INTRODUCTION

One of the frustrations of any young man is to approach the heights at such an
early age. The average man reaches this point maybe in his late forties or early
fifties. But when you reach it so young, your life becomes a kind of decrescendo.
You feel yourself fading from the screen at a time you should just be starting to
work toward your goal. And 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 already widely 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-
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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.”? 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 struggles.”* Rustin prepared the
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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
10 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 assistance.”5 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 10 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.® 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.® When he
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In spite of fimely Supreme Court decisions ruling out ratial separation, jim crow is still unbeaten.
But real sirides have been made in the last ysar to drastically reduce the web of segregation
— still the ugly weave of this: system shows too-much L

Montgomery Improvement Association flyer, “Segregation Hasn’t Been Licked” (March 1957)



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 structure.®

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.!® 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.”!!

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.”'2 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-
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ports that he collapsed at the pulpit.!®* 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 probably just pass out if he kept on going.”'* 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.”!?

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 2% 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.” % 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
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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 10 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.”1® 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.!® 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.”?¢

WEAO A0z

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.2! Confirming his emergence as a national black
leader, King and his wife traveled with a delegation that included A. Philip Ran-
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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.”#?
Though he had previously ignored King’s telegrams, Nixon invited him to Wash-
ington to discuss the southern segregation crisis.?*

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 itin 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 a just 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 it.”24

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 decreased.”?

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
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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.”26

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 bus 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 of Jesus’ 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
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of death if He wants me to go there! Not my will, but Thy will be done.”?® 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 Montgomery.”3°

AWLALCAOCs

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.”?! 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 you.”3?

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
profile in the New York Times. The national media stressed King’s Georgia roots
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.”? 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-
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velopment leading toward “a lessening of the tensions and feelings against me
and the movement itself.”3*

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, 10 February, congregations across
the country heard their ministers read a statement King wrote for the National
Council of Churches’ annual “Race Relations Sunday.”% 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.? 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 Communism.”3” 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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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).

87. King, “This is a Great Time to Be Alive,” 24 April 1957.
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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 towns.”3? 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.”3°

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.? 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.”#! 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 go 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 of 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.”*?

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,
pPp- 184-191 in this volume.

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,”
24 June 1957.

41. Harris Wofford, “Birthday Party For a Bus Boycott,” 25 January 1958.

42. King, “Conquering Self-Centeredness,” 11 August 1957, pp. 248259 in this volume.



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.*® 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.**

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 10 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:

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 at
last, free at last, great God almighty I'm free at last.”*

WCAOCAD2

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

48. 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,” 11 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 Douglass’s use of Cowper, see Douglass, “Slavery, the Free Church, and British Agitation
Against Bondage,” g August 1849, in The Frederick Douglass 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 The Frederick Douglass Papers:
Series 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,” 10 April
1957, pp. 167-17%9 in this volume.
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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 v. Board of 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 administration.

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 Givil Rights bill which will be blocked and filibustered by a small group.”*’
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.”*?

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, and other speakers addressed a range
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 urgency.*

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
NAAGCP leaders to prevent the Pilgrimage from becoming a protest against Eisenhower’s tepid sup-
port for civil rights (see Rabb to Adams, 2 April 1957). Afterwards, 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 York
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 1957. 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, 13 April 1957).

48. See Baker, Rustin, and Levison, Memo regarding Prayer Pilgrimage, February 1957.

49. Rustin to King, 10 May 1957, pp. 199-201 in this volume.



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, 1g954.%

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.%! 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.”%? 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-aboutleader.”5?

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.?* 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- 208215 in this volume).

51. James Hicks, “King Emerges as Number One Leader,” New York Amsterdam News, 1 June 1957.

52. Norman J. Whitney to Friends, 19 May 1957.

53. Art Peters, “Rev. Martin Luther King Says Moral Laws Ignored,” Philadelphia Tribune, 21 May
1957-

54. King to Nixon, 15 May 1954, p. 204 in this volume; Nixon to King, 23 May 1957.
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