
I N T R O D U C T I O N  

One of thefrustrations of any young man is to approach the heights at such a n  
early age. The average man reaches this point maybe in his late forties ar early 
Jifties. But  when you reach it so young, your lqe becomes a kind of &crescendo. 
You feel yourself fadingfi-om the screen at a time you should just  be starting to 
work toward your goal. A n d  no one knows better than I that no crowds will be 
waiting outside churches to greet me two years from now when some one invited 
me to speak. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. 
New York Post, 14 April 1957 

By the end of 1956, Martin Luther King, Jr. was alreadywidely known for his lead- 
ership of the Montgomery bus boycott and was fast becoming a national symbol 
for the civil rights movement. Increasingly sought after as a spokesperson for civil 
rights reform, social gospel Christianity, and Gandhian nonviolent resistance, 
King struggled to accommodate the many speaking invitations and other appeals 
that flooded his office, and he pondered numerous requests to publish his ac- 
count of the Montgomery campaign. As early as December 1956, he had made 
clear his readiness to build upon the success of the boycott, depicting Mont- 
gomery as a “proving ground” for the use of Gandhian methods to achieve social 
justice.’ Broadening his contacts with other activists, King represented the Mont- 
gomery protest at several gatherings designed to promote the use of nonviolent 
tactics in an expanded, South-wide movement. King’s decision to assume a lead- 
ership position in the southern struggle resulted not only from his own sense of 
calling, but also from the initiative of northern supporters, who saw the potential 
for a sustained protest movement with King at the fore. Yet even as he began dis- 
cussions regarding the creation of an organization that would bring together 
black activist ministers in the South, King was ambivalent about taking on wider 
responsibilities. Faced with the new demands that accompanied his rise to promi- 

1 .  King, “Facing the Challenge of a New Age,” 3 December 1956, in The Pupers of Martin Luther 
King, Jr., vol. 3: Birth of a New Age, December 195g-December 1956, ed. Clayborne Carson, Stewart Burns, 
Susan Carson, Peter Holloran, Dana L. H. Powell (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 19971, pp. 451-463. 
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Introduction nence, he found it difficult to fulfill his obligations as pastor of Dexter Avenue 
Baptist Church and president of the Montgomery Improvement Association 
(MIA). Moreover, the bus boycott had exhilarated but also exhausted him, and 
the wave of segregationist violence in Alabama near the end of 1956 warned him 
of the dangers associated with civil rights activism. Nearing his twenty-eighth 
birthday and entering his third year at Dexter, King began the new year strug- 
gling to balance family, church, and MIA responsibilities with those of his na- 
tional public ministry. 

During an NAACP rally in Atlanta on 1 January 1957, King reaffirmed the ba- 
sic ideas that he had developed in many of the previous year’s speeches: a re- 
nunciation of retaliatory violence, an acceptance of agape-redemptive goodwill 
toward all peoples-as the guiding ideal for the black struggle, an abiding faith 
in divinely ordained justice, and a recognition that resistance to segregation 
would involve sacrifice and even death. While refining these themes, King also in- 
troduced several broader concerns that would characterize his subsequent 
speeches, particularly his growing interest in national and international politics. 
Encouraging his audience in Atlanta to see itself in the context of the worldwide 
struggles of oppressed, nonwhite people, he proclaimed that “the old order of 
colonialism is passing away, and the new order of freedom and equality is coming 
into being.” Declaring that ultimate victory is inevitable because “God is strug- 
gling with us,” King urged African Americans to “speed up the coming” of the 
new order: “We must somehow stand up and courageously oppose segregation 
wherever we find it. We must passively resist it.” Even as he championed the tac- 
tics used in Montgomery, King advocated a multifaceted strategy to achieve civil 
rights reform utilizing black political and economic power as well as protest and 
NAACP-style litigation.* 

The Atlanta address marked the beginning of a period in which King’s activi- 
ties shifted focus from local injustices to regional and national civil rights con- 
cerns. During the closing weeks of 1956 he had discussed with black pacifist 
Bayard Rustin the possibility of using Montgomery as a model for an extended 
protest movement. Rustin, who had advised King since the early days of the boy- 
cott, proposed the creation of a group that would unite black protest leaders 
from across the South, informing King that he was “in a very strong position now 
to set up an organization” in which he would be “the key.”3 Rustin spent the early 
days of 1957 finishing a set of “working papers” that outlined the purpose and 
structure of his proposed “congress of organizations. . . . capable of reacting 
promptly and effectively to situations and possessing ties to masses of people so 
that their action projects are backed by broad participation of people who gain 
experience and knowledge in the course of the  struggle^."^ Rustin prepared the 

2. King, “Facing the Challenge of a New Age,” i January 1957, pp. 73-89 in this volume. 
3. Rustin also advised King to exclude representatives of the Urban League and the NAACP be- 

cause “if you bring all those organizations together, you will have to compromise to their needs” ( The 
Reminiscences ofBuyurd Rustin [New York: Columbia University, 19881, p. 151). 

4. Rustin to King, 23 December 1956, in Pupers3:493; Southern Leaders Conference, Working Pa- 
pers 1-7, 1 1  January 1957. 
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papers to guide discussions at the planned Southern Negro Leaders Confer- 
ence on Transportation and Nonviolent Integration. This meeting, scheduled for 
i o  January at Atlanta’s Ebenezer Baptist Church, would lay the foundation for the 
regional organization that eventually became the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC) . 

Although King maintained ties to many of the activists who had assisted him 
during the bus protest, by 1957 Rustin had emerged as his most trusted advisor 
on ideological and strategic affairs. Rustin enhanced King’s influence outside 
Montgomery, drafting several public statements for King and introducing him 
to activists-notably labor leader A. Philip Randolph-outside the network of 
black Baptist churches that had supported the MIA. Rustin also channeled funds 
to King and the MIA through the New York-based civil rights support group In 
Friendship and facilitated King’s ties to two of the founders of this group, leftist 
lawyer Stanley Levison and former NAACP organizer Ella Baker. King met Levi- 
son a few weeks before the January gathering and thereafter benefited from his 
advice, legal counsel, and contacts. Baker, a veteran activist with extensive south- 
ern organizing experience, came to Atlanta to assist Rustin in handling local 
arrangements for the black leaders’ meeting; she would return the following year 
to manage SCLC’s office. 

On 7 January King and ministers C. K. Steele of Tallahassee and Fred Shut- 
tlesworth of Birmingham jointly issued the call for the Southern Negro Leaders 
Conference, inviting black leaders “from troubled areas all over the South . . . to 
share thinking, to discuss common problems, to devise a unified strategy and to 
plan mutual economic a~sistance.”~ Although King and other participants agreed 
on the importance of forming a new regional group, their discussions about the 
future conflicted with their need to respond to the wave of segregationist vio- 
lence targeting southern civil rights supporters. On i o  January, just hours before 
the meeting was to begin, King learned that bombs had exploded at four black 
churches in Montgomery and at the parsonages of MIA leaders Ralph Abernathy 
and Robert Graetz.6 King and Abernathy, already in Atlanta, rushed home to 
Montgomery and missed the opening session, leaving Coretta King and Shut- 
tlesworth to serve as moderators.’ In Montgomery King inspected the damaged 
buildings and contacted local FBI agents to demand an investigation.8 When he 

Introduction 

5. MIA, Press release, 7 January 1957, pp. 94-95 in this volume. 
6. See King to Robert Johnson, 1 0  January 1957, p. 97 in this volume. Several of the black leaders 

at the conference had been recent victims of racist violence, including King and Shuttlesworth, whose 
homes had been bombed (see King to Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1 1  January 1957, pp. 99-101 in this 
volume; see also King to Shuttlesworth, 26 December 1956, in Pupers 3: 495-496). 

7 .  King, Ahernathy, and several other activist ministers were already in Atlanta participating in a 
gathering organized by Glenn E. Smiley of the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR). Smiley, who had 
also served as an advisor to King during the boycott, later accused Rustin of attempting to boost at- 
tendance at the Southern Negro Leaders Conference gathering by scheduling it immediately after the 
FOR meeting (Smiley, Draft of autobiography, 1986; for more on Smiley’s rivalry with Rustin, see 
William Robert Miller to King, 25 February 1957, pp. 141-143 in this volume). 

8. See Fred Hallford to J. Edgar Hoover, 1 0  January 1957; see also Maxwell Rabb to King, 1 1 Jan- 
uary 1957, p. 98 in this volume. 
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returned to Atlanta the following day for the final session of the conference, King 
accepted the post of chairman of the assembly. In addition to releasing “A State- 
ment to the South and the Nation” affirming their commitment to a nonviolent 
“struggle for freedom,” the black leaders concluded the conference by sending 
telegrams to the president, vice president, and attorney general, demanding fed- 
eral action on civil rights. Yet beyond agreeing to create a “continuing body,” the 
leaders did not define the group’s ~tructure .~ 

During the weeks following the meeting, King experienced difficulty trans- 
forming his success in the Montgomery campaign into a broader civil rights re- 
form movement. His entreaties to the Eisenhower administration prompted only 
responses from lower-level officials, and the president continued to duck black 
leaders’ requests to deliver a pro-civil rights speech in the South.’O Rather than 
gaining confidence from his new role as head of the Southern Negro Leaders 
Conference, King began displaying signs of stress, stemming largely from the vi- 
olence that persisted after the end of the boycott. Shortly after the Atlanta con- 
ference, Coretta King confided to a northern supporter: “The pressures are not 
any less and it seems that they will continue for a long, long while. You see, Mar- 
tin has become the ‘leader’ and authority on non-violent integration in the 
south. His responsibilities continue to grow. What he has to do is the job of not 
less than four men. . . . He can’t continue indefinitely under the pressure of the 
situation.” l1 

On 13 January King traveled to Nashville for a speaking engagement, an event 
marred by the discovery of a fake bomb on the sidewalk outside the church where 
he appeared. The following evening King used an MIA mass meeting to reflect on 
the meaning of the recent violent incidents. He proposed that the hardships en- 
dured by black residents of Montgomery reflected a divine purpose: “It may be 
that we are called upon to be God’s suffering servants through whom he is work- 
ing his redemptive plan.” Rejecting bitterness, he advised, “let us continue to 
love.”’* The meeting reached a crescendo as King invited his audience to join in 
a prayer for guidance. “Lord, I hope no one will have to die as a result of our 
struggle for freedom in Montgomery,” he cried. “Certainly I don’t want to die. But 
if anyone has to die, let it be me.” Members of the crowd protested and their 
shouts filled the church as King apparently faltered and fell silent, prompting re- 

Introduction 

g. “A Statement to the South and the Nation,” i o  January-i i January 1957, pp. 103-106 in this 
volume; Jack Nelson, “Negro Leaders Here Ask Brownell Meeting,” Atlanta Constitution, I 2 January 
1957. The black leaders requested that Eisenhower deliver a speech in the South asking southerners 
to abide by the Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision (King to Eisenhower, 
1 I January 1957, pp. 99-101 in this volume; see also King to Richard M. Nixon, pp. 101-103 in this 
volume; and King to Herbert Brownell, both dated I i January 1957). 

10. Sherman Adams to King, 18 January 1957; see also Warren Olney to King, 30 January 1957; 
“‘I can’t do it’-Ike Plays Golf, But He Can’t Deliver Speech in South,” Baltimore Aji-o-American, g Feb- 
ruary 1 95 7. 

1 1 .  Coretta Scott King to Lynn Rohrbough, 16 January 1957. 
12.  King, Outline, Address to the MIA Mass Meeting at Bethel Baptist Church, 14 January 1957, 

pp. 109-1 i o  in this volume. 
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Introduction ports that he collapsed at the p~1pit .I~ One MIA member later remembered the 
event: “It was obvious that he was at the point of exhaustion. I think they could 
feel it, that he was going to probablyjust pass out if he kept on going.”I4 King in- 
sisted that the intense audience reaction prevented him from continuing the 
prayer and strongly denied reports that he had collapsed. However, he later ad- 
mitted suffering a breakdown in response to the previous weeks’ bombings, which 
had caused him “to feel a personal sense of guilt for everything that was happen- 
ing,’’ and explained that the “episode brought me great relief. Many people came 
up to me after the meeting and many called the following day to assure me that 
we were all together until the end.”15 

King’s resolve continued to be tested as resistance to desegregation remained 
strong in Montgomery. In mid-January, white officials seeking to undermine the 
bus boycott victory announced plans to establish a private, segregated bus line. 
Early on the morning of 27 January, police spotted and disengaged twelve sticks 
of dynamite smoldering on the porch of King’s Dexter parsonage. The family was 
not home, but King soon learned that the office of the city’s black taxi service had 
been bombed, sending three drivers to the hospital. Another bomb damaged the 
home of a sixty-year-old black hospital worker. As he had done almost exactly 
one year before, King calmed an angry crowd that assembled at his home by 
counseling nonviolence: “I know this is difficult advice to follow, especially since 
we have been the victims of no less than ten bombings, but this is the way of 
Christ; it is the way of the cross. We must somehow believe that unearned suffer- 
ing is redemptive.”I6 Speaking to his Dexter congregation later in the morning, 
King recalled a spiritual reawakening that he had experienced during an espe- 
cially dark moment of the bus boycott. He reported that he had drawn strength 

13. Stride TowardFreedom: TheMontgomery Stmy (NewYork Harper & Brothers, 1958), pp. 177-178; 
see also Nelson Cole, “King Collapses in Prayer During Negro Mass Meeting,” Montgomery Advertiser, 
15 January 1957. During his sermon the previous morning, King bemoaned the antiblack brutalities 
that had struck Montgomery and elsewhere in’the South, and asked: “Where is God while hundreds 
and thousands of his children suffer merely because they are desirous of having freedom and human 
dignity? Where is God while churches and homes of ministers are being plunged across the abyss of 
torturous barbarity?” (The Ways of God in the Midst of Glaring Evil, 13 January 1957, pp.107-io9 in 
this volume). 

14. Robert Graetz, Interview by David J. Garrow, 23 February 1984. 
15. Stride Toward Freedom, p. 178; see also King to Fannie Scott, PS January 1957, p. 1 13 in this vol- 

ume. 
16. Stride TowardFreedom, p. 179. Montgomery police arrested seven men in connection with the 

January church bombings. Seeking to convince the all-white jury that black civil rights proponents 
were responsible for the violence, defense attorneys called King as a witness. “For more than an hour 
I was questioned on things which had no relevance to the bombing case,” King recalled. “The lawyers 
lifted statements of mine out of context to give the impression that I was a perpetrator of hate and vi- 
olence. At many points they invented derogatory statements concerning white people, and attributed 
them to me.” King was discouraged when the jury ignored the considerable evidence against the first 
two defendants facing trial and returned a verdict of not guilty (Stride TowardFreedom, p. 1 So; see also 
Rex Thomas, “Rev. King Denies Blasts Were Set to Raise Money,” Montgomery Advertiser, 30 May 1957, 
and “‘Tragic’ Declares Negro Leader,” Birmingham Post-Herald, 31 May 1957). 
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and comfort from an early morning visit of a divine presence, which assured him 
of the righteousness of the boycott. King defiantly proclaimed: “I’m not afraid of 
anybody this morning. Tell Montgomery they can keep shooting and I’m going 
to stand up to them; tell Montgomery they can keep bombing and I’m going to 
stand up to them.” Revealing an increasing awareness of mortality that would be- 
come a recurring theme in his oratory, King continued: “If I had to die tomorrow 
morning I would die happy because I’ve been to the mountain top and I’ve seen 
the promised land and it’s going to be here in Montgomery.’”’ 

In the weeks after the Southern Negro Leaders Conference meeting in Atlanta, 
King fulfilled a demanding speaking and meeting schedule that brought him to 
St. Paul, New Orleans, New York, Hot Springs, and Oberlin. In a io February tele- 
vision interview in New York City, he confessed that the continuing resistance to 
bus desegregation in Montgomery had left him with no opportunity “to sit down 
and think about next moves.’’18 As a result, when he and other black ministers 
gathered on 14 February in New Orleans for the second meeting of the Southern 
Negro Leaders Conference, they repeated the pattern set at the Atlanta gather- 
ing, reporting on the slow progress of their local movements and sending 
telegrams to Eisenhower and other government leaders requesting federal inter- 
vention in the South. Although little had been accomplished since its initial 
meeting, the group affirmed its determination to establish itself as a permanent 
organization, shortening its name to the Southern Leaders Conference and elect- 
ing King president.lg Using telegram drafts prepared by Levison and Rustin, the 
conferees expressed their concerns to government officials with notably more 
force than in the previous month, warning Eisenhower that they would lead a pil- 
grimage of prayer to Washington “if you, our president cannot come south to re- 
lieve our harassed people.”20 

Introduction 

. 

In the days following the New Orleans meeting, King prepared to attend the 
independence ceremonies for the Gold Coast, soon to become the new West 
African nation of Ghana. After receiving his invitation from Prime Minister 
Kwame Nkrumah, King accepted donations from the MIA and the Dexter con- 
gregation to finance his trip.21 Confirming his emergence as a national black 
leader, King and his wife traveled with a delegation that included A. Philip Ran- 

17. “King Says Vision Told Him to Lead Integration Forces,” Montgomery Advertiser, 28 January 
1957, pp. 114-1 15 in this volume; “‘Dud’ Spares King’s Home; Another Hit,” Montgomery Advertiser, 
28 January 1957. 

18. King, Interview by Richard D. Heffner on “The Open Mind,” io  February 1957, pp. 126-131 
in this volume. 

19. Russell Lasley, Minutes, Southern Leaders Conference, 14 February 1957. 
20. King to Eisenhower, pp. 132-134 in thisvolume; King to Nixon, pp. 134-135 in thisvolume; 

King to Herbert Brownell; and King to Thomas C. Hennings and Emanuel Celler, all dated 14 Feb- 
ruary 1957. 

21. Kwame Nkrumah to King, 22 January 1957, pp. 1 1 2 - 1  13 in this volume; James E. Nesbitt to 
King, 14 February 1957, pp. 137-138 in this volume. 
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Introduction dolph, Congressman Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., and United Nations official Ralph 
Bunche. 

Soon after arriving in Accra on 4 March, King attended a reception where he 
met Vice President Nixon. Encountering a high federal official for the first time, 
King used the opportunity to press Nixon to respond to the Southern Leaders 
Conference requests, “Mr. Vice President, I’m very glad to meet you here,” King 
reportedly told Nixon, “but I want you to come visit us down in Alabama where 
we are seeking the same kind of freedom the Gold Coast is celebrating.”22 
Though he had previously ignored King’s telegrams, Nixon invited him to Wash- 
ington to discuss the southern segregation 

At a midnight independence ceremony on 6 March, King’s emotions over- 
flowed as he watched the lowering of the Union Jack and the hoisting of the Black 
Star over Accra’s polo grounds. Following a minute of silent prayer, a crowd of 
fifty thousand people erupted in joyous shouts and cheers. The subsequent cele- 
bration, which King recounted on several occasions, made a vivid imprint on his 
memory: “We could hear little children six years old and old people eighty and 
ninety years old walking the streets of Accra crying: ‘Freedom! Freedom!’ They 
couldn’t say it in the sense that we’d say it, many of them don’t speak English too 
well, but they had their accents and it could ring out ‘free-doom!’ They were cry- 
ing it in a sense that they had never heard it before.” For King the events in Ghana 
presaged the passing of the “old order of colonialism, of segregation, of discrim- 
ination” while reaffirming his belief in ajust God: “That night when I saw that old 
flag coming down and the new flag coming up, I saw something else. That wasn’t 
just an ephemeral, evanescent event appearing on the stage of history. But it was 
an event with eternal meaning. . . . Somehow the forces of justice stand on the 
side of the universe, so that you can’t ultimately trample over God’s children and 
profit by i t . ’ ’ Z 4  

During Ghana’s first day of independence, King attended the seating of the 
new parliament in the morning and a formal reception at Christiansborg Castle 
that evening. The Kings later had a private lunch with Prime Minister Nkrumah 
at his official residence. King enjoyed being treated as an international dignitary, 
which bolstered his reputation at home, but Coretta King would later remember 
her husband as deeply troubled by the poverty he encountered in Accra. The 
couple felt especially uneasy being served breakfast each morning by low-paid 
attendants. “Seeing how that system had demoralized them bothered us and 
marred our trip,” she recalled. “Martin was extremely upset by the servile attitude 
to which their suffering had brought them. They had been trained to bow, almost 
to cringe; their stature was d e c r e a ~ e d . ” ~ ~  

Before leaving Ghana, King fell ill and was forced to remain in bed for several 
days of recuperation. Despite his poor health, he welcomed a visit from English 

22. “M. L. King Meets Nixon in Ghana,” Pittsburgh Courier, 16 March 1957. 
23. Thaddeus T. Stokes, “Dr. King Says He May Meet With Nixon,” Atlanta Daily Wmld, zg March 

1957. 
24. King, “The Birth of a New Nation,” 7 April 1957, pp. 155-167 in this volume. 
25. Coretta Scott King, My Life with Martin LutherKzngJr. (NewYork Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 

8 1969), PP. 154-155. 
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clergyman and anticolonial activist Michael Scott, during which the two men 
compared the freedom struggles in Africa and the United States. King reportedly 
expressed admiration for the bus boycott then taking place in Johannesburg, 
South Africa, and remarked that there was “no basic difference between colo- 
nialism and racial segregation. . . . at bottom both segregation in America and 
colonialism in Africa were based on the same thing-white supremacy and con- 
tempt for life.”Z6 

The Kings left Ghana on 12 March, spending two weeks as tourists in Kano, 
Rome, Geneva, Paris, and London, where on 24 March they had lunch with Trini- 
dadian writer and political activist C. L. R. James. Although King left no record of 
his response to James’s eclectic Marxism, a subsequent letter that James sent to 
his political associates in the United States suggests that he was deeply impressed 
by King’s report on the Montgomery struggle. James warned that Marxist organi- 
zations would be “making a fundamental mistake” by not recognizing the nonvi- 
olent movements in Ghana and Montgomery “for what they are, a technique of 
revolutionary struggle characteristic of our age.”*’ 

Returning to Montgomery, King shared his travel stories and insights with the 
community at several public events, allowing him to depict the local bus struggle 
within the context of a global drive for racial and economic justice. At Dexter, 
King preached “The Birth of a New Nation,” an account of his trip combining 
theological reflection and political analysis. He proposed that at the heart of the 
Ghanaian struggle for independence was the certainty that “freedom only comes 
through persistent revolt, through persistent agitation, through persistently ris- 
ing up against the system of evil.” The integration of the b u s  system was just the 
beginning, he told the congregation: “Don’t sit down and do nothing now be- 
cause the buses are integrated, because if you stop now, we will be in the dun- 
geons of segregation and discrimination for another hundred years. And our 
children and our children’s children will suffer all of the bondage that we have 
lived under for years.’’28 

For the next two Sundays at Dexter, King continued to blend social commen- 
tary and personal reflections into his sermons. Preaching on Palm Sunday, King 
spoke ofJesus’ initial reluctance to embrace the cross as he prayed in the Garden 
of Gethsemane. After dwelling on the difficulties of life’s “Good Fridays,” King 
concluded that surrendering to God’s will, though often painful and incompre- 
hensible, is the only way to freedom: “I will follow Him to the garden. I will follow 
Him to the cross if He wants me to go there. I will follow Him to the dark valleys 

Introduction 

26. Homer Alexander Jack, “Conversation in Ghana,” Christian Century 74 ( 1 0  April 1957): 446- 

0 7 .  C. L. R. James to Martin and Jesse Glaberman, 25 March 1957; see also James to King, 5 April 
1957, pp. 149-150 in this volume, and King to James, 30 April 1957, p. 194 in this volume. 

28. King, “The Birth of a New Nation,” 7 April 1957, pp. 155-167 in this volume. Commenting 
on King’s preaching style to a reporter after the sermon, one congregation member asserted that de- 
spite Dexter’s reputation for being a “sophisticated” church, “the Rev. Mr. King has ruined more faces 
with crying than anybody else I know. . . . I almost broke out crying myself yesterday when he preached 
on his recent trip to the birth of Ghana” (Ted Poston, “Where Does He Go From Here?” New YorkPost, 
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Introduction of death if He wants me to go there! Not my will, but Thy will be done.”29 Deliv- 
ering his Easter sermon a week later, King suggested that the Resurrection sym- 
bolizes the belief that God is on the side of righteousness: “If we can just stand 
with it, if we can just live with Good Friday, things will be all right. For I know that 
Easter’s coming and I can see it coming now. As I look over the world, as I look at 
America I can see Easter coming in race relations. I can see it coming on every 
hand. I see it coming in M~ntgomery .”~~ 

The notice King received as a result of his trip to Ghana confirmed that he had 
become a symbol of liberation for an international constituency, adding to the 
demands on his attention. During the spring of 1957, he received adulatory let- 
ters from dozens of African students requesting his assistance in their efforts to 
study or work in the United States. “I will like to come and lead my life in United 
States of America, in order that I might learn some trade for you, myself and our 
people in this New Nation of Ghana,” wrote Alex F. Quao. The Ghanaian student 
requested that the civil rights leader arrange a job for him in the United States: 
“As a states man and head of all the Negroes in America . . . it is easier for you to 
do something about my passage and take care of me.”31 From Morocco, journal- 
ist Ernest L. Zaugg relayed a message from Algerian rebels who believed that 
fighting for independence from the French “is a part of the same struggle” as the 
fight against southern segregation: “The rebels send greetings and told me to tell 
you they are 100% behind 

King’s visibility already had increased earlier in the year as a result of a televi- 
sion interview on the National Broadcasting Company’s “The Open Mind,” fol- 
lowed soon after by a laudatory cover story in Time magazine and a favorable 

and northern graduate-school education in depicting him as a symbol of the 
South’s “New Negro.” The New York Times Sunday magazine piece portrayed King 
as the preacher/philosopher who “introduced intellectual dynamism to the 
Montgomery Negroes.” He was, according to the article, “an aspiring Negro who 
reached the scholastic heights up North,” and traded “Biblical bombast” for ser- 
mons fusing “Christianity, Hegelianism and Gandhism.” Time described King as a 
“scholarly, 28-year-old Negro Baptist Minister . . . who in little more than a year 
has risen from nowhere to become one of the nation’s remarkable leaders of 
men.”33 Although aware of the media’s tendency to neglect the contributions of 
other southern black activists, King viewed his increasing fame as a positive de- 

profile in the New York Times. The national media stressed King’s Georgia roots 

zg. King, “Garden of Gethsemane,” 14 April 1957. 
30. King, “Questions that Easter Answers,” z 1 April I 957, 
31. Quao to King, 18 March 1957; see also Charles Akuamoa to King, 25 July 1957, pp. 239-240 

32. Zaugg to King, PO October 1957. 
33. Time further characterized King as “an expert organizer,” who had “out-generaled” Mont- 

gomery’s white leadership during the bus boycott (“Attack on the Conscience,” Time, 18 February 
1957; George Barrett, “Jim Crow, He’s Real Tired,” New York Times, 3 March 1957; Interview by Rich- 
ard D. Heffner on “The Open Mind,” IO February 1957, pp. 126-131 in thisvolume). 

in thisvolume, and HerbertVilakazi to King, 25 October 1958, pp. 515-516 in thisvolume. 

I O  

The Martin Luther King, Jr. Papers Project 



velopment leading toward “a lessening of the tensions and feelings against me 
and the movement itself.”34 

With the assistance of Rustin and Levison, King built upon the positive media 
coverage by drafting articles and speeches directed at potential civil rights sym- 
pathizers outside the South. King’s message particularly drew the interest of 
northern religious liberals, who looked to him for moral guidance on issues of 
race relations. In early February the religious journal Christian Century published 
King’s “Nonviolence and Racial Justice,” a summary of his views on the southern 
situation and nonviolent protest. On Sunday, io February, congregations across 
the country heard their ministers read a statement King wrote for the National 
Council of Churches’ annual “Race Relations Sunday.”35 King quickly became a 
popular guest speaker at gatherings of religious liberals and white civil rights pro- 
ponents. In these addresses he often urged white moderates and the church to 
confront racial inequality, contending that segregation undermined the nation’s 
prestige in the eyes of developing countries.36 Upon receiving the Social Justice 
Award of the Religion and Labor Foundation in New York City on 24 April, King 
expressed his optimism that “white moderates of the South” would “rise up 
courageously, without fear, and take leadership of the South.” King further re- 
ported that his foreign travels had convinced him that government officials in the 
United States needed to recognize that civil rights reform was not a “domestic is- 
sue” to be “kicked about by hypocritical and reactionary politicians; it is rather an 
eternal moral issue which may well determine the destiny of our nation in the 
ideological struggle with Cornmuni~m.”~~ The following day King delivered “The 
Role of the Church in Facing the Nation’s Chief Moral Dilemma” at a Nashville 
conference organized to encourage southern white clergy to support the deseg- 
regation struggle. Reaffirming the basic tenets of social gospel Christianity that 
he inherited from his father and grandfather, King insisted that “every minister 
of the gospel has a mandate to stand up courageously for righteousness, to pro- 
claim the eternal verities of the gospel, and to lead men from the desolate mid- 
night of falsehood to the bright daybreak of truth.” He complained that the 
Christian church often set a poor example with respect to integration and in- 
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34. Ted Poston, “Where Does He Go From Here?” New York Post, 14 April 1957. 
35. King, “Nonviolence and Racial Justice,” 6 February 1957, pp. 118-1 22 in this volume; King, 

“For All. . . A  Non-segregated Society,” i o  February 1957, pp. 1~3-125 in this volume. The following 
year, King agreed to serve as an editor-at-large at Christian Century (King to Harold E. Fey, 16 Sep- 
tember 1958). 

36. With Levison’s encouragement, King also began forging ties to a number of progressive Jewish 
organizations. On 13 January 1958 he spoke on the “Desirability of Being Maladjusted” at Beth Emet 
The Free Synagogue in Evanston, Illinois, and two days later he delivered “The Montgomery, Al- 
abama Story” before the Jewish Community Center Forum in Cincinnati. During an address to the 
American Jewish Congress in Miami, King spoke of the common struggle ofJews and African Ameri- 
cans: “Every Negro leader is keenly aware . . . that the segregationists and racists make no fine dis- 
tinctions between the Negro and the Jew. . . . [Their] aim is to maintain, through crude segregation, 
groups whose uses as scapegoats can facilitate their political and social rule over all people. Our com- 
mon fight is against these deadly enemies of democracy” (King, Address Delivered at the National Bi- 
ennial Convention of the American Jewish Congress, 14 May 1958, pp. 406-410 in this volume). 

37. King, “This is a Great Time to Be Alive,” 24 April 1957. 1 1  
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Introduction sisted that the church was obliged to “take an active stand against the injustices 
that Negroes confront in city and county courts of many southern ~ O W ~ S . ’ ’ ~ ~  Later 
in the year, when King addressed the annual meeting of the National Council of 
Churches, he contrasted “real liberalism” with the “quasi-liberalism” of many 
Christians that “became so involved in seeing all sides [that it] failed to become 
committed to either side,” adding: “What we need now is a strong ethical Chris- 
tian liberalism, which will take a definite stand in the name of Jesus Christ.”39 

During the spring and summer of 1957, King made more than fifty public ap- 
pearances outside of Montgomery, including four college commencements, sev- 
eral well-attended addresses during a June fund raising trip to California, and an 
18 July appearance at Billy Graham’s Evangelistic Crusade at New York’s Madison 
Square Garden.40 But the pressures of constant travel took a toll on him. “I 
haven’t read a book-really sat down and read a book-for a year,” he later con- 
fessed to friends. “Sometimes I accept an engagement just to get the people off 
my back because I know if I say ‘No’ they will be inviting me again a month 
later.”41 Although consistently optimistic when speaking with journalists and de- 
livering public addresses away from Montgomery, King grew increasingly intro- 
spective and unguarded in his public statements at home. In an August 1957 ser- 
mon at Dexter, King reflected on the rigors of travel and the price of his 
newfound fame: 

I can hardly go  into any city or any town in this nation where I’m not lavished with 
hospitality by peoples of all races and of all creeds. I can hardly g o  anywhere to speak 
in this nation where hundreds and thousands of people are not turned away because 
of lack of space. And then after speaking, I often have to be rushed out to get away 
from the crowd rushing for autographs. I can hardly walk the street in any city of this 
nation where I’m not confronted with people running up the street, “Isn’t this Rev- 
erend King o f  Alabama?” 

He confessed to  his congregation that he prayed God would help him to see him- 
self in “true perspective” as ‘‘just a symbol of the movement,” adding: “Help me 
to see that I’m the victim of what the Germans call a Zeitgeist and that something 
was getting ready to happen in history. . . . And that a boycott would have taken 
place in Montgomery, Alabama, if I had never come to Alabama. . . . Because if I 
don’t see that, I will become the biggest fool in America.”42 

King’s numerous speeches and guest sermons during the spring of 1957 re- 
ceived enthusiastic responses, broadening his appeal among white religious lib- 

38. King, “The Role of the Church in Facing the Nation’s Chief Moral Dilemma,” 25 April 1957, 
pp. 184-191 in thisvolume. 

39. King, “The Oneness of Man in American Intergroup Relations,” 3 December 1957. During 
1957 and 1958 King addressed several other gatherings organized by mainline white Protestant 
groups, including the January 1957 Minnesota State Pastor’s Conference in St. Paul, the June 1957 
and June 1958 American Baptist Conventions in Philadelphia and Cincinnati, and the August 1958 
National Conference on Christian Education at Purdue University. King was also on hand at the 
founding conference of the United Presbyterian Church, U.S.A., in Pittsburgh in June 1958. 

40. King, Invocation Delivered at Billy Graham Evangelistic Association Crusade, 18 July 1957, 
p. 238 in this volume; see also King, “Techniques of Persuasion in the Montgomery Bus Boycott,” 
24June ‘957. * 41. Harris Wofford, “Birthday Party For a Bus Boycott,” 25 January 1958. 

42. King, “Conquering Self-centeredness,” 1 1  August 1957, pp. 248-259 in this volume. 
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erals and consolidating his stature in African-American communities. His in- 
creasingly polished presentations varied according to the occasion and the pre- 
dominant race of the audience, but they all included exhortations against passiv- 
ity and conformity and calls to sustain the nonviolent movement toward social 
justice. He effectively used themes and sometimes passages borrowed from ora- 
tors he admired, including Harry Emerson Fosdick of New York’s Riverside 
Church and Benjamin Mays of Morehouse College.43 King’s speeches often cul- 
minated with flourishes quoted from abolitionist sources, including William Cow- 
per’s affirmation of racial equality-“Fleecy locks and black complexion/cannot 
forfeit nature’s claim”-which had been used by Frederick Douglass and proba- 
bly by subsequent black orators.44 

King did not restrict himself to his written texts, altering his repertoire of set 
speeches to incorporate extemporaneous commentaries on matters of immedi- 
ate or local interest. Thus, his address at a i o  April Freedom Rally in St. Louis in- 
cluded a brief digression in which he commended the city for desegregating its 
schools in a “quiet and dignified manner,” noting that “cities in the Deep South 
have a great deal to learn from a city like St. Louis. It proves that integration can 
be brought into being without a lot of trouble, that it can be done smoothly and 
peacefully.” King also used the St. Louis address to modify a peroration that was 
quickly becoming a staple of his speeches from the period. Adding a final line to 
a closing passage he had likely borrowed from his friend, Chicago preacher 
Archibald Carey, King commanded: 

Introduction 

From every mountain side, let freedom ring. Yes, let us go out  and be determined 
that freedom will ring from every mole hill in Mississippi. Let it ring from Stone 
Mountain of Georgia. Let it ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee. Let it ring 
from every mountain and hill of Alabama. From every mountain side, let freedom 
ring. And when that happens we will be able to go out and sing a new song: “Free a t  
last, free a t  last, great God almighty I’m free a t  last.”45 

The May 1957 Prayer Pilgrimage for Freedom, though cosponsored with Ran- 
dolph and NAACP executive secretary Roy Wilkins, was largely an outgrowth of 

43. In composing his 1957 summer sermon series on “Problems of Personality Integration,” for 
example, King adopted themes, illustrations, and key phrases from a collection of essays by Fosdick. 
King wrote extensive marginal notes in his copy of the book (for textual similarities see King, “Over- 
coming an Inferiority Complex,” 14 July 1957, and Fosdick, On Being a Real Person [New York Harper 
& Brothers, 19431, pp. 52-78; see also King, “Conquering Self-centeredness,” I I August 1957, pp. 
248-259 in this volume). In his oratory King also frequently paraphrased several sentences from a 
1955 Mays speech discussing the negative effects of segregation (see note 7, “Facing the Challenge of 
a New Age,” 1 January 1957, p. 76 in this volume). 

44. For Douglas’s use of Cowper, see Douglas, “Slavery, the Free Church, and British Agitation 
Against Bondage,” 3 August 1849, in The Frederick Doughs  Papers: Series One, Speeches, Debates, and In- 
terviews, Vol. 1 ,  1841-46, ed. John W. Blassingame (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979). p. 324, 
and Douglass, “Too Much Religion, Too Little Humanity,” g May 1849, in TheFredenck Dougkzss Papers: 
Serie.s One, Speeches, Debates, and Interviews, Vol. 2,  1847-54, ed. Blassingame (New Haven: Yale Uni- 
versity Press, 1982), p. 193. 

45. King, “A Realistic Look at the Question of Progress in the Area of Race Relations,” 1 0  April 
1957, pp. 167-179 in thisvolume. 
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Introduction King’s failed attempts to prod the Eisenhower administration toward more forth- 
right support of black civil rights. The Pilgrimage was scheduled for 17 May, the 
third anniversary of the Supreme Court’s Brown u. Board @Education decision, 
and organizers hoped to attract fifty thousand participants to the Lincoln Memo- 
rial in Washington, D.C. Randolph’s initial conception of the event recalled his 
1941 effort to use the threat of mass protest as a means of securing federal civil 
rights reform, but when seventy-seven church, labor, and civil rights supporters 
gathered in Washington on 5 April to complete plans for the Pilgrimage, moder- 
ates at the meeting succeeded in their efforts to ensure that the event would not 
embarrass the Eisenhower admini~tration.~~ 

King’s statements after the planning meeting suggest that he was not overly dis- 
turbed by this effort to temper the tone of the Pilgrimage. He emphasized that 
the event should involve “persuasion rather than political coercion,” and that its 
major purpose should be “to appeal to the nation and Congress to back and sup- 
port the Civil Rights bill which will be blocked and filibustered by a small 
King’s own advisors already had counseled that the event should not focus on 
convincing Eisenhower or Nixon to deliver a pro-civil rights speech in the South, 
thereby publicly challenging a popular president and threatening passage of the 
administration’s pending civil rights legislation. Rustin, Levison, and Baker rec- 
ommended instead that the Pilgrimage demonstrate the unity within the civil 
rights movement and serve as an outlet for the frustrations of southern black 
people, “thus minimizing the possibility of harmful outbursts of violence which 
might at this time have a catastrophic effect both on Congress and the reservoir 
of good will built up by the non-violent nature of the southern struggle.”48 

The Prayer Pilgrimage attracted a crowd about half the size of the organizers’ 
expected fifty thousand demonstrators. Randolph presided, Mahalia Jackson 
sang, and Powell,  Shuttlesworth,  Wilkins, a n d  o t h e r  speakers addressed a r a n g e  

of black concerns. Nevertheless, it was King’s closing remarks, featuring the re- 
frain “Give us the ballot,” that captured public attention. Rejecting Rustin’s advice 
to reveal the Southern Leaders Conference’s next steps, King opted instead for a 
speech that blended a conventional political strategy with rhetorical ~rgency.4~ 

46. In the days before the 5 April meeting, Congressman Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. told White 
House aide Maxwell Rabb that he did not approve of the event and indicated that he would work with 
NAACP leaders to prevent the Pilgrimage from becoming a protest against Eisenhower’s tepid sup- 
port for civil rights (see Rabb to Adams, z April 1957). Aftemards, Rabb reported that Powell, 
Clarence Mitchell of the NAACP, and the Reverend W. H. Jernigan of the National Fraternal Council 
of Churches “changed the entire character” of the meeting by convincing participants to support “an 
observance of the anniversary of the school decision through prayer.” Rabb assured other adminis- 
tration officials that Eisenhower would “not be adversely affected” by the Pilgrimage and that he was 
“in constant communication with the leaders to ensure keeping it in hand”(see Rabb to Adams, 
17 April 1957; see also James Booker, “Randolph Compares ’57 Pilgrimage to ’41 March,” New Ymk 
Amsterdam News, 4 May 1957). 

47. “King Hopes to ‘Stimulate’ Ike,” New York Amsterdam News, 18 May 1957; King, “Plans for Prayer 
Pilgrimage to Washington, D.C.,” 24 April 19.57. In an earlier interview King said that the event was 
“aimed at enlightening and informing all  America on the feelings of the Negro people” (“March on 
Washington Plans Revealed,” New York Amsterdam News, I 3 April 1957). 

‘4 48. See Baker, Rustin, and Levison, Memo regarding Prayer Pilgrimage, February 1957. 
49. Rustin to King, io May 1957, pp. 199-201 in this volume. 
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Give us the ballot and we will no longer plead to the federal government for passage 
of an anti-lynching law; we will by the power of our vote write the law on the statute 
books of the South and bring an end to the dastardly acts of the hooded perpetra- 
tors of violence. . . . Give us the ballot and we will place judges on the benches of the 
South who will do justly and love mercy, and we will place at the head of the southern 
states governors . . . who have felt not only the tang of the human, but the glow of 
the Divine. Give us the ballot and we will quietly and nonviolently, without rancor or 
bitterness, implement the Supreme Court’s Decision of May seventeenth, 1 g54.50 

Introduction 

Many people hearing King speak for the first time were awestruck. The New York 
Amsterdam News reported that King emerged from the Pilgrimage as “the number 
one leader of sixteen million Negroes in the United States,” and much of the 
other news coverage concentrated heavily on King’s role in the march.51 Soon af- 
ter attending the Pilgrimage, a member of the American Friends Service Com- 
mittee dashed off a breathless letter to his associates describing King’s address: “I 
had not expected to hear, in my time, such words spoken in my country’s capital 
to a throng of twenty-five or thirty thousand whose waving hands and quiet mur- 
murs of assent were signs, not only of approval, but of dedication. I felt a great 
surge of hope: this could be the beginning, I said within myself.”52 Two days after 
the Pilgrimage, a reporter recorded the scene at Philadelphia’s Zion Baptist 
Church where King had come to preach: “A crowd estimated at more than 1,800 
persons crammed into the church, and hundreds of others who failed to gain ad- 
mittance stood outside to get a glimpse of the nation’s most talked-about leader.”53 

On the eve of the Pilgrimage, King had reminded Richard Nixon of their con- 
versation in Ghana and the vice president’s invitation to meet in Washington. A 
week later Nixon indicated that he was available for such a meeting in the capital 
on 13 June.54 Rustin and Levison prepared King for the meeting, urging him to 
prod Nixon into making a pro-civil rights speech in the South and to push for 
the passage of civil rights legislation. They cautioned him that “every word ex- 
pressed to Nixon and the press, every concept, requires careful weighing,” con- 
sidering that many black leaders believed that the meeting might undermine the 
year-long effort of Randolph and other major civil rights leaders to meet with 
Eisenhower. Most important, his advisors warned that “nothing could be more 

50. King also lambasted both political parties for betraying “the cause of justice” with their un- 
willingness to support civil rights reform: “The Democrats have betrayed it by capitulating to the prej- 
udices and undemocratic practices of the southern Dixiecrats. The Republicans have betrayed it by 
capitulating to the blatant hypocrisy of right wing, reactionary northerners.” As he frequently did in 
his addresses, King took pains to applaud the work of the NAACP, asserting that it had “done more to 
achieve civil rights for Negroes than any other organization we can point to” (King, “Give Us the Bal- 
lot,” 17 May 1957, pp. 208-215 in thisvolume). 

5 1. James Hicks, “King Emerges as Number One Leader,” New York Amsterdam News, 1 June 1957. 
52. Norman J. Whitney to Friends, i g  May 1957. 
53. Art Peters, “Rev. Martin Luther King Says Moral Laws Ignored,” Philadelphia Tribune, 21 May 

54. King to Nixon, 15 May 1957, p. 204 in this volume; Nixon to King, 23 May 1957. 
‘957. ‘5 
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Introduction disastrous” than for King to be maneuvered into endorsing either political party: 
“The entire movement for freedom could become diverted into a cul-de-sac if it 
becomes a political football kicked back and forth by two parties. One of the frus- 
trating problems of our time is that race relations is a football used as an instrument 
to secure support by the two parties rather than as a problem to be solved.”55 

On 13 June 1957 King and Abernathy met with Nixon and Secretary of Labor 
James P. Mitchell at the Capitol. Nixon’s handwritten notes from the meeting re- 
veal that King opened by describing the situation in Montgomery, where more 
than thirty thousand eligible black voters were prevented from registering 
through violence and intimidation. He explained that although most white 
southerners opposed integration, they would be willing to accept change if it 
were encouraged by the president. After Mitchell suggested that strong federal 
action might jeopardize the progress that had been made, Abernathy countered 
that the nonviolent approach of black southerners could not be guaranteed for 
much longer. King then disclosed that the next phase of the struggle would in- 
volve a massive campaign to register black voters in the South. He argued that, if 
allowed to vote, black southerners would elect better representatives to Congress, 
thus negating the need for drastic federal i n t e r ~ e n t i o n . ~ ~  At the meeting’s con- 
clusion, Nixon rejected King’s request that he speak on behalf of civil rights in the 
South, but suggested that the President’s Committee on Government Contracts 
could hold their next meeting in a southern city.57 

As King and Abernathy emerged from Nixon’s office they released a printed 
statement to the press before Rustin hurried them into a waiting car, miffing 
some reporters who had waited two hours to discuss the meeting5* Black press ac- 
counts of the meeting offered a mixed verdict on King’s effectiveness as a racial 
spokesperson. Jet depicted him as a “national power,” but also reported “rum- 
blings among the old-guard” black leadership who questioned King for holding 
the meeting without Randolph or Wilkins. The Afro-American accused King of not 
taking full advantage of the opportunity, perhaps because of his political inexpe- 
r i e n ~ e . ~ ~  Though King failed to secure tangible concessions from the vice presi- 
dent, it is possible that Nixon’s positive impressions paved the way for a later 
meeting with Eisenhower. As White House aide Maxwell Rabb reported after the 
meeting, the vice president was “very much impressed with” King and believed 
that Eisenhower “would enjoy talking” to the Montgomery leader: “He is not, 
[Nixon] says, a man who believes in violent and retaliatory pro-Negro actions, 
but sponsors an evolutionary but progressive march forward.”60 

55. Rustin and Levison to King, 13 June 1957; Rustin to King and Abernathy, 13 June 1957. 
56. Nixon, Notes, Meeting with Martin Luther King, Jr., 13 June 1957. 
57. Rabb to Adams, 24 June 1957. The committee, which monitored employment discrimination, 

held its next meeting in Washington, D.C., on 15 January 1958. King attended at Nixon’s invitation 
and delivered an invocation at the luncheon (Nixon to King, 23 December 1957). 

58. King, Statement on Meeting with Richard M. Nixon, 13 June 1957, pp. 222-223 in this 
volume. 

59. “King’s Meeting With Nixon Makes Him A National Power,”@, June 1957; Louis Lautier, “Was 
King Ready?” Baltimore Afro-American, 22 June 1957. 

16 60. Rabb to Adams, 24June 1957. 
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King was pleasedwith the meeting, but during subsequent months he remained 
skeptical about the degree of Eisenhower’s commitment to civil rights reform. He 
criticized the executive branch for being “too silent and apathetic” on civil rights 
issues, unfavorably comparing the federal government’s lack of civil rights action 
to its concern with the uprising against communist rule in Hungary: “It is time 
they discovered that Birmingham is as significant as Budapest.”‘jl The adminis- 
tration did back the Civil Rights Act of 1957, the first civil rights legislation to be 
enacted since the Reconstruction Era, but it was also willing to compromise with 
southern senators in order to gain its passage. Despite this compromise, King de- 
cided to support a bill that he admitted “was almost emasculated,” arguing that it 
was “better than no bill at all.” He hoped that the legislation would provide a 
foundation for future gains: “It doesn’t mean that we won’t continue to struggle 
for a stronger bill but we take what we have and try to use that. It is a step, it is 
some legislation. No matter how ineffective it is, it is some legislation in the area 
of civil rights and that is something we haven’t had in 87 years.”‘j* Other leaders, 
including Randolph, Ralph Bunche, and Jackie Robinson, decided that the ad- 
ministration’s bill was too weak, and the ChicugoDefendercondemned King, Wilkins, 
and other black supporters of the legislation for making “the gravest tactical 
blunder that has ever been made by Negro leadership through the whole course 
of our turbulent history in America.”63 

In addition to occasional knocks from the black press, King faced opposition 
from some black leaders who resented his sudden ascent. Following the Prayer Pil- 
grimage, New Ywk Amsterdam News writer James L. Hicks alleged that Wilkins, Ran- 
dolph, and National Baptist Convention leader J. H. Jackson had not fully sup- 
ported the march because of their jealousy of King.‘j4 Although Pilgrimage 
organizers quickly denied Hicks’s report of a rift among the leaders, noting that 
much of the funding for the event came from the NAACP and Randolph’s Broth- 
erhood of Sleeping Car Porters, Hicks had clearly struck a nerve.65 In a g August 
1957 letter, Wilkins pointedly reminded King that the NAACP had covered many 
of the expenses of the Pilgrimage, “in hope that later on the Association would be 
reimbursed,” but he now concluded that “there does not appear to be any chance 
for that.” Wilkins suggested to King that several outstanding bills be split between 
the “Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, the NAACP and your group.”‘j6 

King’s popularity also threatened J. H. Jackson, the four-term president of the 
National Baptist Convention, who was accused by some ministers of flouting of 
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61. “Long, Long Way to Go, Negroes Told,” Milwaukee Journal, 15 August 1957. 
62. “Rev. King approves Rights Bill,” Michigan Chronicle, 24 August 1957; see also King to Nixon, 

63. “Denounce Wilkins, King On Rights Stand,” ChicagoDejmder, 31 August 1957. 
64. James L. Hicks, “King Emerges As Top Negro Leader,” New York Amterdam News, 1 June 1957. 
65. See Wilkins to C. B. Powell, 4 June 1957: “The facts prove that Mr. Hicks was not telling the 

truth when he wrote that the NAACP did not throw the full weight of its office and organization be- 
hind the Pilgrimage. . . . the request for the use of the Lincoln Memorial was made March 21 on 
NAACP stationery. . . . the official Call was written by Roy Wilkins. . . . after the April 5 meeting the 
NAACP national office contributed $2,500 to the Prayer Pilgrimage treasury”; see also Rustin, 
Thomas Kilgore, and Baker to Hicks, 4 June 1957. 

30 August 1957, pp. 262-264 in this volume. 
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Introduction the Convention’s constitutional tenure limits.67 Facing reelection at the group’s 
September 1957 convention in Louisville, Jackson feared that King would use his 
influence to elect an opposing candidate or capture the presidency himself. As 
the election neared, King, Sr. wrote Jackson to defuse his suspicions of King, Jr.: 
“These fellows are lying about M. L. Jr., saying that he is against you and he is go- 
ing to vote against you. You can take it from me, M. L. is not going to have one 
thing to do with it one way or another.”68 At least publicly, King remained neutral 
as he watched the Jackson forces reelect their candidate during a chaotic and 
contentious convention that featured several fights and four arrests. Talking to a 
reporter during the proceedings, King prudently condemned the “regrettable” 
acts of violence that had occurred, while declining to criticize Jackson: “I don’t 
think these violent actions represent the intentions, hopes and noble purposes of 
the convention. And I have friends on both sides.”69 

While maintaining a cordial public relationship with Jackson, King and a group 
of younger ministers who formed the core of his supporters began organizing 
within the National Baptist Convention to shift its organizational priorities to- 
ward civil rights. Before the September 1958 convention, King was elected vice 
president of the Baptist Training Union Congress, the educational arm of the 
Convention. King also sought to place his supporters within the Convention’s hi- 
erarchy, requesting that Jackson appoint Ralph Abernathy social action chair- 
man. Jackson rejected the recommendation even after King orchestrated a lob- 
bying effort on Abernathy’s behalf.70 

For the most part, friction between King and other black leaders remained pri- 
vate. The NAACP’s decision to award King the Spingarn Medal indicated that 
these tensions did not prevent that organization’s leaders from acknowledging 
the importance of his achievements. Indeed, King was the overwhelming choice 
t o  receive the NAACP’s highest honor.71 In accepting the award in Detroit on 28 
June, King went to great lengths to praise the work of the NAACP. He challenged 
the audience to double their financial contributions to the Association and sug- 
gested that, given the efforts to outlaw the organization in the South, “it would 
not only be passing negligence, but tragic ingratitude if we failed to give our ut- 
most loyalty to the NAACP at this time.” While commending the NAACP’s legal 
approach, he did not shy away from calling for continued nonviolent resistance: 
“We must have the moral courage to stand up and protest against injustice wher- 
ever we find it. Wherever we find segregation we must have the fortitude to pas- 
sively resist it.”7* 

67. There were also rumblings among ministers who believed that the leader of the nation’s largest 
black Baptist group had been slow to support the burgeoning civil rights movement (see Gil B. Lloyd 
to King, 28 November 1956, in Papers 3:443-444; see also L. K Jackson to J. H. Jackson, 1957, and 
William A. Booker to King, 3 1 July I 957). 

68. King, Sr. to Jackson, 29 July 1957. 
69. Alan Levy, “Bus-Boycott Leader Surprisingly Young,” Louisville Courier-Journal, 7 September 

1957; see also Barbour to King, 3 October 1957, pp. 281-283 in this volume. 
70. King to Jackson, 7 August 1958, pp. 462-463 in this volume; see also Jackson to King, 2 2  Au- 

gust 1958. 
71. See NAACP, Press release, zg May 1957; King to Wilkins, 3 June 1957, pp. 218-219 in this 

volume. 
72. King, “Remarks in Acceptance of the Forty-second Spingarn Medal at the Forty-eighth Annual 

NAACP Convention,” 28 June 1957, pp. 228-233 in this volume. 
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Even as King worked to quell the resentments of established civil rights lead- 
ers, he nonetheless emerged as a popular and dynamic alternative to their lead- 
ership. Many leftist activists welcomed him as a symbol of hope in a period with 
few signs of dissent or protest. King’s speeches combined critiques of segregation, 
colonialism, and capitalism with calls for black self-improvement and voter reg- 
istration. He also identified himself with a wide range of social change groups, in- 
cluding some that had become targets for anticommunist zealots. At a time when 
most civil rights leaders exercised considerable care to avoid being associated 
with left-wing groups, King expanded his contacts with union leaders, socialists, 
and peace activists, including some who criticized the nation’s foreign policies. In 
1957 King became a member of the American Committee on Africa and agreed 
to serve as vice-chairman of a daylong anti-apartheid protest held in December 
of that year.73 King’s relations with Quaker pacifists were also close, and he ad- 
dressed the Friends General Conference in June 1958.74 In addition to making 
these commitments, he allowed his name to be used on behalf of the Committee 
for a Sane Nuclear Policy (SANE) .75 

In a September 1957 address at Highlander Folk School, a training center for 
labor and civil rights organizers that had been condemned as subversive by Ten- 
nessee authorities, King challenged Cold War orthodoxy, urging his audience to 
engage in active dissent rather than accept injustice. He beseeched listeners not 
to adjust “to the tragic inequalities of an economic system which takes necessities 
from the masses to give luxuries to the classes,” and declared: “I never intend to 
become adjusted to the madness of militarism and the self-defeating method of 
physical violence .” 76 

King’s speech at Highlander reflected his goals of connecting civil rights advo- 
cacy with economic justice issues and forging strong ties with labor unions with 
social reform agendas. Randolph’s Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters sup- 
ported the Montgomery movement from its early months, and other progressive‘ 
unions subsequently backed King’s efforts to build upon his success in Mont- 
gomery, riotably the United Packinghouse Workers of America (UPWA). A left- 
wing union with a substantial black membership, the UPWA supplied much of 
SCLC’s initial budget. When he addressed the union’s annual convention in Oc- 
tober 1957, King noted that “organized labor can be one of the most powerful in- 
struments to do away with this evil that confronts our nation that we refer to as 
segregation and discrimination.”77 

Introduction 

As he deepened his involvement in the national civil rights movement, King be- 
gan to question whether he should remain at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church 
given the new demands being placed on him and his continued interest in an aca- 

73. King to Chester Bowles, 8 November 1957, pp. 31 1-314 in this volume. 
74. King, “Nonviolence and Racial Justice,” 27 June 1958. 
75. King to Clarence Pickett, 17 March 1958. 
76. King, “A Look to the Future,” 2 September 1957, pp. 269-276 in this volume. King delivered 
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Introduction demic career. In July 1957 he rejected Howard University president Mordecai 
Johnson’s offer of the deanship of the School of Religion, explaining: “My work 
in the South is not quite complete, or at least I have not been able to do several 
of the things that I would like to see done before leaving. The vast possibilities of 
a nonviolent, non-cooperative approach to the solution of the race problem are 
still challenging indeed. I would like to remain a part of the unfolding develop- 
ment of this approach for a few more years.” King admitted that during a prior 
discussion with Johnson he had been overly optimistic in estimating that his 
obligations “could be fulfilled byJune of 1958,” conceding: “Now I have the feel- 
ing that it will take longer.”i8 Declining a later offer to serve on the faculty of Gar- 
rett Biblical Institute in Evanston, Illinois, King asserted that his “deep sense of 
responsibility” to the effort to alleviate racial tensions compelled him to remain 
in the South “for the next few years at least.”i9 

Despite his willingness to remain at Dexter, King’s congregation was forced to 
adjust to his growing commitment to a national ministry that included, by the fall 
of 1957, writing a monthly advice column in Ebonyso During his presentation of 
the church’s annual report on 23 October, King reflected uncomfortably that he 
had “lagged behind in his church responsibilities” and confessed to not spending 
enough time with his parishioners: “I must again express my appreciation to you 
for your willingness to share me with the nation. Through the force of circum- 
stance, I was catapulted into the leadership of a movement which has succeeded 
in capturing the imagination of people all over this nation and the world.” King 
admitted feeling frustrated “that in the midst of so many things to do I am not do- 
ing anything well.”s1 Before finishing his report, King was interrupted with the 
news that hiswife hadjust given birth to their second child, Martin Luther King 111. 
As he continued his report, several church members voiced their concern that 
St. Jude’s hospital would close before the end of the meeting, preventing King 
from seeing his wife and newborn son. After some discussion as to whether the 
report might be shortened, a parishioner phoned the hospital and made 

78. King to Mordecai W. Johnson, 5 July 1957, pp. 233-234 in this volume. The following year 
King rejected an offer to serve as a guest lecturer at Howard (King to Daniel G. Hill, 23 June 1958, 
p. 430 in this volume). For correspondence related to an earlier job offer, see King to L. Harold De- 
Wolf, 4 January 1957, pp. 89-90 in this volume. In the spring of 1957, King refused to confirm re- 
ports that he had rejected an offer of the presidency of Fisk University: “If I were to say I turned down 
an offer at this time it might hurt the person who accepted the job” (James Booker, “Uptown Low- 
down,” New York Amterdam News, 4 May 1957). 

79. King to Dwight E. Loder, 5 August 1958, pp. 461-462 in this volume. 
80. The column, “Advice for Living,” featured King’s replies to readers’ questions about marital 
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arrangements for King to be admitted after normal visiting hours, explaining 
that the pastor “is engaged in an important meeting at the church and is being 
detained.”82 

King’s ever-expanding responsibilities outside Montgomery also checked his 
ability to provide effective leadership to the MIA. Though the successful boycott 
had fueled expectations that the organization would expand its program beyond 
the goal of desegregating buses, no single issue unified the city’s black commu- 
nity.83 Moreover, King’s absences exacerbated existing tensions among Mont- 
gomery’s black leaders. The MIA proved more successful at organizational 
mechanics-electing officers, holding mass meetings, raising money, drafting 
newsletters-than in achieving victories after the boycott. In March a planning 
committee that included Abernathy and boycott leader Jo Ann Robinson drafted 
an ambitious economic development and political education agenda that listed 
“civic education and participation on a non-partisan basis” as its first priority.84 
On 6 May the voter registration committee, led by Rufus Lewis, mobilized more 
than three hundred African Americans to march on two local boards of regis- 
trars, but this protest and other MIA registration efforts in the following months 
did little to boost the number of new black voters.85 Throughout the spring of 
1957, King and other MIA leaders effectively tapped both local and national 
sources for funds to rebuild the four churches damaged by the January bombings, 
but this initiative also proved to be problematic, aggravating deep-seated jeal- 
ousies among the leaders who bickered over the distribution of the donations.86 

Internal MIA matters and personnel issues increasingly occupied King’s time, 
further diverting his attention from advancing the Montgomery struggle and ex- 
ercising national leadership. Mose Pleasure, an executive secretary hired in June 
to relieve King of some of his administrative responsibilities, was fired a few 
months later at a contentious reorganization meeting.*’ Later in the summer 
King responded to criticisms that the MIA had failed to assist Rosa Parks after she 
and her husband were fired from their jobs in retaliation for Mrs. Parks’s role in 
the boycott. Shortly before Parks and her family relocated to Detroit in August, 
King organized a tribute for her at which she was presented with nearly eight 
hundred dollars from the MIA.88 King found it more difficult to address the fes- 
tering grievances of E. D. Nixon, a veteran activist and the MIA’s treasurer since 
the organization’s founding. Nixon’s growing alienation from the MIA resulted 
from his belief that his own long-standing contributions to the local movement 

Introduction 

82. Zelia S. Evanswith J. T. Alexander, TheDexterAuenue Baptist Church, 1877-1977 (Montgomery: 
Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, 1978), p. 124. 
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Introduction had been obscured by the acclaim given to King and that more attention was paid 
to violence directed against King’s home than to the February 1956 bombing of 
Nixon’s. He also believed that MIA leaders took advantage of the group’s poor 
record keeping by diverting contributions to personal uses. He expressed his 
deep bitterness in his 3 June 1957 resignation letter: “Since I have only been trea- 
surer in name and not in reality, it will not be hard to find someone to do what I 
have been doing, even a school boy. I resent being treated as a newcomer to the 
MIA. It is my dream, hope and hard work since 1932 and I do not expect to be 
treated as a King and Abernathy temporarily dissuaded him from leav- 
ing the MIA, but tensions persisted through 1957, and in November Nixon again 
offered his resignation in order to launch his own voter registration effort.g0 

In his address to the MIA’s Second Annual Institute on Nonviolence and Social 
Change on 5 December 1957, King called for continued activism “until segrega- 
tion and discrimination are banished from every area of our nation’s life,” but he 
could point to few tangible gains from his efforts during the previous year to ex- 
ert influence at the national level.g1 During a roundtable discussion at the con- 
ference, King conceded that perhaps the movement “just takes time to work” and 
that civil rights supporters “shouldn’t expect miracles o ~ e r n i g h t . ” ~ ~  Although 
King realized that so much remained to be done in 1958, at least one chapter of 
his life closed just a few days before the Institute. On 26 November he reached a 
settlement with Montgomery officials in a case stemming from the bus boycott. 
King agreed to pay a $500 fine for violating the state’s anti-boycott law, in ex- 
change for the dismissal of charges against his eighty-nine codefendants. Despite 
complaints from the black press that he should have served jail time rather than 
pay the penalty, King defended his choice to end the matter: “It would have been 
a needless waste of time and money to continue the case. We decided the best 
thing to do was to pay the fine and move on to another phase of the battle. . . . 
We’re free now to continue on registering people to vote. This is our main and 
most urgent task 

Through the Crusade for Citizenship, a massive southern voter registration ef- 
fort, King attempted to give substance to his pronouncement at the Prayer Pil- 

89. See pp. 217-218 in thisvolume. 
go. Nixon to King, 4 November 1957; see also King to Nixon, 6 March 1958, pp. 376-377 in this 
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grimage that black voting rights were the most effective means of eliminating bar- 
riers to racial advancement. Yet despite their evident desire to push forward on 
voter registration, King and his fellow ministers failed to translate ambitious goals 
into effective programs. Following his June 1957 meeting with Vice President 
Nixon, King announced that he hoped to register three million southern black 
voters to participate in the 1958 election and laid out plans for voting clinics “to 
help Negroes overcome the contrived and artificial obstacles to their registering 
and voting.”94 Two months later, however, during a meeting in Montgomery held 
to plan the Crusade for Citizenship, the Southern Leaders Conference managed 
only to rename their organization the Southern Christian Leadership Confer- 
ence and approve the opening of a permanent headquarters in Atlanta.95 The 
passage of federal civil rights legislation in September 1957 provided new impe- 
tus for the Crusade by empowering the US. attorney general to sue individuals 
and localities that interfered with voting rights. Bolstered by the new law, SCLC 
used its October and November meetings to develop plans for the voting rights 
campaign as well as to work on the related task of addressing structural weak- 
nesses that had been present since the organization’s fitful start in January 1g57.96 

Most immediately, King and other ministers realized that the lack of an effec- 
tive administrator had hindered their ability to expand the civil rights struggle. 
Fred Shuttlesworth’s impatience led him to confide to King that, although wor- 
ried that their enemies might attempt to divide them, he was even more con- 
cerned that SCLC would be “found fearing to begin” an assault on segregation. 
He urged King “to attack it rather than waiting to defend ourselves; it is the prob- 
lem of others to defend it if they can.’lg7 Similarly alarmed by the lack of activity, 
Rustin and Levison persuaded King to hire veteran organizer Ella Baker to help 
launch the Crusade for Citizenship and to open SCLC’s headquarters. Learning 
of the decision only after her future had been arranged by the three men, Baker 
was annoyed, but nevertheless agreed to relocate from New York to Atlanta.g8 

Arriving in Atlanta on g January 1958, Baker was disappointed to find that no 
provisions had been made for her. She initially worked from her room in the 
Savoy Hotel on Auburn Avenue and was allowed after-hours use of the mimeo- 
graph machine and telephone at Ebenezer Baptist Church. Within two weeks 
Baker, with assistance from Morehouse College professor and SCLC board mem- 
ber Samuel Williams, located a suitable office at 208 Auburn Avenue and began 
organizing for the opening of the Crusade, which was to begin within a few weeks 
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Introduction with simultaneous protest meetings in twenty-one southern cities. Baker de- 
signed promotional materials, arranged speakers for the kickoff events, and 
drafted memoranda on King’s behalf to the organizers of the local rallies. Reflect- 
ing Baker and Rustin’s desire to reinvigorate the southern struggle, these memo- 
randa emphasized the importance of establishing a broad-based mass movement 
built upon local direct action: “The Crusade is not a talking campaign. It is an ac- 
tion campaign. It aims to include every man and woman of voting age-at the 
grass roots. We intend to set up voting clinics and work shops in local communi- 
ties. There is a concrete job for you to do-giving out leaflets, or going with a 
friend to register, or visiting your neighbors or helping people in your block learn 
how to fill out registration forms.”99 

Inaugurating the Crusade in a 12  February address at Miami’s Greater Bethel 
AME Church, King located the registration drive within the context of a tradition 
of American voting-rights movements, including those of propertyless men and 
the suffragettes: “From these women we have learned a great lesson of how social 
change takes place through struggle. In this same tradition of determination, of 
confidence in the justice of a cause, Negroes must now demand the right to vote.” 
Urging increased federal intervention to protect black voting rights, he argued 
that white people were victims of voting discrimination as well: “Poor white men, 
women and children, bearing the scars of ignorance, deprivation, and poverty are 
evidence of the fact that harm to one is injury to all. They, too, are victims of the 
one-party system that has developed in the South, a system that denies free polit- 
ical choice and real political expression to millions of white voters.” With a re- 
duced electorate and few real options for southern voters, King explained, “re- 
actionary men gained access to the highest legislative bodies of government.”loO 

As King appeared in Miami, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. addressed a Crusade 
gather ing  i n  H o u s t o n ,  and Nashville minis ter  Kelly Miller S m i t h  spoke to a crowd 
at Montgomery’s Holt Street Baptist Church; similar meetings took place in more 
than a dozen southern cities. The meetings generated some local publicity, but in 
the following months SCLC could claim credit for few new registered voters. 
Some ministers and activists appeared unready or unwilling to cooperate in the 
region-wide campaign. Following the kickoff R. Julian Smith, who sponsored the 
Atlanta gathering, complained to King that Samuel Williams, Baker, and Rustin 
generated “unnecessary printing bills that served to no advantage other than 
causing a lot of trash on the street.” Smith griped that the SCLC representatives 
were “apparentlynaive of the fact that I could pack Mt. Moriah [Institutional 
Baptist Church] single handed,” and their assistance “proved more confusing 
than helpful.”101 Despite Baker’s efforts to provide follow-up support to the &li- 

gg. See King, To the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, 4 February 1958, pp. 358-360 
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ates, no lasting movement emerged in any of the cities hosting Crusade kickoff 
meetings, and press reports pronounced the voting drive a flop.l02 Reacting to 
such reports, Michigan congressman Charles Diggs indicated to King that he was 
“extremely disappointed to learn . . . that Negro voter registration continues to 
lag in the South despite Lincoln Day rallies last month.” Diggs suggested that 
“perhaps the leadership conference has not utilized the political techniques 
which characterize the success of registration campaigns in certain northern 
communities” and recommended that King contact Congressman William Daw- 
son of Chicago for advice. “Rallies and speeches are fine for inspirational pur- 
poses but a successful registration campaign demands skillful follow-up in the 
field,” Diggs concluded.103 

After searching for an executive director through the spring of 1958, SCLC 
hired John L. Tilley, a minister who had helped organize a successful voter regis- 
tration drive in Ba1tim0re.l~~ Tilley soon proved to be a poor administrator, un- 
able to balance his new responsibilities with the demands of his Baltimore 
church, but he retained his title until 1959. Continuing to serve as SCLC’s de 
facto administrator, Baker focused her efforts during the summer and fall on the 
new Civil Rights Commission, which she hoped would serve as a tool to organize 
local communities while providing a national forum to demonstrate the perva- 
siveness of voting rights violations. When the first hearings of the Commission 
were scheduled for Montgomery in December 1958, Baker arranged for black 
witnesses from across Alabama to testify about being denied the right to vote.lo5 
In the course of the year, however, she grew increasingly frustrated by Tilley’s in- 
effectiveness and King’s failure to mobilize grassroots activity. “We are losing the 
initiative in the Civil Rights struggle in the South mainly because of the absence 
of a dynamic philosophy,” she complained to King during the summer of 1958.1°6 
She questioned the organization’s emphasis on “routine procedures for promot- 
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Introduction ing registration and voting” and deplored its failure “to develop and use our ma- 
jor weapon-mass resistance.”’07 

While Baker criticized King for SCLC’s lack of militancy, Roy Wilkins worried 
that King was encroaching on the NAACP’s funding base by exploiting its vulner- 
ability in Alabama where it had been outlawed, and in other states where it was 
under legal attack.Ios Wilkins and King had previously agreed to coordinate their 
respective voting drives, but in practice the organizations never worked out an 
effective relationship.10g Several prominent civil rights supporters, including 
United Nations official Ralph Bunche, declined King’s invitation to serve on 
SCLC’s advisory board, citing their exclusive commitment to the NAACP.”O On 
io  January 1958 King eased some of the tension by appearing at NAACP head- 
quarters in New York with two five-hundred-dollar checks for lifetime member- 
ships for himself and the MIA. 

Having failed to spark a mass movement through the Crusade for Citizenship 
by the spring of 1958, King and SCLC looked once again to the federal govern- 
ment for assistance. At the 29 May SCLC meeting in Clarksdale, Mississippi, King 
sent a telegram to Eisenhower reiterating the call for a presidential conference 
with black leaders.lIl This time the administration’s response came with surpris- 
ing speed; a few days later King received a call from presidential aide Rocco Si- 
ciliano, inviting him to the capital to discuss SCLC’s request. Seeking to boost the 
Republican Party’s standing among northern black voters for the 1958 congres- 
sional and 1960 presidential elections, Eisenhower officials concluded it was a fa- 
vorable time to meet with civil rights leaders, who had hounded the president for 
almost two years for such a conference. Most recently, Congressman Powell had 
sent the president a stinging telegram warning of a “rapidly rising tide of criti- 
cism. . . mounting against” the administration for its “seeming indifference, if not 

and other leaders a presidential audience and suggested that the president had 
been ill-served by his advisors: “If you think that a conference is no longer nec- 

procrastination” on civil r ights .  Powell  n o t e d  Eisenhower’s  fa i lure  t o  g r a n t  King 
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essary, then you are the recipient of some very bad briefing and advice by your 
aides.””z 

King’s attitude toward the administration had grown more positive as a result 
of Eisenhower’s use of military force during the integration crisis at Little Rock’s 
Central High School in September 1957. After sending the president a telegram 
commending his actions, King defended the armed intervention in a televised in- 
terview: “I believe firmly in nonviolence. . . . But at the same time, I am not an an- 
archist. . . . I believe in the intelligent use of police force. And I think that is all 
we have in Little Rock. It’s not an army fighting against a nation, or a race of 
people. It is just police force, seeking to enforce the law of the land.”l13 King 
nonetheless continued to believe that Eisenhower lacked a serious commitment 
to integration and was unwilling to protect black voting rights. Just three weeks 
before Siciliano phoned to invite him to Washington, King had assailed Eisen- 
hower for the “potentially dangerous” remarks he had made before a black pub- 
lishers’ group, urging African Americans to be patient with the slow pace of 
change. King complained that such comments were unfair to African Americans 
and would encourage white resistance to integration: “It is illogical to argue that 
because recalcitrant elements stubbornly resist the law, the degree and extent of 
their resistance should be the measure of our patience and forbearance. The 
logic of such a viewpoint is that the greater the resistance, the greater should be 
our patience and voluntary suspension of the law. If there is no time limit and no 
mutuality of responsibility toward the law, appeals for forbearance become sug- 
gestions for surrender and retreat. This course no Negro, no American can ac- 
cept in dignity and honor.”114 

On g June King met in Washington with Siciliano, Deputy Attorney General 
Lawrence E. Walsh, and Eisenhower aide E. Frederic Morrow to select the partic- 
ipants and the topics of discussion for a future presidential conference with black 
leaders. According to Siciliano’s notes from the meeting, Morrow proposed that 
a two-man delegation of King and Randolph would be sufficient, but King ob- 
jected, noting that this would “place him in an impossible position and that 
Mr. Roy Wilkins . . . would have to be invited.” King agreed with the administra- 
tion’s position that Powell not be included in the meeting because of his recent 
indictment for tax fraud. Siciliano also noted that “among Dr. King’s other ob- 
servations was the significant one that the Negro community is beginning to feel 
that the President would not or could not see Negro leaders,” adding that such 
a meeting had been promised to black leaders since 1953. l~~ King and White 
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Introduction House aides later agreed to invite Urban League executive director Lester 
Granger to the conference with the president.l16 

In the evening on 22 June, King huddled with Granger, Randolph, and Wilkins 
at the headquarters of the Washington NAACP to strategize for their meeting with 
Eisenhower the following day. They hammered out the language of a nine-point 
plan drafted by Randolph, which called upon the president to direct the Depart- 
ment of Justice to protect voting rights, extend the life of the temporary Civil 
Rights Commission, and convene a conference to discuss ways of peaceably inte- 
grating schools.117 The next morning, as the black leaders assembled in an outer 
office reception room of the White House, Siciliano and other presidential aides 
briefed Eisenhower. Siciliano later remembered Eisenhower’s response to his 
warning against using the words “tolerance” and “patience” with the black lead- 
ers: “He looked at me and snapped . . . ‘Well, Siciliano, you think I’m going to 
avoid good English words.”’lls 

The president in fact said very little as he listened to the black leaders deliver 
their prepared remarks. Near the close of the meeting, Eisenhower responded 
favorably to the presentation and indicated his support of the request for guar- 
antees of voting rights, but he evaded the efforts of Granger and Wilkins to pin 
him down to specifics, including the sponsorship of a national conference on 
race relations. “There may be some value to your idea of a conference,” the 
president told the leaders. “But I don’t think anything much would really come 

After the extended buildup, the modest consequences of the meeting with 
Eisenhower were a letdown for many civil rights supporters. Its greatest signifi- 
cance seemed to be symbolic-after five years in office, Eisenhower had finally 
met with black leaders. Although some members of the black press grumbled 
that the leaders had failed to extract concrete commitments from Eisenhower, 
the president’s aides were buoyant.l*O In a memorandum to the president two 
days after the meeting, Siciliano reported that the black leaders were “more than 
enthusiastic” about their reception at the White House and that “after a num- 
ber of conversations with knowledgeable people, I am convinced that this meet- 
ing was an unqualified success-even if success in this area is built on sand.”’*l 

of 

I 16. Siciliano, Memo for the files, 9 June 1958; Siciliano to Adams, i o  June 1958; Blanche Lavery, 
Memo for the files, 13 June 1958. 

117. Randolph to King, Wilkins, and Granger, 23 June 1958. 
118. Siciliano, Interview by Wickman, 2 April 1968. 
119. Roy Wilkins with Tom Mathews, Standing Fast: The Autobiography of Roy Wilkins (New York 

Viking Press, igSz),  p. 258. According to one account, as the meeting broke up Eisenhower passed 
near King and said resignedly, “Reverend, there are so many problems . . . Lebanon, Algeria . . . ” 
(Lawrence Dunbar Reddick, Crusader Without Violence: A Biography ofMartin LutherKing, Jr. [New York 
Harper & Brothers, 19591, p. 223). 

120. Louis Lautier, “Negro Leaders Leave Meeting With Ike Without Criticism,” Atlanta Daily 
WwZd, 1 July 1958: “The President apparently turned on the Eisenhower charm and pacified [the] 
four top colored leaders.” Lautier noted especially the apparent “about face attitude” of Wilkins and 
King, who had criticized the president harshly for his remarks at a meeting of black newspaper pub- 
lishers the previous month. 

1 2 1 .  Siciliano to Eisenhower, 25 June 1958. Reflecting upon the meeting many years later, Sicil- 
iano also recalled that the twenty-nine-year-old King eclipsed his older and more esteemed col- 28 
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The four black leaders offered decidedly more sober appraisals of the confer- 
ence. Granger reported to Urban League officials that Eisenhower demonstrated 
“that he was not nearly as well informed on the day-to-day developments that 
were our concern as either of his two predecessors” and that “some of the points 
that we brought up seemed to have been made to him for the first time.”l*‘ King 
concurred with Granger’s assessment, revealing to journalist Mike Wallace soon 
after the White House meeting that he remained dubious about the president’s 
commitment to black civil rights. “I think he believes it would be a fine thing to 
have an integrated society, but I think he probably feels that the more you push 
it, the more tension it will create so you just wait 50 or 100 years and it will work 
itself out,” he told Wallace. “I don’t think he feels like being a crusader for 
integration.” 123 

Introduction 

The summer of 1958 also marked the culmination of King’s extended effort to 
write his memoir of the Montgomery struggle. Given the extensive demands on 
his time, it was hardly surprising that he experienced great difficulty in complet- 
ing the manuscript for Stride Toward Freedom: The Montgomery Story. In some re- 
spects, the process of writing the book replicated the boycott movement in that 
King relied upon the assistance of many other people. As during the boycott, the 
ideas King expressed in the book reflected the influence of his advisors, most no- 
tably Levison, Rustin, and Gandhian civil rights attorney Harris Wofford. Profes- 
sional editorial assistance also helped King narrate his experiences and express 
his views with greater coherence and precision than would otherwise have been 
the case. 

Even while the boycott was in progress, King had begun considering offers to 
publish a book on the bus protest. In May 1957 William Robert Miller, who had 
arranged the publication of King’s first article on the boycott in Liberation maga- 
zine, encouraged him to write a book-length account: ‘You have a vital message 
for this country and the world, and not least for Negroes in the south.” King re- 

leagues: “Though deference was paid to Randolph by all, it was obvious to me that the Rev. King was 
the intellectual soul of the group. . . . young as he was, he was the ideological linchpin who held the 
group together” (Siciliano, “Civil Rights and the Black Leaders Meeting With President Eisenhower 
ofJune 23, 1958,” October 1990). 

122.  Lester Granger, Memo to National Urban League, 26 June 1958. 
123. King, Interview by Mike Wallace, 25 June 1958, pp. 431-441 in this volume. In a later recol- 

lection of the meeting King elaborated on the ambivalence he felt toward Eisenhower: “No one could 
discuss racial justice with President Eisenhower without coming away with mixed emotions. His per- 
sonal sincerity on the issue was pronounced, and he had a magnificent capacity to communicate it to 
individuals. However, he had no ability to translate it to the public, or to define the problem as a 
supreme domestic issue. I have always felt that he failed because he knew that his colleagues and ad- 
visers did not share his views, and he had no disposition to fight even for cherished beliefs. Moreover, 
President Eisenhower could not be committed to anything which involved a structural change in the 
architecture of American society. His conservatism was fixed and rigid, and any evil defacing the na- 
tion had to be extracted bit by bit with a tweezer because the surgeon’s knife was an instrument too 
radical to touch this best of all possible societies” (King, Why We Can’t Wait [New York Harper & Broth- 
ers, 19641, p. 143). 29 
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plied that he had been thinking of such a project “for a long, long time” and even 
asserted that he had “already started it on a limited scale” and hoped to devote 
the summer to writing.lz4 

King was probably less advanced in this effort than he indicated, as he had still 
not made a commitment to a publisher. During the spring and summer of 1957, 
he considered proposals from several publishers before signing a contract with 
Harper & Brothers.lZ5 After committing to write the book, King tried to develop 
a workable plan to produce a manuscript by the following spring, but at the end 
of December he was forced to admit to his editor that “unexpected and unfore- 
seeable circumstances” had prevented him from making much progress during 
the previous month.lZ6 Faced with the prospect that the book would not be done 
on schedule, he finally agreed that he needed editorial help, though he re- 
mained uncomfortable with the idea of working with a professional writer. With 
the support of Levison, King reached an agreement with his publisher to secure 
the services of Alabama State professor Lawrence Dunbar Reddick, who was al- 
ready writing his own account of the boycott.lZ7 

King had developed a foundation for his boycott narrative in earlier speeches 
(especially his address to the 1956 NAACP convention), which offered vivid and 
generally accurate accounts of the Montgomery movement.lZ8 Although he un- 
derstandably focused on his own activities, he took pains to give credit to the con- 
tributions of others. His initial drafts reflected his struggle to provide an account 
that was both a personal memoir and a definitive history of the movement. Con- 
fronting a pressing deadline and distracted by his other responsibilities, King 
feared he would not complete the manuscript on schedule. “This has been the 
most difficultjob that I have encountered,” he admitted to Levison. “It would not 
be so difficult if I did not have so many other responsibilities to take care of si- 
multaneously.”129 A few weeks later Harper & Brothers hired freelance editor 
Hermine Popper to assist with King’s drafts.130 

In composing Stride Toward Freedom, King sought in particular to prevent white 
readers from misunderstanding the motives behind the boycott or behind his 
own leadership of the protest. Also hoping to convince readers that his actions 
were grounded in sophisticated and broadly appealing notions, King relied heav- 

Introduction 

124. Miller to King, 18 May 1957; King to Miller, zg May 1957. 
125. See for example, Henry Robbins (Alfred A. Knopf) to King, 2 0  February 1957; Ned Bradford 

(Little, Brown and Co.) to King, 20 May 1957; John Peck (Farrar, Strauss 8c Cudahy) to King, 
23 May 1957; and Clement Alexandre (Doubleday) to King, 29 November 1957. 

126. King to Marie Rodell, 23 December 1957, pp. 345-346 in thisvolume. 
127. Levison to King, 24 January 1958, pp. 352-353 in this volume. Reddick particularly helped 

with King’s recounting of the boycott, the description of Montgomery in chapter two, and the begin- 
ning of the final chapter, “Where Do We Go From Here?” (See Reddick, Notes on chapter 11, Stride 
TowardFreedom, May 1958, Memo on Martin Luther King, Jr. Manuscript, May 1958; see also Reddick 
to Rodell, 3 January 1958; Rodell to King, 27 January 1958. 
128. King, “The Montgomery Story,” 27 June 1956, in Papers 3:z99-310. 
I 29. King to Levison, 7 March 1958. 
130. Popper to King, 2 1  March 1958, pp. 386-388 in this volume. 
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Introduction ily on the words and ideas of his advisors and other authors. Though he recalled 
having intensively studied Thoreau and Gandhi as a graduate student, King’s dis- 
cussion of nonviolence and civil disobedience is drawn from an address by Har- 
ris Wofford that he may have obtained when they both spoke at a Howard Uni- 
versity conference, “Non-violence and Social Change.”I3l In need of material 
exploring the relationship between black workers and the trade union move- 
ment, King turned to his friend, AFL-CIO official Theodore E. Brown, who re- 
sponded with a four-page memorandum, several paragraphs of which King re- 
vised slightly before including in the final manus~ript . ’~~ Portions of a text 
drafted by Levison for King to use in his Prayer Pilgrimage address appear in 
Stride as reflections on the effects of segregation on black families.133 

In addition to soliciting material from associates, King also appropriated text 
and ideas from unacknowledged sources, a practice that he had used to compose 
many of his sermons and graduate school papers.134 In the chapter tracing his 
“Pilgrimage to Nonviolence,” King adopted phrases and illustrations from an es- 
say by a prominent and well-respected minister to explain his own early attraction 
to and ultimate rejection of Presenting himself as a Christian clergyman 

131. Wofford, “Non-violence and the Law,” 7 November 1957: “We will not obey unjust laws or 
submit to unjust practices. We will do this peacefully, openly, cheerfully, because our aim is to per- 
suade. We adopt the means of non-violence because our end is a community at peace with itself. We 
will try to persuade with our words, but if our words fail we will try to persuade with our acts. We will 
always be ready to talk and to seek fair compromise, but we are also ready to suffer when necessary, to 
go to ja i l  or risk our lives, to become witnesses to the truth as we see it.” In Stridz this paragraph ap- 
pears as Wofford had written it, with King’s slight revision of the final sentence: “We will always be will- 
ing to talk and seek fair compromise, but we are ready to suffer when necessary and even risk our lives 
to become witnesses to the truth as we see it” (Stride, p. 2 16). Wofford also delivered a version of the 
speech at an MIA gathering that King attended in December. 

King sent Wofford a draft of the final chapter, ‘Where Do We Go From Here?” which included sev- 
eral additional passages from Wofford’s speech (see Stride, pp. 220, 223-224). King also used a 
slightly modified passage from Wofford on p. 103 (see also King to Wofford, 2 2  March 1958, and Wof- 
ford to King 2 April 1958). 

132. Compare Stride (pp. 202-204) with Brown, “The American Negro and the American Trade 
Union Movement,” 31 March 1958 (see also Brown to King, 2 April 1958). 

133. Less a few minor changes, page two of Levison’s draft appears in Stride, pp. 203-205 (see Lev- 
ison, “A Wind is Rising,”April 1957). Phrases and ideas from a second memorandum, probably drafted 
by Levison, appear in Stride, p. 204 and pp. 2 14-2 15 (“What Are the Tasks Ahead?” April 1958). 

134. See Introduction, The Papers of Martin Luther King, Jr., vol. I :  Called to Serve, January 1929- 
June ‘95’. ed. Clayborne Carson, Ralph E. Luker, and Penny A. Russell (Berkeley: University of Cali- 
fornia Press, 1 9 9 ~ ) .  pp. 49-50. and Introduction, Thepapers ofMartin LutherKing, Jr., vol. 2: Rediscou- 
eringPrecious Values, July 195 ~-November 1955, ed. Clayborne Carson, Ralph E. Luker, Penny A. Russell, 
and Peter Holloran (Berkeley: Universityof California Press, 1994), pp. 6-9, 25-26. 

135. For a discussion of King’s use of the work of Robert J. McCracken, see King, “My Pilgrimage 
to Nonviolence,“ 1 September 1958, pp. 473-481 in this volume. Among the other authors from 
whom King borrowed phrases and ideas to compose Stride were his former Morehouse professor 
George D. Kelsey, minister Harry Emerson Fosdick, and missionary E. Stanley Jones. At King’s re- 
quest, Kelsey, Levison, and Rustin provided additional material and suggestions for the discussion of 
the philosophy and practice of nonviolence (see King to Kelsey, 31 March 1958, pp. 391-392 in this 
volume, and Kelsey to King, 4 April 1958, pp. 394-395 in this volume; see also Levison to King, 

32 I April 1958). 

The Martin Luther King, Jr. Papers Project 



who was well informed about the doctrinal justifications for the Montgomery 
movement, King emphasized the importance of his academic training at Crozer 
Theological Seminary and Boston University, but slighted his formative experi- 
ences in his father’s church and in the larger African-American Baptist com- 
m ~ n i t y . ‘ ~ ~  While obscuring the sources of the ideas he had contributed to the 
movement, King did produce an engaging narrative that introduced him to a 
wider white audience while solidifylng his base of black so~therners.’~’ 

After submitting the manuscript for Stride, King’s relatively untroubled sum- 
mer, which included a vacation in Mexico, was abruptly interrupted on 29 August 
when an irate man stormed into Ralph Abernathy’s study at First Baptist Church 
and accused the pastor of carrying on a sexual affair with his wife. Brandishing a 
pistol and a hatchet, Edward Davis threatened to kill Abernathy, then chased him 
two blocks down Columbus Avenue until he was overtaken by two white police- 
men and arrested for attempted assault.138 During a 3 September hearing in the 
Davis case, King was arrested outside the courtroom after exchanging words with 
a guard who refused to let him inside.13g As photographer Charles Moore re- 
corded the scene, officers twisted King’s arm behind his back and hustled him to 
jail. Moore’s photos appeared in newspapers across the nation, and white and 
black King supporters lodged protests with Montgomery officials and the Eisen- 
hower administration, expressing their outrage at his manhandling by the po- 
lice.140 Released on bond, King began weighing his options. Chargedwith refusing 
to obey an officer, he would almost certainly be convicted. Dismissing the advice 
of Coretta King and other friends who wanted him to plead guilty to avoid jail, 
and remembering the criticism he received for paying the $500 penalty for 
charges stemming from the bus boycott, King argued that he would never again 
pay a fine for a crime he did not commit: 

Introduction 

You don’t understand. You see, if anybody had told me a couple of years ago, when 
I accepted the presidency of the MIA, that I would be in this position, I would have 
avoided it with all my strength. This is not the life I expected to lead. But gradually 

136. In an earlier account of his religious development, King did stress the centrality of his father, 
his family, and Ebenezer Baptist Church to his religious formation (King, “An Autobiography of Re- 
ligious Development,” i 2 September-nz November 1950, in Papers i :359-363). 

137. With Levison’s help, King used the distribution of Stride as both a fund raising mechanism 
and an organizing tool. MIA churches, SCLC activists, and other black community leaders pur- 
chased copies on consignment and sold them at civil rights meetings and at national and regional 
gatherings of black religious groups (see Levison to King, 1 1  December 1958 and 16 December 

138. “Negro Jailed After Attack on Leader Of Bus Boycott,” Montgomery Advertiser, 30 August 1958. 
139. After King was denied entry to the courtroom, he reportedly asked the guard if he could 

speak with his lawyer, Fred Gray, who was already inside. The guard replied ”Boy, if you don’t get the 
hell away from here, you will need a lawyer yourself.” When King held his ground, two police officers 
descended upon him and began escorting him to jail. As Coretta King attempted to follow her hus- 
band, one of the officers taunted, “Gal, you want to go, too? Just nod your head.” King urged, “Don’t 
say anything, darling,” and he was led off (Reddick, Crusah Without Violace, p. 226). 

140. See for example, Benjamin J. Davis to King, 4 September 1958, pp. 485-486 in this volume. 

’958). 
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Introduction you take some responsibility, then a little more, until finally you are not in control 
anymore. You have to give yourself entirely. Then, once you make up your mind that 
you are giving yourself, then you are prepared to do anything that serves the Cause 
and advances the Movement. I have reached that point. I have no option anymore 
about what I will do. I have given myself f ~ 1 l y . l ~ ~  

On the morning of his trial, 5 September, King gathered with his close friends 
at MIA attorney Fred Gray’s law office. After a short meeting King led the group 
in prayer in front of a bag of bloody clothes belonging to a recent black victim of 
police brutality. Upon being convicted later that morning, King informed the 
judge that he would serve two weeks in jail rather than pay a small fine. He ex- 
plained that he was accepting the sentence because of his “love for America and 
the sublime principles of liberty and equality upon which she is founded.” King 
further suggested that “the time has come when perhaps only the willing and 
nonviolent acts of suffering by the innocent can arouse this nation to wipe out the 
scourge of brutality and violence inflicted upon Negroes who seek only to walk 
with dignity before God and man.”142 After several minutes in jail, King was re- 
leased when a local white official paid the fine in the hope of avoiding the bad 
publicity that would accompany King’s imprisonment. 

In the next two weeks King appeared in Detroit, Chicago, and New York City 
promoting the newly published Stride Toward Freedom and discussing his Mont- 
gomery arrest. On ig September at an outdoor rally in Harlem, King said that be- 
cause of his arrest he suspected that many in the audience of five thousand 
people hoped that he would deliver “a message of hate against the white man be- 
cause of what happened,” but he would offer “no such message.” A few hecklers 
chided King as he declared that “black supremacy is just as bad as white su- 
premacy” and commanded: “Don’t let any man make you stoop SO low that you 
have hate. Have love in your hearts to those who would do you wrong.”143 

The following day King’s convictions were put to the test. As he signed copies 
of his book at a Harlem department store, King was stabbed in the chest by a men- 
tally disturbed black woman-who was later revealed to be one of the hecklers at 
the previous evening’s meeting. While surgeons at Harlem Hospital labored to re- 
move the blade, which lay perilously close to his heart, a parade of prominent vis- 
itors paced the hospital halls awaiting news of the surgery. Meanwhile, dozens of 
people lined up outside the hospital to donate blood, and Coretta King and 
Ralph Abernathy made their way from Montgomery to New York City.144 

Doctors soon announced that the surgery was successful, and Coretta King re- 
vealed to waiting reporters that her husband had whispered a message to the na- 

141. Coretta Scott King, My Lfe  with Martin Luther King, Jr., p. 163. 
142. King, Statement to Eugene Loe, 5 September 1958, pp. 487-490 in this volume; see also 

MIA, Newsletter, 27 September 1958. 
143. James Booker, “Reveal King’s Stabber Heckled Friday Rally,” New York Amsterdam News, 27 Sep- 

tember 1958. 
144. Dexter Avenue Baptist Church to King, Y 1 September 1958, pp. 498-499 in this volume; see 

also “Dr. King, Negro leader, Stabbed By Woman in a Store in Harlem,” New York Times, 2 I Septem- 
34 ber 1958. 
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tion: “God was with me just as He stays with all of us all of the time, even though 
we may feel He has completely forsaken us at times. I am prepared to die.”145 

Ten days later, King felt well enough to greet reporters and issue a statement 
from his hospital room, announcing that he felt “no ill-will’’ toward his attacker 
and that the stabbing had made him “increasingly able to understand more deeply 
the hard blows and tragic suffering so many of my people and other members of 
minority groups experience-all too often, and without cause or reason.”146 On 
3 October King was released and began a three-week convalescence at the Brook- 
lyn home of Sandy F. Ray, a close friend of the King family. 

Although he was forced to cancel nearly four months of speaking engage- 
ments, this period of recuperation reinforced King’s status as the most visible 
symbol of the southern civil rights struggle. Newspapers across the nation carried 
a photograph of King sitting serenely with the seven-inch letter opener protrud- 
ing from his chest. His public statements, reiterating his message of forgiveness 
and nonviolence, enhanced his image as a compassionate and virtuous leader: 
“Through this whole experience I can’t remember one moment that I became ex- 
cited or even upset nor did I have one iota of bitterness for . . . the lady who com- 
mitted the act of violence upon me. And today I joyously accept the scars on my 
body as the marks of the Lord Jesus Christ and proudly sing, ‘Where He Leads 
Me, I will Follow,’ even if it is to a painful and agonizing cross.”147 

Coretta King would remember the weeks following the stabbing as an excep- 
tional period in her husband’s life. Relieved from his pastoral responsibilities and 
the demands of public appearances, King took advantage of his recuperation to 
engage in long talks with his wife and friends and to reflect on the meaning of the 
past month’s events.14* Forbidden by his doctors from working or traveling, he 
was also increasingly forced to rely on his network of fellow clergy, movement as- 
sociates, and personal aides. From Montgomery King’s personal secretary Maude 
Ballou sent daily summaries of the office correspondence and phone messages, 
while A. Philip Randolph coordinated an effort to raise money for King’s medi- 
cal expenses.14g Rustin and Baker concentrated their efforts on drafting public 
statements on Eng’s behalf, planning SCLC’s October conference in Norfolk, 
and managing arrangements for the upcoming Youth March for Integrated 
Schools in Washington, D.C.I5O 
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145. “Rev. King Fights Back,” New Jersey AJi-o-American, 4 October 1958. 
146. Statement Issued from Harlem Hospital, 30 September 1958, p. 502 in this volume. 
147. King to the MIA, 6 October 1958, pp. 505-506 in this volume. King’s final “Advice for Liv- 

ing” column expressed a similar sentiment: “If I demonstrated unusual calm during the recent at- 
tempt on my life, it was certainly not due to any extraordinary powers that I possess. Rather, it was due 
to the power of God working through me” (King, “Advice for Living,” December 1958, pp. 540-542 
in this volume). 

148. Coretta Scott King, My Lye with Martin LutherKing, Jr., p. 171; see also Levison to King, 28  No- 
vember 1958. 

149. See King to Randolph, 8 November 1958, p. 527-528 in this volume. 
150. See for instance, King’s condemnations of the racist bombing ofAtlanta’s Hebrew Benevolent 

Congregation (King to William B. Hartsfield, 13 October 1958, pp. 507-508 in thisvolume, and King 
to Eisenhower, 13 October 1958, p. 509 in this volume). The Norfolk conference, which King was 
unable to attend, attracted four thousand people and featured a demonstration in front of a city 35 
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Inlroduction Returning home on 24  October, King’s attention was quickly drawn back to the 
struggle when Fred Shuttlesworth informed him by telephone of the recent ar- 
rest of a group of Birmingham ministers who had challenged an ordinance re- 
quiring segregated seating on city buses. King agreed to send three MIA repre- 
sentatives to Birmingham to investigate reports that the ministers were being 
held incommunicado. On 27 October the MIA emissaries were arrested in Shut- 
tlesworth’s home, prompting King to alert Eleanor Roosevelt and several other 
prominent liberals of the “virtual reign of terror” prevailing in Birmingham: “We 
urge you to send messages to United States Attorney General, Governor of Al- 
abama, Mayor of Birmingham. . . protesting this national scandal. Your action can 
save lives.” The public pressure led the U.S. Justice Department to launch an in- 
vestigation of the arrests and triggered a short-lived bus boycott in Birmingham.Is1 

Apart from speaking engagements in Atlanta and Indianapolis, King limited his 
activities to Montgomery during the closing weeks of 1958. He attended a 28 No- 
vember MIA meeting to discuss the rehabilitation of an obsolete health clinic and 
coordinated efforts to establish a local black branch of the YMCA.152 King also 
participated in the planning of the MIA’s Third Annual Institute on Nonviolence 
and Social Change and delivered his annual address to the group on 4 Decem- 
ber. In his speech King recommended that the organization shift its focus to the 
issue of school desegregation, but the Institute emphasized testimonials to his 
leadership rather than programmatic discussions.153 Upon receiving a last-minute 
cancellation from AME Zion bishop William J. Walls, who had been scheduled to 
deliver the closing address, King was made aware that the MIA had suffered from 
his absence and a lack of clear direction. Responding to Walls’s complaints that 
he had received “no communications from the President of the MIA” confirming 
his invitation to speak and that publicity for the event had been poorly handled, 
King defended the preparatory work performed by his MIA colleagues, but 
lamented that he had been unable to participate more fully in the conference 

high school that had been closed to prevent integration (King to Aaron Henry, 17 September 1958, 
pp. 495-496 in this volume). King was similarly unable to attend the Youth March though Coretta 
King delivered remarks on his behalf (King, Address at Youth March for Integrated Schools, Deliv- 
ered by CorettaScott King, 25 October 1958, pp. 514-515 in thisvolume). 

151. King to Eleanor Roosevelt, 29 October 1958, pp. 519-520 in this volume; see also Shut- 
tlesworth, Interview by James Mosby, September 1968. 

152. MIA, Minutes of meeting, 28  November 1958; King to Royce Kershaw, 17 December 1958, 
pp. 546-547 in this volume. King and Abernathy also spent several days of vacation in Miami and 
Nassau during this period (see Ballou to King, 25 November 1958; King to Henry Arrington, 23 De- 
cember 1958; King to Basil Sands, 23 December 1958). 

153. “Bus Boycott Gain Seen By Negroes,” New York Times, 7 December 1958; MIA, Program, Third 
Annual Institute on Non-violence and Social Change, 1-7 December 1958. Ella Baker later recalled 
confronting King about the inclusion of the “testimonial,” which featured laudatory speeches from 
MIA members and supporters. Baker believed that such expressions slighted the importance of the 
mass movement and stunted the development of grassroots leadership by exaggerating King’s role in 
the struggle: Whatever literature that was circulated, didn’t say practically anything about movement 
or what the movement stood for, what it had done, or anything, but was simply adulation of the leader, 
you know, Dr. King. I raised the question with him about this: ‘Why permit it?’ He said, ‘Well, I don’t 
want to. The people want to do this.’ . . . Martin wasn’t one to buck forces too much, at least at that 
stage” (Baker, Interview by John Britton, i g  June 1968). 36 
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planning: “At that particular time I was still convalescing from the very serious 
chest operation that I had to undergo the latter part of September. My physicians 
had requested that I give up all of my activities through the first of December.”154 

King was aware, too, that he had been unable to meet the continual demands 
of his congregation. At Dexter Church’s annual conference King apologized to 
the members for slighting his pastoral duties, not only during the three months 
of his recovery, but throughout “a rather difficult year.” He acknowledged that he 
had delivered nearly twice as many sermons and speeches away from home as he 
had at Dexter in 1958, but he urged the congregation to “move on into this un- 
certain but promising future with the faith that the dawn of a new day is just 
around the horizon.”155 

Troubled by his inability to fulfill all the obligations he had taken on since the 
end of the bus boycott, King mulled over the conflicting advice he received from 
friends and movement associates. Longtime advisor J. Pius Barbour counseled 
him to turn away from protest activities and concentrate on being a pastor: “Now 
buckle down and preach and let Reform alone for awhile.”156 Yet another friend, 
J. Raymond Henderson, advised against remaining in Montgomery, arguing that 
he was endangering his life and the lives of his wife and children. “How much 
does a leader owe his people,” Henderson asked. “How much is he called on to 
suffer for them?” Having served Montgomery for four years, Henderson sug- 
gested that King would be more effective working with a national group such as 
the NAACP.15’ 

By the end of 1958, although most SCLC programs were not attracting as 
much attention as Baker and other activists had hoped, King had reason to ex- 
pect that his life would take new directions in the future. After nearly three years 
of planning and postponement, arrangements were completed for his visit to In- 
dia in early 1959. His appointment calendar, cleared for the weeks of his recu- 
peration, began to fill as he rescheduled engagements and accepted new offers 
to speak to black church groups and college students. For the past year, during 
which he had weathered a brutal arrest and a brush with death while con- 
fronting the reality that his efforts to secure support from the Eisenhower ad- 
ministration had largely failed, King’s public appearances consistently indicated 
that his message was reaching a receptive audience. Soon after observing the 
commitment of student participants in the October 1958 Youth March for In- 
tegrated Schools, Stanley Levison enthused to King: “Of greatest importance is 
the fact that it definitely triggered a student movement for civil rights on ma- 
jor campuses. This is a development of incalculable value.” Levison predicted, 
“if the young people are aroused from their lethargy through this fight, it will 
affect broad circles throughout the country as well as vertically through the dif- 
ferent economic stratifications.”158 
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Introduction If King and SCLC were unable to turn rhetoric into results after Montgomery, 
some young people-particularly black youth charged by their encounters with 
King and his ideas-were taking some halting but momentous steps toward ex- 
panding the civil rights struggle. In the summer of 1958 John Lewis, a seminary 
student who had idolized King since hearing him preach on the radio prior to the 
bus boycott, traveled to Montgomery to request King’s help in gaining admit- 
tance to the all-white Troy State University.159 King agreed to help Lewis, but his 
parents balked at the idea. Lewis returned to seminary in Nashville, where his 
longing for deeper involvement in the southern struggle soon found a home 
among a group of like-minded idealists drawn together by James Lawson, an- 
other student similarly moved by King. During their first meeting at Oberlin Col- 
lege in early 1957, King urged Lawson, who had studied nonviolence in India, to 
put his Gandhian ideas into practice in the South. Within months Lawson moved 
to Nashville and began offering workshops on the philosophy and strategy of 
nonviolent protest.160 

For other young people King’s impact may have been less immediate, but it was 
no less essential to the resilient freedom struggle in the years following the Mont- 
gomery bus boycott. On a winter’s evening in Greensboro, North Carolina, in 
1958, high school student Ezell Blair, Jr. sat captivated as King addressed an over- 
flow audience at Bennett College. Blair heard King call for an escalation of non- 
violent protests to end segregated accommodations and joke that as a boy in At- 
lanta he “never took a seat on the back of the buses. . . . I was only there physically 
but my mind was up on the front.”16* King’s speech deeply impressed Blair, and 
he would later recall that “his words were such that the vibrations that came over 
the microphone, over the loud speaker. . . . It was so strong, 1 could feel my heart 
palpitating, it brought tears to my eyes.”162 Almost two years to the day of King’s 
address, Blair  w o u l d  j o i n  three f r i e n d s  a t  a segregated l u n c h  c o u n t e r  i n  Greens- 
boro, sparking a wave of sit-in protests that spread quickly across the South and 
reinvigorated the freedom movement. 
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