, not the Muslims, who needed investigation. One supervisor announced that he had not felt such racial tension since the “zoot-suit riots” of 1944–45. Three days later, twenty-five Negro ministers obtained an emergency audience with Chief Parker, but they had scarcely begun their pitch for a cooperative effort to eliminate the Muslims and police brutality when Parker stalked out, declaring that he refused to be lectured by anyone who questioned the integrity of his department.


As word spread of this rebuff, the ministers felt compelled to call a mass meeting to steady their course. They secured one of the most prestigious pulpits in the city—that of Rev. J. Raymond Henderson, the old friend and rival of Rev. Martin Luther King, Sr., on Atlanta’s Auburn Avenue back in the 1930s, who had migrated to California to build one of the largest congregations in the West—and on Sunday evening, May 13, an overflow crowd of three thousand packed Second Baptist Church. As a non-Christian, Malcolm X was not permitted on the podium, of course, and there was heated discussion among the deacons about whether to admit him at all, but once he was there seated next to the wheelchair of William X Rogers, who was permanently paralyzed from the gunshot wound through his back, and once he rose and asked to speak from the floor after the Pledge of Allegiance and several fervent prayers for God’s justice, there was no polite alternative but to allow the exotic Muslim to hold forth from the sanctuary of the Negro Baptists. He spoke for the better part of an hour. A Negro newspaper described him far down in its story as “a brilliant speaker and a studied orator, capable of swaying any audience in the typical manner displayed by Adolf Hitler. . . .” One of Chief Parker’s own undercover agents reported that when Reverend Henderson interrupted to chastise Malcolm X for inflammatory raw speech about police conduct, members of Second Baptist led the booing of their own pastor and demanded that Malcolm continue.


The white city fathers threw up an opposing wall of indignation. Mayor Sam Yorty, who had won his office the previous year partly on the strength of Negro votes, after campaigning against Chief Parker’s segregated, “Gestapo organization,” endorsed his former antagonist “one hundred per cent” over the shootings at the Muslim mosque. He publicly accused the NAACP leaders of consorting with Muslims of known criminal records, such as Malcolm X, and of following a “Communist-inspired” program of “wild and exaggerated charges of police brutality.” Together with Chief Parker, Yorty flew to Washington for a publicized conference with Attorney General Robert Kennedy. They described the LAPD’s ongoing intelligence operation against the Muslims, and obtained Kennedy’s promise of a federal investigation. These consolidating moves sealed off most citizens behind warlike news stories such as appeared in the Los Angeles Times: “Muslim Hatred Called Threat to Community—Fanatical Cult Said to Direct Venom at All Whites and Negroes Trying to Oppose It.”


At least one political career rose on the recoil of sentiment among minorities. Mervyn Dymally, a schoolteacher from Trinidad and fringe candidate for the California Assembly, complained to the local Muslims that he had been excluded from the mass meeting at Second Baptist, obliged to stand outside in the rain with the overflow crowd while his heavily favored opponent served as emcee. By the next Sunday’s mass meeting, Malcolm X had gained not only a position on the podium but considerable influence over the program. He brought on an American Indian speaker and a Mexican-American, urging the more respectable ethnic leaders to “work together with us, and if we Muslims get the white men off our backs, they’ll never get on yours.” Then he introduced Dymally, whose first words to the crowd—the traditional Muslim greeting in Arabic, “As-Salaamu—Alaikum” (“Peace be upon you”)—produced a sharp breath of surprise and then thunderous applause on the swelling inclusion of outcasts.


Dymally explained that although he was a Christian through his mother, he had learned the greeting from his Muslim father in the Indies, and that what spanned these religious differences among them was a reasonable but degrading fear of the Los Angeles police, which the new candidate said he had experienced himself many times on being stopped for interrogation in spite of his middle-class dress and his college degrees. An explosion of wounded sentiment, which allowed the starchiest Negroes to express at least some identification with previously alien Muslims, stretched the narrow bounds of acceptable civic leaders to include newcomers such as Dymally, who, long after reaching the U.S. Congress, traced his miracle victory as the first foreign-born minority member of the California legislature to the emotional chemistry of the second mass meeting.


THE STOKES CASE marked a turning point in the hidden odyssey that surfaced Malcolm X as an enduring phenomenon of race. He saw the shootings as a fundamental crisis in several respects—first as a test of Muhammad’s teachings on manhood and truth. Ever since the Montgomery bus boycott of 1955–56, Malcolm had criticized Martin Luther King as a “traitor to the Negro people,” disparaging his nonviolence as “this little passive resistance or wait-until-you-change-your mind-and-then-let-me-up philosophy,” and he did not hesitate to ridicule a national movement built on sit-ins and Freedom Rides. “Anybody can sit,” said Malcolm. “An old woman can sit. A coward can sit. . . . It takes a man to stand.” Always there was an element of swagger in Malcolm’s appeal, and at times a bristling, military posture: “. . . You might see these Negroes who believe in nonviolence and mistake us for one of them and put your hands on us thinking that we’re going to turn the other cheek—and we’ll put you to death just like that.”


Before his first emergency flight to Los Angeles, Malcolm confided to associates that the moment demanded an honest Muslim response and that they should expect to hear of blood flowing. His exacting investigations were conducted as prime research toward the Nation’s independent justice in which, at a minimum, sanctioned Muslims would strike one of the most guilty of the LAPD officers. Malcolm carried forward his plans by stealth until strict orders intervened through National Secretary John Ali: no retribution. “Play dead on everything . . .,” instructed Elijah Muhammad. “Just tell Malcolm to cool his heels.”


Malcolm obeyed, but he chafed. When an all-white coroner’s jury on May 14 required less than thirty minutes to deliver a ruling of justifiable homicide in the Stokes case, even though Officer Weese bluntly testified that he had shot an unarmed man whose arms were raised because he felt menaced, reporters asked the new public figure in Los Angeles whether he really despaired of getting justice in the courts, and if so, what would he do? “I can only say that I am thankful there is a God in Heaven to give real justice to our people when necessary,” Malcolm replied. Pressed to reconcile this otherworldliness with his icy realism, he would only say, “God gives justice in his own way.”


Back in New York, the editor of Harlem’s Amsterdam News observed that Malcolm had lost face by looking passively to the Almighty. The internal strain caused a brief public stir in early June of 1962, when an Air France jetliner crashed near Paris, killing more than one hundred leading white citizens of Atlanta, Georgia. “I got a wire from God today . . .,” Malcolm announced at a Los Angeles rally protesting the first criminal indictments handed down against Muslims in the Stokes case. “Many people have been asking, ‘Well, what are you going to do?’ And since we know that the man is tracking us down day by day to try and find out what we are going to do, so he’ll have some excuse to put us behind his bars, we call on our God. He gets rid of 120 of them in one whop . . . and we hope that every day another plane falls out of the sky.” To cheers and applause, he offered tortured consolation. “God knows you are cowards,” he said. “God knows you are afraid. God knows that the white man has got you shaking in your boots. So God doesn’t leave it up to you to defend yourself.”


Mayor Yorty played a police agent’s recording of Malcolm’s remarks at a press conference. “This shows the distorted type of mind this fiend has,” he announced, and the resulting stories—“Warn on ‘Mouthing’ of Muslim”—became the first news item about Malcolm X to draw national press attention. In Atlanta, where Martin Luther King and Harry Belafonte had just canceled sit-ins against downtown segregation as a conciliatory gesture to the grieving city, reporters asked King what it meant that Malcolm could express joy over the random deaths of white strangers. “If the Muslim leader said that,” King carefully replied, “I would certainly disagree with him.”


“The Messenger should have done more,” Malcolm told a few trusted associates in his own Temple No. 7. “People in the civil rights movement have been brutalized, and we haven’t done anything to help them. Now we have our own brothers killed and maimed, and we still haven’t done anything.” Even this tiny, private glimpse of frustration was startling to Muslims trained by Malcolm himself for unswerving homage to Muhammad’s edicts. The Nation’s quasi-military apparatus under captains and lieutenants, which guarded doctrines against heresy or even “slack talk,” also collected revenue by an exacting system of investigations, trials, and sanctions ranging from reprimands to “slap-gantlets,” communal shunning, and excommunication. Muhammad required all males to meet a street-hawking sales quota of his newspaper, Muhammad Speaks, and to guarantee performance by prepaying allotments of each issue in cash. “Credit will ruin them,” he told his officials. “They are just out of the jungles.” Sales of the new paper rose nationwide on spectacular coverage of the Stokes case. By the summer of 1962, Muhammad remarked in wonder that $15,000 was now “merely pocket change,” and he agreed to pay the astronomical blanket fee of $120,000 to defend his members in Los Angeles.


Late that year, on being introduced for trial preparation at Elijah Muhammad’s second home in Phoenix (bought from the estate of bluesman Louis Jordan), Earl Broady and his co-counsel, Loren Miller, confronted a wizened, wheezy old man of sixty-four years—to them a field hand in a fez, plainly ignorant and inarticulate1 as he mumbled thanks for helping “my mens.” Utterly astonished that Muhammad held any authority over someone of Malcolm X’s polished commitment, the lawyers avoided each other’s eyes to keep from laughing impolitely at the attendants who constantly uttered obeisance to the “Holy Apostle.” To others, however, the humble manner of Elijah Muhammad only confirmed his miracle power to transform thousands of primitive, decayed “lost souls” into Muslims of permanent zeal. Even the gruff, fearsome Captain Joseph, enforcer of discipline at Malcolm’s Temple No. 7 in New York, barely managed to keep his teeth from chattering in the Messenger’s presence. Joseph automatically found truth in every twist of Muhammad’s reaction to the Los Angeles shooting: surely it was suicidal to risk a war of retaliation when the Nation was so weak.


In December of 1962, at preliminary hearings for the Stokes case defendants—Arthur X Coleman, Fred X Jingles, Minister John X Morris, Roosevelt X Walker, Charles X Zeno, and eight other Muslims—Malcolm X sat erectly in the back of the courtroom and then regularly castigated white reporters at sidewalk press conferences for “writing only the prosecution’s side of the story.” By then, wiretap clerks in Chicago and Phoenix reported hints of Muslim friction to the FBI, which had been maintaining microphone bugs and telephone wiretaps on Elijah Muhammad since 1957. They heard Muhammad fret with lieutenants about “who’s to control Malcolm.” While still flattering Malcolm in their direct talks as “a modern Paul” with a genius for gaining public notice, Muhammad occasionally signed off abruptly with an edge of warning: “I hope Allah will keep you wise.”


Malcolm’s one kindred ally within the Muslim hierarchy—destined to succeed where he failed, as quietly as Malcolm’s notoriety would be loud—missed the early Stokes ordeal because he had been locked away in the federal prison at Sandstone, Minnesota, since his twenty-eighth birthday in 1961. This was Wallace D. Muhammad, who, since being named by and for the founder of the Nation of Islam, W. D. Fard, had been marked as the seventh and most religious of Elijah Muhammad’s eight children. Wallace had been born just before Fard, the mysterious silk peddler, disappeared, having fashioned a revolutionary cosmology for thousands of Negro sharecroppers who migrated north for the paved gold of jobs only to crash into the Depression. Elijah Poole of Georgia, humiliated into alcoholism by relief lines, was one of Fard’s most enthusiastic aides in a sectarian movement that swept up eight thousand members and registered as a tribal curiosity among a few whites, including one scholar who published in The American Journal of Sociology a 1938 article entitled “The Voodoo Cult Among Negro Migrants in Detroit.” Though plainly bemused by some of the sectarian peculiarities, sociologist Erdmann Beynon was impressed that “there is no known case of unemployment among these people.” He reported that new members applied to Fard for new Arabic names as a first step toward the recovery of lost culture. “They bathed at least once a day and kept their houses scrupulously clean,” wrote Beynon, “so that they might put away all marks of the slavery from which the restoration of the original name had set them free.”


In the 1950s, when federal prosecutors denied Wallace Muhammad the military draft deferment due legitimate clergy, Chicago lawyers William Ming and Chauncey Eskridge2 arranged for him to serve medical duty as a conscientious objector, but Elijah Poole (now Muhammad) unexpectedly rejected the plea bargain with white law. Much against his will, thinking that his father meant to keep him cloistered and useless, Wallace dutifully entered Sandstone, where he taught Islam to inmates in the prison laundry room or on nice days in the baseball bleachers. For the first time he felt responsible for his own thoughts, and although he attracted a large following of Muslim converts, which excited the fears of most prison authorities, the Sandstone warden became so convinced of salutary effects on inmate rehabilitation that he invited Wallace to write an article on the Islamic concept of sacrifice for the 1962 Christmas issue of the prison journal. Muhammad sent the published magazine home to his mother, Clara, who, in spite of her role as the maternal rock of the Nation of Islam, hummed hymns from her Holiness Church upbringing in Georgia. She was proud that he had gained the balance to draw upon the merit in other religions, and Wallace reluctantly thanked his father for the paradoxical, unseen wisdom to build in him the independent strength to contest Muhammad’s concocted version of Islam.


This fight was precisely Wallace Muhammad’s purpose at the Sandstone release gate on January 10, 1963, but his brother Elijah Jr. upstaged him on the long drive home to Chicago with a shocking report on impending crises within the Nation—threats, thefts, scandals, plots, betrayals, and rampant fears that Malcolm X might usurp the entire structure if the sickly old man died soon, as appeared likely. The continuing aftermath of the Ronald Stokes violence in Los Angeles kept pushing the stakes higher in revenue, publicity, and prestige, and the family members were disappointed to hear that prison made Wallace less rather than more tolerant of material ambition. “The corrupt hypocrites high in the organization would throw people out for smoking a cigarette while they themselves were drinking champagne every night and going to orgies,” he later recorded. When it proved difficult to obtain parole permission to visit Phoenix, he wrote his father two long letters of criticism buttressed with citations from the Q’uran.


Turmoil threw Wallace Muhammad together with Malcolm X late in February, when some four thousand Muslims gathered by bus and motorcade for the annual Savior’s Day convention in Chicago. As always, speakers chanted the words “the Honorable Elijah Muhammad” as a practiced mantra, but apprehension ran through the submissive crowd because Muhammad himself was absent for the first time, wheezing from asthma at his retreat in Phoenix. Although not a few Muslims believed Muhammad to be immortal, anxiety for him was so intense that cries went up for reassurance from the chosen son, who was observed and hailed upon his return from prison. Wallace refused to speak. Having received no response to his letters of criticism, he was half convinced that his father was avoiding or testing him. Besides, he considered Savior’s Day the embodiment of his father’s most egregious blasphemy from the 1930s: proclaiming founder W. D. Fard as the Savior Allah incarnate, much as Jesus was called the incarnation of the Christian god. More than once, Wallace had asked how his father could demand worship of a human being—Fard—in light of the Q’uran’s clear definition of “one God, the everlasting refuge, who begets not nor is he begotten,” and Elijah Muhammad said he would not understand.


Malcolm X, who presided in Muhammad’s absence, made excuses for Wallace by prearrangement. Very privately, the two men met during the convention as the two most likely successors—friends but possibly rivals—each of whom threatened the top officials at headquarters. When Wallace disclosed his determination to resist his father’s bizarre, unorthodox religious teachings, Malcolm defended Elijah’s adaptations such as the assertion that white people were devils by creation, saying they fit the experience of black people closely enough to gain their attention, and Elijah could correct come-on doctrines once the “lost-found” people were ready. In a related complaint, Wallace confessed that several of his own relatives prospered off the Nation without knowing the first thing about Islam. His stories about power struggles over jewelry and real estate touched a nerve, and the two men fell into collusion.


Malcolm X convened a meeting of Elijah Muhammad’s family during the February convention in Chicago, at which he carefully announced his intention to mediate solutions for festering problems before they injured the Nation. They were delicate, he said, and included everything from petty personal disputes to gross personal misconduct and disrespect for doctrine. Privately, he told one family member that he just wanted to help—that he had known of shortcomings in Chicago for some time but had been afraid Allah would punish him if he investigated. Family members boycotted a second meeting, however, and the phone wires burned with indignant calls to Phoenix. Wallace’s sister Ethel Sharrieff told her father that Malcolm was insinuating there was something wrong with them and “smart” Malcolm must act as parent. Others warned Elijah that Malcolm was maneuvering to divide them, promote himself, and take over the Nation. It was subversive on its face that he called such a meeting without clearance from Elijah. They said Malcolm was using Elijah’s Cadillac and making speeches all over the Midwest to promote himself. From Phoenix in mid-March, Elijah told officials to seize the keys to his Cadillac, cancel Malcolm’s lectures, and order him back to New York.


Only then did Malcolm broach to Wallace a fourth issue of corruption beyond money, religious distortion, and dishonest exploitation of the Stokes shootings. At Elijah Muhammad’s home before Savior’s Day, he said, two former secretaries appeared on the lawn with their babies and shouted that they were going to stand there in the cold until Mr. Muhammad comforted his abandoned children. The household had reacted strangely, said Malcolm, who told Wallace he had rebuffed such rumors until the two frightened and shunned women petitioned in person for help. Wallace replied uncomfortably that he would seek out the secretaries, whom he knew personally, and he soon confirmed to Malcolm that he believed their confessions. Elijah had told them that his wife, Clara, was dead to him, like Khadijah, the wife of the original Prophet Muhammad, and likewise Elijah felt divinely sanctioned to seek out virgins to produce good seed.


Wallace Muhammad felt the revelations as a cruel injustice to his spurned mother, and raged against Elijah as an imposing but distant icon. Wallace scarcely knew his father, who had vanished into hiding for seven years after rival heirs to Fard offered a $500 bounty for his death in the 1930s. Although disciples arrived with daily tributes and breathless word of the aspiring Messenger, Wallace saw Elijah only a few times throughout his childhood—most notably in 1942 when he watched his mother and brothers roll the newly arrived fugitive under the bed in a rug, in a vain attempt to evade arresting police officers. Now, as a young man just out of prison, desperate to hang on to something from the bizarre omens of his past, Wallace interpreted the enormity of his father’s sins as the price of strength that was implanting a new religion on the continent, allowing people of African descent first to define themselves by their own deity. He steeled himself to face facts, and to recognize that religious births in history tend to spread unseemly trauma over many decades. This became his anthem to Malcolm.


The FBI had known of Elijah Muhammad’s bastard children for more than three years, and without much success had tried to generate publicity about them. Late in 1962, the Chicago FBI office began a prolonged campaign known as a counterintelligence program (or COINTELPRO) against the Nation of Islam that by later internal appraisal “was to be, and continues to be, operated on the ‘highest possible plane’ and would not involve racism, name calling or mud slinging.” Agents recruited prominent Negro citizens, including a Chicago judge, to deliver scripted public attacks on the Muslims, but the wiretaps opened, on a lower plane, the chance to exploit the bastard children as the most sensitive, closely held secret within the Nation of Islam. Imaginative FBI agents anonymously composed and sent to Muhammad’s inner circle a series of accusing letters laced with two years’ accumulation of salacious details. “There was no indication Muhammad’s wife or any of his followers made a direct confrontation with him as a result of these letters,” concluded the Chicago SAC (Special Agent in Charge). “The wife did come to hate some of the secretaries, but Muhammad continued his activities and probably still is continuing this activity.”


During jury selection for the Stokes trial, wiretappers picked up so much “griping within the ‘royal family’ ” that the Chicago FBI office recommended to J. Edgar Hoover that the Nation be left alone to stew without “any disruption tactics in the form of anonymous letters or phone calls.” Modestly, Chicago concluded on March 7 that provocation would be superfluous to the “extreme discontent” spreading naturally, “which could cause Malcolm to fall in disfavor with Muhammad.” When Malcolm sent Elijah Muhammad letters attempting to justify his Chicago initiatives, officials on tapped lines between Phoenix and Chicago denounced “a nasty letter” full of lies about the family, which was “seeking, prodding, and prying” while pretending to help. One told Muhammad that Malcolm was “an addict to publicity,” another that he was “a spoiled child.” Elijah sometimes praised Malcolm for meaning well, and for talent “boosting us up” all over the country, but he also ridiculed him as a usurper reaching beyond his depth, a changeling who bowed down to him like a lamb but then went outside and pretended to be a lion.


Muhammad predicted that Malcolm would never have the courage to talk with him in person about the cryptic “problems” described in his letters, but Malcolm did fly to Phoenix in April. Fainthearted in the presence of the Messenger, he made sure to mention the prodigal son Wallace as his cohort in an anguished mission of preventive repair. Should the irrepressible rumors of secretaries with babies prove true, Malcolm said delicately, he and Wallace were collecting precedents of justification from the Q’uran. Elijah nodded evenly, and suggested scriptural citations himself—the infidelity of King David, the debauchery of Noah, the incest of Lot. He betrayed no fear of this exercise. Both he and Malcolm maintained the pose of being helpful to the other through a preliminary test of will.


The unspoken reality was that Malcolm X already had crossed the threshold of defiance in a sect that allowed no initiative at all. He was tinkering with the image of a leader who claimed the very souls of his followers and the power to pronounce ultimate reality for black people. Both men shied from the consequences of the breach—Malcolm from Muhammad’s command of the Muslim apparatus, Muhammad from the loss of Malcolm’s visibility as the Muslim ambassador—just as outside upheavals crashed upon them from Birmingham and elsewhere.





1 Similarly, prison psychiatrists during World War II had diagnosed Muhammad as a hard case of paranoid dementia with the mental capacity of an eleven-year-old child.


2 Who successfully defended Martin Luther King in his Alabama criminal case of 1960.
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Prophets in Chicago


DURING THE WEEK of Wallace Muhammad’s chilled homecoming from Sandstone prison to South Chicago, Martin Luther King was introduced to Rabbi Abraham Heschel on the North Side of the same city. They came from backgrounds as different from each other as was either from the Nation of Islam—King the Baptist of Atlanta, descended from Negro preachers back into chattel slavery, Heschel the Orthodox Jew of Warsaw, descended from dynastic generations of Hasidic rabbis whose names remained luminous in East European Jewry—among them Rabbi Yitzhak of Berdichev, Rabbi Israel of Rizhyn, Heschel’s namesake the Apter rebbe, and Rabbi Dov Ber of Mezeritch, successor in the eighteenth century to the founder of Hasidism himself, Rabbi Israel Ba’al Shem, who, wrote Heschel, “banished melancholy from the soul and uncovered the ineffable delight of being a Jew.” After Hitler made a vast cemetery of Jewish ghettos from Amsterdam to Kiev, Heschel in one of his books had memorialized his vanished heritage as a culture that measured its history not by wars or material landmarks but “by how much spiritual substance there is in its everyday existence.”


The separate paths of Heschel and King converged at the January 1963 Chicago Conference on Religion and Race, an unprecedented ecumenical gathering of nearly one thousand delegates including world-renowned theologians such as Paul Tillich and the established leaders of nearly every religious body in America. In private, there was a fair amount of sharp-eyed professional jockeying among the assembled clergy. Protestants considered themselves on the defensive because their churches housed nearly all those touched by the dispute over racial segregation in the South, where all warring sides claimed inspiration from the same Protestant doctrine. Since the landmark Supreme Court decision outlawing school segregation almost nine years earlier, only the former Vice President, Richard Nixon, had been able to convene the skittish Protestant denominations to deliver even platitudinous declarations on race, and not a few organizers of the Chicago conference hoped to relieve the embarrassment of that record. For the minority clergy, including Jews and Catholics, race was considered an “opportunity” issue on which leadership could reduce the stigma of inferior numbers or unorthodox belief, and for the Catholics there was also a chance to make membership inroads in new territory by moving more liberally than the entangled Protestants. Some cynics attributed to competitive church arithmetic the voluntary presence in Chicago of twenty-four Catholic bishops—a historic record, more hierarchy than ever assembled for anything other than a strictly Catholic conclave.


It was just as well that most delegates were spared the harsh truth that each keynote speaker was dangerously exposed where he was presumed to be strong—Heschel among rabbis and King among Negro preachers. Long before they knew each other well enough to disclose this, or to reveal the secret missions that preoccupied each of them in Chicago, the two men were drawn to each other by a shared commitment to the language and experience of the Hebrew prophets. The lasting bond that grew between King and Heschel was among many historical legacies of the ecumenical conference.


Heschel almost did not come. Since 1945, he had been conditioned to accept his private status as an outcast among his colleagues at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York. The accepted rumor was that he had been hired at least partly as an ornament of piety, so as to blunt criticism of the seminary as a haven for Reconstructionist teachers who held that atheism was an acceptable, even preferred, belief for rabbinical students. Heschel was not permitted to teach courses in Jewish philosophy or theology, the subjects that had made him famous in Berlin and Frankfurt before he escaped the Nazis, and his elective course on Jewish mysticism was billed almost overtly as a quaint remnant from the speculative era. He bridled at the constraints. Students were startled to hear him say they were being trained for mere synagogue administration in the guise of the rabbinate, as it was possible to complete the seminary curriculum without attending a single class on the Jewish conception of God. “Intellectual evasion is the great sin of contemporary Jewish teaching,” Heschel warned. “Urgent problems are shunned, the difficulties of faith are ignored . . . Jewish thought is sterile. We appeal to Jewish loyalties, we have little to say to the imagination.”


Heschel only increased the discomfort of leading rabbis when he began to take his case outside the sealed space of the rabbinate—first through his books and then in public speeches as he grew more adept in the language of his adopted country, acting on his premise that there was healing sustenance within Judaism for gentiles as well as Jews. With his thick accent and striking visage—a kind of elfin patriarch of white beard and twinkling eyes—Heschel had delivered his trademark aphorisms at the Eisenhower White House (“Wisdom is like the sky, belonging to no man, and true learning is the astronomy of the spirit”) and more recently at President Kennedy’s conference on aging (“ . . . the cult of youth is idolatry. Abraham is the grand old man, but the legend of Faust is pagan”). Some of his colleagues were proud of Heschel’s effort to take Jewish thought out of its protective cocoon, but others considered it dangerous, presumptuous, or demeaning.


By far the most sensitive venture Heschel joined was a quest to reform the ancient teachings of the world Catholic Church—official pronouncements, catechism, textbooks, even religious art—which appeared to exacerbate a hatred of Jews that culminated in the Nazi Holocaust. For his upcoming Vatican Council, Pope John XXIII assigned a study of anti-Semitism in Christianity to a secretariat on non-Christian religions headed by Augustin Cardinal Bea, who, in November of 1961, began consultations so secret that Bea’s own staff heard whispers only afterward that a learned rabbi had slipped into Rome. Heschel submitted a private memorandum entitled “On Improving Catholic-Jewish Relations.” “There has never been an age which has witnessed so much guilt and distress, agony and terror,” he wrote. “At no time has the earth been so soaked with blood; at no time has man been less sensitive to God.” He asked Bea to consider four proposals, including a request that the Vatican Council declare by historic vote that the Jews were not a deicide people cursed by God for the murder of Jesus. “It is our understanding that the Church holds the sins of all mankind responsible for the death of Jesus,” Heschel added, in one of the delicate statements by which each side advanced an understanding of the other’s doctrine, groping for language to reduce contempt without denigrating either religion. The shared goal was to block the path from private disdain to social catastrophe. “Speech has power and few men realize that words do not fade,” wrote Heschel. “What starts out as a sound ends in a deed.”


Still risking attack from all sides over his clandestine role as a Jewish lobbyist at the Vatican, Heschel did not accept the invitation to Chicago until he consulted Jewish specialists on the peculiar American politics of the race issue. He knew it was the presence of Martin Luther King among the religious hosts that would make the conference worthy of controversial attention, and he wanted to be careful about the mutterings against King that reached him at the Jewish Theological Seminary. Could it be true, asked Heschel, that King was a shallow, hack politician for Negroes, a troublemaker of hidden and perhaps Communist motives who might belong in the jail cells he frequented?


On being assured that King seemed spiritually well grounded in his mission against segregation, Heschel put aside practical equivocation to seize the Chicago Conference on Religion and Race with his opening speech. “Religion and race,” he said. “How can the two be uttered together? To act in the spirit of religion is to unite what lies apart, to remember that humanity as a whole is God’s beloved child. To act in the spirit of race is to sunder, to slash, to dismember the flesh of living humanity. . . . Perhaps this Conference should have been called Religion or Race. You cannot worship God and at the same time look at a man as if he were a horse.” Far from positioning Jews safely as helpful bystanders to an essentially Christian conflict, Heschel declared that the soul of Judaism was at stake and had been so ever since Moses contended with Pharaoh at the “first” summit meeting on religion and race. “The exodus began,” said Heschel, “but is far from having been completed. In fact, it was easier for the children of Israel to cross the Red Sea than for a Negro to cross certain university campuses.”


TO CLOSE the Chicago conference, King brought with him his standard sermon on the complacency of the church. “Eleven o’clock on Sunday morning is still America’s most segregated hour,” he said, “and the Sunday school is still the most segregated school of the week. The unpardonable sin, thought the poet Milton, was when a man, like Lucifer, so repeatedly says, ‘Evil, be thou my good,’ so consistently lives a lie, that he loses the capacity to distinguish between good and evil. America’s segregated churches come dangerously close to being in that position.” Behind his placid exterior, King concealed an impatience with religious institutions that far outran his text. In the past few days he had committed himself consciously to a life-threatening, watershed risk in Birmingham that neither relied nor waited upon the cooperation of his fellow clergymen.


King’s resolve to gamble alone was the result of frustrations that had built in phases since the Montgomery bus boycott of 1955–56. After the boycott’s strategy of nonviolent withdrawal proved difficult to transplant or expand, he had followed his trained gifts as a pulpit orator to preach hundreds of sermons against segregation in a touring frenzy modeled on the crusades of Rev. Billy Graham, from whom King received quiet encouragement and occasional advice. Through the late 1950s, this conversion approach had brought King the orator’s nectar—applause, admiration, and credit for quite a few tearful if temporary changes of heart—but in everyday life Negroes remained a segregated people, invisible or menial specimens except for celebrity aberrations such as King himself. When college students pioneered a fresh tactic of nonviolent confrontation in the sit-ins of 1960 and the Freedom Rides of 1961, King had acknowledged their point that race was too intractable to be repaired by the inspiration of any orator. Only by slow, wrenching concession could someone like King admit that eloquence was weak even when buttressed by rank and education. And although he was honest enough to praise the students’ courage, King repeatedly declined the drumbeat summons—“Where is your body?”—by which they made the first test of leadership not statements or seniority but a stark, primitive surrender to public witness.


Instead, King had clung to methods suited to his stature as a prince of the Negro church. While petitioning white leaders for change, he and his allies maneuvered to gain control of the National Baptist Convention. Their dream was to make of this largest voluntary body of Negroes in the world—upward of ten thousand preachers and some five million members—a ready-made civil rights phalanx that upon command could descend upon segregated targets for protest or Christian revival. The prerequirements were seductively in line with ordinary ambitions in church politics, as King’s group aimed to establish a base in the isolated world built by their fathers and grandfathers before seeking any new confrontations with white segregationists. Even so, their plans ran into disaster in the person of the incumbent “Negro Pope,” Rev. J. H. Jackson. At two national conventions, the usual spectacle of sermons and massed choirs had descended into something more like soccer riots, in which the Jackson forces out-shouted, outshoved, and finally, at Kansas City in 1961, outscrimmaged the forces supporting King’s civil rights platform to secure physical control of the podium before the police arrived. Victorious, Jackson had accused King of being responsible for murdering one preacher who had been pushed to his death in a brawl, and excommunicated King from the National Baptist Convention. In what amounted to a major schism, some two thousand pastors, including Rev. Gardner Taylor of Brooklyn and Benjamin Mays, president of Morehouse College, resigned with King, but others, including old family friends and eminent preachers such as Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., could not bear to tear away from the one place on the sparse landscape of Negro institutions that had anchored their identities in a national church.


Not until then, stripped of a reform agenda within the Negro church, did King throw himself into the escalating civil disobedience of the movement, most notably in the mass marches to jail at Albany, Georgia, beginning late in 1961. Hard experience there taught him that in any racial conflict large enough to draw the concentrated attention of the press, reporters inevitably would center their stories upon King as the character known to most readers, and generally, the focal issue of their stories would not be the moral worthiness of King’s cause but the competitive outcome—who’s winning, King or segregation? Thus pitted against the legal and cultural standard of the entire South, King had left Albany in 1962 branded a loser because segregation still stood, and as an ugly bonus he took the festering resentment of overshadowed colleagues. Then, on January 1, 1963—exactly one century after the effective date of Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation—President Kennedy had dodged the last natural deadline for a scheme that King had pushed upon him privately but insistently for two years: a historic Kennedy proclamation to abolish at least some part of segregation by executive order.


Within days, King summoned his ten closest associates to a private retreat near Savannah, Georgia, to tell them in effect that there was no easy button to push, no executive alliance to be made. All the dignified routes had been closed off. The only paths he saw led either to retreat or forward over the cliff, and, haunted by fear that the integrationist mandate of the Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown decision and the energy of the Kennedy years soon would dissipate, King disclosed his resolve to take a calculated leap. Wyatt Walker, his chief assistant, presented a blueprint for a staged, nonviolent assault on Birmingham, the symbolic bastion of segregation—a city that combined the plantation attitudes of the surrounding Alabama counties with the bare-knuckled politics of its steel mill economy, personified in both aspects by the local police commissioner, Eugene T. “Bull” Connor.


Instead of avoiding risks, or grumbling about moral obtuseness in the press, King’s forces would embrace the public drama of a showdown between King and Bull Connor. Above all, King insisted, he would not again be drawn in as a “fireman” after someone else’s campaign had gone awry. He would take the initiative for the first time, seeking to apply all the accumulated movement lessons since the bus boycott. One of these was stealth. King did not invite his father, Daddy King, to Savannah or seek the approval of his board at the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), knowing that his dear but long-winded elders would filibuster against the idea with consummate skill. He would lay groundwork in stages, move by fiat, spring surprises. The lesson pressed upon him by the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) was that unmerited suffering was required to supplement reason in a selfish world, that in nonviolent wars no less than shooting ones, dramatic risk and suffering were the surest, swiftest messengers for breaking through to guarded or disinterested strangers. King believed, he warned his friends at the retreat, that “some of the people sitting here today will not come back alive from this campaign.” When they accepted the plan nevertheless, he left Savannah for the Conference on Religion and Race.


SECRECY ABOUT Birmingham did not relieve King from the normal bombardments of pressure. On the airplane flight into Chicago, Leslie Dunbar of the Southern Regional Council leaned over from the adjacent seat to say gravely that he had an important message from high officials in the government whose identities King probably could guess. Dunbar felt obliged to speak in the evasive spy language of the Cold War. Although it was a painful message for him, as one of King’s closest white allies and sponsor of much of the foundation money being funneled into voter registration, Dunbar had reluctantly agreed to warn that certain very high officials in Washington considered some of King’s advisers to be Communists, as he well knew, and that they wanted him to get rid of them to protect the cause and everyone’s best interests, including King’s.


“Yes, yes,” King intoned in his deep, rolling preacher’s voice, giving no hint of great interest or alarm.


The Kennedy people were having a hard enough time getting the FBI to move against powerful Southern interests on behalf of voter registration workers, Dunbar went on, and it made their task all but impossible as long as the FBI could protest that those workers were infiltrated. King must break off from his New York adviser Stanley Levison completely, as though he were dead—no dealings, meetings, or even phone conversations. Dunbar’s contacts in the administration were saying that the movement must be like Caesar’s wife, above taint or suspicion.


“Yes, yes,” King kept saying, nodding along almost automatically. When Dunbar fell silent, having relayed the main points Robert Kennedy had sent through his chief aide for civil rights, Assistant Attorney General Burke Marshall, King turned at last to reply. “I agree with everything you’ve said,” he told Dunbar. “But I have to weigh other factors, too, before I can shun anybody like that. You see, Leslie, I have a pastoral responsibility.”


This perspective ambushed Dunbar, who had been uncomfortable enough urging a blacklist on cold political necessity. Unexpectedly, King made it into an intimately brutal, profane act, leaving Dunbar feeling like an executioner at the confessional. Whereas government security officials considered it a prerogative of office to define national enemies, and to prescribe conduct toward them, King claimed as the democratic ideal a religious standard under which he would shun no one, friend or foe. This was the underlying principle of his nonviolence. Dunbar realized that if King were determined to maintain the hope of human contact even with those segregationists who were beating his nonviolent colleagues with tire chains, surely he would not cut off Stanley Levison, his trusted friend of six years’ sacrifice to the movement. Never again did Dunbar raise with King the issue of his alleged Communist associations. He knew that although Robert Kennedy and Burke Marshall shared his misgivings about the secret blacklisting, they defended caution in civil rights on this ground. Subversion politics allowed them to deflect blame through the FBI back into the civil rights movement itself.


King did not know the intensity of the Bureau’s institutional animosity. Most of his information about the FBI came from Robert Kennedy and his assistants in the Justice Department—the same people passing messages through Dunbar. Their pitch softened King’s perspective on Hoover and missed one of the strongest of the forces driving the FBI bureaucracy against him—a sensitivity to criticism that had sharpened across Hoover’s nearly forty years as the Bureau’s founding director. In an article of recommendations written for the incoming Kennedy administration, King had included the FBI among the federal agencies that needed racial integration in the workforce (there being no Negro FBI agents except for five liveried members of Hoover’s personal staff, including his chauffeur and doorman), and this relatively trivial reference had rocketed up to the Director’s office as the first Martin Luther King item to reach Hoover’s personal, frowning attention.


In late 1962, asked why he thought the FBI had not arrested some of the local officials who openly had assaulted nonviolent Negroes in and around Albany, Georgia, including one lawyer inside the courthouse, King had speculated that the local FBI agents were Southerners in cultural sympathy with the segregationist officers. Publication of this comment created lasting outrage among the highest officials of the FBI. Hoover authorized his political and public relations emissary, Assistant Director Cartha “Deke” DeLoach, to orchestrate a public rebuttal through press contacts that included the major Negro newspaper chains. Both the Defender papers of publisher John H. Sengstacke (“whom we know most favorably,” DeLoach boasted to Hoover) and the four Afro-American newspapers attacked King for offhand comments that stood out sharply from the customary public praise heaped upon Hoover even by presidents who disliked him, such as Truman and Kennedy.


Early in 1963, FBI agents gathered wiretap intelligence that King invited Stanley Levison down to a summit meeting near Savannah. Neither diligent surveillance nor a canvass of informants gained FBI officials a clue about King’s secret purpose—the nonviolent gamble in Birmingham—but they treated the gathering as sinister to the core, sneaky, for one thing, and proof that King ignored FBI instructions not to associate with Levison. On these assumptions, DeLoach added enough malice to draft a summary epitaph for King at FBI headquarters. Charging that King used “deceit, lies and treachery as propaganda to further his own causes,” he recommended that the FBI write him off as a “vicious liar,” beyond hope and unworthy of contact. “I concur,” Hoover scrawled at the bottom of the memo, marking King as an enemy of the Bureau. This was on January 15, King’s thirty-fourth birthday, one day after Heschel’s opening speech to the Conference on Religion and Race.


Unwitting, King was wary of royal hostility much nearer at hand from the Baptist conqueror, Rev. J. H. Jackson, who was forbidding his loyal pastors to attend the conference. Over the past year, a procession of ecumenical leaders had been turned away from Jackson’s enormous Olivet Baptist Church in Chicago, shocked and befuddled that the elected leader of the largest religious body of Negroes could curtly refuse to join the first national, interracial conference, right there in his home city. One prominent Negro scholar among the conference planners was so disgusted with Jackson that he renounced his own Baptist affiliation to become a Presbyterian. The few white clerics who came to meet Jackson could only speculate that he was mired in primitive, otherworldly fundamentalism, but they did not fret over the strange surprise because they already had cooperation from King, the best-known Negro pastor. Jackson’s boycott had the ironic effect of building rather than undercutting Martin Luther King’s image as the embodiment of the Negro clergy, and because the separation of religious cultures concealed his internal opposition, King was careful to let this one by-product of segregation stand uncorrected in the larger world. Privately, he and his allies had no doubt that Jackson simply refused to recognize any forum tainted by renegades against him. They felt Jackson’s hostility as a politically intimate force, so extreme in pettiness as to seem perversely but warmly human.1 What King could not yet appreciate was how a distant national icon such as J. Edgar Hoover could hold personal fixations against him every bit as intensely as J. H. Jackson, Daddy King’s occasional houseguest since King’s childhood. When King arrived in Chicago, the vast FBI was opening secret, unfriendly eyes on him, while “Old Jack” professed a lofty disregard.


DURING THE VOLLEY of tributes to Heschel’s speech, William Stringfellow stunned the huge audience with a prepared commentary declaring that white pastors had allowed racial hatred to sink into the American character beyond the reach of religion. “The most practical thing to do now is weep,” he advised. The cold resignation of these remarks by a prominent Episcopalian lay author flustered dignitaries on the podium and sent reporters digging to confirm a fresh theme of controversy. They found explosive potential in the advance text of Rev. Will D. Campbell, a theologian born in Mississippi and one of the few white clerics with a long record of advocating racial integration in the South. Campbell warned his colleagues not to assume that Negroes would welcome or wait upon their blessing. “In our generation,” he predicted, “white children will be marched into gas chambers by dark-skinned masses, clutching their little toys to their breasts in Auschwitz fashion.” What he meant to communicate by hyperbole was that no one could count upon Negroes to maintain the heart-melting courage and forbearance that had so astonished Campbell as a counselor to the Freedom Riders, who integrated interstate bus travel in 1961. On reflection, he had decided that such saintliness should not be expected to endure or always to dominate, and that the average human being must have built up through the long centuries of slavery and humiliation at least as much resentment as, say, the German generation following World War I.


The convention floor at the Edgewater Beach Hotel buzzed over whether Campbell would be allowed to speak this sentence. Some delegates charged him with anti-Semitism for appropriating the imagery of the Holocaust. Privately, Campbell’s employers at the National Council of Churches pressed him to delete the sentence so as not to play into the hands of segregationists, arguing that to acknowledge a capacity for evil in Negroes, especially collective evil, was to support the fear upon which segregation was built. Worn down, Campbell substituted a terse warning: “It is too late for us to be here.” Under the circumstances, the omission was greeted with immense relief, but clashing apprehensions ran through the delegates. Just as the titled leaders were roused to urgent calls of mobilization—with the conference host, Albert Cardinal Meyer of Chicago, declaring that “our whole future as a nation and as a religious people may be determined by what we do about the race problem in the next few years”—some of the most experienced church activists concluded that religious people had forfeited their chance already.


King changed his advance text, too. His handwritten additions reflected a raw edginess, perhaps born of the melancholy judgment that he had more to lose than to gain by informing even these religious colleagues that he was going into Birmingham without them. “We have listened to eloquent words flowing from the lips of Christian and Jewish statesmen,” he said, brushing close to sarcasm. “We have analyzed with painstaking care the broad dimensions and deep complexities of this haunting problem. And now the valley of injustice, with all of its ghettos, economic inequities, and demoralized children of God, stands before us in grim, stark, and colossal dimensions. Will this conference end up like all too many conferences on race?” Words were not enough, he said. From the hardest lessons of his own young career, he cried out for clergymen willing to “make their witness real.” Oddly enough, he quoted the lament of celebrated ex-Communist Whittaker Chambers that modern religion had “lost its power to move anyone to die for it.” The august Chicago assembly might have buoyed his hopes five years earlier, but now it could not contain his impatience. “One must not only preach a sermon with his voice,” King said. “He must preach it with his life.”


WHAT BROUGHT KING and Heschel together was a prescription for the dilemma that plagued the Chicago conference. Most of the delegates searched for ways to overcome a stubborn avoidance of race in religious discourse. (“I wonder why I can go to church 52 times a year and not hear one sermon on the practical problems of race relations,” said Sargent Shriver, Director of the Peace Corps.) To break such a barrier, nearly all the theologians felt the need for a calming approach that labeled racial prejudice a feeble anachronism, a holdover of premodern irrationality, but this very impulse to soothe and minimize opened them to charges of false engagement from realists such as Stringfellow and Campbell. Yet, the realists’ tinge of fatalism reminded Heschel of a ghostly legacy from the Jewish past—the defiant urge to abandon hope of any divine presence in the face of inexplicable calamity. “The greatest heresy is despair,” he told Stringfellow in sharp retort, echoing his continuing plea to fellow victims of the Nazis and to the secularized Jews he found in America: “We all died in Auschwitz, yet our faith survived. We knew that to repudiate God would be to continue the holocaust.”


As proof that human beings could engage the most deadening crises without falling into either of the classic polar traps—nihilism or blandness—Heschel held up the ideal of the Hebrew prophets. While facing, even welcoming, the destruction of themselves and their own people, the prophets remained suffused with redemptive purpose. Far from soaring off into saccharine self-persuasion, however, they made biting symbols out of daily pains and predicaments. “Moralists of all ages have been eloquent in singing the praises of virtue,” wrote Heschel. “The distinction of the prophets was in their remorseless unveiling of injustice and oppression. . . .” Heschel’s seminal study of the prophets had just been published in the United States, translated from the original German, and it gained the eager devotion of King and his fellow pastors because they had grown up with Moses and Isaiah in their pulpits. The distinctly molded personality of the Negro preacher, as recognized by W. E. B. Du Bois and memorialized by James Weldon Johnson in God’s Trombones, was a cousin to the blazing psychic originals such as Jeremiah and Daniel—marked by passion, vivid images of slavery and deliverance, and arresting combinations of the earthy and sublime. To King and Heschel alike, the prophetic tradition came naturally as a grounding language.


At Chicago, they raised strikingly similar cries. “May the problem of race in America soon make hearts burn,” said King, “so that prophets will rise up . . . and cry out as Amos did, ‘Let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream.’ ” Heschel quoted the same passage from Amos, which he used in his book to illustrate the emotive force in the prophetic conception of justice as contrasted with the arid rationality of the Greek ideal. They both quoted theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, Heschel’s personal friend in New York and one of King’s primary influences as a seminary student. When King declared that the durable sins of race stressed “the need for prophecy,” he did not mean the popular notion of foretelling but the prophecy described by Heschel as “the voice that God has lent to the silent agony,” through prophets able and willing to draw upon themselves the excess poison in the world. Their communion on this rich subject was a pleasant surprise to both men, who vowed to see more of each other, and for once King encountered an orator who reached for notes in his register. “Let there be a grain of prophet in every man!” Heschel exclaimed.


After generous applause, the Chicago delegates reacted cautiously to the summons for prophetic witness. Observers wryly noted that the only resolution they approved, an “Appeal to the Conscience of the American People,” called for no binding action by any of the participating religious bodies. No doubt many of the clergy had hoped to treat race with an insightful malediction, and were surprised to have the challenge shoved under their own collars. Reports of a contemporary scandal filtered in from a prosperous Chicago suburb, where civic groups blocked the local symphony’s invitation to its first Negro performer, a violinist. “We just thought we were not the organization to crusade and pioneer in a controversial subject in the community,” said Geneva Palmer, president of the symphony association. “Nothing is integrated in Oak Park, you know.” Local ministers intervened, citing the mandate of the national religious conference, only to stimulate round-robin evasion on collateral issues, including a charge that the symphony conductor had pressed the integration because he was Jewish. Time magazine ridiculed the entire Chicago conference as another exercise of “doleful hand wringing” by theologians, who “proved themselves still unable to offer much wisdom.”


Undaunted, volunteer clergy resolved to continue the mission of the four-day conference by forming permanent local commissions across the country. A groping awkwardness persisted in their work. Intramural differences kept popping up even among the subdivisions of the major white groups, especially Protestants and Jews, and hostile archbishops all but shackled Catholics in Los Angeles and Philadelphia. A Catholic leader of the organizing coalition reported that no city began with even a communicating familiarity between the white and Negro clergy. Approaching such gaps in city after city, he found the bravest of recruits wanting to perceive the task not as a step into the unknown but as a restoration of an imagined past that somehow might “bring sanity back” into race relations. By fits and starts, those chastened and inspired by the Chicago conference placed the issue on the agendas of most of the upcoming church and synagogue conventions. Fledgling local commissions were meeting in thirty states by April, when King sent his first Birmingham volunteers to jail.





1 Seven years later, after King’s death, Jackson would have the Olivet congregation spend upward of $50,000 to seal up the stone doors facing South Parkway and carve out another entrance around the corner, just so that the church address never would be listed on the street to be renamed Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Drive, after Jackson’s nemesis.
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LBJ in St. Augustine


NO ONE COULD GUESS what bumps lay just ahead—certainly not the Vice President of the United States on a ceremonial visit to prepare for the four hundredth birthday of the nation’s oldest city. In the false quiet before the first lasting reverberations rolled in and out of obscure places like St. Augustine, Florida, transforming people of every station, it remained possible to muffle the conflict over legal segregation with a few exertions on behalf of accommodation, and politicians of stature still managed to leave such details to the staff. On March 11 in St. Augustine, Lyndon Johnson waved expansively from the balcony of a restored Spanish mansion to a festive crowd that appreciated what the rare visit of a sitting Vice President meant to a small tourist town of fifteen thousand people. There were no Negro picket signs to mar the occasion—an invisible success Johnson took for granted. While his aide George Reedy broke away to make sure that the other parts of the racial truce were holding up, Johnson’s motorcade rolled off to a shrine marking the first permanent outpost of European culture on North American soil.


At Mission Nombre de Dios, the Vice President slipped away briefly from his entourage during a private tour of the chapel. In one darkened alcove, a nervous priest showed him the small wooden casket of the Spanish explorer and adelantado Don Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, who had named his new settlement St. Augustine—for the great African Bishop of Hippo, brooding genius of early Christianity, architect of its lasting accord with temporal governance in Rome—whose feast date, marking Augustine’s death on August 28 in the year 430, Menéndez was celebrating aboard ship when the Florida coastline at long last appeared.


The adelantado’s fleet chaplain said outdoor mass a few days later on September 8, 1565, planting a continuous Christian presence at Nombre de Dios, and Menéndez promptly marched up the coast to exterminate an explorer’s colony of French Huguenots, thus renewing the religious wars of the Counter-Reformation on the western side of the Atlantic. From King Philip II of Spain, Menéndez had royal permission to bring five hundred African slaves into the New World, and while no proof survives that Menéndez himself used this license, entries in the mission registry about the Spaniards who stayed on in St. Augustine contain the earliest documentary slave records on the continent—dating more than fifty years before 1619, the commonly accepted beginning of African slavery in the future United States.1


Nearly two centuries after Menéndez, the Spaniards tweaked their British enemies to the north by chartering Fort Mose, the first armed, independent settlement of free blacks in North America, just outside St. Augustine. (Enraged Protestant colonists in South Carolina prescribed, and more than once carried out, the penalty of castration against slaves who tried to escape to refuge in Spanish St. Augustine, and James Oglethorpe, the original governor of colonial Georgia, personally led prolonged, bloody expeditions against Fort Mose as an archevil haven for insurrectionary runaways and papists.) Soon after the British first gained control of Florida in 1763, causing the entire population of Fort Mose to evacuate with the Spaniards to Cuba, an enterprising Scotsman named Andrew Turnbull tried an experiment in the area by importing the largest mass of white indentured servants ever assembled in North America, “Turnbull’s niggers” as they were called—Greeks, Italians, and some three hundred families from the island of Minorca off the coast of Spain. Before his indigo plantation succumbed to disease and disaster, large numbers of these laborers stole away to asylum in nearby St. Augustine. Their Minorcan descendants were among those on hand to greet Vice President Johnson.


Fortune hid many exotic layers of American antiquity in Florida, which in modern times came to specialize in the sale of dredged swamplands and sunshine dreams. For generations, established St. Augustine families had held or traded franchises on proven tourist attractions. Purists on the city’s historical commission struggled valiantly to put disclaimers on the more egregious frauds, such as the Oldest House and the working site of Ponce de León’s Fountain of Youth, but facts fell lame before imagination. The Alligator Farm relied upon the sheer atmosphere of the Ancient City, and some historical amusements—most notably Ripley’s Believe It Or Not—shook loose to offer daredevil exhibits of tabloid wonder, such as the Calf With Two Heads. In the 1930s, some polls showed Robert Ripley to be the most admired man in America, just ahead of FBI Director Hoover and far above FDR.


Since then, St. Augustine guarded a share of Florida’s migrations by promoting buncombe exaggerations on the free enterprise side of tourism, balanced by a rigid uniformity against public controversy. Typically, Archbishop Joseph Hurley preached with genuine horror against the reforms submitted to the new Vatican Council in Rome, especially the proposal that the clergy turn their faces instead of their backs to the congregation during mass. To Hurley, this gesture invited needless popular doubt about the clergy’s claim to sovereign, lineal authority direct from Jesus. He and city leaders treated racial matters as unmentionables, whether historical or current, except for the colonnaded downtown square known as the Old Slave Market. As breezily described by buggy drivers, the site fascinated tourists as the relic of a storied past.


The priest who guided Vice President Johnson through the old mission was a historian, in charge of Catholic preparations for the four hundredth birthday of the nation’s oldest city, upcoming in 1965. President Kennedy had appointed a federal commission to plan for the Quadricentennial—Johnson was there to swear in its members—and the priest seized his private opportunity to communicate some quieter aspects of a heritage he thought worth reflection: the true dates, the neglected Spanish history in America, the religious toll of seesaw colonial wars, the sacredness of local ground not only to the Vatican but also to the Orthodox Church, which had built a shrine to the first Greek settlement in the Western Hemisphere. To the priest’s discomfort, however, Johnson remained silent for a long time before speaking his first words of the tour. “Fifty-five,” he said. Somewhat unnerved, the priest noticed that the Vice President was staring at a sign beneath the wooden coffin. He explained that indeed Menéndez the Conqueror had died at that age in 1574, and that some 350 years later Spain had donated the coffin back to the mission he had founded in St. Augustine.


“Fifty-five,” Johnson repeated. From his own line of work, the priest recognized a mortality reverie without knowing that Johnson was approaching his own fifty-fifth birthday that August, still haunted by a three-pack-a-day smoking habit and a massive heart attack eight years earlier. Once outside, Johnson snapped back to full energy before an honor guard of Catholic schoolchildren. Instead of waving to them, he insisted on shaking each one’s hand, picked up several for hugs and chitchats and ear-pulls, to squeals of delight, and then, just as suddenly tired again, he announced that he was heading to the hotel for a massage and a nap.


IN THE NEGRO neighborhood called Lincolnville, George Reedy spent a day of intense mediation at the home of Mrs. Fannie Fulwood, president of the local NAACP. Threats and chaos were normal to him, but to Fulwood—the humbly upright daughter of a railroad worker, who in her forties kept up an arduous schedule as housemaid for the commanding general at the National Guard armory—excitement had grown almost unbearable since the marathon creation of her letter asking Johnson not to give his approval for $350,000 in federal assistance to celebrate the four hundredth birthday of a city that still excluded Negro citizens by legal segregation. There had been three formal readings of her draft at a board meeting, plus a consultation with a Negro college president to make sure the language was presentable, and when Johnson replied only days ago that “no event in which I will participate in St. Augustine will be segregated,” a jolt of hope dissolved into panicky questions. Did Johnson mean that the Fairchild defense plant would have to integrate its workforce before he would visit, or merely that Negroes might accompany him to the plant? Was a visit to a segregated company by private invitation not itself a segregated event? Did the pledge mean that at least one Negro would be added to President Kennedy’s all-white Quadricentennial Commission? Was the commission an “event”? What about the “white only” signs downtown—did they make it a segregated event for the Vice President to stroll near the Slave Market?


The implications of Johnson’s pledge burned so hotly through the wires that the chief aide to Florida Senator George Smathers soon turned up on Fannie Fulwood’s doorstep. Later came George Reedy, a silver-haired ex-socialist from Chicago, long in the service of the ex-segregationist Vice President from Texas. Both talked long hours to please the NAACP delegation, but it seemed that every time either one called contacts in Washington or white St. Augustine, who in turn were checking with other contacts, new semantic obstacles arose. Word once came back that any Negroes who did attend the big banquet for the Vice President must do so as “guests” rather than as paying ticket holders, which raised new questions about whether a social exception broke segregation. Whose guests would they be? What if the Negroes preferred to pay on an equal footing? Negotiations dragged on so long that Fulwood had to duck out to catch up on her cleaning.


These talks themselves marked a drastic leap for the local NAACP, which had stood aloof from the two previous blips of racial protest in town. In 1960, a mob had punished and dispersed a spontaneous student sit-in at Woolworth’s that was inspired by the publicity out of Greensboro, North Carolina. Some months later, to dispel the mood of abject failure he found back home on returning from school, a gifted local student named Henry Thomas decided to apply some of the more precise nonviolent techniques he had observed as a freshman at Howard University in Washington. With recruited friends, he synchronized watches for a convergent movement on McCrory’s, but Thomas alone showed up at the lunch counter. Worse for him, the manager was amiably puzzled about what this familiar local Negro thought he was doing, then amused when Thomas advised him to call the police. Everyone laughed when Thomas stretched forth his hands to be handcuffed, and the officer, whom he knew, merely waved him along to straighten things out. Finally in jail, Thomas endured a look of mortal disappointment from his mother as she apologized to the desk sergeant, a neighbor, for the inexplicable lapse of decency that had come over the first Thomas ever to reach college. After an extended jailhouse sanity interview by the white family doctor of his childhood, Thomas was released to enduring ridicule from both races.


Since then Dr. Joseph Shelley, the makeshift sanity examiner, had been elected mayor of St. Augustine, and Henry Thomas had become a battered, unsung hero of the 1961 Freedom Rides—other than John Lewis, the only one of the original fourteen Riders to survive both the Alabama ambushes and the medieval privations of Mississippi’s Parchman Penitentiary. Left behind in the sticky local fears of Negro St. Augustine, the adults agitated and goaded themselves over their paralysis until one night the pastor of First Baptist Church froze up inside while presiding over an NAACP chapter meeting—remaining dysfunctional, as though struck dumb—and when none of the usual professionals came forward, Roscoe Halyard “volunteered” Fannie Fulwood into the chair. Her credentials were lifelong service and a strong belief in memorials for redress, but Dr. Robert Hayling, as youth adviser of her NAACP chapter, pushed aggressively from behind in keeping with a lesson from Henry Thomas: that it was difficult for confrontation to be taken seriously amid old hometown ties, and that the spark of extraordinary personal challenge was more likely to ignite among strangers. As the new Negro dentist in St. Augustine, Hayling did not see a life’s story behind most faces in town. He thought a few picket lines were just the thing to shake these people out of their first-name illusions.


The threat of pickets stirred up the negotiations at Fannie Fulwood’s house, opening to Johnson’s aide Reedy some of the internal politics on both sides. From New York, Roy Wilkins called to remind his St. Augustine branch that no picketing proposals had been cleared through NAACP channels, which were nearly as centralized and formal as the FBI’s, and that pickets could cause an “international incident” owing to the presence of the Spanish ambassador. Loyalists spoke up for Wilkins and the tested chain of command, but Hayling’s supporters grumbled about how the NAACP “national boys” were always telling them what to do, posing as the pilots of a finely tuned national policy machine even though the only telephone in their statewide Florida NAACP office had been disconnected many months ago for failure to pay a $159 phone bill. Pickets were simple. All they needed were a handful of brave people, some cardboard, and unobjectionable American messages. What could be wrong with that?


For Reedy, the scandalous threat of Negro pickets actually gained leverage on the white side of town to secure Johnson’s most visible pledge of an integrated banquet. When the whites also agreed to hold a special City Commission meeting the very next day on the more lasting segregation issues beyond the banquet, such as the “colored” signs and the all-white city library, Reedy leaned on the NAACP members to give up the pickets for the deal. Almost immediately, he had to shift direction again to offset a wave of trepidation that ran through some of Fulwood’s colleagues. Exactly who would be willing to go now that the banquet was more than a bargaining issue? A lack of suitable clothing and other deferential excuses welled up, along with the fear of lost jobs. Some told Reedy of receiving phone threats already. They knew there could be no more sensitive breach of segregation than a banquet at the Ponce de León Hotel, the double-towered Moorish castle built almost on the scale of the Alhambra by Henry Flagler—partner of the original John D. Rockefeller and pioneer tycoon of Florida fantasy. The first Negroes to present themselves there as guests instead of doormen would make themselves as conspicuous as the Ponce itself.


MARTIN LUTHER KING himself would come to St. Augustine for bloody demonstrations in the coming year, but those cataclysms could scarcely match the quiet ripples of intimidation before this banquet. Katherine Twine, an NAACP stalwart who would lead four teams to jail in 1964, took off her best evening dress, unable to go. Her husband, Henry, a postman whom everyone called simply Twine, agreed to escort Fannie Fulwood from the rendezvous point. They mustered only ten volunteers for a motorcade of apprehension to the hotel, where Reedy, true to his promise, met them outside. The Vice President’s assistant guided them through the palm gardens and Spanish archways, past the fountains and the staring, bewildered crowds of whites who had come to glimpse the celebrities, and inside safely to dinner beneath the Tojetti ceilings and other fine appointments of Bernard Maybeck’s interior design.


Excusing himself from one of the two Negro tables in the vast banquet room, Scott Peek, the Smathers aide, went upstairs in the hotel to find out why the Vice President was late. Johnson, out of sorts since his nap, said he had decided to have his dinner there in the room and come down later for his speech, but Peek protested desperately because of the politics of the situation downstairs. Putting aside the four hundredth birthday of the nation’s oldest city, the little town of St. Augustine was important to Florida’s two senators—who in turn were important to Johnson and President Kennedy—because local banker Herbert Wolfe was a principal fund-raiser for the whole state, treasurer to Smathers in his campaigns. Wolfe, whom President Kennedy had appointed chairman of the Quadricentennial Commission, was the key to all the concessions wrested from local whites for the occasion; he had leaned on the management of the Ponce for the two Negro tables. Now, Wolfe and both Florida senators were waiting downstairs among the dignitaries.


Everyone had stretched themselves to the breaking point for Johnson and his national policies, said Peek, his temper rising under stress to the point of lecturing the former master of the U.S. Senate. If the guest of honor skipped the dinner, he told Johnson, no one would believe or care that he was tired. He must make an appearance, if only to relieve tension and spare the Negroes the embarrassment of feeling boycotted by the Vice President of the United States. “I’m eatin’ with ’em!” shouted Peek. “At least you can come.” Thus prodded, Johnson roused himself to make an entrance at the banquet, and on his way to the dais he stopped by the Negro tables to shake hands. (“Don’t forget us, Mr. Vice President,” said Robert Hayling.) Back upstairs after the formalities, Johnson complained over drinks about the hardships of the evening. Smathers ought to fire Peek “for the way he talked to me,” he grumbled, but soon he invited Peek to fly back to Washington on his Air Force Jetstar.


The next day’s newspapers reviewed the ceremonies in lavish detail, welcoming the plans of both the Spanish and U.S. governments to subsidize the preparations for the four hundredth birthday—“St. Augustine Pledged Restoration Assistance.” There was no mention of integration at the banquet, the prior negotiations, nor racial content of any kind. Florida politicians dodged the subject of race even in their private communications; in a follow-up memo to George Reedy, one of the negotiators passed off the conflict by misleading euphemism as “the local problem which existed in St. Augustine.” Local white interest evaporated as soon as Johnson took flight. When the nine-person NAACP delegation filed into the City Commission chamber for their appointment the next morning—Fannie Fulwood was absent, being unable to rearrange her work schedule on short notice—they encountered a tape recorder on an empty table. A city employee instructed them to leave recorded complaints for the commissioners, who found themselves unable to attend.


Nonplussed, the Negroes took turns leaning toward the machine. Rev. J. H. McKissick mentioned the “colored” signs still up at the courthouse and the City Yacht Pier, saying it “would make the city a little more democratic not to have such signs.” He also petitioned for at least one Negro poll worker during city elections. Clyde Jenkins, a barber, protested the confinement of Negroes to menial jobs in city employment. Robert Hayling asked for ordinary courtesy at the offices of the water department, the coroner, and other public agencies, objecting that Negro citizens were commonly ignored or humiliated. J. E. Proctor, a carpenter, seconded this point by recalling that when his sister died the other day and his family sought a death certificate, “we had to stand on the outside to give the information they wanted, and I did not think that was fair. It was cold and raining. We are human like everybody else, and try to do right.”


Roscoe Halyard raised a grievance about the meeting itself, saying the NAACP delegation had been assured of a talk with the city commissioners “and not with a tape recorder.” This opened the wound of immediate disappointment. “We stay too far apart and never come to any understanding,” Halyard told the recorder, “because we never come face to face.” Others expressed sorrow that Senator Smathers and even Vice President Johnson had been deceived with false promises about the meeting. One man said that if the city commissioners were not concerned, “they should have the fortitude to say so.” Otherwise, they should take note of the pleadings, preferably by discussing them in person.


Two months later, Fannie Fulwood would advise President Kennedy by letter that still there was no response to the tape recording, nor fulfillment of the promise to Johnson. “Since St. Augustine is the nation’s oldest city,” she wrote, “we feel that democracy should have had its inception here, but it isn’t even practiced here as late as 1963.” President Kennedy did not reply. Not until the pressure of events later in the year did Mayor Shelley respond at all, with the novel objection that biracial dialogue “defeats the very purpose for which it is formed. It polarizes the White race and the Negro race and begins with the assumption there is a difference.” By then, Shelley and other white leaders were riding a backwash of resentment against concessions such as the tape-recorded meeting and the integrated banquet. “People on the scene state that the City will not take any further steps,” concluded a federal intelligence report circulated in Washington, “and that City officials feel that they went even further than they should have gone to accommodate the Vice President when he was there. . . .”





1 Slavery in American territory is generally dated from the sale of “Twenty Negars” from the Dutch ship Jesus at the Jamestown, Virginia, colony in August of 1619. The much earlier slave practice in Spanish Florida is almost universally discarded or overlooked, perhaps because it lacks the symbolic clarity of a first shipment, or because even self-conscious chronicles of cultural oppression customarily trace American history through the British settlers, as history’s eventual winners.
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Gamblers in Law


IN THE PIVOTAL MONTH of April 1963, Martin Luther King’s lawyer Clarence Jones worked simultaneously on three defining disputes headed for numerous trips to the U.S. Supreme Court: James v. Powell, Jr., New York Times Co. v. Sullivan, and Walker v. City of Birmingham. A unique background prepared him for the multiple roles. As a son of servants to the Lippincott family of New Jersey, Jones had grown up around his father’s chauffeur’s uniform, imitating manners of the wellborn. Circumstances forced him as a boy into a series of Catholic foster homes, where he responded to lectures on Demosthenes and the transforming powers of oratory, practicing diction in front of a mirror for endless hours—so long that the words “acronym” and “felicitous” forever bubbled up randomly in his trained ear. By 1956, he acquired a law degree and enough polish to marry a publishing heiress in an interracial wedding of storybook ceremony for New York society, with the bride providing guests from the financial aristocracy and Jones supplying a number of the kitchen workers and musicians from his own family.


On the morning of April 3—as the first nonviolent volunteers were stepping off toward arrest in Birmingham—Jones and lead counsel Charles McKinney put Harleston “Cool Breeze” Patterson on the witness stand in New York. Aside from sporting-life philosophy—“When a gambler gets into trouble, he always loses girlfriends”—Patterson presented testimony on his sullen but faithful protection payments to Esther James from the late 1940s until somebody tried to gun her down from a passing car in 1958. According to Patterson, the police had hauled him in on the assumption that if he hadn’t shot at James himself, he must know which gangsters were violently angry over her arbitrary adjustments in the “pad,” and while his denials satisfied the detectives, Esther James herself had been certain enough of his complicity to pronounce street judgment on him in Harlem, shouting, “Cool Breeze, you can’t take no more numbers in this neighborhood. You are through. You are through. Don’t nobody do nothing to Miss James and take numbers!” Since then, Patterson testified, troubles made a wreck of him.


His account did help Jones and McKinney discredit the public image of plaintiff Esther James as a churchly matron. They brought out her prior convictions on such charges as striking neighbors in the head with a hammer, and on cross-examination she dropped her professed innocence about the daily mechanics of the rackets. (“Do I look like a fool to you?” she snapped, when asked how she knew that numbers writers reconvened in hallways after turning in bet slips on each morning’s “lead” number.) Still, Cool Breeze Patterson did not testify that he actually saw James pass on the pad money to police. In fact, he shied away from earlier affidavits on this critical link out of the fear that made him a lonely witness: for a racketeer to accuse police officers of accepting his bribes was to bare his own neck, not only to underworld retribution but to the crooked police themselves, who could ruin him by pretending to be honest.


The lawyers were trying to mask the gaps in Patterson’s testimony when a secretary slipped into the courtroom with a whispered message that Adam Clayton Powell abruptly had decided not to attend his own trial. This news visibly staggered McKinney and Jones at the defense table; neither they nor Powell’s closest aides ever settled on a convincing explanation. Their best guess was that some sort of status phobia kept the grand titan of Congress from appearing in the dock. After the opposing lawyer summoned Powell as his witness for effect—just to have the bailiff bellow out the name of the skulking, no-show defendant—jurors needed only four hours to find him guilty of libel damages totaling $211,500. An overjoyed Esther James announced that she would donate an unspecified portion of Powell’s restitution to the care of crippled Jewish children.


This judgment put a tenacious clamp of doom on Powell, destined to gnaw its way up his leg in collateral Supreme Court suits over contempt and congressional expulsion while he struggled to avoid paying. Even so, the verdict was scarcely more galling to Powell than the contrasting public acclaim for Martin Luther King’s libel case as opposed to his. Like star-crossed twins, Powell and King were being filtered through the courts as well as the press. For three years, the libel cases marched together on the calendar while their reputations split by polar refraction.


King’s case rose from a 1960 New York Times advertisement placed by friends, including Harry Belafonte and Bayard Rustin. The ad appealed for money to defend King against Alabama’s latest indictment, which the text denounced as a transparent effort by “Southern violators of the Constitution” to crush nonviolent dissent against segregation. Alabama officials promptly counterattacked with lawsuits of bizarre contrivance in at least three respects. None of the Alabama plaintiffs was mentioned by name in the ad, and each one—beginning with Montgomery police commissioner L. B. Sullivan—claimed to be dishonored by generic inference. Because there was no accountable “author” of the ad copy, as in normal libel actions, the plaintiffs sued the Times itself and four of King’s Alabama colleagues whose names appeared in small print at the bottom along with Eleanor Roosevelt, Langston Hughes, Shelley Winters, and some sixty others who “warmly endorse this appeal.” Finally, the facts at issue were trivial. Plaintiffs alleged that Negro students actually sang “The Star Spangled Banner” during one demonstration, not “My Country, ’Tis of Thee.” Under Alabama law, which gave juries full discretion to decide whether a factual mistake of any kind was defamatory, the first jury granted Sullivan damages of $500,000—the full amount sought and the largest libel judgment in Alabama history. A second jury matched this award, and three suits demanding an additional $2 million were held in abeyance pending outcome of the Sullivan appeal.


Powell’s case grew from a ten-speech kamikaze crusade in which he exposed on the floor of the U.S. House what amounted to a phone directory of the Harlem underworld. “I hold in my hand photostatic copies” of the regular police protection pad, he announced. “Louis the Gimp [Avitabile], who operates in front of my church, has five drops in Harlem. . . .” Listing names, addresses, and “drop” collection centers for more than a hundred syndicate figures in “both numbers and narcotics,” Powell charged that organized crime was “pauperizing Harlem.” Because all 212 New York police captains and fifty-nine of sixty inspectors were white, he argued, graft was exported along with crime profits from the Negro districts, which, being poor to begin with, were pinioned, corrupted, and systematically fleeced. He quoted his gun-carrying, addict-gathering assistant at Abyssinian Baptist, Rev. Oberia Dempsey, on the social implications for America’s pioneer urban center of migrating Negroes: “We have in our hands the wreck of a generation. . . . My people will not overcome this evil for 50 years.”


When the first salvos drew little interest, Powell outlined the accounting practices on the police side of the rackets. “All pads are due on the first of the month,” he told the House. From a typical crime banker’s monthly pad of roughly $2,700, he explained the shares apportioned—“borough headquarters, $275. . . . 23 precinct sergeants at $10”—and named those in charge of distributing payoffs in Harlem. This extreme accusation produced only the quiet resignation of one sergeant (“who lives luxuriously in New Jersey”), whereupon frustration or mad vertigo drove Powell to reiterate the “bag” system of graft intermediaries on New York television—arguably forfeiting libel immunity for congressional speech. Lawyers materialized to file suit on behalf of Esther James, one of those Powell named as a “bag woman,” and trapdoors of public scandal finally opened—under Powell himself.


THE U.S. SUPREME COURT agreed to review the Sullivan case just before Powell’s 1963 trial. Sensitivity and high-stakes conflict had stripped both controversies almost entirely of racial content, but otherwise their public images sharply diverged. Powell’s original alarm about crime, corruption, and urban decay sank to an unseemly quarrel in which a powerful member of Congress gratuitously insulted the lowly widow Esther James—described by the Times as “a 66-year-old domestic who lives on earnings as a servant and her late husband’s railroad pension.” By contrast, the Alabama Sullivan case refined away its raw origins as a concerted segregationist vendetta (“If you dance, you must pay the fiddler,” joked Governor John Patterson, who himself filed one of the libel suits) toward purified legal theory as the century’s foremost First Amendment case.


Clarence Jones, Harry Wachtel, and other King lawyers on the Sullivan appeal concurred in the suppression of racial aspects. Because the blatant realities were so thoroughly soaked with Alabama’s intent to punish Negro protest, they knew that the Justices of the Supreme Court could not grant relief on any argument derived from them without impugning the integrity of Alabama’s courts and executive officers from top to bottom, plus those of a dozen other Southern states more or less aligned with Alabama. Strategic realism demanded that the essence of the conflict be finessed entirely, with no racial issues pressed upon the Court. Moreover, the King lawyers welcomed the Times as controlling defendant even though the newspaper entered the Alabama cases wholly by commercial accident. (No news reporter created, approved, or even saw the contested appeal as it passed through the Times advertising department.) Ironically, this inadvertence helped strip away factual performance and framed the Sullivan verdict as a generalized threat to public debate through the nation’s premier news journal. Among King’s advisers, Stanley Levison especially hailed the approach, saying it fostered emergency coalitions with precisely those groups most needed for the civil rights movement: labor unions, religious groups, press outlets, large corporations—anyone who could imagine being victimized by parochial politics or a runaway jury.


Lawyers for the New York Times scarcely associated with counsel for the Negro co-defendants during trial in Alabama, and managed to split off the newspaper for independent appeal. This separation, together with a hostile procedural ruling, gave the State of Alabama a legal opening to seize the property of the four preachers during the litigation. Under court order, sheriffs impounded and sold automobiles belonging to Revs. Fred Shuttlesworth, Ralph Abernathy, and Joseph Lowery. They auctioned off land belonging to Rev. S. S. Seay, Sr., of Montgomery, placed a lien against farmland that Abernathy had inherited jointly with his siblings, and filed motions to discover other assets that might be confiscated to satisfy Sullivan’s judgment. (Shuttlesworth and Abernathy moved out of Alabama, in part to escape further expropriations.) When Times publisher Arthur Sulzberger privately asked his chief counsel at Lord, Day & Lord whether this procedural trampling could be stopped, the lawyer regretfully replied that the Times could not help without compromising the immense tactical advantage of separation from the preachers’ case.


Unlike the King side, Adam Clayton Powell exercised neither strategic forbearance nor journalistic appreciation for the Times, which he described as “the unfriendliest newspaper in the United States to me.” Powell thought the Times, as a defendant in the Alabama suit, ought to have granted a fellow libel target at least some high ground of purpose and prerogative. Objectively, both test cases threatened to squelch discussion on vital public issues, and Powell felt deserving of extra motivational credit for taking deliberate, pioneer risk. Subjectively, the stakes were widely perceived as nothing less than freedom in the Times case, nothing more than Powell’s scoundrelhood in his. When a congressman made a speech castigating him as a spendthrift playboy, the Times published a detailed account on the front page, but the paper never addressed the substance of his manifesto on New York corruption—not then or later, after a gambler named Arthur Powers was shot in the head one noon on a Harlem corner before a dozen witnesses, falling a body length from Esther James. Safely but ineffectually back on the House floor, Powell named three assassins and declared that there would be no arrests because the killing was too balled up in the corruption, with Esther James acting as “finger woman” against an intruder “moving into her territory.” Racketeers “have all the protection they want,” Powell told the House, which helped explain “why half the dope in the United States comes into Harlem.”


Powell confounded Machiavellians and idealists alike with his stage-crafted rascalism. “I am against numbers in any form,” he cried out at Abyssinian, “but until the day when numbers is wiped out in Harlem—I hate to say this from the pulpit!—I am going to fight for the Negro having the same chance as an Italian!” His defiance of the sober downtown Times played well to Harlem voters, just as his entertainments—showgirl wives, smoke rings from trademark cheroots, and explicit, earthy remarks about Jewish gangs, Irish police brass, and paramount loyalty among Negroes—offended editors who denounced him for many shortcomings including “his notably racist attitudes.”


Powell’s warning was beyond assimilation, in part because no one was ready to hear from a freebooting gadfly that racial callousness could fasten pervasive corruption on sophisticated cities in the North. He was an irritant too far advanced, anticipating elements of Mario Puzo on Mafia culture and Malcolm X on the structural exploitation of Northern Negroes. A decade later, when the image of cities had turned and a New York commission confirmed Detective Frank Serpico’s wrenching allegations on the rackets and the pad, the late Powell was a lost casualty of a forerunner’s crusade that never registered.


FOR CLARENCE JONES, it was a short trip over vast emotional distance from the Powell trial to Birmingham jail. In the April 5 edition whose front page announced the triumph of Esther James, the Times reported on page sixteen that the “Integration Drive Slows/Sit-ins and a Demonstration Plan Fail to Materialize—Dr. King Takes Lead.” Four picketers reached jail on a day when the schedule called for a crescendo of hundreds. To stave off collapse, Fred Shuttlesworth submitted to arrest on April 6, and King personally persuaded three other preachers including his own brother to join him. Since Shuttlesworth miraculously survived the dynamite destruction of his home in 1956, he had marked himself as a possessed soul through a score of arrests and convictions that left trial dates following him in a multilayered jumble; the next Supreme Court session would review among them a criminal conviction from the 1961 Freedom Rides (absurdly, for conspiring to gather a white mob) along with his civil conviction in the Sullivan libel case. Shuttlesworth used his apartness as a weapon. He commuted sporadically to Birmingham from his new home in Cincinnati, and when more than three quarters of Birmingham’s four hundred Negro preachers voted to discourage any nonviolent showdown in their city, Shuttlesworth had assured King that he alone could head off any backward stampede.


Shuttlesworth was out of jail and back again within six days. Of the maelstrom in Birmingham—lost jobs, court hearings, injunctions, freedom songs and sermons, rumors of political maneuver and abuse in the jail—what reached Clarence Jones in New York was that January’s Savannah plan was battered to such weakness that even the master coordinator, Wyatt Walker, felt obliged to put down his clipboard to join Shuttlesworth in jail. Ralph Abernathy went, too, after a running tactical argument on Good Friday, April 12, that was so full of venom and tears that Martin Luther King could not bring himself to render a decision in words and silently reentered the jammed motel wearing crisp denim “jail clothes,” resolved to commit a “faith act” over the anguished objections of his father. For Jones, King’s arrest meant a month’s frenzy crammed into a single weekend of emergency petitions, dragnet searches for bail money, and finally a rare plane flight into the heart of segregated territory.


Alone in the jail corridors, Jones made an extra show of his professional status for hostile guards. Nerves made him concentrate on a long checklist of urgent questions, but King displayed little interest. “I’m writing this letter,” he said. Furtively through the bars—because the jail rules allowed no material possessions to prisoners in solitary—King showed Jones a copy of the Birmingham News that had been smuggled in on a previous legal visit. All around the margins, meandering from page to page, he was scribbling a passionate response to a small story headlined “White Clergymen Urge Local Negroes to Withdraw from Demonstrations.” Led by C. C. J. Carpenter, the Episcopal bishop of Alabama, an ecumenical group of eight religious leaders—all at least mild critics of segregation—had issued a statement calling King’s Birmingham campaign “unwise and untimely.” They were precisely the sort of clergy who had attended the Chicago conference on the religious demands of race, and yet in crisis they found it prudent to address King’s constituents as their own, speaking of him only obliquely as an irritant.


Jones dismissed the clergy statement as a predictable sleight of no consequence. At first, he tried to understand King’s preoccupation as a semantic catfight peculiar to theologians, or as a distracted form of therapy for the strains of prison. Over several days, however, as King consumed precious visiting minutes demanding more blank paper to be sneaked in, and giving detailed instructions for stitching together the piecemeal letter—all the while brushing aside desperate practicalities from the outside—Jones began to worry that King was mentally unstable, or worse, that his endless letter amounted to a eulogy for a doomed movement.


King himself regarded his letter as partly cathartic, a venting of emotion “when the cup of endurance runs over.” More freely than at the Chicago conference in January, he thundered against anyone “who paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for another man’s freedom,” and raged against inert spirits of mannered goodness. “Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will,” he wrote. He addressed the eight Birmingham clergy in dozens of voices—begged, scolded, explained, even cooed to them, and conspired icily with them as fellow experts. He showered them with pathos over unmerited sufferings as grand as the martyrdoms of Saint Paul and Socrates and as personal as his own young daughter’s tears on learning that colored girls were barred from the Funtown amusement park. On through memorized quotations from Martin Buber, Saint Augustine, Reinhold Niebuhr, and others, his focus sometimes wandered from the Birmingham clergymen altogether as King seemed to plumb within himself for the core reason he submitted to jail.


Invariably, he pulled up hope in paired phrases of secular and religious faith. “We will win our freedom,” he wrote, “because the sacred heritage of our nation and the eternal will of God are embodied in our echoing demands.” No fewer than five times, he called upon variants of “Constitutional and God-given rights” as the twin footing that grounded his outlook. There was something characteristically American about the notion of divine sanction for democratic values, but King’s own struggle against despair pushed beliefs back to the earliest prophets of monotheism. Centuries before Plato, they introduced a deity that shockingly held kings and peasants to the same moral laws and rejected the forceful authority of state violence as evil. Their concept of equal souls anticipated and lifted up the democratic principle of universally equal votes.


To hold the belief in justice among equal souls as the key to religious as well as political conviction seemed at once crazy and noble, wildly improbable and starkly human. In his letter, King called it a daring “extreme.” He hailed luminous extremists in a paired roll call that included Jesus on the pure refusal to hate, Jefferson on equal standing in creation, Amos on the rolling waters of justice, and Lincoln on the crucible of democratic commitment: “This nation cannot survive half slave and half free.” In warning of new black nationalists—“the best-known being Elijah Muhammad’s Muslim movement”—King made sure to point out that the Muslims repudiated not only Christianity and white people but also democratic values. They had “lost faith in America.” There was no democracy in the Nation of Islam, just as Elijah Muhammad neither found nor expected any in America. In effect, King offered two convergent paths to understand why he had sought out the Birmingham jail, each in the language of justice. If indeed the long arc of the universe bent toward justice, and the universe proved friendly, history’s slow triumph over slaughterhouse evil would be a compelling sign not only of benevolent design behind the cosmos but of a democratic bond in human nature. In King’s tradition there were no proofs, only witnesses.


To Americans grown weary of singsong slogans and campaign speeches, it was strange or even blasphemous to put the humdrum workings of democracy on a par with belief in God, but from the slave side of history they were comparable wonders. In the Civil War, when both sides claimed divine blessing, Lincoln’s distinctive purpose was to uphold the democratic intuition. From his cell, King did not hesitate to stress the political side of conviction to the Birmingham clergy, or to transcend race as a prophet of redemption to his own persecutors. “One day the South will know,” he concluded, “that when these disinherited children of God sat down at lunch counters, they were in reality standing up for what is best in the American dream and for the most sacred values in our Judaeo-Christian heritage, thereby bringing our nation back to those great wells of democracy. . . .”


Outside the jail, the finished letter was typed neatly at a length of twenty pages, then copied and distributed widely by hand and post. Wherever he could, Wyatt Walker added press tips about the daily jail marches in Birmingham, plus human interest details about how King had worked under surveillance and duress in solitary, allowed no personal comforts and certainly no reference materials. Nevertheless, the power of the appeal lay dormant. None of the eight addressees replied. A Quaker journal alone expressed interest in publishing the letter, and no reporter found news in what amounted to a dense sermon on familiar King themes.


Less than three years after journalists absorbed the amazing conclusion that John Kennedy may have won the 1960 presidential election by minor attentions to King’s confinement in a Georgia jail, most national news organizations stressed nonpartisan calm as the essential condition for racial progress—much like the clergymen who criticized King. Time magazine and the New York Times, for instance, blamed King in Birmingham for creating “inflamed tensions” and “tensions that have grown alarmingly.” In Birmingham itself, city fathers openly called upon citizens to “ignore what is being attempted.” On April 24, with nonviolent veterans crowded around Birmingham television sets in the desperate hope of encouragement, President Kennedy’s press conference dwelled upon grand subjects such as nuclear tests and the prospects for war upon Cuba. No one asked about the ongoing jail marches or King’s eight days of imprisonment—let alone his letter.


By then Wyatt Walker was preparing ground for retreat, hinting to Burke Marshall that the Birmingham campaign would soon shift to less confrontational voter registration, which Kennedy officials had favored all along. Coverage of King’s trial and conviction fell to the back pages, leaving Jones and various teams of lawyers still another landmark Supreme Court case to go with Sullivan and Powell, testing whether plainly unconstitutional injunctions must be obeyed until vacated by the courts. Historic favor opened and then closed again to King before late 1967, when the Supreme Court in Walker v. City of Birmingham would send the author of a world-famous letter back to the Birmingham jail.
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To Vote in Mississippi: Advance by Retreat


MISSISSIPPI STARTED at the bottom. At least four stages of prior retreat made the active frustrations of Birmingham and St. Augustine comparatively advanced—even enviable. A year earlier, when Bob Moses appealed for refuge at a statewide meeting of NAACP chapter presidents, he brought with him only two teenage recruits and a record of anguish. Moses was not from Mississippi, nor an NAACP member. He was a twenty-seven-year-old New Yorker with a Harvard master’s degree in philosophy, who had become an object of wonder since venturing into the southwest timber region around McComb on a solo mission for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, a youth organization that had grown out of the sit-ins. For trying to escort would-be voters to register, he had been arrested more than once, pummeled by a courthouse mob, and beaten severely near a town square in open daylight by a cousin of the Amite County sheriff. Still bleeding, he walked into the courthouse to file criminal charges, then testified against the cousin, and, until the local prosecutor advised him to flee for his life before a jury brought in the customary verdict of acquittal, continued doggedly to behave as though he possessed the natural rights of a white person. This presumption shocked Mississippi people more than the blood and terror.


John Doar sought out Moses to learn of the violence in Amite County, just as he had introduced himself to Medgar Evers and Vernon Dahmer on a previous clandestine tour of Mississippi—traveling incognito in khakis and boots, knowing enough to be fearful himself even as a high-ranking official of the Justice Department. A Republican from Wisconsin, Doar had been asked to stay on in the Kennedy Justice Department partly because he had pioneered a go-out-and-poke-around-for-yourself approach to civil rights lawsuits, which made him unusual among deskbound Washington lawyers. With Moses, Doar visited Negro farmers who were afraid to come to registration meetings because of the intangible reality of rural life—ominous messages maids and sharecroppers were hearing—and several were particularly worried about signs of anger on the part of E. H. Hurst, a state representative of local influence, against Herbert Lee, an NAACP farmer who attended Moses’ registration meetings. Doar promised to drive out to Lee’s farm on his next trip, but he found waiting at his office the next day a message from Moses that Hurst had just shot Lee to death in full public view outside the Liberty cotton gin.


In nearby McComb, while Moses pressed in vain for arrest in the Lee murder, his youthful admirers went to jail from a sit-in that quickly inspired a spontaneous march of more than one hundred high school students. Failing to dissuade them, Moses and other in-gathered SNCC leaders went along as protective support until McComb police plucked them from the line, ran some through gantlets of enraged citizens, and eventually crammed Moses and seventeen others—virtually the entire national leadership of SNCC—into the drunk tank of the Magnolia, Mississippi, jail. They obtained release more than a month later on appeal bonds financed by Harry Belafonte, and Moses soon asked the NAACP county leaders to sponsor a second foray anywhere apart from the skittering violence around McComb. “We had, to put it mildly, got our feet wet,” he wrote. “We now knew something of what it took to run a voter registration campaign in Mississippi.”


Many NAACP officials saw Moses differently, as a young mystical amateur—he had studied Zen Buddhism on a college sabbatical in Japan—who produced deplorable net results: no new registered Negroes, one NAACP corpse, needless beatings, some legal bills handed to NAACP adults, and an unruly class of damaged children expelled from school. Field Secretary Medgar Evers already had written a relentlessly critical assessment of SNCC’s entry into Mississippi, which the national NAACP office circulated in urgent warning against the “continuing problem” of rival civil rights groups. Moses retained a foothold only because of one hardheaded practical farmer. Vernon Dahmer, obsessed by the sufferings of his friend Clyde Kennard, responded to a kindred grit in Moses.


At an NAACP banquet late in 1961, while Moses was in McComb, Medgar Evers broke down during his report on the condition of Kennard—a former paratrooper, both in Germany and Korea—who had been called home from his last year at the University of Chicago to run the farm he bought for his ailing mother outside Hattiesburg. Carefully, Kennard had applied to finish his degree at Southern Mississippi, the only college in the area, but neither sterling character nor extenuating family circumstances excused his effort to become the first Negro openly to attend a white college in Mississippi. Disasters ensued, culminating in his arrest when five bags of stolen chicken feed were discovered one morning in his barn. On the shaky testimony of a single witness that Kennard masterminded the pointless, untimely heist—a transparent frame-up, said Evers—Kennard drew a felony conviction that made him ineligible by law to attend any state college even if he finished seven years’ hard labor at Parchman Penitentiary.


This was doubtful, Evers announced, because cancer had invaded Kennard’s colon in prison. Evers wept again, then reproached himself furiously for the weakness. Since the Emmett Till lynching of 1955, he had weathered these occasions with the taciturn formality of a man who insisted that his own wife call him “Mr. Evers” at the office, but Evers could not stop saying that hate and fate cut down in Kennard an unassuming peer who outdid him on both flanks—more disciplined and accomplished militarily, warmer and more forgiving in spirit. He gave way a third time. “That’s all right, son,” called out a woman from the crowd. “We all feel the same way.”


None of this was news to Vernon Dahmer (pronounced “Day-mer”), the barrel-chested, fifty-three-year-old farmer whose sons had been collecting the eggs from Kennard’s chickens every morning in his absence, taking them to Bourne’s grocery for sale. The Kennard place was only two miles from Dahmer’s farm, and in recent years Dahmer had recruited his neighbor Clyde to run the Youth Council of the Forrest County NAACP chapter. Now Dahmer was left with grim realities. Without Kennard to work the land, eventually his farm and chickens must be put up for sale and someone found to take in Kennard’s mother, who would be left without even the egg money.


Dahmer told the Hattiesburg NAACP chapter of his resolve to honor Kennard’s sacrifice with a special voter registration meeting. He volunteered to secure his own church, Shady Grove Baptist, but members shrank from public assembly on that issue. The current registrar—Theron Lynd, a hulking young man with thick horn-rimmed glasses, weighing over three hundred pounds—had not allowed a single Negro to register since assuming office in 1959, the year of the Mack Charles Parker lynching at nearby Poplarville. Less than a hundred of Forrest County’s eight thousand voting-age Negroes could vote, and intimidation so thoroughly saturated the county that no Negro church or club had opened its doors to the NAACP for years. Dahmer lost his bank credit and all his insurance, after which he survived on his independent financial strength as no other local Negro could do. The moribund local chapter was reduced to one secretary and a handful of old men who met secretly in the Dahmer living room.


Still, Dahmer rose one Sunday from his family pew to argue that Shady Grove should take the risk for Kennard now that federal men were suing registrar Lynd to put national power behind Negro voting rights. Everybody knew that Justice Department lawyers visited the Dahmer farm more than once to identify potential witnesses—collecting names of qualified Negroes who were rejected and unqualified, even illiterate, whites who routinely voted. Even rejected Negro voters could help the cause now as living evidence, said Dahmer, but to become citizens they must act like citizens.


It was a simple speech, and Dahmer enjoyed considerable respect as a church trustee and by far its largest contributor. His message seemed to sway the congregation until Rev. Ralph Willard, Sr., dean of Forrest County’s Negro preachers, declared from the pulpit that politics had no business in God’s house. Willard preached forcefully on the wages of sin, then offered a substitute motion that Dahmer be expelled from Shady Grove along with his three closest supporters and all their immediate families. He prevailed in a tally marked by moans and outbursts, whereupon Dahmer led a doleful recessional from a lifelong church home that stood upon land donated by his family. For seeking the right to vote in public elections, he and his supporters lost with their church memberships the only franchise they exercised freely.


This schism at Shady Grove fell within days of the bonded release of SNCC prisoners in Magnolia, some sixty miles west of Hattiesburg. When Moses pleaded for relocation sponsors toward spring of 1962, at a meeting of NAACP chapter presidents, Dahmer came forward to ask about the alleged transformation of the two rough-cut kids, Hollis Watkins and Curtis Hayes. They had been ordinary teenagers—out of high school, out of work, on the edge of trouble—until Watkins, the tenth surviving child of sharecroppers, had peeked boldly into a room to investigate a rumor that Martin Luther King was in McComb, and, coming upon Moses instead, followed his curiosity from long conversations swiftly into classes on voting, nonviolence, and the surge of freedom in the world. On first leaving the farm for likely arrest, Watkins said he was spending the night with a friend lest he shame or enrage his parents, but word came to his cell that his father stood in church to praise his son’s courage. From the Magnolia jail, having telescoped generations of unimagined experience into six months, Watkins and his friend Curtis Hayes yearned to restart the cycle by going out alone into new areas, just as Moses had come with nothing to McComb.


Dahmer made up his mind sight unseen. “I’ll take them both,” he told Moses. “You can send them to Hattiesburg.”


NORTH OF HATTIESBURG, meanwhile, Moses fell into uneasy, recuperative alliance with a trio of student leaders from the Nashville movement: Diane Nash, Bernard Lafayette, and James Bevel. From experimental workshops on nonviolence taught since the late 1950s by James Lawson—a Korean War pacifist who studied Gandhian techniques in India—Nashville students became shock troops of the sit-ins and the earliest legends within SNCC. After the original Freedom Riders of May 1961 were so bloodied in Birmingham that they were urged to quit even by Fred Shuttlesworth, it was Diane Nash who sent a fresh wave down from Nashville and then straw-bossed a summer-long procession of witnesses into Mississippi’s Parchman Penitentiary.


When the last of some three hundred Freedom Riders obtained release, the Nashville trio stayed on in Mississippi. Stung by observation that local Negroes shunned the Freedom Rides, and had slinked obediently into the colored waiting rooms even as new arrivals were being hauled off to prison, Nash and her two friends brought Martin Luther King into Jackson for a rally and trolled the streets for recruits. They organized the earliest mass demonstrations against segregation in Mississippi—until state authorities shrewdly prosecuted Nash and Bevel for contributing to the delinquency of minors. Convicted, sentenced to two years apiece, they groped for a new start from a tough place, like Moses.


In transition, the three Nashville students released ordinary ambitions for a floating, expanding identity as movement people. Lafayette was the most scholarly of them—slightly built, with just enough of an Asian cast to justify his movement nickname, “Little Gandhi.” Lafayette saw himself as a spiritual explorer. After surviving his forty days at Parchman, he accosted idle young Negroes on the streets of the state capital of Jackson with an abrupt question, “Do you want to go downtown and fight some white people?” Of every fifty takers, he hoped to interest two or three in nonviolence.


His sidekick James Bevel was at once more and less conventional. Born in the Mississippi Delta hamlet of Itta Bena, Bevel looked the part of the itinerant Negro preacher—dressed, except for the accent of a white clerical collar, all in black from his shirt and waistcoat down to his high-top Stacey Adams comforts, known as “preacher boots.” He also wore a yarmulke in honor of his Jewish heroes, Jesus and the prophets. Bevel’s sermons were rockets of energy and imagination. In jail, he was rumored to hear voices in collaboration with God on schemes to “draw the devil out of these white people.” Many young colleagues thought his high-fevered ecstasy boiled over into rascalism—at church functions, he thought nothing of asking the pastor if his wife had any good-looking sisters—but Bevel almost welcomed nervous gossip about his wobbly mind. He said Negroes needed to be crazy in order to dream of freedom against the hegemony of white society. For him, the constant task of the movement was to distinguish between creative and self-destructive insanity.


Bevel was the scourge of movement disciplinarians such as Diane Nash, who had been raised Catholic in Chicago amid the Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament, hoping to become a nun. Ever since Nashville, she had hounded Bevel for wasting his talents. A former beauty contest competitor of classical features—so light-skinned that she easily infiltrated angry white bystanders at lunch counter demonstrations—Nash was renowned as a leader of unattainable purity. Those who had pined for her as the movement spread through Negro colleges could scarcely absorb news from Mississippi that Nash accepted a marriage proposal from Bevel late in 1961, and worse, seemed possessed and even tamed by him. Comparable shock hit the Catholic authorities of Mississippi when a marriage request disclosed that the woman who had been faithfully and uneventfully attending mass at a white parish was Diane Nash the Negro felon and incendiary of the Freedom Rides. Evasive clerics informed her that a Catholic wedding might have been arranged if Bevel were an indifferent rather than an “enthusiastic” Protestant.


With Bernard Lafayette, the newlyweds shared a house of refuge with Bob Moses first in Jackson and then with their common mentor Amzie Moore in the Delta. Sharp differences often put awkward silences between them. Moses quoted the existential philosophy of Albert Camus, shunned publicity, and sought as a teacher to kindle a self-sustaining new passion for the vote. By contrast, the three Nashville students preached confrontational Christianity, shunned politics as corrupt, and sought to prove that nonviolent spectacles could work miracles among victims and oppressors alike. Moses saw them as too self-centered in their yearning for sacrifice, and, without the stability of Negro votes, too ephemeral in effect. They saw Moses as too intellectual for Mississippi farmers and too entangled in ramifications of leadership. As philosopher and moralist, Moses fought leadership’s compulsion to dominate the common people even in democratic causes, but he tumbled through doubts that his anti-leadership convictions merely shielded him from inevitable responsibility. There was a haunted aspect to his constant self-examination—to what degree was he morally complicit in the death of Herbert Lee?—with a tone at once dreamy, fated, and cavalier. “After the hunting comes the killing,” Moses wrote the SNCC office in Atlanta. “And if we’re all dead, I want to be cremated and snuck into the next sun-circling satellite for my last rites. . . .”


They compromised on a practical experiment. Bevel persuaded Moses to manage a congressional primary race in Jackson while he managed another in the Delta, for the first Negroes to run in Mississippi since Reconstruction. The spring campaigns coincided with Diane Nash’s first pregnancy, during which one of James Lawson’s nonviolent precepts—that oppression requires the participation of the oppressed—turned in her mind until she saw her felony appeals as participation that soothed Mississippi with a false presumption of justice. Accordingly, she withdrew the appeal, activating her two-year sentence. At a bond revocation hearing on April 30, 1962, Judge Russell B. Moore first banged down an additional ten days for contempt when Nash refused to sit in the colored section of the courtroom. Bevel, serving as her lawyer, made a speech to the court, and Nash herself read from an apocalyptic statement on why she chose to give birth behind bars. “This will be a black baby born in Mississippi,” she declared before being led off to the Hinds County Jail, “and thus wherever he is born, he will be in prison. . . . I have searched my soul about this and considered it in prayer. I have reached the conclusion that in the long run, this will be the best thing I can do for my child.”


Judge Moore summoned Bevel some days later to recommend insistently a first duty in all his roles—as lay attorney, citizen, husband, and expectant father—to keep Nash out of prison, not in it. “You know, son,” he said ruefully, “you people are insane.”


“Judge Moore, you don’t understand Christianity,” Bevel replied. “All the early Christians went to jail.”


“Maybe so,” said the judge. “But they weren’t all pregnant and twenty-one.” Bevel held his ground during the odd standoff, assuring Moore that Nash would renounce any court-appointed lawyer who tried to reinstate her appeal. Moore eventually ordered her release and simply ignored the uncontested two-year sentence.


Speaking invitations for Nash drifted in from the North, where church groups and readers of the Negro press turned out to hear the young lady who had dared Mississippi to make her give birth in jail. Bernard Lafayette, who spent much of the summer riding buses between fund-raising testimonials, arranged to bring Nash to Detroit for a series of rallies in August. His anxiety over her advanced pregnancy diminished only after he concealed her belly beneath an enormous raincoat to smuggle her without medical approval aboard a flight bound for Albany, Georgia, where Martin Luther King struggled to salvage a prolonged campaign against segregation.


Bevel was already there, exhorting a dwindling supply of volunteers. Like Judge Moore in Mississippi, Albany city fathers found that having King in jail punished them far more than him or his cause. Twice they had expelled King to freedom—once by outright deceit and once by disguised fiat—but they proved quite willing to imprison ordinary, local Negroes in numbers upward of a thousand. As cumulative suffering and economic loss wore down the Albany movement, one of King’s new assistants, Rev. Andrew Young, desperately tried to persuade Nash to lead a jail march even after the onset of labor.


When King was compelled to retreat from Albany, Bevel and Nash hitched rides with their infant daughter across Alabama back to Amzie Moore’s house in the Mississippi Delta. Bob Moses was starting voter registration again, based from Greenwood, using a new placebo organization called COFO—the Council of Federated Organizations—as a channel for small foundation grants. Like the Montgomery Improvement Association for the 1965 bus boycott, and several umbrella groups since, COFO allowed civil rights groups to cooperate through a kind of truce office, and the new name also buffered white opposition because it lacked the fiendish stigma of the NAACP. Temporarily, at least, pastors who had been afraid to open their doors to the NAACP might be talked into hosting a COFO workshop.


Bevel returned in time for one of COFO’s earliest church gatherings on Monday, August 27, at Williams Chapel Baptist in the tiny hamlet of Ruleville. Preaching from Matthew 16:3, he waved off individual fears of poor sharecroppers along with the presumed advantage of all-powerful Mississippi segregationists who, like the hypocrites denounced in his text, could not “discern the signs of the time.” Just as the biblical hypocrites could read the stars in the heavens but not hearts, cried Bevel, the segregationists could run the space program but not see that freedom was sweeping the whole world. In America, freedom meant the vote, and in Sunflower County, where nearly three quarters of the potential voters were unregistered Negroes, the vote meant that meanness and hatred and suffering could be reduced if only the least of these would step into the Indianola courthouse to register.


Among those answering the call for raised hands was Fannie Lou Hamer, the twentieth child of sharecroppers. Short and stout at forty-one, she walked with a limp and was semiliterate in all subjects except biblical wisdom. Hamer had come to see whether this odd Mississippi preacher fit the reputation spreading on the plantations, and having caught Bevel’s fire, she showed up that Friday among eighteen volunteers for what amounted to a mass registration attempt and a major word-of-mouth news story. There was no violence at the courthouse, but the Highway Patrol arrested Moses again on his way back to Ruleville. That night, the owner of the Marlow plantation evicted the Hamers from their shack of the past eighteen years, not so much on his own account, he told the Hamers—he could understand why somebody might want to vote—but for the gossip her action instantly stirred against him among the neighbors. Hamer presented herself as a refugee at a registration meeting, never to return home. The hostile climate stifled any sympathy local whites felt for her, and clerks at the welfare office declined even to accept her application for emergency surplus food until Diane Nash fired off a letter to Washington on her behalf, reminding the U.S. Secretary of Agriculture that treatment of Hamer violated the laws under which Sunflower County received nearly all its public relief funds. The new Delta project registered practically no new voters, but reprisals gained recruits one by one.


THE COFO REGISTRATION grants were slow to reach SNCC’s tiny Hattiesburg project down in southern Mississippi. After their meager SNCC fund of $100 ran out, Curtis Hayes and Hollis Watkins spent more time earning their keep as farmhands for Vernon Dahmer, where they boarded when no family in town dared to take them in. Long before dawn each morning, Dahmer pounded a meaty fist on two walls of his bedroom to jolt awake sons and SNCC workers on the other side. “Let’s go, bulls!” he hollered. They all tumbled out to the fields, and over breakfast several hours later Dahmer regularly pressed Hayes and Watkins for results on the previous day’s canvassing—what area are you working, anybody ready to go down to the courthouse, how about the churches, any luck talking with the Negroes who come into the general store? Then Dahmer herded them all back to the fields or the sawmill. Already he had taught his seven-year-old daughter, Bettie, to drive one of the tractors, and while she did get help with the heavy fertilizer bags, he expected her to load the seeds by herself. Dahmer pushed himself and the hands so hard that his son Harold entered the Army that year and was writing home that his older brothers were correct—Army life was easy compared with the regimen at home.


Before the end of the summer, Curtis Hayes decided that he had not conquered his fear of jail for a mission so compromised by farm toil. He drifted back to Jackson just before a rescue letter finally reached Hattiesburg from SNCC headquarters in Atlanta. Unfortunately for Watkins, the long-awaited check was useless to him because it was made out to the departed Hayes. This was the sort of detail that paralyzed an early project for weeks. To request a reissued check by phone was a major logistical undertaking—a budget obstacle, a paranoia drama, and above all a location problem, as SNCC’s fledgling new administrators usually were missing somewhere themselves, often in jail.


Staying on alone at the farm, Watkins gradually learned that the Dahmer family’s Faulknerian bloodlines wandered across racial boundaries and taboos. Vernon Dahmer’s mother, Ellen Kelly, had been one of four light-skinned mulatto daughters born during Reconstruction to a white plantation owner named Kelly, for whom their farm region north of Hattiesburg was named Kelly Settlement. Old man Kelly had no wife or other children, and he honored his mulatto family far beyond accepted custom. In the 1890s, Ellen Kelly caused something of a family crisis by entertaining a marriage proposal from George Dahmer, a most unusual white man—born illegitimately in 1871 to a transient German immigrant and a white woman who, during the chaos and destitution that followed the Civil War in Mississippi, had gone on to marry an ex-slave with whom she produced eight dark-skinned children raised as George Dahmer’s younger siblings.


To the ex-Confederate planter Kelly, the problem with George Dahmer as a suitor for his daughter Ellen was not so much his bastard status or the racial confusion of a genetic white man living within Negro culture, but his lack of higher education. Kelly withheld consent until young George Dahmer completed courses at Jackson State, Mississippi’s Reconstruction-built Negro college, but then he blessed the newlyweds with a full share of his estate: forty acres, a cow, two calves, and a feather bed. Although some of the surviving white cousins contested these gifts to Negroes as the folly of a lunatic bachelor, the bequest stood, and in time George and Ellen Dahmer gained possession of additional Kelly acreage.


In December of 1908, four months after Lyndon Johnson was born in the Texas Hill Country, Vernon Dahmer arrived as the eighth of twelve Dahmer children. He may have become the superior farmer of the lot in any case, but competition decreased significantly when three of his five brothers married “out of the race” into white society in the North, one as a church pastor. Not all family members on either side of the color line were aware of the secret. Among Vernon Dahmer’s most delicate tasks as an adult was to maintain ties among the witting ones even while engineering an innocent extinction of bonds in the next generation. Life’s passages—births, marriages, deaths—posed the most difficult decisions about which distant ones could be notified, and how to do so without risking the fateful curiosity of the unwitting. With time, the simplest family communications across the color barrier became trying and dangerous. On the Negro side, parents faced the crippling issue of whether to acknowledge the possibility that especially light-skinned children might cross over, and if so, whether it was mutually safe and emotionally tolerable to seek the counsel of those who had gone before.


Vernon Dahmer narrowed such dilemmas by choosing successively darker wives. After fathering three sons during the Depression who grew up to look like him and his father, George—that is, by all appearances as white as the governor of Mississippi—he married a darker woman who bore three discernibly Negro sons during the 1940s, and two years after the second wife died, he married Ellie Dahmer in 1952 and produced a son, Dennis, and a daughter, Bettie, his young tractor driver, also clearly of African descent. In public, Dahmer learned to expect different reactions according to which sets of children were in his company. Among strangers, he could pass with his eldest children as a white family so long as Ellie was not along, whereas with her and the younger children he functioned separately across the color line as an ambassador. On Southern highways, he easily picked up food from the first-class “white” side of segregated restaurants if his family remained hidden in the car. Less pleasantly, white strangers who encountered the entire family assumed sometimes that Dahmer was a white boss among servants. Some made collegial remarks to him about his niggers.


Closer to Hattiesburg, where people tended to know one another, the complexities of color shifted. Most local whites considered all the Dahmers respectable for Negroes because of their prosperity and manners, but on some hidden level the children were perceived as less of a threat because of their defining dark skin, whereas Vernon Dahmer attracted a combustible undertone of resentment for “trying to act like a white man.” Very few white people had any idea what a strenuous effort Dahmer made to stay in Mississippi and not be one of them. Dahmer himself remained wary of irrational traps near the point of acceptance, where some quirk of identity could turn all his industry and attainments against him. In the old days, his father, George, had invoked his lifelong motto—“You don’t want to be too big too fast”—against Dahmer’s plans to buy a tractor conspicuously beyond the means of most white farmers. A mix of frontier ruggedness and acute racial sensitivity shaped George Dahmer’s identity until death claimed his Caucasian body for the country graveyard behind Shady Grove Baptist Church in 1949. (His wife, Ellen Kelly Dahmer, was buried there just after the Brown decision of 1954.) Although his traumatic expulsion from Shady Grove made the church alien territory in 1962, Vernon Dahmer took Hollis Watkins by the family plot to explain one of his inherited precautions: never buy vehicles with the fancy new automatic transmissions.


Not until the end of summer did Watkins find a weak spot in Reverend Willard’s control of the Negro churches. It was the Methodists, a few of whom insisted that no Baptist ran their affairs. Watkins tugged at this sensitivity, emphasizing that he needed a site not for an NAACP meeting, as Reverend Willard so heatedly charged, but merely to discuss the right to vote, and the first open meeting took place at the tiny St. James CME Church off Mobile Street in downtown Hattiesburg. There was considerable advance controversy, including an incident in which Vernon Dahmer and his sons ran out of their house one night after a phone call and fired rifles into the air just to let potential attackers know they were ready. They refused to discuss the phone call or their interpretations with the baffled Watkins, on the theory that he had more than enough to worry about already as a twenty-year-old expected to run the meeting.


Watkins nearly burst with joy when two dozen people arrived. By way of welcome, he told them that he and Curtis Hayes had sung freedom songs for as few as one person in houses all through Hattiesburg and well out into the surrounding farm counties. Between songs, he talked to them about the new hopes since the sit-ins and the Freedom Rides, about the mechanics of the voting tests, and how he had escorted small groups of two and three into Theron Lynd’s office, where the registrar always demanded to know what he was doing in the courthouse. “I turned the question around on him,” Watkins announced. “I asked him, ‘Am I breaking any law?’ ” This was daring enough for the first meeting. Before the last song, Vernon Dahmer rose to say they should all pitch in to support this voting work, and a special collection raised money to buy two or three reams of paper for leaflets.


St. James rested awhile. The next step—a “citizenship” meeting advertised in advance—posed greater risk because leaflets would make it impossible to disguise the event as a spontaneous prayer gathering. Eventually, the pastor and female board members arranged to open St. John Methodist Church in Palmer’s Crossing, a hamlet on the opposite side of Hattiesburg from Kelly Settlement. Only a dozen people attended. This time, after his songs and testimonials, Hollis Watkins announced that he needed new volunteers to go with him to see Theron Lynd. “Who will meet me tomorrow morning down at the courthouse?” he asked. There was a long stillness before the hand of a visiting country preacher named Rev. L. P. Ponder went up.


Registrar Lynd failed Reverend Ponder and the four people who kept their promise to join Watkins at the registration test: two school bus drivers, a “sanctified” traveling preacher known as Aunt Virja, and a pioneer businesswoman named Victoria Gray. Gray had been a schoolteacher until an Army marriage exposed her to the door-to-door cosmetics industry, with a striking sales uniform of white trimmed in pink, after which she persisted to become Beauty Queen’s first franchise entrepreneur in the South. Her brother owned a television repair shop with J. C. Fairley, the new NAACP chapter president, and while Victoria Gray never took part in NAACP work herself, she had heard enough to make sure that St. James was not the only Methodist church willing to hear young Watkins.


When John Doar arrived in Hattiesburg on September 17, 1962, for the latest trial of United States v. Lynd, he had no time to get acquainted with Gray or any of the hundred people subpoenaed there sight unseen. He went straight into court as his colleague Robert Owen hurriedly funneled witnesses inside to the stand, alternately white and Negro, for Doar to question off shorthand cover notes. The pell-mell witness selection system was one of many adaptations by the twenty lawyers of the Civil Rights Division, who, already overwhelmed by an avalanche of brutality complaints and a glacial crisis of school litigation, had a dozen voting rights cases in the courts with more than forty others just behind in gestation. Federal law required them to proceed county by county on voting, starting each time anew like Sisyphus. Harold Cox, the federal district judge assigned to Lynd, was so ardent a segregationist that he had dismissed the discovery portion of the action unaccountably as “abandoned.” To bypass Cox, Doar’s lawyers convinced the 5th Circuit Court of Appeals to resurrect the case as though it were lost, and further, to issue a newly invented device called an “injunction pending appeal,” which in effect ordered Lynd to register Negroes equitably through interim proceedings. Lynd ignored that order among others, and presiding Judge Cox again scheduled no proceedings on noncompliance. Then, behind a thin facade of normalcy, in further detour before any trial on the merits of voting, a panel of 5th Circuit judges conducted a one-week contempt trial in Cox’s place.


Doar had come almost to expect new witnesses to materialize against all practicality, just as he expected daring new acts of resistance from the segregationist powers. For Victoria Gray, a lifelong belief in simple choices and natural turning points calmed nerves through swift, bizarre consequences of raising her hand at St. John Methodist, such as explaining the early success of Beauty Queen to not one but three judges ranked just below the U.S. Supreme Court. Her brother’s partner, J. C. Fairley, sat every day in court next to Vernon and Ellie Dahmer, who thought it important to have their young daughter Betty beside them even though the marshals were strict about not letting her sleep.


Late on the third night of the contempt trial, Tally Riddell suffered a heart attack during an interminable meeting of the university trustees in Jackson. Riddell was one of a small minority who favored compliance with the 5th Circuit’s order to admit James Meredith to Ole Miss in a sensational marathon case running parallel with Lynd. The state’s largest newspaper led a chorus of sovereign fervor with headlines such as “On Your Guard—Commies Using Negro as Tool” and “Thousands Said Ready to Fight for Mississippi.” At least three Mississippi judges ordered Meredith arrested instead of admitted to college, and the legislature passed what amounted to a bill of attainder making him a criminal ineligible for classes. The three Lynd case judges promptly moved from Hattiesburg to New Orleans for emergency hearings on Governor Ross Barnett’s contempt in the Meredith case. Doar argued Meredith’s side through bristling drama that absorbed full attention in Washington. Even as President Kennedy announced a peaceful resolution on national television, students and beer-cooler vigilantes erupted in an all-night riot that killed three bystanders and wounded 160 U.S. marshals—twenty-eight by gunfire. A bivouac of some 23,000 soldiers safeguarded Meredith’s academic debut during the Cuban Missile Crisis in October. Army units searched Ole Miss dormitory rooms at bayonet point on reports that white students were distributing cherry bombs from Mayes Hall.


The trauma of Ole Miss was so severe as to muffle celebration among Negroes in the state. There was no rush of students to follow Meredith, whose battered success made the continued suffering of Clyde Kennard all the more poignant, especially around Hattiesburg. In consultation with Vernon Dahmer and Medgar Evers, J. C. Fairley volunteered to accompany Kennard’s mother into Parchman Penitentiary along with Jet reporter Larry Still, posing as visitors with the announced purpose of making a family portrait. In addition to a large flash camera, which he knew would be confiscated at the gate, reporter Still carried a small camera taped to his ankle. This was a dangerous mission. For Negroes to infiltrate Parchman for political purposes was to risk joining Kennard rather than helping him. Once they made it out safely, Jet’s photographs of the emaciated prisoner contradicted Mississippi’s official position that Kennard was a healthy but undeserving thief of chicken feed. Prison authorities transported him under guard to a hospital for medical evaluation, which opened Governor Barnett to two accusations in the supercharged racial politics of Mississippi: that he admitted factual errors alleged by Negro critics, or was guilty of humanitarian sentiment for Kennard. He finessed both problems with a brazen statement that if Kennard was sick, Barnett had not realized it when he authorized a routine hospital visit. Anyway, reported the Jackson Clarion-Ledger, “the negro is not nearly so bad off, prison doctors think, as news stories have pictured.”


At the Dahmer farm, a runaway yearling calf eclipsed chores and the latest Kennard news late one afternoon. Just as the Dahmers decided with practiced eyes that pursuit was fruitless, and were calculating the loss, Hollis Watkins sprinted headlong into the distant pasture. Hired hands trailed halfheartedly behind, joking that even if Watkins did prove fleet-footed he would not know what to do with a hard-muscled young steer that weighed three times his 140 pounds. Spurred on, Watkins got close enough to fling an arm around the neck and throw the yearling to the earth rodeo-style. By the time the Dahmers arrived, their teasing had a fresh tone of affection.


There was a kind of family loss on both sides when Bob Moses pulled Watkins out of Hattiesburg to the hard-pressed Delta project nearly two hundred miles north. Only seven new Negro voters had registered successfully during the nine-month stay with the Dahmers, adding to the minuscule total of twelve Negroes eligible to vote in the 1960 election. Still, more than fifty had tried, many of them solid witnesses in the federal lawsuit, like Victoria Gray, and the ordeal of Negroes at the courthouse had once attracted network news cameras. The overall record put Hattiesburg ahead of Greenwood, where Watkins withdrew.


BERNARD “LITTLE GANDHI” LAFAYETTE was setting off alone that fall to revive a project in Selma, Alabama, where the Kennedy Justice Department had filed its first original voting suit in April of 1961. He knew Selma mostly as a point on the map at the heart of Alabama’s Black Belt. Its chief attraction was that no other SNCC worker wanted to go there since a pioneer had been run out of town the year before, and Lafayette sought to duplicate what Moses had begun alone in Mississippi: gain a toehold in strategic new territory. Less than two hundred of fifteen thousand voting-age Negroes were registered in Selma’s Dallas County, and only seventy-five even tried to register during the entire decade since 1952—all rejected, including twenty-eight college graduates. On the wall of their Selma insurance office, Sam and Amelia Boynton posted the names of all seventy-five rejected applicants as an honor roll of the brave.


In Selma, as in Hattiesburg and Greenwood, outside movement workers followed the Justice Department to veteran local stalwarts like Dahmer and the Boyntons, then converged upon the registrar’s office from above and below, each side willing to spend months for an applicant or court ruling that amounted to a snowflake in the hand. Into the spring of 1963, there were few hints of looming history at the three sites.


The survivors on the Boynton honor roll were prospective witnesses to Doar and contacts to Lafayette, but with sadly tattered potential. After the Brown decision of 1954, a number of prominent Negroes, including professors at Selma University, had followed NAACP instructions to petition for their children to attend the white schools—only to be crushed by retaliation against school budgets, bank loans, and other middle-class vulnerabilities until every name was withdrawn from the petition and the local NAACP disbanded. Even the Boyntons admitted that leading Negroes were fearful, protective, and escapist—more likely to take private flying lessons than visit the courthouse.


Lafayette was marked as a Freedom Rider within hours of his arrival in Selma, and diligent sponsorship of the Boyntons gained no early ground for his voting project. Only one intrepid female schoolteacher agreed to provide boarding. A medical technician named Marie Foster did soon teach nighttime literacy classes, but her lone pupil was a man in his seventies and she knew better than to think that literacy itself could open the voting booth. Foster and her brother, Selma’s only Negro dentist, were among those rejected at the courthouse in spite of advanced education. Father Maurice Ouellette, a white Catholic priest who ran a missionary outpost for the Fathers of St. Edmund, allowed workshops in his rooms at considerable risk to the Edmundites. Lafayette started slowly with Bible lessons and freedom songs, but he could not expand beyond a core group of students without access to a mainstream Negro church. His best hope, Tabernacle Baptist, was heavily freighted with history and pulpit politics.


During the era of Franklin Roosevelt, Tabernacle of Selma had been renowned among Negro Baptists, on a par with FDR’s Little White House at Warm Springs. Its pastor, Rev. D. V. Jemison, ruled the National Baptist Convention for more than twenty years before J. H. Jackson, hanging on to power by tenacious entrenchment long after the northward migrations reduced Tabernacle to a shell of its former glory. Selma’s children remembered how the august Jemison always carried a pocketful of pennies for those who could pass his stern Bible quizzes on street corners, how limousines pulled up to Tabernacle with kinglike preachers from afar and even the local white people treated “Dr. Jemison” with respect. Not a few of the Tabernacle deacons and trustees had swelled through decades of partnership with such a pastor, to the point that they looked down upon his replacement as a shriveling agent of decline.


Rev. L. L. Anderson arrived just as the celebrated bus boycott broke out in Montgomery, fifty miles east of Selma, and several Tabernacle officers promptly claimed the prerogative to decide whether the new pastor should speak on that controversy. Some said Anderson lacked the experience to care for Tabernacle’s reputation, others that he belonged at a church nearer his native Ohio. Enmity festered until some of Tabernacle’s deacons produced the affidavit of an unmarried woman in Montgomery that Anderson was the father of her child. Anderson denounced the affidavit publicly as a fraud, whereupon some Tabernacle officers tried to get a court order banning him from the pulpit. Finally, one wealthy deacon stood to interrupt a worship service. “That little nigger has got to go,” he declared, pointing his finger dramatically at Anderson. “Money talks. He can’t stay here.”


Facing open rebellion, Anderson went to Montgomery to seek counsel among the pastors gathered during the bus boycott, including Daddy King, who advised a substitute motion for the removal of the rebellious deacons. Under Baptist rules, King pointed out, Anderson required no specific accusations—a generic charge of malfeasance would do. With this strategy at the showdown debate, Anderson’s partisans routed deacons led by Deacon N. D. Walker, a physician of grand manner and a rolling bass voice, who had been wealthy among peers even before his daughter married the founder of Jet and Ebony magazines in Chicago, sealing an alliance deemed worthy of Tabernacle. Walker’s threat to leave the congregation backfired unexpectedly, as a number of members shouted that they would feel well rid of him, and Anderson withdrew his removal motion as a gesture of reconciliation. “That will be your mistake,” predicted a senior preacher from the bus boycott. “Don’t ever stop the folk from kicking tail when they are kicking it for you.”


No sooner did Anderson wear down his adversaries than he gave them a fresh line of attack. On an afternoon drive in 1959, his Lincoln collided with another car in an intersection, then careened from one side of the street to the other—killing an elderly pedestrian before it flipped over into a tree. A woeful Anderson testified that the initial collision had knocked him unconscious, but Selma’s prosecutors indicted him for murder. Found guilty of manslaughter, he drew a sentence of ten years, and church adversaries cried out that he had brought down unimagined shame upon Tabernacle. The conviction stood until overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court not long before Bernard Lafayette first asked to use Tabernacle for a mass meeting.


Lafayette beseeched Anderson through winter into 1963, playing on his bus boycott connections without success. For eight years, running parallel with the rise of the modern civil rights movement, Anderson had gained stature as a survivor in a luminous pulpit, but he told Lafayette he could do no more because Selma was not as modern as Nashville or Atlanta. The active possibility of being retried on the manslaughter charges still held him vulnerable to whim or conspiracy, Anderson believed, especially when his enemies at Tabernacle boasted of their ties to Selma’s white aristocracy.


Stymied in Selma, Lafayette followed Sam Boynton’s advice to search for aspiring voters among illiterate yeoman farmers in the surrounding hinterland. He wandered farmhouse doorsteps for a month before receiving surprise invitations in March from a settlement in Wilcox County so remote that it had to be reached by pole ferry across a lake, so inbred that nearly all families were called Petteway. By official record, no Negro had applied for registration for more than fifty years; the county defended itself with this fact, arguing that Negroes did not desire to register. Lafayette first held meetings on nonviolence to introduce the very idea of farmers going to town without their rifles, and after a final purging of fears, at which several volunteers disclosed to relatives where family valuables might be dug up if they did not return, he escorted a solemn procession that drew stares on the streets of Camden. Nonplussed courthouse authorities, eyeing specially alerted Justice Department observers, accepted registration applications from all eight unarmed Petteways. Several signed with an “X.”


IN MISSISSIPPI, where Moses conceded that the movement was “powerless to register people in significant numbers anywhere in the state,” Hollis Watkins joined twenty or so volunteers determined to maintain a bare presence in the Delta towns—faces in plain sight, making even solitary trips to the courthouse. Five projects centered around Leflore County and its small county seat of Greenwood, stretched across a confluent loop of three meandering rivers—the Yazoo, the Tallahatchie, and the Yalobusha. The White Citizens Councils maintained southwide headquarters in Greenwood, which remained among the world’s trading centers for cotton, and Medgar Evers had revoked the local NAACP charter for lack of activity since the Emmett Till lynching. Fear shut Greenwood to the movement so tightly that COFO could not secure an office for five months after a night posse ran them out of a photo studio in August of 1962, and project director Sam Block was obliged to spend more than a few nights in parked cars when host families showed him the door with fearful apologies. Conditions were no better next door in Sunflower County, where it would take more than a year to match the eighteen applicants arrested with Fannie Lou Hamer on the first try.


A dry 1962 harvest left the cotton crop low to the ground, more accessible to mechanical cotton pickers. Sharecroppers earned even less than usual, ate less, and were vulnerable in great masses to displacement. “So that you had a lot of Negro families who were destitute,” Moses reported, “who were just rock bottom poor, poverty which you just can’t imagine in most parts of the United States . . . in which the mothers were not able to send their kids to school because they didn’t have shoes and they didn’t have winter clothes.” In Leflore County alone, the nation’s surplus food program sustained 22,000 people between growing seasons—more than 40 percent of the total population, including many Indians and not a few whites, as nearly a third of the whites were tenant farmers. The local role was merely to distribute cheeses and other staples bought by the federal government to support agricultural prices, and no one imagined that two of the nation’s poorest counties could or would spurn free food for their own needy, until Leflore and Sunflower counties publicly terminated all food relief in October. Only a minuscule fraction of those hit by the cutoff were Negroes who had tried to register. Nevertheless, in the surly mood after James Meredith’s forced integration of Ole Miss, county officials exercised what amounted to a nuclear war option to prove they gave no succor to racial agitators.


As winter hardened, and the counties blamed the ragtag Delta projects for conditions of famine, the COFO workers appealed to Northern support networks for survival donations. Future SNCC leader Ivanhoe Donaldson entered the movement by driving a carload of relief supplies from Michigan State down to Mississippi over Christmas vacation. (He wound up in jail even before reaching Greenwood.) By early 1963, a Chicago group led by crossover comedian Dick Gregory was donating supplies by the ton, and on February 1, Harry Belafonte gathered up sympathy and money for Mississippi at SNCC’s first national fund-raising concert, in New York’s Carnegie Hall.


Relief trucks pressed heavily against the logistical freeze in Greenwood, as young workers who lacked safe beds and an office suddenly needed storage space for shipments of food. In crisis, COFO secured one room of a dry cleaning plant called the Camel Pressing Shop on McLaurin Street, which held the workers but not much cargo. To break the lockout by the local churches, Hollis Watkins, up from Hattiesburg, shared the lesson of his success with Methodists, and James Bevel finally gained entry through Rev. D. L. Tucker to Turner Chapel AME. Freedom songs spilled from the first tentative church meetings in Greenwood, but the tiny, two-story structure quickly proved too small. Aiming for Wesley Chapel—with its ample basement and central location—Bevel obtained from presiding bishop Charles F. Golden a stiffening order that the pastor and congregation must admit the starving to sanctuary.


Acute hunger transformed the paralyzed COFO project into a refuge of desperate hope. Recipients in the food lines met registration workers hand to hand, eye to eye, and registration workers seized every chance to tell them they were hungry in large part because they were second-class citizens, and that they would remain so until they laid claim to the right to vote. Of the few sharecroppers who began following the COFO staff down to the registrar’s office, nearly all were illiterate—better than 80 percent by the estimate of Bob Moses. As such, they were just the opposite of the exemplary, educated registrants that Justice Department lawyers and COFO’s own projects normally recruited. The sharecroppers came instead from the great masses being pushed for decades into big cities without education or prospects. (“This is why you have your big problems in Washington and Chicago,” Moses soon testified before Congress, “and I don’t know whose responsibility it is.”)


In the fresh mayhem of the Greenwood COFO office, Moses spent hours discussing a trap within the circular powerlessness of racial subjugation itself: how to gain the vote without literacy, and literacy without the vote. One theoretical remedy was somehow to remove the literacy requirements in favor of universal suffrage, but such ideas touched the rawest nerve of the conflict between race and democracy. “We killed two-month-old Indian babies to take this country,” one white voter explained succinctly to the press, “and now they want us to give it away to the niggers.” On the literacy side of the trap, against generations of ignorance and segregated, dilapidated Negro schools, COFO workers grasped for small-scale relief from Martin Luther King’s new Citizenship Education Program, which offered intensive, one-week adult literacy courses near Savannah and Charleston. James Bevel and Diane Nash petitioned King to open a third citizenship school in the Delta. Nash urgently lobbied for the schools at the Carnegie Hall fund-raiser, but King’s administrator, Andrew Young, rejected the plan as unrealistic. “The chances are that you would be closed and the property confiscated in short order,” he wrote, “that is, if it wasn’t bombed first.” Young’s worry was hardly far-fetched; he had inherited his program after the Highlander Folk School suffered such a fate in Tennessee. He teased Nash in a postscript over her edgy, possessed mood, which was common among those who left and reentered Mississippi’s reality warp. “Diane, you really should have stayed over a day or so in New York so we could have ‘done the town,’ ” Young advised. “Then you’d have had to go back to Mississippi and work hard to get rid of your guilt.”


AMONG THOSE who ogled Bob Moses from a distance was June Johnson, who had turned fifteen in December. One of twelve children being raised by a laborer and a maid, young Johnson had heard grown-ups whispering about the mysterious stranger in a tone very similar to the life-and-death gravity with which they had trained the children never to say a word about Emmett Till, even at home. One morning on the way to school, she led a fearful, half-giggling group of her friends up to Moses, walking a street with hands in his pockets, as always. “Are you from Greenwood?” she asked. When he said no, she asked boldly about the rumors that he was a Freedom Rider. Moses only smiled, asked about her family, and offered to carry her books.


After that, Johnson found excuses to sneak near the COFO office on McLaurin Street. “Honey,” she told her sister, “I heard that they got some good-looking men up at that place.” One afternoon a mischievous friend pushed her headlong into Moses. “What you-all do here?” asked Johnson, recovering from embarrassment. “We hear you-all are troublemakers.”


Moses replied that they were having a registration meeting that night, and asked if she might like to see one of the canvassing notebooks that explained why voting was so important. The girls took the notebook and ran, passing it back and forth like contraband. Before June Johnson could hide the notebook under her mattress, one of her sisters obediently informed their mother, Belle Johnson, whose wrath turned the whole house silent. She ordered her daughter to “trot right back down there” with the confiscated book and “don’t bring that stuff here no more.”


THE DELTA FAMINE worsened until more than six hundred sharecroppers lined up outside Wesley Chapel on February 20, 1963. Cleveland Jordan, an old cotton-row preacher recruited to supervise the food distribution, kept up a running speech about the connection between poverty and voting. “We just mean to register and vote, and we don’t mean to fight and we don’t mean to run,” he said, calling to recipients by name. “We just mean to go to the polls and get our freedom.” Kerosene arson struck the Negro section of Greenwood that night, destroying four stores next to the Camel Pressing Shop. When Sam Block told sharecroppers in the relief line that the fire targeted the registration project, Greenwood police arrested him for incendiary public remarks.


Block’s quick conviction and six-month sentence galvanized many sharecroppers who had heard him sing freedom songs as they received packets of Spam and cheese. More than 150 Negroes, nearly all from the relief lines, presented themselves at the courthouse on February 25 and 26. They still averted their eyes from white faces out of conditioned inferiority, and only a handful of them managed even to apply for the vote, but these limits only underscored their newfound tenacity. In spite of taunts and shouted threats from bystanders, including their plantation bosses, sharecroppers held their ground on the public sidewalk for two days and vowed to come back. Never before had Mississippi’s common Negroes stood in such numbers for the ballot.


Two nights later, a sudden zipper-line of automatic gunfire from a Buick without license plates left thirteen bullets in a COFO car, wounding volunteer driver James Travis in the shoulder and neck as Moses managed to swerve to a halt in a roadside ditch. This attack made Greenwood a small national news item. In the immediate aftershock, COFO leaders decided to reinforce nonviolence against vigilantes by concentrating Mississippi volunteers from outlying projects into Greenwood. They arrived along with important people looking for information. Police at the bus station arrested and manhandled one well-dressed Negro before learning that he was a federal staff investigator for the Civil Rights Commission. From Washington, Attorney General Robert Kennedy himself pushed negotiations to make Leflore County resume the federal food relief, and Medgar Evers reported to his NAACP superiors in New York that he “noticed” a surprising surge of registration activity led by members of Greenwood’s defunct NAACP chapter—a portrayal that was almost entirely cosmetic salve for bureaucratic vanities at NAACP headquarters. Pretending to be alarmed, Evers pushed New York for permission to stay ahead of the competition.


Andrew Young reached Greenwood the same day Evers did, bringing a concession to James Bevel and Diane Nash: they could have a walking, substitute literacy school in the person of Annell Ponder, one of three experienced teachers from SCLC’s Citizenship Education Program. On March 4, her first night in Greenwood, Ponder heard Bevel and Reverend Tucker urge the board members of Turner Chapel AME to open the church now to her literacy classes, and Ponder herself explained methods that her mentor, Septima Clark, had been developing nearly fifty years since World War I—teaching words from newspapers and the Bible, arithmetic mostly from simple, practical farm measures. With drills from basic civics—how to spell “freedom,” the basic duties of a sheriff—Clark needed only an intensive week’s retreat to have most former illiterates proudly signing their names, writing letters, and lining up at the courthouse, able and inspired to register. Moreover, she taught the early signs of gifted illiterates, who might be trained quickly to teach other illiterates, plus leaders at the next level who might teach other teachers, and so on through a small-scale miracle of compressed evolution. With permission from the skittish Turner Chapel board, her disciple Ponder started the first church-based literacy classes in the Mississippi Delta, two nights a week. Within a month, she enrolled more than 150 sharecroppers in primary classes.


On the other side of Greenwood, white officials ended months of rancorous negotiations with federal representatives who argued that news stories on the willful starvation of disfranchised Negroes were embarrassing to U.S. leadership in the Free World. Leflore County supervisors defended their March 19 settlement as a strategic maneuver to spare Mississippi from an “invasion” of federal bureaucrats, but skeptical voters criticized them for spineless surrender. “Who is going to believe that Leflore County runs its own affairs now?” demanded the Greenwood Commonwealth. “This tends to prove that a naked political sword from the Kennedy arsenal in Washington has flashed into Leflore County to encourage the groups of racial agitators now operating here. . . . The power move by the Federal Government should have been resisted.”


Four nights later, arsonists set fire to the COFO office at the Camel Pressing Shop. Curtis Hayes noticed smoke when he drove by about midnight, but he was helpless against the flames. Word of the fire boosted attendance for Annell Ponder’s first awards ceremony at the next night’s mass meeting. Announcing that eight of twelve students had persisted through rigors of second-level training, she called forward all eight women, including Fannie Lou Hamer, to receive graduation certificates proclaiming them qualified to teach literacy and citizenship. The next evening, March 26, a shotgun blast ripped through the front of the much-admired Greene family—a son had applied to succeed James Meredith as the second Negro at Ole Miss—and nearly two hundred supporters gathered spontaneously outside Wesley Chapel the next morning to sing freedom songs. Bob Moses made occasional remarks from the sidewalk. SNCC’s executive director, James Forman—who had rushed from Atlanta to investigate the office fire—suggested a march downtown, but squad cars soon converged on Wesley Chapel and officers with guns drawn waded in to arrest SNCC leaders they could recognize, including Forman, Moses, Willie Peacock, and Lawrence Guyot.


Sudden spasms opened and shut the Greenwood registration movement to the world like a fluttering lens. Dozens of reporters, including a CBS News camera crew, reached Greenwood before the next day, March 28, to observe one hundred Negroes who stood all morning in the registration line outside the courthouse, then marched two abreast toward Wesley Chapel once the registrar closed his office for an extended lunch hour. The orderly spectacle offended crowds of white citizens along the route, many of whom cheered “Sic ’em! Sic ’em!” when officers piled into the line behind police dogs. Negroes scattered in bedlam. Cleveland Jordan half dragged an injured Reverend Tucker in desperate retreat behind a young COFO staff member, Charlie Cobb. President Kennedy saw a photograph of a German shepherd biting Tucker in the next morning’s New York Times, and sent word that Burke Marshall should do something about it. Medgar Evers earned thunderous ovation with a resettlement donation for an elderly minister evicted because he refused to withdraw his registration application. With Dick Gregory, James Bevel led audacious courthouse marches through barricades of fire trucks. When a week’s national attention generated a question about Greenwood at the next White House press conference, President Kennedy said there did appear to be violations of federally protected rights, including the right to vote, but deflected judgment with an announcement that his Justice Department had just filed suit on the issue and “the court must decide.”


Later that same day, April 3, John Doar visited Bob Moses and his fellow COFO leaders in the Leflore County jail. The prisoners were overjoyed to be the Justice Department’s new clients in a legal action just announced on national television by the President of the United States himself. They had refused bail for eight days to maintain public leverage toward precisely this result, and Moses understood Doar’s statutory jargon well enough to know this was a long-awaited “(b) suit.” Instead of undertaking to prove by tedious accumulation a “pattern” of voting preference that could be explained only by race, as in the long-standing “(a) suit” against Theron Lynd in Hattiesburg, a (b) suit alleged specific acts of unlawful “intimidation” by local officials against would-be voters. The government’s burden of proof was higher in a (b) suit, but the enforcement sanctions were correspondingly greater: criminal injunctions, federal arrest, and in extreme cases court-ordered replacement of offending registrars with federal substitutes.


Guards unexpectedly threw open the jail doors the next morning for the blinking COFO prisoners, who were slow to accept the good news of freedom. All charges dropped. No bail. Free to go. When they observed no tricks, high spirits spilled over into dancing and tears. At long last they felt the decisive intervention of the federal government behind the voting movement, but Moses intuited something amiss. He hung back apprehensively from the celebrations in Negro Greenwood until a wordless exchange of looks with John Doar killed any trace of euphoria that same day.


The moment was no better for Doar. He had made his arguments for the (b) suit inside the Justice Department, but Burke Marshall and Robert Kennedy went against him in a close decision governed less by risk of losing than by fear of winning. A (b) suit victory against Mississippi officials raised for them a “Meredith problem” of contempt on a potentially open-ended scale, causing a vacuum of public order that the U.S. government might be obliged to fill with soldiers and bureaucrats in numbers not seen since Reconstruction. This prospect was so grim that Kennedy and Marshall bargained instead to drop the (b) suit in exchange for release of the COFO leaders. For good measure, the federal government agreed to pay local distribution costs for the surplus food, which allowed county officials to say honestly that not a dime of local tax money supported protesting sharecroppers.


The overnight truce removed the two most inflammatory public conflicts between the federal and Mississippi governments, but Doar faced vigorous dissent from his own staff lawyers. Several of them had pushed to the point of rebellion once before, when the Kennedy Justice Department declined to file (b) suits in response to the forceful repressions that drove Moses from his original McComb project in 1961. This was politics again, the dissenting lawyers argued—a Democratic administration did not want to punish Democratic officeholders—to which Doar replied that in barely two years the administration had turned the South from a bastion of Democratic support into a region where the Kennedy name was heard most often as an epithet, largely because of Robert Kennedy’s positions on civil rights. This was hardly a record of pure expediency, said Doar, who argued stoically for loyal duty in the chain of command.


First sight of Moses—only hours out of jail—made Doar swallow his planned explanations, knowing how conscientiously Moses had followed advice to build his work around voting rather than sit-ins, how steadfastly he had relied upon assurances that voting was the firmest ground of national authority in race relations. What the governments saw as a trade-off, the forlorn Moses saw as a catastrophe. Having sacrificed willingly and purposefully toward the goal of federally protected voting rights, he realized that the government surrendered that leverage to reduce public pressure. Worse, the deal punctured a Greenwood movement that had taken a year to build from nothing. It receded swiftly from that April 4, the same day Esther James won her libel judgment against Adam Clayton Powell far away in New York. Reporters evacuated Greenwood within a week, and previous conditions were restored in many respects. Local officials prudently supplied a courtesy bus between Wesley Chapel and the courthouse, so voting applicants could obtain rejections with less public friction.


BEFORE THE LEADERS made their way out of Greenwood by bus and carpool over the weekend of April 12, young June Johnson boldly told Moses that she would run away from home unless he found a way for her to attend SNCC’s annual conference. Mesmerized through the upheaval, she fixed upon the notion that in Atlanta she might learn where these movement Negroes came from, and pestered Moses until he agreed to visit her mother. When she tried to sidestep the undertow by insisting that her daughter must have a suitable female chaperone, Johnson soon returned unfazed with Moses and the impeccable Annell Ponder, who offered to keep June in an apartment she retained from her college teaching days. Distress pulled Belle Johnson between the ominous comments she picked up as a maid in the homes of white families and the novel pleas of upstanding strangers on behalf of her headstrong daughter. When she finally relented, an ecstatic June Johnson made her first trip out of Mississippi.


Greenwood supplied sixty of some 350 students who gathered at Gammon Theological Seminary on the campus of Atlanta University. Some veterans from scattered outposts already displayed symptoms of nonviolent combat fatigue. These were heroes made suddenly fragile and young. Intensity spilled in all directions—between self-hatred and messianic pride, utopianism and fresh disillusionment, cynicism and psalms, race as a tissue of irrational fiction or a huge chamber of primary stuff. Remarkably, students wrestled openly with issues that for many generations baffled elders into avoidance. “It’s still not clear to my mind, even on the voting issue, that Negroes will gain the vote rapidly enough,” Moses told the conference. “The squeeze is always the automation of the cotton crops, the inability of the Negro with his poor education to adapt to new technology, the unwillingness of the white people to train them, and the programs of the Citizens Council to move them out.” Against this tide of misery and oppression, there was little solace in the movement’s distant goal of voting rights for the tiny minority of educated Negroes. Only a suffrage without slippery qualifications offered hope, said Moses, taking up the slogan of the African anticolonial movements: “one man, one vote.” Thinking out loud, he urged the students not to minimize the political cost of this demand to white Southerners, who would face a new electorate in which the controlling, marginal voter would be a Negro unable to read or write. No other Americans faced such a prospect, including those most attached to the image of potbellied, ignorant Southerners.


Moses told the conference that Greenwood had glimpsed a miracle when five hundred sharecroppers tried to register instead of five. “For us that’s a big number,” he said. “That’s a big breakthrough.” Nevertheless, he speculated that they needed “not five hundred but five thousand going down.” Even then, no one could predict the result nor be sure even where to look for guiding clues—in courtrooms, cotton prices, national news stories, churches full of fresh courage, or in the eyes of white policemen.


Back in Greenwood, Annell Ponder lost no time gathering up applicants for advanced citizenship training from Septima Clark. Belle Johnson flatly refused to allow her daughter June to make another long trip—at least until the end of the school year—but Fannie Lou Hamer signed up for the April workshop. In Hattiesburg, Victoria Gray learned of the teacher classes from Vernon Dahmer, who passed along what he heard from Hollis Watkins. With her brother and J. C. Fairley of the NAACP, Gray recently visited the Clyde Kennard home to gather supporting facts for a clemency petition, only to be stunned by the skeletal visage of Kennard himself in his mother’s rocker. Without notice or announcement, Governor Barnett had “indefinitely suspended” his sentence, almost certainly to avoid the minor embarrassment of having Kennard die in state custody. Of all the colliding shocks the visitors absorbed—the joy of unexpected freedom, the horror of a young man eaten with cancer—what transfixed Victoria Gray was his gentle recollections of outrages committed against him. His unnatural lack of bitterness disturbed her to the point that she remarked on it with a hint of criticism. “No, I’m not angry,” Kennard replied. “Not anymore. I’m just very, very thankful to be home.” Afterward, Gray could not decide whether this was the serenity of approaching death or something else beyond hatred and fear. It reminded her of the strangely clear energy from young Hollis Watkins at her first mass meeting. A nagging attraction sealed her resolve to let Beauty Queen run itself for a week, and when no one else from southern Mississippi would go, she hitched a ride alone north to Greenwood and, with Fannie Lou Hamer, boarded Annell Ponder’s bus bound for SCLC’s retreat near Savannah.
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Tremors: L.A. to Selma


JAMES BEVEL was in Birmingham by then, summoned by Martin Luther King. With Diane Nash and their eight-month-old daughter, Bevel arrived from Greenwood just in time to preach at the April 12 mass meeting in place of King, who had submitted to solitary confinement that afternoon. The carefully planned Birmingham campaign was in crisis. Over the next week, Bevel and Nash pitched in behind King’s exacting administrator, Wyatt Walker, who labored to keep pace with chaos on many fronts—lobbying for some hint of public support from the Kennedys, cultivating reporters and distant celebrities, coaxing forward new jail volunteers, weeding out laggards and training the rest in nonviolence for the daily marches toward the forbidden landmarks of segregated commerce.


One of Walker’s tactical innovations presented an opportunity uniquely suited to Bevel. Walker demanded punctuality in the daily demonstrations until he noticed while fuming through the inevitable delays that news reporters often lumped Negro bystanders together with actual jail marchers in their crowd estimates. After that, Walker went against his nature to hold up the marches with deliberate tardiness, so that daily stories of growing crowds could disguise the dwindling number willing to accept jail. As the delays stretched past school hours, crowds began to fill with Bevel’s preferred recruits—Negro students.


To Bevel, looking past the arrests to the teenagers in the background, the flagging demonstrations already had accomplished the work of many months in the Mississippi Delta, where the bulk of the Negro population was widely dispersed on rural plantations: they had gathered a crowd. With Nash and student volunteers, he distributed handbills advertising a daily youth meeting at five o’clock, two hours before the regular seven o’clock mass meeting. There he preached on the meaning of the primal events downtown. His crowds grew so rapidly that Andrew Young helped run the youth meetings, and Dorothy Cotton, Young’s assistant in the SCLC citizenship program, led the singing. Following his practice in Mississippi, Bevel showed a film—an NBC White Paper on the Nashville student movement of 1960, which featured the stirring, climactic march of four thousand students that had desegregated Nashville’s libraries and lunch counters. By April 20, when King and Abernathy bonded out of the Birmingham jail, the youth meeting already surpassed the adult meeting in numbers. By April 23, when reporters again failed to ask President Kennedy about Birmingham at his press conference, the adult mass meeting first packed St. James Baptist Church because the students in a mass stayed over from their own session. By April 26, when the jail march was reduced to a handful, forcing Fred Shuttlesworth to play for time by announcing a massive new phase to begin on May 2, most of the jail volunteers who rose in the mass meeting came from the youth workshops.


King praised the children for their courage but told them to sit down. The Birmingham jail was no place for them. At the nightly strategy sessions, King and the other leaders flailed among themselves to devise a master stroke for May 2 that might hold off the movement’s extinction—a hunger strike or perhaps a jail march by Negro preachers in robes. No idea promised to crack the reserve of the outside world. Sensing their exhaustion from the other side, Birmingham’s white leaders rallied to the “velvet hammer” policy of firm but nonsensational resistance, and the local newspaper published an article of encouragement entitled “Greenwood Rolled with the Punch—And Won.” King’s sessions grew more rancorous. They were promising their followers and the national press nothing less than “a nonviolent D-Day” on May 2, but all the thunder of preachers and the honey of massed choirs pulled no more than forty or fifty volunteers from the pews, Wyatt Walker admitted. He bristled at Bevel’s claims that the youth meetings were spilling over into another church almost every day. Walker resented Bevel as an upstart, an intruder, and a free spirit who played loose with the chain of command.


Still, Walker was a man of results. Having come into Birmingham with only minority support from the Negro adults of Birmingham, and having delivered mostly suffering and disappointment since then, King and Shuttlesworth already were fending off internal pressures to evacuate gracefully. Backbiters predicted that the outsiders would leave Birmingham Negroes worse off than ever, with segregation hardened by the besieged anger of whites. Worse, Bevel’s proposal would leave the best of the next generation with criminal records, not to mention the psychological scars of wide-eyed children dragged into the inferno of a segregated jail. King’s host family in Birmingham, John and Deenie Drew of a prominent insurance family, resolved to send their children off to boarding school lest they get caught up in the trouble. Like most of King’s strongest supporters, they would have recoiled in horror had they known that Bevel aimed to use not just the older teenagers but also the junior high students on down to “the babies” just out of kindergarten. What dismayed much of the senior staff was not so much that King, smiling and noncommittal, insisted on hearing Bevel out, but that King seemed to respect the “voices” Bevel heard even when they urged him to subvert the damaged authority of Negro Birmingham through its children. “Against your Mama,” Bevel told King, “you have a right to make this witness.”


When the doors of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church opened shortly after one o’clock on Thursday, May 2, a line of fifty teenagers emerged two abreast, singing. The waiting police detail hauled them into jail wagons, as usual, and only the youth of the demonstrators distinguished the day until a second line emerged, then a third and many more. Children as young as six years old held their ground until arrested. Amid mounting confusion, police commanders called in school buses for jail transport and sent reinforcements to intercept stray lines that slipped past them toward the downtown business district. On the first day, nearly a thousand marching children converted first the Negro adults. Not a few of the onlookers in Kelly Ingram Park were dismayed to see their own disobedient offspring in the line, and the conflicting emotions of centuries played out on their faces until some finally gave way. One elderly woman ran alongside the arrest line, shouting, “Sing, children, sing!”


WITH THE JAILS swamped by nightfall, Bull Connor ordered a massed phalanx of officers to disperse rather than arrest any demonstrators King might send the next day—intimidate them, shoo them away. When more than a thousand new children turned out in high-spirited, nonviolent discipline, giving no ground, frustration and hatred erupted under Connor’s command. Police dogs tore into the march lines, and high-powered fire hoses knocked children along the pavement like tumbleweed. News photographs of the violence seized millions of distant eyes, shattering inner defenses. In Birmingham, the Negro principal of Parker High School desperately locked the gates from the outside to preserve a semblance of order, but students trampled the chain-link fence to join the demonstrations.


King, preaching at night to a serial mass meeting that spilled from one packed church to another, urged crowds to remember the feel of history among them. He cast aside his innate caution along with criticism and worry over the children in jail, shouting, “Now yesterday was D-Day, and tomorrow will be Double-D Day!” From Shuttlesworth’s old pulpit, Bevel cried out in playful hyperbole that they would finish off Birmingham before Tuesday by placing every Negro young and old in jail so that he could be “back in Mississippi, chopping cotton.” Bevel did not make his deadline, but nonviolent Negroes did overflow the jails and flood the forbidden downtown streets within a week. By Monday, May 6, the sudden conversion gushed from child to adult until no fewer than 2,500 demonstrators swamped the Birmingham jail, and King welcomed in awe the tangible sensation of history spilling over at frenzied mass meetings of four times that number.


SOMETHING PRIMAL welled up the same day in a Los Angeles courtroom. Defense lawyer Earl Broady faltered while cross-examining Officer Lee Logan about the mayhem at the Muslim Temple No. 27 in April of 1962. “Now this ‘male Negro’ business, this is significant to you, isn’t it?” asked Broady in a whisper, his face suddenly clouded. “ ‘Male Negroes,’ ” he repeated. When Logan replied that the term was merely descriptive of the brawlers that violent night, Broady tried to resume his planned examination but stopped again. “You called them niggers while you were in this fight with them, didn’t you?” he blurted out.


“I did not,” Logan replied.


Broady asked for time to compose himself, but he called for a bench conference as soon as Logan testified that his first sight at the crime scene was “several male Negroes” fighting with officers a block south of the Muslim temple. “Your Honor, I believe these defendants should be referred to exactly the same as if they were Caucasians,” said Broady. “This officer wouldn’t refer to male Jews. He wouldn’t refer to male Irishmen. He wouldn’t refer to male Swedes. He wouldn’t refer to male Caucasians.”


Judge David Coleman hushed stirrings in the courtroom and spoke gently to Broady, whom he had known for years, observing that race was a standard designation in all police reports. “This issue has been made by the defense and not by the People,” said the judge, who went on to remind Broady that the defense lawyers had tried to insert a racial standard by objecting, for instance, to the all-white jury. (On that matter, Judge Coleman had assured Broady privately that the all-white jury was probably best because most Negro jurors were too emotional to be objective about such a sensational case.) Broady argued that the drumbeat repetition of generic racial phrases was far from neutral in effect, and spread a blur of prejudicial guilt over all Negroes, including the fourteen Muslims on trial. “This man has said ‘male Negroes’ eleven times,” Broady protested. “We kept an accurate count on it.”


Judge Coleman chided Broady for insecurity. “Someday we will get to a period of confidence and respect for ourselves,” he said at the bench, “when a reference to us as Negroes, Jews, or anything else . . . will not be a matter that disturbs us very much, but it would be in effect something which we are very proud of.”


Unable to reply, Broady walked back to the defense table and stood paralyzed for some time. Perversely, the judge’s rebuttal struck deep within him. As dean of Negro lawyers in Los Angeles, Broady had spent years believing that to speak and think as a Negro was to confess inferiority, and that to think white was clear and refined. Recently, when business required him to talk with the employer of a criminal defendant, Broady had found himself cringing involuntarily in manner and speech—“yessiring”—to a Beverly Hills neighbor he claimed as a peer. Only then did he begin to admit that he was learning lessons from bootblacks and reformed thieves. For a month now—as long as King had campaigned in Birmingham—up to 250 armed deputies had guarded the courtroom against tinderbox fears of a race riot, and yet only the fourteen Muslim defendants spoke forthrightly of race. They sat in perfect order at the defense table a few rows ahead of Malcolm X, as crisp as their Muslim suits. Each testified with unflinching discipline about degradations—their broken homes, poor educations, and criminal records, their loss of bladder or bowel control after the shootings outside the temple. Broady had come to admire them in spite of their religious hokum, as he saw it, but he could not push race to the surface and hope to win in court.


“Your Honor,” he said finally, “. . . I don’t feel I can continue this cross-examination.” Broady later minimized his breakdown as a suppressed fit of temper, telling reporters he feared he “might pull a Muslim” if he spoke, but at the defense table he could only bury his face in his hands while his co-counsel gamely took over.


The two sides skittered back and forth on the open mention of race. Prosecutors occasionally slipped in loaded questions: “As a Muslim, Mr. Jones, does the phrase ‘kill the white devils’ have any significance?” A deputy DA was careful to ask one question of Officer Paul Kuykendall: “Just for the record, are you of the Negro race?” Kuykendall’s positive response established that one of the government’s police witnesses was a Negro, much to the discomfort of Kuykendall himself. Within the department, he no longer could pass as a white officer. Acid doubt about Kuykendall’s moment of hesitation in that night’s death struggle between Officer Lee Logan and Muslim Arthur X Coleman—sparing Coleman’s life in exchange for even an instant’s added danger to Logan—dissolved fraternal trust among police for Kuykendall, while practically no Negroes allowed him offsetting credit for professionalism or humanity. Kuykendall was to remain a morose figure, stranded in a cloud of isolation.


For the defense, Broady did ask teenage defendant Troy X Augustine if he could have used the word “Negro,” among others, as recorded in a disputed statement. “No, sir,” Augustine replied. Asked why, he said, “Ever since I have found out what Negro means, I stopped calling people that.” Broady cut off the testimony before Augustine could explain, however, and a prosecutor made sport of the inconsistency, saying the defense wanted to discuss race some times and not others. Broady could not afford testimony on the meaning of “Negro” because it would open the treacherous subject of Elijah Muhammad’s Muslim teachings. Members of the Nation of Islam strictly and exclusively used the term “black” instead of “Negro,” the Spanish word for “black,” saying it was as absurd for them to ground racial identity in a foreign language1 as it would be for white people to call themselves “Blancos.”


Most of the testimony re-created the chaotic violence of April 27 as mirror images of primeval savagery, with each side portraying itself as victim. Medical testimony lent some support to the dramatic accounts of police suffering, especially early in the altercation when Tomlinson was shot and Kensic badly beaten. As descriptions moved to the later shootings and reprisals inside the temple, however, officers seemed to have emerged remarkably unscathed from the mass attack. Officer Reynolds had a thumb injury, which defense counsel suggested was the result of his own aggressions. As for the defense, Muslim witnesses consistently denied that they ever saw any fellow Muslim fighting back against the officers. They embraced their wounds and their lack of weapons as the anchor strength of their testimony, discarding Elijah Muhammad’s posture of virile self-defense along with his militant sarcasm about the cowardly weakness of the nonviolent movement. Malcolm X coached all the defendants, demanding precision of testimony and a uniform politeness under the most scathing hostility. In the crucible of trial, they displayed an air of acceptance that bordered on forgiveness.


Small wonders took seed in the obscure Muslim trial just as nonviolence seized the emotions of the larger world from Birmingham. King’s demonstrators literally carpeted Birmingham’s downtown business district that second week of May. Having no place to put them, police officers in their midst shrugged helplessly to the city’s business leaders, who were traumatized by the sudden evaporation of normalcy and commerce alike. Nearly two hundred reporters had converged from as far away as Germany and Japan. “We are not sitting idly by,” President Kennedy’s spokesman announced tersely in Washington. “We just can’t say anything.” Privately, Kennedy and several members of his Cabinet were calling the heads of corporations with subsidiaries in Birmingham, urging them to enter negotiations with King, and on Friday, May 10, Fred Shuttlesworth announced triumphantly that Birmingham “has reached accord with its conscience.” Birmingham’s merchants had accepted a schedule for desegregating their dressing rooms and lunch counters—even hiring Negro clerks. “Now this is an amazing thing!” King cried out at the mass meeting.


In Los Angeles, Charles X Zeno testified that same Friday about how he had left his sons in the car while he went into the temple to find his wife, Mabel, and how Officer Reynolds crashed through the door into him so that they tumbled pell-mell into the water cooler in the next room. Like other Muslim witnesses, Zeno identified the shreds of the suit he had worn. By the time Earl Broady gave up the witness for cross-examination, deputy DA Howard Kippen was eager to remove the torn coat and trousers from view. “Well, let’s take these away so we can see each other,” he told Zeno, and then paused. Instead of contesting detailed testimony about vengeful police hysteria, Kippen abruptly reversed course to make use of it. “Now the night of April 27, 1962, at any time did you get angry?” he asked.


“No, sir,” Zeno testified.


“You didn’t get angry?” Kippen asked, underscoring surprise.


“No, sir.”


“You were struck from the back?”


“Yes, sir.”


“You were punched in the mouth?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Your gums were bleeding, your teeth were bleeding and loose?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Your clothes were ripped?”


“Yes, sir.”


“You were hit in the groin?”


“Yes, sir.”


“You didn’t get angry?”


“No, sir.”


Broady jumped up to object that Kippen was not allowing the defendant to explain himself—perhaps Zeno meant he was too frightened at the time to be angry—but Kippen had his answer. In summation, he argued that no human being could endure such abuse without getting angry, suggesting that the police deserved the benefit of doubt if the Muslims joined in the violence—or alternatively that the Muslims were inhuman. Either way, they deserved what they got. Only one defendant ever admitted feeling resentment of the rawest humiliation and pain, he scoffed. Prosecutors said the Muslims were too good to be true. By their formulation, the defendants were guilty unless the jury could find them as innocent as the youngest child in Birmingham jail.


BERNARD LAFAYETTE drove to Birmingham to help Bevel and Diane Nash drill young people for the climactic jail marches, but he seldom stayed over. The thunderous breakthrough in Birmingham made him uncomfortable away from his new post some hundred miles to the south, and Lafayette returned to Selma most evenings that week to sit in vigil at tiny, segregated Berwell Infirmary, where a last debilitating stroke did not keep Sam Boynton from proselytizing whenever conscious. “Are you a registered voter?” he called out to strangers walking down his corridor. “I want you to go down and register. A voteless people is a hopeless people.”


Boynton expired within hours of the jubilee news from Birmingham, and the coincidence loosed a flood of emotion so powerful that Lafayette canvassed ministers about the fleeting chance to hold Selma’s first mass meeting. He half concealed his political purpose by calling it a “Memorial Service for Mr. Boynton and Voter Registration,” but no one was fooled. Boynton’s own pastor declined to have such a service at First Baptist of Selma, which had shunned controversy since driving off its pastor, Fred Shuttlesworth, a decade earlier, and other pastors refused for fear of having their churches bombed. “They don’t feel disposed to build another church,” advised Rev. L. L. Anderson of Tabernacle Baptist. “Most of them have their churches paid for.” Anderson himself admitted that he could not offer Tabernacle on his own, even as a last resort. “That’s too big a thing for one man,” he said, but he did preach an impromptu eulogy for Boynton at a business meeting, asking who could deny tribute to such a man. When no deacon objected, Anderson quickly spread word of his commitment. Within hours, a local Negro printer on his own wits refused Lafayette’s order for high-quality leaflets. “I understand you call yourself a printer,” Anderson thundered at the balky shopowner. “When people bring things to you, your job is just to print them. You are a printer.”
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