INTRODUCTION

I neither started the protest nor suggested it. I simply responded to the call of the
people for a spokesman.

Martin Luther King, Jr.
Stride Toward Freedom: The Montgomery Story (1958)

During the days after Montgomery police arrested Rosa Parks for refusing to give
her bus seat to a white man, Martin Luther King, Jr., emerged as the acknowl-
edged leader of a major mass protest. King’s formative experiences had prepared
him well for this unexpected calling, but his abilities would be tested repeatedly
as he offered guidance to a movement he had not initiated and could not con-
trol. Although the yearlong bus boycott in Montgomery was not the first collec-
tive protest against the southern Jim Crow system, it attained unique historical
significance by demonstrating that an African-American community could re-
main united and resolute in its determination to overcome segregation. The
Montgomery struggle marked the beginning of a new era in African-American
history; it also enabled King to begin a new phase of his ministry.

When Parks’s solitary protest occurred on 1 December 1955, King was a twenty-
six-year-old minister, serving in only his second year as pastor of Dexter Avenue
Baptist Church. Nevertheless, he already embodied an African-American social-
gospel tradition to which his father and maternal grandfather had contributed.
King’s prophetic vision, politically engaged preaching, and expansive pastoral
leadership derived from his experiences at Ebenezer Baptist Church, where ad-
miration for his father’s “noble example” had moved him to “serve humanity”
as a minister himself. Martin Luther King, Sr.’s, decades of successful church
management served as a model for the younger King as he asserted control over
the Dexter congregation. His first annual report had insisted that the pastor’s
“authority is not merely humanly conferred, but divinely sanctioned.” King re-
minded church members that this implied an “unconditional willingness of the
people to accept the pastor’s leadership. This means that leadership never as-
cends from the pew to the pulpit, but it invariably descends from the pulpit to
the pew.”

Even as he advocated pastoral authority, however, King was also aware that
effective leadership required enthusiastic lay participation. He urged members
of the congregation to participate in various church committees in order to “as-
sume an equal responsibility” for implementing his plans. Among King’s first
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actions after ascending to Dexter’s pulpit was to establish a Social and Political
Action Committee that would remind the congregation of the need to “unite
with”” the NAACP and the “necessity of being registered voters.” ' By the time of
Parks’s arrest, King had confidently set forth ambitious expectations for the con-
gregation: “Let each of us go out at this moment with grim and bold determina-
tion to extend the horizons of Dexter to new boundaries, and lift the spire of her
influence to new heights, so that we will be able to inject new spiritual blood into
the veins of this community.” ?

King could not have anticipated the unprecedented unity and militancy of
Montgomery’s black residents as they protested Parks’s arrest; nevertheless, he
brought singular assets to his new role as a movement leader. During the boycott
he received support and advice from an extensive network of relatives, family
friends, former classmates, and fellow ministers. Although the extant correspon-
dence from this period understates the significance in King’s life of those close
to him—Coretta Scott King and Ralph David Abernathy, for example—the
letters he wrote and received illuminate the extent to which King relied on es-
tablished relationships. In addition, even as he acquired a more sophisticated
understanding of Gandhian principles, King’s public statements continued to
reiterate the Christian and democratic values he had affirmed in high school
oratory, academic writings, and earlier sermons. He drew upon African-American
preaching traditions, transforming familiar Christian principles into rationales
for collective protest against injustice. The contemporaneous documents relating
to King’s involvement in the Montgomery bus boycott reveal the evolution of his
religious leadership in the context of a sustained protest movement. These pri-
mary sources reveal history as it unfolded, correcting and supplementing the nu-
merous memoirs and recorded recollections of participants and the published
accounts of biographers and historians.?

Before he learned of Parks’s arrest, King had already established connections
with Montgomery’s network of civil rights activists. Earlier in the year he had
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given a well-received talk to the Montgomery branch of the NAACP. That talk
impressed former branch president E. D. Nixon, the most active and outspoken
of Montgomery black progressives, who in the late 1930s founded the Montgom-
ery division of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters and then promoted vot-
ing rights as head of the Montgomery chapter of the Alabama Progressive Demo-
cratic Association. King’s talk led to an invitation —signed by Parks in her role as
branch secretary—to join the executive committee of the local NAACP.* King
also became involved in the interracial Alabama Council on Human Relations,
where he interacted with the few white liberals in the state willing to oppose seg-
regation’s worst excesses.® Clifford Durr, for example, provided legal advice as
well as friendly encouragement to Montgomery’s progressive black leadership.
His wife, Virginia Foster Durr, had arranged for her friend Parks to attend a
school desegregation workshop in August 1955 at interracial Highlander Folk
School in Tennessee, an experience that helped inspire her subsequent chal-
lenge to Montgomery’s bus segregation.®

The morning after Nixon, with the Durrs’ assistance, gained Parks’s release
from jail and secured her approval to use her arrest as a test case to challenge bus
seating policies, he called King and other black leaders to inform them of the
effort, already under way, to boycott Montgomery’s buses. By this time Jo Ann
Robinson, a leader of Montgomery’s Women’s Political Council (WPC) and of
Dexter’s Social and Political Action Committee, had already drafted, mimeo-
graphed, and begun circulating thousands of leaflets urging a one-day bus boy-
cott.” With the WPC actively mobilizing support for a boycott, Nixon, King, and
Ralph Abernathy, pastor of Montgomery’s First Baptist Church and a close friend
of King’s since his arrival in the city, invited black leaders to discuss the situation
at a Friday evening meeting in Dexter’s basement.

Although King hosted the initial planning meeting, the several dozen ministers
and community leaders who gathered at Dexter did not see him as the obvious
choice to direct the boycott effort. King recalled that Nixon would have presided
at the Friday evening meeting if he had not had to leave town because of his
work as a Pullman porter. In Nixon’s absence, Rev. L. Roy Bennett, president of
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Montgomery’s Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance, chaired the discussions.
Agreeing “that no one should be identified as the leader,” ministers attending
the meeting generally supported a one-day protest but were uncertain whether
the boycott should be extended or whether a protest group should be estab-
lished.® King and Abernathy stayed at Dexter afterward to revise Robinson’s leaf-
let, adding a call to attend a mass meeting Monday evening at Holt Street Baptist
Church. Along with other black ministers, they announced the proposed action
from their pulpits on Sunday morning. The planned protest also received unex-
pected publicity from a front-page article in Sunday’s Montgomery Advertiser and
from radio and television reports.’

African Americans in Montgomery gave overwhelming support to the one-day
boycott on Monday morning, 5 December. Montgomery City Lines manager J. H.
Bagley estimated that go percent of the city’s blacks refused to ride the buses, and
King later recalled seeing “no more than eight Negro passengers” on the morn-
ing buses and insisted that black support for the protest “reached almost 100 per
cent.” Despite inflammatory statements by Police Commissioner Clyde Sellers
about “Negro ‘goon squads,”” the first day of the boycott was peaceful, with only
one arrest.!” Meanwhile, Judge John B. Scott convicted Rosa Parks of violating a
state law requiring segregation on city buses and fined her ten dollars plus four
dollars in court costs. Parks’s lawyer, Fred D. Gray, announced that he would
appeal the verdict to the Circuit Court of Montgomery.

That afternoon, eighteen black leaders met to plan the evening’s mass meet-
ing; to further their effort they decided to form the Montgomery Improvement
Association (MIA), a name suggested by Abernathy.!! After approving an agenda
for the later meeting, they unanimously elected King to head the new group.
Although King did not seek the position, his selection reflected the reputation
he had swiftly built as a congenial and articulate civil rights proponent. The mo-
tion to elect King came from Rufus Lewis, a businessman, Dexter stalwart, and
voter registration activist, who served as president of the Montgomery Citizens
Steering Committee. The minutes of the meeting give little sense of the discus-
sions, but the later recollections of participants offered a variety of reasons for
King’s selection, with several participants, including Lewis, Nixon, and Aber-
nathy, taking credit for pushing King forward as the best candidate to head the
MIA."2 King recalled that events “happened so quickly that I did not even have
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time to think it through”; he also suggested that he “would have declined the
nomination” if he had considered its implications.'?

That evening King delivered his first address as a protest leader to an audience
of several thousand people that spilled out of Holt Street Baptist Church into the
street. With only twenty minutes to prepare his remarks, he later recalled praying
for divine guidance to resolve a “sobering dilemma”: “How could I make a
speech that would be militant enough to keep my people aroused to positive
action and yet moderate enough to keep this fervor within controllable and
Christian bounds?” '* King’s dilemma reflected his characteristic desire to find a
middle course between conflicting alternatives; ' though tactically restrained, his
speech was nonetheless a stirring call to action. King depicted the bus boycott as
resulting from an accumulation of racial injustices—the “many occasions” when
African Americans were “intimidated and humiliated and . . . oppressed, because
of the sheer fact that they were Negroes.” !¢

King referred only obliquely to prior indignities, but his audience was familiar
with them. In particular, a protest had been considered the previous March in
response to the arrest of a black teenager, Claudette Colvin, who had refused to
give up her seat to a white passenger.'” Although the Colvin case did not prompt
a legal challenge to segregation policies, the failure of the bus company and city
officials to make even minor concessions had contributed to festering feelings of
resentment among the black residents of Montgomery. As King saw matters, the
buildup of such grievances had finally driven the black community to resist:
“There comes a time when people get tired of being trampled over by the iron
feet of oppression.” King concluded his speech with an admonition, drawing a
phrase from his Dexter annual report, to transform resentment into resistance
rooted in Christian principles:

As we stand and sit here this evening, and as we prepare ourselves for what lies
ahead, let us go out with a grim and bold determination that we are going to stick
together. We are going to work together. Right here in Montgomery, when the his-
tory books are written in the future, somebody will have to say, “There lived a race
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of people, a black people, ‘fleecy locks and black complexion,’ a people who had the
moral courage to stand up for their rights. And thereby they injected a new meaning
into the veins of history and of civilization.” '

King’s address responded to immediate events, but it also set forth the main
themes of his subsequent public ministry: social-gospel Christianity and demo-
cratic idealism, combined with resolute advocacy of nonviolent protest. His inter-
pretation of the Christian mission recalled his father’s insistence that clergymen
should become “part of every movement for the betterment of our people,” as
well as his own admonition to an NAACP audience in Birmingham that black
Americans “must do more than pray and read the Bible” in order to secure civil
rights.’” Now, speaking in a church to an audience that largely shared his reli-
gious reference points, King merged New Testament notions of transformative
love with Old Testament prophetic imagery— *“until justice runs down like wa-
ter.” While identifying nonviolent tactics with the teachings of Jesus, King also
reminded his audience that “it is not enough for us to talk about love.” He ex-
plained: “There is another side called justice. And justice is really love in calcu-
lation. Justice is love correcting that which revolts against love.” In order to
achieve justice, King argued, black residents must be prepared to use not only
“the tools of persuasion” but also those of “coercion.” 2

In addition to identifying the boycott as an expression of Christian principles,
King identified it with older American traditions of dissent and protest. Perhaps
sensing that some members of his audience feared the consequences of opposing
political authorities, King reminded them that “there is never a time in our
American democracy that we must ever think we’re wrong when we protest. We
reserve that right.” He cited the example of workers who saw themselves “tram-
pled over by capitalistic power” and recognized that there “was nothing wrong
with . . . getting together and organizing and protesting for [their] rights.” Speak-
ing during the Cold War era, when leftist dissent was generally suppressed, he
justified his call for militancy by insisting that protest was consistent with Ameri-
can political traditions: “If we were dropped in the dungeon of a totalitarian
regime we couldn’t do this,” King explained. “But the great glory of American
democracy is the right to protest for right.” The boycott, he argued, reflected
the nation’s fundamental ideals. “If we are wrong, the Supreme Court of this
nation is wrong. If we are wrong, the Constitution of the United States is wrong.
If we are wrong, God Almighty is wrong. If we are wrong, Jesus of Nazareth was
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merely a utopian dreamer that never came down to earth. If we are wrong, justice
is a lie.” %!

Inspired by King’s address, the several thousand residents attending the mass
meeting voted unanimously to continue boycotting the city’s buses. During sub-
sequent days and weeks, support for the bus boycott remained strong. Car owners
volunteered to pick up riders, and black taxi drivers charged passengers the same
ten-cent fare as Montgomery’s buses, rather than the required minimum charge
of forty-five cents. On 8 December, King and other black leaders met with city
and bus company officials and proposed that patrons be seated on a “first-come,
first-served basis,” with black passengers seated from the rear and whites from
the front. King also delivered two other conditions for ending the boycott: more
courteous treatment of black passengers and the hiring of black drivers on *“pre-
dominantly Negro” routes.? The meeting, however, ended in an impasse. Al-
though Montgomery’s municipal code required segregated seating while leaving
implementation largely in the hands of bus drivers, local white leaders were un-
willing to modify segregation practices.?® Most believed that the boycott would be
short-lived. “The Mayor’s attitude,” King wrote, “was made clear when he said,
‘Comes the first rainy day and the Negroes will be back on the busses.’” ** Seeking
ideas for extending the boycott, King contacted T. J. Jemison, who had organized
an efficient car pool during a 1953 bus boycott in Baton Rouge. By 14 December
Rufus Lewis, chairman of the MIA transportation committee, and R. J. Glasco,
chairman of the financial committee, had coordinated drivers for forty-eight
“dispatch” and forty-two “pick-up” stations.*

Encouraged by the boycott’s effectiveness, King and other black leaders began
to reconsider their goal: was better treatment for black bus riders sufficient, or
might an end to bus segregation be called for? King’s personal opposition to
segregation had been evident early in the year when he told the Birmingham
NAACP branch that segregation was “wrong” and even constituted “a form of
slavery.” 2 He later claimed that boycott participants knew from the start “that
the ultimate solution was total integration,” but they were at first willing to ac-
cept “‘a temporary alleviation of the problem” while desegregation litigation pro-
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ceeded.?” During the initial weeks of the protest, however, he and other MIA
leaders continued to claim publicly that their goal was merely better treatment.
A newspaper account during the first week of the boycott noted that King spoke
“with no little authority” as he assured reporters that black residents were simply
seeking fairness, not desegregation: “We don't like the idea of Negroes having to
stand where there are vacant seats. We are demanding justice on that point.” 2
After a committee appointed by Mayor Gayle failed to arrive at a settlement
during December, and white leaders continued to insist that they could not com-
promise under existing law, the stances of the two sides stiffened. At a crowded
public meeting in late January, the city commissioners revealed that they had
joined the local Citizens Council, part of a southwide organization to defend
segregation.

Recognizing that an acceptable compromise settlement was unlikely, King and
other black leaders moved gradually toward a public acknowledgment that their
goal was ending segregation, although, as late as 27 January, the MIA’s public
stance was to seek only “a calm and fair consideration of the situation which has
developed as a result of dissatisfaction over Bus policies.” ?* MIA leaders were
forced to clarify their objectives after city commissioners tried to settle the dis-
pute by arranging a meeting with three black ministers who did not represent the
MIA. On Saturday evening, 21 January, King learned from reporter Carl Rowan
that city officials had announced that they had secured an agreement to end the
boycott in return for a promise to designate sections that black bus riders would
not have to relinquish to white passengers. King and other MIA leaders quickly
announced that reports of a settlement were erroneous and that the boycott
would continue.*

King later wrote that during this period white leaders spread false rumors
about MIA leaders: “Negro workers were told by their white employers that their
leaders were only concerned with making money out of the movement.” Accord-
ing to King, some older black ministers were encouraged by whites to believe that
they, rather than their younger counterparts, should be leading the protests. “I
almost broke down under the continual battering of this argument,” he re-
called.®! At the 24 January meeting of the MIA executive board, King responded
deftly to the efforts of the white establishment to undermine his leadership, de-
nying allegations that he had personally profited from fund-raising activities on
behalf of the MIA. He also strongly condemned ministers who were willing to
arrange unauthorized compromises with white officials, though he recom-
mended against retaliation. At the end of the meeting he reminded the board
that he had been made president by a unanimous vote, which prompted
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that body’s affirmation of confidence in their president. In addition, board
members decided that only King could make statements to the press at his
discretion; all other press releases would require approval of the MIA executive
board.??

Seeking to undermine the MIA’s resolve, city officials embarked on a “get-
tough” campaign. After the city commissioners disclosed their membership in
the Citizens Council, police increased harassment of drivers in the MIA car pool,
issuing tickets and making arrests for alleged traffic violations. On 26 January,
King himself was stopped for speeding. Ordinarily such infractions warranted just
a citation, but King was arrested. “As we drove off,” he later wrote, “a feeling of
panic began to come over me.” Uncertain whether the officers were taking him
to the city jail or to a waiting mob, he found himself “trembling within and with-
out.” To his relief, he was delivered to the jail, where he remained for a short
while before being released to a crowd of well-wishers that had gathered outside.
Returning home to friends and family, King regained his courage: “I knew that I
did not stand alone.” That night, responding to widespread concern about his
arrest, the MIA held seven mass meetings.*

Even before the city government had embarked on its official campaign of
intimidation, King had received numerous threats against himself and his family
over the telephone and by mail.** By mid-January, he found himself *“faltering
and growing in fear.” After “a white friend” informed him of threats against his
life, he announced at a mass meeting: “If one day you find me sprawled out dead,
I do not want you to retaliate with a single act of violence.” Late in the evening
of 27 January, a day after his trip to the city jail, a particularly threatening call
triggered a spiritual crisis. King recalled in Stride Toward Freedom that he sat alone
in his kitchen, “ready to give up. With my cup of coffee sitting untouched before
me I tried to think of a way to move out of the picture without appearing a cow-
ard.” He turned to God for support. “The people are looking to me for leader-
ship,” he recalled saying in the still room, “and if I stand before them without
strength and courage, they too will falter.” King wrote that his prayers were an-
swered when he

experienced the presence of the Divine as I had never experienced Him before. It
seemed as though I could hear the quiet assurance of an inner voice saying: “Stand
up for righteousness, stand up for truth; and God will be at your side forever.” Al-
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most at once my fears began to go. My uncertainty disappeared. I was ready to face
anything.®

Although King would depict this incident in his memoir as a crucial turning point
in his spiritual life, he did not mention it publicly until a year later, when he
confronted another wave of segregationist violence in Montgomery.*

Increasingly aware of his own importance to the movement, King also appre-
ciated its grass-roots character. One of many individuals responsible for sustain-
ing the bus boycott, he recognized that his influence was important but not al-
ways decisive. On 30 January he remarked at an MIA mass meeting, “I want you
to know that if M. L. King had never been born this movement would have taken
place. I just happened to be here.”?” He became the movement’s preeminent
spokesperson, but he consulted regularly with other local leaders, synthesized
conflicting positions, delegated considerable responsibility, and moderated as
well as stimulated mass militancy. He admitted to a friend at the end of January
that the situation in Montgomery kept him “so busy that I hardly have time to
breathe.” * King also insisted that the movement’s foot soldiers were determined
to persevere, even if some leaders had grown weary. “From my limited contact,”
he remarked at an executive board meeting on 30 January, “if we went tonight
and asked the people to get back on the bus, we would be ostracized. They
wouldn’t get back.” He added that the threats against him were “a small price to
pay if victory can be won.” %

Just a few hours later, during a mass meeting at First Baptist Church, King
learned that his house had been bombed. After being reassured of the safety of
his wife and child, who had been in the parsonage when dynamite exploded on
the front porch, King arrived home to find a large crowd of enraged black resi-
dents confronting police and city officials. Although Mayor Gayle and Police
Commissioner Sellers were there to express their concern, King insisted that the
incident was an outgrowth of the city’s harassment efforts. In an impromptu ad-
dress to the angry residents, he said that violence directed at him would not end
the movement because he was not indispensable: “If I am stopped our work will
not stop.” His remarks as quoted in the Montgomery Advertiser reaffirmed his com-
mitment to nonviolence and Christian principles: “He who lives by the sword will
perish by the sword. Remember that is what God said. We are not advocating

35. King, Stride Toward Freedom, pp. 133—-135.
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violence. We want to love our enemies.” * Hours later Coretta Scott King’s father,
Obadiah (Obie) Scott, and King, Sr., along with his daughter Christine and son
A. D, arrived to find everyone safe. King, Sr., later reported that after the bomb-
ing his wife, Alberta Williams King, “wanted M. L. out of the movement right
then,” but that their son was “determined to continue his work.” #!

By now, the MIA leadership was no longer expecting a quick settlement; the
boycott movement, they concluded, should directly confront segregated bus seat-
ing. This shift in strategy was prompted by the stalemate and encouraged by dis-
cussions with NAACP officials, who were eager to provide legal support for the
Montgomery movement once local leaders showed themselves willing to attack
segregation forthrightly.*? At the 30 January executive board meeting, MIA
leaders decided to accept the NAACP’s legal help in a federal lawsuit, Aurelia S.
Browder et al. v. William A. Gayle, in which four Montgomery women challenged
the constitutionality of the city and state bus segregation statutes. After debating
the issue, board members voted to continue the bus boycott even as they pursued
desegregation through litigation.*® At an executive board meeting three days
later, King reaffirmed the MIA’s determination to proceed with both the boycott
and the legal challenge despite segregationist intimidation. “We’re not going to
give up; they can drop bombs in my house every day, I'm firmer now than ever,”
he reportedly remarked.**

VeACADe:

King’s success as a protest leader derived largely from his understanding of the
religious culture that pervaded the local movement and his ability to express fa-
miliar ideas cogently, utilizing concepts drawn from his theological studies. Al-
though ostensibly a secular organization, the MIA was dominated by ministers.
Its mass meetings, held in churches on Mondays and Thursdays, at times re-
sembled evangelical services with the leaders’ oratory enlivened by call-and-
response exchanges, congregational singing, scripture reading, and personal tes-
timonials.*® King and other ministers, especially Abernathy, shared responsibility
for the morale-building “pep talks,” but King’s frequent addresses were excep-
tional in their merging of inspirational oratory with thoughtful explications of
the larger philosophical and historical significance of the boycott movement.
King retained some of his ingrained skepticism regarding religious emotional-
ism, remarking, “If we, as a people, had as much religion in our hearts and souls
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as we have in our legs and feet, we could change the world.” * Nevertheless, he
delivered compelling addresses to emotionally responsive and staid congrega-
tions alike. (He fondly recalled his father’s expressive congregation, advising a
preacher friend that, when compared to Dexter, Ebenezer had “some of the
‘masses’ in it,” adding that “you can get in an occasional amen there.”)*” Al-
though King’s doctoral training set him apart from other ministers, his familiarity
with African-American preaching traditions enabled him to display erudition
without losing the attention of those with less formal education.

King’s effectiveness was enhanced by his “closest associate and most trusted
friend,” Ralph Abernathy. The two had met briefly in Atlanta during the early
1950s, and after King’s arrival in Montgomery they dined together almost nightly,
engaging in extended conversations that included Coretta and Abernathy’s wife,
Juanita. The two men’s personalities and abilities complemented each other.
Abernathy later wrote that from the beginning of the friendship, “Martin ex-
pounded philosophy, [while] I saw its practical application on the local level.” *
King later described his fellow Baptist minister as a “persuasive and dynamic”
speaker “with the gift of laughing people into positive action. When things be-
came languid around mass meetings, Ralph Abernathy infused his audiences
with new life and ardor.” * King’s and Abernathy’s skills and abilities were com-
plementary. One observer of the mass meetings recalled that King’s discourses
on agape and other philosophical concepts were sometimes brought down to
earth by Abernathy: “Now, let me tell you what that means for tomorrow morn-
ing.”* They were constant companions in Montgomery, as well as on speaking
trips and family vacations. “It was mighty good to see you and Brother Abernathy
yesterday,” one friend wrote King. “To see one is to see the other now. You are
sworn buddies in religion and the missionary journey akin to Paul’s of old.”*!
King remembered that they “prayed together and made important decisions to-
gether. His ready good humor lightened many tense moments. Whenever I went
out of town I always left him in charge of the important business of the associa-
tion, knowing that it was in safe hands.” %2

As in African-American churches, initiative and direction within the MIA came
not only from male ministers but also from less visible leaders, especially women.
Because they were largely excluded from the ministerial ranks that had tradition-
ally provided leadership in black communities, female leaders stayed out of the
spotlight and rarely served as speakers at MIA mass meetings or out-of-town sup-
port rallies. Black women played crucial roles, however, in sustaining the MIA’s
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ongoing committees and volunteer networks. King later conceded that, “more
than any other person,” Jo Ann Robinson “was active on every level of the pro-
test.” 53 Besides assuming an influential role as a strategist on the executive board
and several committees, Robinson served as a key MIA negotiator because of
her extensive experience lobbying white officials. Other women, such as Euretta
Adair, Johnnie Carr, Irene West, and King’s secretary Maude L. Ballou, were re-
sponsible for most of the daily activities that kept the boycott going, especially
the car pool. African-American working women, having once been the primary
users of the buses as they commuted to domestic jobs in white homes, were the
mainstays of the bus boycott.

Coretta King herself played an active role in the boycott movement, firmly
supporting her husband’s decision to accept a leadership position in the MIA
and, despite caring for an infant daughter, often joining him at movement
events. “All along I have supported my husband in this cause,” she said in March,
“and at this point I feel even stronger about the cause, and whatever happens to
him [ ... ] happens to me.” She became more involved as the boycott progressed,
speaking publicly on behalf of the protest and singing at concerts.*

Members of the Dexter congregation also gave King vital support as he
struggled to handle the physical and psychological demands of his rigorous
speaking schedule and the basic operations of the MIA. Coretta King confided to
a reporter that her husband “never has a minute to himself. When he isn’t in
court, he is attending meetings of the Association. When he is home, he is always
on the phone.” She depended on the help of others, particularly the women of
Dexter, who “rallied around” her and her husband. “The ladies of the church
and ladies of other churches and women in general have been extremely kind to
us,” she recalled. “All day long they come to my home. They clean our home,
wash the baby, and bring food.” *

King regretted that his responsibilities as a leader often took him away from
Dexter. “For months,” he later recalled, “my day-to-day contact with my parish-
ioners had almost ceased. I had become no more than a Sunday preacher.” ¢
(Even then, sixteen of his Sundays during 1956 were spent preaching elsewhere.)
In his end-of-the-year report, King apologized for his absences and thanked the
congregation for its support. “Due to the multiplicity of duties that have come
to me as a result of my involvement in the protest, I have often lagged behind
in my pastoral duties.” He expressed appreciation to those who had stepped in
for him and “given words of encouragement when I needed them most. Even
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when my life and the life of my family were in personal jeopardy, you were at my
side.” 7

Trusted Dexter members acted as King’s personal bodyguards as threats
mounted. Bob Williams, a friend from Morehouse and a professor of music at
Alabama State, accompanied him nearly everywhere. He was in the car when
King was arrested in January and later helped staff the twenty-four-hour protec-
tion that the MIA provided the Dexter parsonage after the bombing. “From the
moment the protest started,” King later wrote, Williams was “seldom far from my
side or Coretta’s.”® Coretta King remembered that Williams “came to sleep
there every night—not that he slept much.” According to her account, Williams
had apparently “slipped his shotgun into the house without Martin’s knowledge
of it and sat up most of the night with his gun beside him.”* In the tense days
following the bombing, King had unsuccessfully sought gun permits for his body-
guards, but he eventually decided to get rid of all guns, including his own, after
discussing with his wife and others the inconsistency of leading a nonviolent
movement while permitting the use of weapons for protection. “We tried to sat-
isfy our friends by having floodlights mounted around the house, and hiring un-
armed watchmen around the clock.”

On 21 February white Alabama officials initiated their most concerted effort to
defeat the MIA by indicting eighty-nine boycott leaders for violating a 1921 state
law barring conspiracies that interfered with lawful businesses.®’ King was in
Nashville when he learned that he, Nixon, Parks, and many others had been
charged. On his way home he stopped in Atlanta, where his parents sought to
dissuade him from returning to Montgomery. That evening King, Sr., tried to
convince his son to leave the Montgomery movement by convening a group of
black leaders close to the family, including Morehouse College president Benja-
min Mays and Atlanta University president Rufus E. Clement, to discuss the mat-
ter. Mays supported King’s view that he should not abandon the movement. “I
would rather be in jail ten years than desert my people now,” King recalled telling
the group. “I have begun the struggle, and I can’t turn back. I have reached the
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point of no return.” ® Finally forced to acquiesce, King, Sr., drove to Montgom-
ery with his son and accompanied him to the courthouse, where the indicted
pastor surrendered to the sheriff on 23 February. He was released on bond after
being fingerprinted and photographed.®

Although the indictment of boycott leaders was intended to weaken the resolve
of the MIA activists, in fact it only strengthened the movement, securing exten-
sive national press coverage for King’s advocacy of nonviolent resistance to seg-
regation. The indictments attracted numerous expressions of support from sym-
pathizers outside Montgomery.®*® When King spoke at a mass meeting after his
arrest, the New York Times provided front-page coverage, quoting King’s comment
that the boycott was “not a war between the white and the Negro but a conflict
between justice and injustice.” The reporter highlighted King’s admonition
against violence. “We must use the weapon of love,” King was quoted as telling
several thousand supporters at First Baptist Church. “We must have compassion
and understanding for those who hate us.” % Even more than the bombing of
King’s home three weeks before, the prosecution transformed King and the MIA
into national symbols of civil rights protest. Afterward the volume of supportive
correspondence, speaking requests, and contributions increased dramatically.

King’s trial, which began on March 19, became a forum for the bus boycott
movement, drawing many prominent spectators, including Detroit congressman
Charles C. Diggs, Jr. The legal strategy of the MIA attorneys asserted two main
points: first, that the MIA was conducting a constitutional protest rather than an
economic boycott, and second, that MIA leaders had only advised local citizens,
encouraging them to decide for themselves whether to stay off the buses. Wit-
nesses supported the latter contention. As MIA recording secretary U. J. Fields
insisted before the trial, “The people themselves have made up their own minds,
their minds have not been made up for them.” % Mrs. A. W. West similarly com-
mented, “The leaders could do nothing by themselves. They are only the voice
of thousands of colored workers.” %7 (At a February mass meeting, Abernathy had
expressed a widely held view when he announced to the audience, “This is your
movement; we don’t have any leaders in the movement; you are the leaders.”
When the audience shouted their approval, Abernathy added, “We tell Rev. King
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what to say and he says what we want him to say.” ) *® Gladys Moore reflected the
same sentiments when she testified at the trial, “Wasn’t no one man started it. We
all started it over night.” %

Despite such protestations, however, the boycott could not have been sus-
tained without effective leadership. Well before the trial, King’s role as the MIA’s
main spokesperson and administrator was evident. Moreover, once Judge Eu-
gene Carter and the prosecutors agreed to a defense request that all defendants
be tried separately, with King to be tried first, journalists focused on him. Al-
though the prosecution suggested that the MIA leaders did in fact hold authority
in the movement, King temporized on the witness stand, understating the extent
to which he had influenced the course of the movement. Rather than using the
trial as a public forum to proclaim his willingness to risk jail in order to achieve a
worthy goal, King insisted that he had only told MIA members “to let your con-
science be your guide, if you want to ride that is all right.” Asked if he had ever
advocated violence, King was adamant: “My motivation has been the exact con-
verse of that; I urged nonviolence at all points.” 7

After King testified, Judge Carter found him guilty of conducting an illegal
boycott against Montgomery City Lines and fined him $500 plus court costs.
When he refused to pay, the judge converted the fine into a sentence of 386 days
of labor in the Montgomery County Jail. King’s attorneys indicated that they
would appeal the conviction to the Alabama Court of Appeals; Carter then sus-
pended the sentence and postponed the remaining boycott cases until King’s
appeal was resolved. MIA supporters attending the trial had been quiet and com-
posed for much of it and showed little emotion as the verdict was read. When
King emerged from the courthouse, however, the waiting crowd cheered and
vowed to continue the boycott until they achieved their goal.”

PSP

King’s signal contribution to the Montgomery movement was to infuse it with a
Christian ethos of nonviolence and explicitly Gandhian precepts of nonviolent
action. He undoubtedly learned about the Gandhian independence movement
while attending Morehouse, where Benjamin Mays occasionally spoke of his trav-
els in India during his Tuesday morning lectures to the student body. King re-
membered that his first extensive exposure to Gandhian ideas came during his
years at Crozer, when, inspired by a lecture at Philadelphia’s Friendship House
by Howard University president Mordecai Johnson, he bought “a half-dozen
books on Gandhi’s life and works.” 7 J. Pius Barbour, King’s friend and mentor
during his Crozer years, recalled King arguing for Gandhian methods during his
seminary years. ‘“‘Mike has always contended that no minority can afford to adopt

68. Abernathy quoted in J. Harold Jones, Notes on MIA Mass Meeting at Holt Street Baptist
Church, 27 February 1956. See also Ferron, Notes on MIA Mass Meeting at Holt Street Baptist Church,
27 February 1956, p. 144 in this volume.

69. Transcript, State of Alabama v. M. L. King, Jr., 22 March 1956.

70. King, Testimony, State of Alabama v. M. L. King, Jr., 22 March 1956, p. 186 in this volume.

71. See Reactions to Conviction, 22 March 1956, pp. 198—-19g in this volume.

72. King, Stride Toward Freedom, p. 96.



