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vacant seat, but again the officials were unresponsive.

Then, on May 17, 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court handed down its widely her-
alded school desegregation decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka,
which explicitly held that the segregationist doctrine of “separate but equal” was
unconstitutional. Her spirits lifted, Mrs. Robinson four days later sent a firm decla-
ration to Montgomery Mayor W. A. Gayle. . . . Other Alabama cities, such as
Mobile, were using the front-to-back and back-to-front seating policy without any
problems, Mrs. Robinson reminded Gayle. Why could not Montgomery do the
same? “Please consider this plea,” she wrote him, “and il possible, act favorably
upon it, for even now plans are being made to ride less, or not at all, on our buses.
‘We do not want this.”

Robinson’s hints about a boycott were not supported by any unified sentiment
in the black community. One mid-1954 meeting of community leaders had found a
majority opposed to any boycott at that time. The stalemate continued into early
1955 as Nixon and the WPC privately discussed the possibility of mounting a legal
challenge to Montgomery's bus seating practices. Then, on March 2, 1955, an inci-
dent occurred that galvanized the long-smoldering black sentiments. A fifteen-
year-old high school student, Claudette Colvin, refused a driver’s demand that she
give up her bus seat, well toward the rear of the vehicle, to allow newly boarding
whites to sit down. Policemen dragged Colvin from the bus, and word spread
quickly. Mrs. Robinson and Nixon thought they might have an ideal legal test case.
Colvin had been active in the NAACP Youth Council, and the group’s advisor, Mrs.
Rosa Parks, along with her friend Virginia Durr, began soliciting contributions toward
the legal fees. Almost immediately, however, problems developed. First, Colvin’s
resistance to the arresting officers had resulted in her being charged with assault
and battery as well as violating city and state segregation statutes. Second, both
Robinson and Nixon learned in independent interviews with Colvin and her family
that the young unmarried woman was several months pregnant. Both leaders con-
cluded that Colvin would be neither an ideal candidate for symbolizing the abuse
heaped upon black passengers nor a good litigant for a test suit certain to generate
great pressures and publicity. . . .

‘When Mrs. Robinson learned of the [Rosa Parks's] arrest late that Thursday
night from Fred Gray, she immediately phoned Nixon, who had just gotten home
from Mrs. Parks’s house. Together they agreed that this was just what they had been
waiting for. “We had planned the protest long before Mrs. Parks was arrested,”
Mrs. Robinson emphasized years later. “There had been so many things that hap-
pened, that the black women had been embarrassed over, and they were ready to ex-
plode.” Also, “Mrs. Parks had the caliber of character we needed to get the city to
rally behind us.” Robinson told Nixon that she and her WPC colleagues would begin
producing boycott leaflets immediately, and the two agreed that the flyers would call
on all black people to stay off the buses on Monday, the day of Mrs. Parks’s trial.
They also agreed that the black community leadership should assemble on Friday.
Nixon would organize that meeting, while Robinson would see to the leafletting.

Robinson alerted several of her WPC colleagues, then sat down and drafted
the leaflet. She called a friend who had access to Alabama State’s mimeograph
room, and they rendezvoused at the college and began running off thousands of
copies. They worked all night, and when morning came, WPC members, helped

by some of Robinson’s students, began distributing the announcements to every
black neighborhood in Montgomery. . . . The long-discussed boycott was about
to get under way.

After a fitful night, E. D. Nixon arose early Friday morning to begin assembling
the black leadership. Nixon knew that a mass boycott of Montgomery’s buses could
not be accomplished simply by the WPC and the few regular activists such as him-
self. Although the women had been the driving force behind all of the black com-
munity efforts of the last few years, a mass protest would succeed only if they
could obtain the enthusiastic support of Montgomery’s black ministers. With that
in mind, Nixon made his first call to one of the youngest and most outspoken of the
city’s pastors, Ralph D. Abernathy.

Abernathy, the secretary of the Baptist Ministers” Alliance, told Nixon he would
support the effort. . . . Abernathy also advised Nixon to phone one of Abernathy’s
best friends, the Reverend M. L. King, Jr., pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church,
and ask if the meeting could be held there. In the meantime, Abernathy would begin
contacting other ministers.

Nixon quickly secured [President of the Baptist Ministers” Alliance Reverend
H. H.] Hubbard’s approval. He then called King. Nixon related the events of the pre-
vious evening, told King of the emerging consensus to begin a boycott on Monday,
and asked if the young pastor would join in supporting the effort. King hesitated. He
had a newborn daughter, less than one month old, and heavy responsibilities at his
church. Only a few weeks earlier he had declined to be considered for president of
the local NAACP chapter because of these other demands on his time. He wasn’t
sure he could handle any additional responsibilities. “Brother Nixon,” he said, “let
me think about it awhile, and call me back.” Nixon told King that he and Abernathy
already were telling people to meet at King’s church that evening. “That’s all right,”
King replied. “T just want to think about it and then you call me back.” Nixon agreed.

King hadn’t had long to mull over Nixon’s request before Abernathy called.
Abernathy had heard from Nixon about his friend’s hesitation, and wanted to stress
to King the opportunity that the Parks arrest represented. King acknowledged that
Abernathy was correct; he had no quarrel with the boycott plan. So long as he did
not have to do the organizational work, he would be happy to support the effort and
host the evening meeting at Dexter church. . . .

Early Friday evening, as Mrs. Robinson’s leaflets circulated throughout Mont-
gomery, some seventy black leaders assembled in the basement meeting room of
Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. After a brief prayer by Hubbard, [Reverend L. Roy]
Bennett took the floor and told the influential group that he did not see much need
for any extended discussion because he, Bennett, knew full well how to organize
a boycott.

Bennett lectured on. As the minutes passed, more and more people became
frustrated and angry. Despite repeated requests, Bennett refused to yield the floor.
When Bennett’s monologue reached the half-hour mark, some people began walking
out. Among those to leave was Alabama State Professor James E. Pierce, one of
Nixon's closest allies. Earlier that day Pierce had tried to dissuade his friend from
the boycott plan on the grounds that many black citizens might not support it. This
session had only strengthened Pierce’s doubts about the effort, and his fear that
many individual leaders, like Bennett, would be unable to put aside their rivalries and
desires for self-advancement long enough to agree on a unified community effort.
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out. I'm going.” King was unhappy too, and told Pierce, “I would like to go too, but
it’s in my church.”

Finally, Ralph Abernathy stood up and took over the meeting from Bennett, in-
sisting that all of the twenty or so people who remained be given an opportunity to
speak. Jo Ann Robinson seconded Abernathy’s demand. and proposed that all pres-
ent endorse the Monday boycott. A mass meeting would be called for Monday night
at the large Holt Street Baptist Church to determine whether community sentiment
‘would support extending the boycott beyond Monday. A new version of Robinson’s
leaflet would be prepared, adding the news about the mass meeting. Some ministers,
hesitant about even a one-day boycott, went along so that some unity would emerge
despite Bennett’s performance. It was agreed that those who remained would meet
again Monday afternoon, after Mrs. Parks’s trial, to plan the mass meeting.

Abernathy and King stayed at Dexter church until almost midnight, mimeo-
graphing the new leaflets. Early Saturday the distribution began, with two hundred
or more volunteers giving out the handbills in door-to-door visits. Meanwhile, a
taxi committee headed by Rev. W. J. Powell was winning agreement from all the
black cab firms to carry riders on Monday for only the standard bus fare of ten
cents. Then, Saturday evening, King, Abernathy, and others visited nightclubs to
spread further the news of the upcoming boycott. . . .

The first public word of the impending boycott appeared, however, in the Sat-
urday afternoon edition of Montgomery’s smaller paper. the Alabama Journal. Tt
quoted the bus company’s Bagley as saying he was “sorry that the colored people
blame us for any state or city ordinance which we didn’t have passed,” and re-
ported that he had discussed the news with company attorney Jack Crenshaw.
Montgomery City Lines, Bagley stressed, felt it had no choice in the matter. “We
have to obey all laws” . ..

Although happy with the public coverage, the black leaders discussed Bennett’s
disastrous performance and the need to move the protest out from under the mantle
of his Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance. There were few options. The leader-
ship of the Women'’s Political Council knew that any public revelation of their central
role would cost many of them their jobs at publicly controlled Alabama State. No
other existing organization, including the NAACP chapter, had sufficient breadth of
membership to represent all those who already had taken a hand in organizing the
boycott. A new organization, with freshly chosen leaders, would have to be formed.

Abernathy and King agreed that creating a new organization would be the best
way to oust Bennett without openly insulting him. Abernathy thought that Nixon
would be the obvious choice for president of the new group, but King had doubts,
arguing that Rufus Lewis would be better suited for the job. Only one month earlier
King had tried to persuade Abernathy to take the NAACP presidency, but he had
said no. He was thinking of returning to graduate school. Abernathy knew that
King also had declined the NAACP post.

In addition to King and Abernathy, . . . Rufus Lewis and one of his closest
friends, P. E. Conley, spent the weekend discussing what they could do. They also
wanted to be rid of Bennett, and Lewis felt that the unschooled Nixon would be
equally unacceptable. An ideal candidate who should be acceptable to all the dif-
ferent groups, Lewis told Conley, was his own pastor, Reverend King. True, Lewis

conceded, the twenty-six-year-old King did look “more like a boy than a man,” but
he was extremely well educated and an articulate speaker. Those qualities would
appeal strongly to the wealthier, professional segment of the black community,
people who otherwise might be ambivalent about conditions on public buses that
they rarely patronized. Likewise. the fact that King was a minister, and a Baptist
‘minister, should help to draw the more conservative clergy into what had begun as
a secularly led effort. . . . King, he told Conley, would be an ideal choice; both men
agreed to put him forward at the Monday meeting.

Early Monday morning the attention of the black leadership shifted to the
question of how successful the boycott would be. Nixon, Robinson, King, and others
arose early to begin their own individual surveys of bus ridership. King watched
several nearly empty buses pass his South Jackson Street home and then set out by
car to observe others. In one hour’s worth of driving, King spied only eight black
riders. Hundreds of others could be seen headed toward their jobs on foot, or gather-
ing for rides with friends and acquaintances. The black leaders were pleased; the
first hours of the boycott represented a grand success. . . .

That afternoon, several dozen black leaders assembled at Reverend Bennett’s
Mt. Zion AME Church. Bennett immediately took charge. “We are not going to have
any talking. I am not going to let anybody talk: we came here to work and to out-
line our program.” As Ralph Abernathy recalled the scene, “I tried to get the floor,
but he said, *Well, Ab, although you're my good friend, I'm not going to even let you
talk—so sit down.’” At that point, an objection was raised that some “stool pigeons”
representing city officials might be present, and that a smaller group should meet
in private to map their course of action. That idea was adopted, and a committee of
eighteen persons was chosen to meet in the pastor’s study. . . .

The group also accepted Abernathy’s recommendation of “Montgomery Tm-
provement Association” as a name for the new organization. Then Bennett called
for nominations for officers, beginning with president. Without a moment’s pause,
Rufus Lewis’s voice rang out. “Mr. Chairman, I would like to nominate Reverend
M. L. King for president.” P. E. Conley, Lewis’s friend, immediately seconded it.
No other candidates were put forward, and King was asked if he would accept the
position. Abernathy, seated beside him, fully expected King to decline. Instead, after
a pause, King told his colleagues, “Well, if you think I can render some service, I
will,” and accepted the presidency. . . .

The newly chosen president returned home less than an hour before the meet-
ing at which he would deliver the major speech. . ..

As 7:00 M. approached, the area around Holt Street Baptist Church became
increasingly crowded with cars and people. Thousands of Montgomery’s black
citizens were intent upon attending the mass meeting. The building itself was full
to capacity long before seven, but Reverend Wilson quickly arranged for loud-
speakers to be set up outside. King and Abernathy had to make their way slowly
through the growing crowd, which was solemn and dignified almost to the point
of complete silence. Though perhaps unwieldy, the number of people was gratify-
ing to the leaders, and answered the question that had been left open that after-
noon. As King put it, “my doubts concerning the continued success of our venture”
were dispelled by the mass turnout. “The question of calling off the protest was
now academic.”
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When the program got under way, one thousand people were inside the church
and four thousand were gathered outside for at least a block in every direction. Con-
trary to E. D. Nixon’s desire, no speakers were introduced by name as one pastor
led a prayer and a second read a selection of Scripture. Then King stepped forward to
tell the people why and how they must protest the arrest and conviction of Mrs, Parks
and the continuing indignities that hundreds of them regularly suffered on Mont-
gomery’s buses. King gave a lengthy testimonial to Mrs. Parks’s character, and re-
‘minded his listeners that she, and they, suffered these insults only on account of their
race. “First and foremost we are American citizens,” he continued. “We are not here
advocating violence. We have overcome that. . . . The only weapon that we have . . .
is the weapon of protest,” and “the great glory of American democracy is the right
to protest for right.” He referred twice to the commands of the U.S. Constitution,
and once to the Supreme Court’s prior vindication of blacks’ demands for truly
equal rights. But protest and legal demands were only part of what was required,
King went on. “We must keep God in the forefront. Let us be Christian in all of our
action.”. . . Rising to their feet, the people applauded heartily.

King’s MIA colleague and subsequent biographer, L. D. Reddick, later observed
that “during this early period, King’s philosophy of nonviolent resistance was only
gradually taking form. When he made his debut as president of the MIA at the ini-
tial mass meeting, December 5, he did not mention Gandhi or anything directly relat-
ing to the Mahatma’s theory or practice of social change. His speech was just one
more appeal to principles of Christianity and democracy, to fair play and compassion
for those in the opposite camp.” By Christmas, however, an emerging emphasis on
nonviolence was clear. The statement of the MIA position, set forth in the mimeo-
graphed brochure, observed that “this is a movement of passive resistance, depend-
ing on moral and spiritual forces. We, the oppressed, have no hate in our hearts for
the oppressors, but we are, nevertheless, determined to resist until the cause of Jjustice
triumphs.” Though “passive resistance” was a misnomer, the conscious desire to
combine Gandhian precepts with Christian principles was growing in both King
and the MIA. . ..

Within the private councils of the MIA, there was growing appreciation both
for King’s ability as the boycott’s principal public spokesman and for his skillful
leadership of the executive board. “King knew how to get along with all types and
classes of people. He also persuaded them to get along with each other,” MIA histo-
rian Lawrence Reddick later recalled. King’s “democratic, patient and optimistic”
approach to things impressed everyone. . . .

- .. On Monday, [January 23, 1956] Mayor Gayle announced that the city was
adopting a new, tougher stance. Calling the MIA “a group of Negro radicals who
have split asunder the fine relationships” between Montgomery’s blacks and whites,
Gayle declared that “we have pussyfooted around on this boycott long enough.” No
further negotiations would take place while the protest remained in force. “Until
they are ready to end it, there will be no more discussions” White people, Gayle
emphasized, must realize that far more was at stake in the MIA’s demands than
merely the question of seating practices. “What they are after is the destruction of
our social fabric.”

The meaning of the new city policy quickly became clear. Sellers ordered
policemen to disperse groups of blacks waiting for car pool rides on street corners,
and Gayle asked white housewives to stop giving rides to their black domestic

‘Making the Great Society: Civil Rights 371

waorkers. Giving a lift to any black person would merely aid “the Negro radicals
who lead the boycott.” City police also began tailing drivers from the MIA car
pool, issuing tickets for trivial or nonexistent traffic violations. The official harass-
ment made some protest supporters pause. “The voluntary pick-up system began to
weaken,” one MIA leader reported, and “for a moment the protest movement
seemed to be wavering.”

One of the first motorists to fall victim to this new policy of traffic enforcement
was King himself. On Thursday, January 26, King left Dexter church in midafter-
1noon, accompanied by one of his best friends, Robert Williams, and his church secre-
tary, Mrs. Lillie Thomas. Before heading home, King stopped at the MIA’s central
transportation point to give three other persons a lift. When King pulled out, two
motorcycle officers began tailing him. After several blocks, King stopped to drop off
the riders. The officers pulled up beside him and told him he was under arrest. . . .

King was placed in a filthy group cell with various black criminals. Several
minutes later he was taken out and fingerprinted. It was the first time King had
been locked in a jail, and the first time he had been fingerprinted. . . .

Meanwhile, word of King’s arrest had spread rapidly through the black com-
munity. Even before Abernathy returned, several dozen others—members of Dexter,
MIA colleagues, and friends—began arriving at the jail. The growing crowd worried
the white jailers, and while the fingerprinting ink was still being wiped from King’s
hands, the chief jailer told him he was free to leave upon his own signature. His
trial would be Saturday morning. In hardly a moment’s time, King was escorted
out and driven back to town.

The emotional trauma of the arrest heightened the growing personal tensions
King was feeling. He had not wanted to be the focal point of the protest in the first
place, and he had erroneously assumed that a negotiated settlement would be ob-
tained in just a few weeks time. With no end in sight, and more attention coming
his way, King wondered whether he was up to the rigors of the job. He stressed to
everyone that he as an individual was not crucial to the protest, that if something
happened to him, or should he step aside, the movement would go on. “If M. L. King
had never been born this movement would have taken place,” the young minister
told one mass meeting. “I just happened to be here. You know there comes a time
when time itself is ready for change. That time has come in Montgomery, and I had
nothing to do with it.”

... That night, for the first time in his life, King felt . . . an experience [with God]
as he sought to escape the pressures the MIA presidency had placed upon him.

He thought more about how trouble-free his life had been until the movement
began. ...

And then we started our struggle together. Things were going well for the first few days
but then, about ten or fifteen days later, after the white people in Montgomery knew
that we meant business, they started doing some nasty things. They started making
nasty telephone calls, and it came to the point that some days more than forty telephone
calls would come in, threatening my life, the life of my family, the life of my child. I
took it for a while, in a strong manner.

But that night, unable to be at peace with himself, King feared he could take it
no longer. Tt was the most important night of his life, the one he always would
think back to in future years when the pressures again seemed to be too great.
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“It was around midnight,” he said, thinking back on it. “You can have some
strange experiences at midnight.” The threatening caller had rattled him deeply.
“Nigger, we are tired of you and your mess now. And if you aren’t out of this town
in three days, we’re going to blow your brains out, and blow up your house.”

| 1 sat there and thought about a beautiful little daughter who had just been born. . . . She
was the darling of my life. 'd come in night after night and see that little gentle smile.
And [ sat at that table thinking about that little girl and thinking about the fact that she
could be taken away from me any minute. . . .

And I discovered then that religion had to become real to me, and I had to know
God for myself. And I bowed down over that cup of coffee. I never will forget it. .. I
prayed a prayer, and T prayed out loud that night. T said, “Lord, I'm down here trying (o
do what’s right. I think I'm right. I think the cause that we represent is right. But Lord,
I must confess that I'm weak now, I'm faltering. I'm losing my courage. And I can’t let
the people see me like this because if they see me weak and losing my courage, they
will begin to get weak.”

Then it happened:

And it seemed at that moment that I could hear an inner voice saying to me, “Martin
Luther, stand up for righteousness. Stand up for justice. Stand up for truth. And lo Twill
be with you, even until the end of the world.” . . . T heard the voice of Jesus saying still
to fight on. He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone. No never alone.
No never alone. He promised never o leave me, never fo leave me alone.

That experience gave King a new strength and courage. “Almost at once my fears
began to go. My uncertainty disappeared.” He went back to bed no longer worried
about the threats of bombings. . . .

King’s sense of history and the broader meaning of the protest was striking.
“Whether we want to be or not, we are caught in a great moment of history,” King
told one mass meeting. “It is bigger than Montgomery. . . . The vast majority of the
people of the world are colored. . . . Up until four or five years ago” most of them
“were exploited by the empires of the west. . . . Today many are free. . . . And the
rest are on the road. . . . We are part of that great movement.” The target was larger
than just segregation. “We must oppose all exploitation. . . . We want no classes
and castes. . . . We want to see everybody free.”
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