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Once I was able to define my role, as distinguished from my “place” in the extraordinary drama that is America, I was released from the illusion that I hated America.

JAMES BALDWIN, 1963







PROLOGUE
WE ARE ALL WITNESSES

On November 5, 1962, Howard University played host to an extraordinary gathering of Negro luminaries. The headliners included James Baldwin, already a best-selling novelist on the brink of achieving undreamed-of global stardom; John Oliver Killens, the enterprising novelist, screenplay writer, and race man; and actors Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee, who formed one of the most recognizable entertainment duos in Black America.1 Ralph Ellison, the National Book Award–winning author of Invisible Man and the most well-known Negro writer in America, canceled at the last minute, as did Lorraine Hansberry, the brilliant Black feminist playwright, though her intellectual presence filled the room that evening despite her physical absence.2

Fifteen hundred people attended The Negro Writer in America: A Symposium, which followed a dramatic period of social tension. It was just two months after James Meredith became the first Negro student to attend the University of Mississippi and triggered a constitutional crisis that had compelled John F. Kennedy, the youngest president ever elected, to deploy federal marshals to Oxford, Mississippi. The symposium drew celebrities from across the country; Sidney Poitier, America’s biggest Black movie star, traveled to Washington, DC, from New York City to attend. “Man, when I heard that these guys were going to be together in the same place, I decided that I had to hear them,” gushed Poitier. So did Malcolm X, the national representative of the Nation of Islam, who had cultivated friendships with all four of the panelists. Sterling Brown, the eminent Howard University literary scholar, poet, and mentor to two generations of Black activists and intellectuals, moderated the evening.3

The setting at Howard was auspicious. Its status as the mecca of Black intellectual and radical life had been forged during the Great Depression and Second World War, when its faculty included progressive scholars such as the future Nobel Prize winner Ralph Bunche, Abram Harris, and Sterling Brown. These professors centered the strivings of the Black working class in their literary production and were active in Local 440 of the American Federation of Teachers.

The evening was a family affair for John Oliver Killens, whose son Chuck wrote for the campus newspaper. Proudly identifying himself as a Negro writer, artist, teacher, and worker, Killens was fresh off a twelve-thousand-mile tour of West Africa that amplified his already profound love for the inherent dignity of Black people and the profundity of their history. “I am your conscience,” he announced to the crowd that night, speaking on behalf of American Negroes. “Get right with me, and you will truly be beautiful before the world.” Killens maintained a defiant hope that America might be on the cusp of discovering new freedoms that, in war and peace, so often eluded it. “You will be the land you should have been but never have been yet.”4

When it was James Baldwin’s turn to speak, all eyes were on him. He basked in the success of his recent novel Another Country as well as an essay, “Letter from a Region in My Mind,” published in that month’s New Yorker, that announced him as the literary voice of his generation. Over the course of the evening, Baldwin unleashed a dazzling display of intellectual erudition on the prospects of achieving freedom—defined as dignity and citizenship for Negroes, many of whom were still on the journey to embracing the Black parts of their identity that Malcolm X had urged them to love.

Along the way, Baldwin delivered a bracing indictment of American exceptionalism. “One of the things about being an artist is that you are produced by a people because they need you,” explained Baldwin. “But the people who produce you do not want you.” In a certain sense, Baldwin was referring to how the often-shifting political moods of the white imagination shaped the appetite for Negro writing. The social realism of Richard Wright during the Depression had given way to the reflexive anti-Communism that paved Ralph Ellison’s now gilded path and, to only a slightly lesser extent, his own. Baldwin recognized in that process American society’s tendency to produce, then reject, precisely the kind of artist it needed.5

Baldwin loved America, even more so following years of exile in Paris, which gave him the measure of distance he required to appreciate its defects and beauty. Baldwin had, of late, uncovered deeper truths than could be found in Malcolm X’s religious beliefs or the historical materialism of John Oliver Killens. Racial slavery had indeed produced what Killens called a “desperately sick” American society, one teeming with unequal schools, grinding poverty, police brutality, and mob violence that terrorized the Black children attempting to integrate public schools and the men and women hoping to attend colleges and universities.

America was in crisis, and Baldwin believed the cure lay in peeling back the layers of lies that had papered over the nation’s unrecognized history. This challenge mirrored the individual war every human being had to wage as they struggled to determine the shape and texture of their personal reality. “Americans want to believe a great many things about themselves which are not true,” Baldwin informed his audience that night. White people, he insisted, invented the “nigger” to build significant wealth at the expense of their souls. Myths of American innocence, virtue, and exceptionalism rested on falsehoods imbibed by whites and believed by all too many Black folks. Baldwin announced himself as a searcher, on a quest to get to the bottom of the racial nightmare, on a mission “to try to find out what really happened here… what really got us where we are.”

With the passionate intensity retained from his years as a teenage Harlem preacher, Baldwin foretold a coming racial storm. “The fact that you don’t know what is happening is the worst possible comment on American life you can make,” he said.

By the end of the symposium, the Howard University Hilltop couldn’t have been happier with the cultural and political coup they had just pulled off. The event was organized by Project Awareness, a campus-based effort cultivated by radicals associated with the Nonviolent Action Group (NAG), the local chapter of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, pronounced “snick”). Howard, already the center of Black political, intellectual, and artistic integrity, had absorbed an influx of students from emerging independent nations in Africa and the Caribbean. The Hilltop had overcome the doubts of cautious administrators to host a grand conversation about the meaning of freedom in a world experiencing political revolutions stretching from Alabama to Africa. The writers’ symposium wasn’t the first such victory for the campus radicals. A year earlier, they had invited Malcolm X to campus to debate Bayard Rustin, the intellectually brilliant, personally ornate, and unapologetically gay social democratic activist and mentor to Martin Luther King Jr. They did so over the objections of faculty, supported by James Nabrit, Howard’s sturdy, upright, and temperamentally pragmatic president.6

The after-party for the symposium unfolded in a campus apartment. Baldwin and other panelists chatted amiably with students, including Hilltop editor Mike Thelwell and Stokely Carmichael, a Trinidad-born, New York–raised philosophy student. They talked of politics, art, and struggle until sunrise. Baldwin, whom they all admired and slightly envied for his effortless felicity with words, expressed a public commitment that resonated through the entire room. “I, Jimmy Baldwin, promise you I shall never betray you,” he vowed.7 A great change seemed at hand, fueled as much by international developments as by local ones. The New Year would mark one hundred years since the unfolding of the Emancipation Proclamation, and a young generation of Negroes—including a Malcolm X–led vanguard who defined themselves as Black—sensed burgeoning opportunities, including new definitions of freedom that might produce a liberated future. The debate over freedom’s meaning at Howard presaged the turmoil that would consume America in 1963.

Domestic events centered on the struggle for Black citizenship and dignity would alter the trajectory of American democracy in 1963. Conceptions of freedom in rural hamlets in the Deep South would transform debates over citizenship in coastal literary salons. In the process, that struggle would challenge the political aspirations and policy ambitions of the White House, forcing the Kennedy administration to act. Improbably, Jimmy Baldwin stood at the center of a political nexus that simultaneously informed local, national, and global freedom movements, forcing America to confront the themes discussed at Howard publicly.

Baldwin called the participants to action, that evening and many times after. He instructed Americans from all backgrounds to become passionate witnesses to an unfolding domestic civil rights revolt that would soon redraw political, social, and ideological boundaries within and beyond the nation. Baldwin insisted that, when examining the outside world, we start within ourselves, using our internal moral compass to bring the American project and its contested dreams of freedom closer to fruition, if not perfection. Baldwin believed that a new world was possible. He challenged Americans to confront a shared history of racial oppression that stoked political division and personal pain. The hurt and misunderstanding at the root of America’s national epic made any kind of progress illusory until the nation reckoned with the original sin of racial slavery and its afterlife.

In 1963, Baldwin’s commitments to Black citizenship and dignity swelled alongside political events that made him a witness to history and a shaper of it. John F. Kennedy and Robert F. Kennedy became his reluctant interlocutors. Baldwin, in a neat trick that left his opponents reeling, absorbed parts of President Kennedy’s rhetoric of the New Frontier in a way that turned its Cold War logic inside out. The fresh, angry, and youthful forces Baldwin represented symbolized a vision of freedom too large to be constrained by the ancient fears and anxieties that marked the world’s colonial past. He became the leading cultural figure of the age, a status that a spring meeting with Bobby Kennedy would simultaneously reinforce and enhance.

Jimmy used his powers of persuasion to shift the Kennedy mindset on race matters away from cautious neglect to pragmatic action. He did so alongside crucial figures, such as Mississippi NAACP activist Medgar Evers; the radical foreign correspondent William Worthy; the Cambridge, Maryland, organizer Gloria Richardson; and fellow literary titan Lorraine Hansberry. Evers’s civil rights activism in Mississippi heralded the dawn of a new age of freedom, as did Richardson’s militant desegregation efforts in the border state of Maryland. Worthy’s travails gestured toward freedom’s international dimensions, while Hansberry fashioned new literary horizons that became part of a cultural movement that Baldwin came to symbolize. Individually, their political, literary, intellectual, and journalistic talents were noteworthy. Collectively, they represented the advance guard of a mighty struggle for Black dignity and citizenship that would transform the nation, drawing out the similarities, despite the regional differences, of Northern and Southern freedom movements. In so doing, these leaders fashioned a radical new understanding of race, democracy, citizenship, and dignity among the grassroots and the highborn.8
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PART 1

WINTER






1

“IT IS THE INNOCENCE WHICH CONSTITUTES THE CRIME”

On New Year’s Day, 1963, James Baldwin traveled to Mississippi without an overcoat, a decision he bitterly regretted. The night before had been long: Baldwin’s friends feted the paperback release of Another Country in anticipation of the forthcoming The Fire Next Time, a transcendent work that would define Baldwin, the revolutionary changes roiling the world, and the year that lay ahead. But Baldwin was accustomed to catching early morning flights after endless nights, and he arrived at the Jackson airport at the appointed time to be picked up by James Meredith and taken by Medgar Evers on a journey into a state where Black lives were under siege.1

Evers arrived for his meeting with Jimmy fresh from a visit to the tiny hamlet of Kosciusko, where Blacks were being terrorized for attempting to vote.2 Within the past few weeks, Charles McDew, the sturdy and sincere SNCC chairman, had telegrammed Attorney General Robert Kennedy after a fourteen-year-old Negro teenager and voting rights activist was beaten by the mayor of Ruleville, a tiny sharecropping hamlet in the Mississippi Delta. Shortly after, James Meredith’s parents and younger sister, Willy Lou, had barely escaped death from four shotgun blasts.3

Baldwin arrived in Jackson at a pivotal moment. His trip coincided with the quickening pace of a local freedom movement, one that sprawled from the deepest recesses of the Delta region that Evers understood to the urban redoubts of racial poverty, unemployment, and poor schools that Baldwin knew intimately. Evers hoped to push change through school integration lawsuits, voter registration campaigns, and economic boycotts. Baldwin visited the homes of Medgar Evers’s civil rights colleagues, listened to student activists, played with babies like a seasoned politician, and shared disturbing stories of Northern racism that disabused some Negroes of the dream that outside of Dixie lay an undiscovered country absent from racial strife. On New Year’s Day, Baldwin made for “a strange sight doing the New York twist at a Mississippi house party” attended by two Negro US marshals, including the six-foot-seven lawyer and adviser Luke Charles Moore, who served as James Meredith’s security detail.4

Just thirty-eight years old, Baldwin made for an unlikely celebrity. He struggled to recognize his own physical beauty, standing five feet, six inches and weighing 120 pounds soaking wet, with wide-set eyes, a gap-toothed grin, and deep brown skin. Yet the combination of Baldwin’s fierce prose, passionate oratory, and intellectual curiosity turned him into a kind of literary shaman, political adviser, and public witness who purposefully troubled the waters of American democracy on his way to making the ocean beneath the national psyche boil. In 1963, his literary talents converged with revolutionary currents in the wider world to elevate him to a level of fame higher than he could have imagined, blending the identities of best-selling author, public intellectual, and roving prophet.

Baldwin excelled at writing about broken places and people. His signature move was to document the ways in which America’s racial fault lines not only harmed Negroes but tore at the country’s social fabric at the expense of the national soul. Baldwin found his vocation as a writer through personal experience with a broken but beautiful place called Harlem. Jimmy, as his friends called him, grew up in Harlem’s grinding Depression-era poverty as one of nine children raised by his mother, Emma Berdis Jones, and his stepfather, David Baldwin, a tyrant who broke the family’s heart. The revelation that David was not his biological father only added to Jimmy’s youthful existential crisis.

Berdis Baldwin’s dreams of becoming an actress wilted under the overwhelming responsibilities of birthing nine children between 1924 and 1943. As children living in a cramped tenement apartment on West 131st Street, Baldwin and his siblings would scrounge for food. Waiting for Berdis to conclude a midnight shift as a housekeeper and conduct early morning shopping became a routine part of a strained childhood. For a time, Jimmy thrived as a teenage preacher, even as he remained privately skeptical of a Christian religion that allowed Black folk, especially his father David, to internalize the hatred of the outside world. Jimmy buried his father on his nineteenth birthday while Berdis gave birth to her last child, Paula—Jimmy’s baby sister who would, years later, travel the world with him. The knowledge that David Baldwin “knew that he was black but did not know he was beautiful” haunted Jimmy. For much of his life, Baldwin suffered the same fate. Five years later, at age twenty-four, he fled New York for Paris, as much to preserve his psyche and escape a growing sense of foreboding as to pursue his literary ambitions. “I thought for a while that I would go mad,” he remembered. “I had come to hate myself and my blackness.” Baldwin decamped for Paris with little more than some literary contacts, a couple of suitcases, and a small amount of cash. Europe offered a repose from poverty, racism, and the grotesque limits placed on Negro life. “I left with the intention of never coming back.”5

Yet Jimmy did return. Often, as it turned out. Eight and a half years later, a magazine assignment covering the racial integration of Southern public schools brought him back to the United States. Baldwin traveled to Little Rock, Arkansas, amid a national crisis that compelled President Dwight D. Eisenhower to send military troops to escort Negro students into Central High School in 1957. As a frightening mob of hundreds of white students, parents, and passersby yelled racial slurs, Baldwin found “moral chaos” as well as great beauty in the heroism of Black families who risked the safety of their children to turn the nation into a genuine democracy. Another assignment, a Harper’s profile of a still boyishly handsome Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., thrust Baldwin deeper into the milieu of race, democracy, and culture. Baldwin’s return to the States in the 1950s inspired a slow realization that struggles for Black citizenship and dignity would define an entire generation, including him.

Although Baldwin was initially drawn to the familiar preaching and oratory of King, he later grew attracted to Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam. In public debates in the early 1960s, he bonded with Malcolm over their skepticism about Christianity. Baldwin’s transgressive sexuality as a daringly open gay Black man did not prevent him from forming political friendships, including one with Malcolm X. Baldwin retained his faith, evidence in unseen things, long after he stopped believing in organized religion.

As the oldest in a family of nine, Baldwin escaped being called to serve during World War II. He spent much of the decade cultivating networks of mostly white patrons drawn to the literary genius embedded within the slightly built, wide-eyed young brown man who carried self-made erudition and gnawing poverty on his sleeve.

Richard Wright, the author of Black Boy and Native Son, the most celebrated Black writer of the age, befriended the twenty-year-old Jimmy. But Baldwin made his literary bones publishing in left-of-center journals that considered Wright’s anti-racist novels, once so fashionable, to be old hat. His affection for Wright curdled into eloquent condescension in “Everybody’s Protest Novel,” a 1949 essay in which he accused Native Son of being an unwitting “continuation, a complement of that monstrous legend it was written to destroy.”6 According to Jimmy, Wright failed to dislodge the stereotypical inhumanity of Negro life in American letters. Indeed, he argued, Wright was guilty of a fatal literary sin of commission or intellectual cluelessness. Ambitious and competitive, Jimmy needed to topple his mentor to achieve maturity as a writer. He found his next rival in Ralph Ellison, whose publication of Invisible Man in 1952 satisfied the naysayers who questioned whether Negroes possessed the capacity to write a genuinely universal work of literary genius. According to insiders, Jimmy’s novel Go Tell It on the Mountain, published in 1953, lost the National Book Award due to the judges’ discomfort in awarding two consecutive Black novelists (Ellison won the previous year).7

Time abroad helped to heal Jimmy, feeding his infinite curiosity about the human experience. Life as an expatriate artist in France shifted his perspective on the moral purpose of art and pushed him closer to discovering a usable American identity. He went from using his prodigious observational powers to further his professional literary aspirations to serving as a public witness to the epic battle for citizenship and humanity being waged by American Negroes. At the same time, he enjoyed the rarest of luxuries: the curated lifestyle of a gay, successful, Black expat writer.

A pensive-looking Jimmy graced the cover of Liberator magazine’s January issue, which featured his essay “Not 100 Years of Freedom,” marking the anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation. Baldwin found little reason to celebrate, instead welcoming emancipation’s centennial as “an opportunity to take a delicate and arduous inventory” of American history.8 According to Baldwin, national amnesia robbed America’s potential to confront legacies of hate, violence, and racism that persisted almost a century after the Civil War. Blacks recognized themselves as more than the racial figment of the white imagination that condemned them to slavery’s afterlife of impoverished ghettos, personal self-destruction, and premature death. Yet the rest of America had not caught up. A mature nation would, Baldwin surmised, confront the origin story behind the nation’s long-gestating moral and political crisis. Baldwin, like other Black people, was running out of patience, finding “it increasingly difficult to answer the questions put to him by Asians, Africans, and Cubans as to what his future is in his country and what role he is to play in the world.”

Liberator itself was the brainchild of architect turned activist Dan Watts, whose portfolio centered on a radical exploration of the relationships among the liberation struggles in America, Africa, and the Third World. Baldwin’s association with Liberator, where he served on the editorial advisory board, illustrated his growing identification with an independent Black radical left, home to an eclectic blend of anti-colonial, anti-racist, and Pan-Africanist currents. These global politics injected a new dimension into media coverage of the Negro freedom struggle.9 Liberator—alongside magazines such as Freedomways, Negro Digest, and harder-to-find local journals such as Soul Book, The Illustrated News, and Correspondence—shaped a new story of what freedom might mean to Black Americans in an era of global independence movements, when Africa appeared poised to step onto the world stage.

The profile was a harbinger of Baldwin’s literary stardom. He was entering the nation’s civil rights maelstrom in 1963 as an electric new literary voice.10 The Fire Next Time, published on January 31, 1963, became an instant bestseller and rare literary work that impacted national and global political discourse. It forever changed how intellectuals, journalists, politicians, civil rights activists, and leaders discussed the history of race in America. And the year was just getting started.

Baldwin fashioned around him a formidable space where activism, culture, and high politics mingled promiscuously. He constituted a one-person literary, cultural, and political salon. Jimmy became a divining rod for an astonishing range of domestic and global figures.

His friendship with Martin Luther King Jr. helped both men reach past their comfort zones. His rapprochement with Malcolm X introduced each to new audiences and the bracing experience of discovering a kindred intellectual spirit. Baldwin’s friendship with the writer Lorraine Hansberry attested to his capacity for growth, since she was a more radically engaged intellectual than he was. Their shared love of writing, teaching, and learning would bind them to pursue freedom beyond emancipation that year. Medgar Evers, the heroic civil rights activist who would turn Mississippi inside out, inspired Baldwin and, through no fault of Evers’s, broke his heart wide open.

Jimmy’s complex relationship with Jack and Bobby Kennedy added luster to his legend. Baldwin emerged as a vocal and thoughtful public critic of the president. His short-lived but achingly intimate encounter with Bobby Kennedy distilled the quicksilver intelligence, pathological optimism, and reckless hope that imbued Baldwin that year. His relationship with the Kennedys allowed him to share unvarnished truths with power brokers who were rarely exposed to such candid observations. Baldwin’s support for the radical foreign correspondent William Worthy, also a friend of Malcolm X’s, linked these strands in exciting ways. Jimmy found himself protesting the Kennedy administration’s efforts to prosecute a Black foreign correspondent for traveling to Cuba at the very moment America seemed ready to explode.

Baldwin emerged as the one figure in 1963 who could effortlessly cross boundaries and borders and be accepted by all sides as an emissary—if not for truth than for a searing honesty that might lead the nation toward a fateful reckoning with its secret heart. His words, at times miraculously, helped to make the America of his literary imaginings into a tangible possibility. Baldwin did not just dream of building a new world. He set out to create one and proved willing to meet with an assortment of groups, networks, and people to make it happen.

During the first week of January 1963, Baldwin accompanied Medgar Evers on a “terrible journey” to tiny De Kalb, Mississippi, about two hours northeast of Jackson, to investigate the suspicious death of a local Black man. Evers exuded a hard-earned aura of political decency, organizational discipline, and personal dignity. Baldwin found him impressive, a “great man” possessing the preternatural poise of “somebody who knows he’s going to die, in a way.” Baldwin studied Evers’s careful investigation routine, the way he interviewed local people “behind locked doors, lights down—and out of the sides of their mouths.” They discovered the man’s death had been suspicious, killed by a white shopkeeper rumored to fancy his widow, but there was no recourse. Baldwin found gruesome inspiration while shuttling through the backwoods of Mississippi, chauffeured by Evers. After spotting a “country church” in the middle of nowhere while searching in vain for justice for a deceased Negro destined for anonymity, Baldwin found the plotline for his play Blues for Mister Charlie.11

The official reason for Jimmy’s venture down South was to meet with movement figures and to embark on a fundraising mission on behalf of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the group whose 1961 Freedom Rides (a second effort based on a 1947 excursion into the upper South) catapulted it into the front ranks of the movement by creating a national crisis that showcased Jim Crow’s repugnant violence for all the world to see.

But in truth, Baldwin journeyed to the Magnolia State as an act of political commitment on behalf of strangers he considered distant kin and in penance for having lost, at least for a while, his faith in the idea that Black humanity might hold the key to a more liberated future for America and the wider world. For Jimmy, whose writing depended on a constant investigation into the connections between the personal and the political, these trips offered grist for the literary mill and the personal connections and intimacy he craved. During his visit to Jackson, Jimmy posed for a photograph alongside Evers, his youngest son James Van Dyke, and James Meredith in front of the Evers family home. Evers is centered in the portrait, flanked on his left by the smaller, smiling Baldwin and a more diffident-looking Meredith. All three men wear suits and ties, dressed as if they are going to or returning from church or a civil rights meeting.12

Medgar Evers contained multitudes. Before committing himself to nonviolent local civil rights organizing, he seriously contemplated using his military expertise to wage guerrilla warfare against white racists in Mississippi. Inspired after learning about African revolutionary Jomo Kenyatta and the Kenyan Mau Mau movement that killed white settlers in the name of independence, Evers sketched out tentative plans, quietly dropped, to retaliate against Mississippi law enforcement each time police killed an innocent unarmed Negro. Evers’s admiration for revolutionary movements in Africa endured in his firstborn son Darrell’s middle name, Kenyatta.13

Evers was born in July 1925 in Decatur, Mississippi. The Mississippi he was raised in was so racially segregated and violent that it purposefully cultivated a reputation as the most vehemently anti-Black state in America. Evers’s service in World War II armed him figuratively and literally for the fight against white supremacy back home. He returned to Mississippi aware that, despite a war to save democracy worldwide, very little had changed. In 1946, he unsuccessfully tried to register to vote in the downtown Decatur courthouse, an unheard-of breach of racial etiquette met by a group of almost two dozen armed white men “I had grown up with, had played with,” Evers recalled, who forced him to return home chastened and angry.

Evers enrolled at Alcorn Agricultural and Mechanical College in 1948, where he met Myrlie Beasley, whom he married three years later. In the early 1950s, Evers juggled duties as an insurance salesman, husband, father, and NAACP volunteer. He resurrected a local office in Mound Bayou and helped establish a thriving chapter in Cleveland, Mississippi. Organizing Black folk living in sharecroppers’ shacks and experiencing the extreme poverty of the Mississippi Delta region—where Negro children went without food, proper clothing, and education—both inspired Evers and enraged him. In 1955, less than a year after the Supreme Court ruled racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional, Evers and his family left Mound Bayou for the big city of Jackson, where he became the full-time field secretary for the Mississippi NAACP.

The lynching of Emmett Till on August 28, 1955, sent Evers into overdrive, publicizing the gruesome circumstances around Till’s murder beyond the suffocating confines of Mississippi. Evers wept when he heard about Till, the fourteen-year-old Chicago teenager murdered by white men who suspected, incorrectly, that he had sassed a white woman, Carolyn Bryant. Evers personally investigated Till’s murder, just as he did after dozens of instances of anti-Negro violence across Mississippi; his reports formed part of the evidentiary basis for the NAACP’s growing national profile. Evers’s grassroots organizing in the Delta, statewide leadership profile from Jackson, and steadfast personal discipline made him a kind of civil rights analog to Malcolm X. When James Meredith decided to enroll at Ole Miss in 1962, Evers was one of the first people he consulted. For Evers, the New Year would bring more significant challenges, triumphs, and notoriety than he could ever have imagined.14

Martin Luther King Jr., America’s most prominent civil rights organizer, entered the year at a crossroads, seeking the right time and place for a political confrontation between race and democracy. Seven years after exploding into the nation’s consciousness as the studiously eloquent scholar-preacher from Atlanta armed with a PhD from Boston University, King had been searching for the right time and place for a political confrontation over race and democracy. The long aftermath of racial integration’s victory during the Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott in 1956 portended a stonier road than King or those involved in the civil rights movement had anticipated in the heady days, weeks, and months after. King now stood ready to dictate the pace of change to presidents and politicians.

King marked the Emancipation Proclamation centennial on Tuesday, January 1, 1963, in Oakland, California, where he informed a crowd of over seven thousand Negroes that racial and economic justice were sides of the same coin. Calling for a nationwide boycott against corporations that refused to hire Black people, King simultaneously asserted that this national moment of racial crisis required President Kennedy to issue an updated Emancipation Proclamation.15

King spent his thirty-fourth birthday in Chicago two weeks later, where he spoke at a National Conference on Religion and Race that gathered Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant faith leaders to organize in support of racial justice. The topics included a “selective buying” campaign designed to punish industries that racially discriminated. “Churches and synagogues,” observed King, “would be a good place to begin the process of making integrated housing a reality.” Dr. Benjamin Mays, the esteemed president of Morehouse College and one of King’s mentors, chaired the meeting of one thousand clerics. Over four days, including closed-door, off-record sessions, delegates engaged in searing discussions of race, religion, and the need for churches to set an example of a racially integrated American future. Jewish rabbis, Catholic bishops, and Baptist and African Methodist Episcopal ministers assembled, many for the first time, and listened to gospel singer Mahalia Jackson at a packed reception. The conference’s final document, “Appeal to the Conscience of the American People,” spoke in the language of King and the movement, calling racism the nation’s “most serious domestic evil” that needed to be immediately eliminated. On this score, the participants targeted ten cities—Saint Louis, Detroit, Pittsburgh, Chicago, Seattle, Oakland, San Francisco, San Antonio, New Orleans, and Atlanta—as sites of a coordinated effort to end racial prejudice.

John X Ali, the Chicago-based national secretary of the Nation of Islam, attended the closing lunch ceremony and expressed disappointment that Muslims were not formally invited to participate. A former protégé of Malcolm X—but now firmly aligned with Fruit of Islam supreme captain Raymond Sharrieff against his onetime mentor—Ali and his appearance hinted at the group’s hybrid position in religious and secular worlds. The NOI stood aloof from a world headed toward Armageddon, yet eagerly sought recognition from these same forces when it suited its purposes. Malcolm X and John Ali, on that score, were no different.16

In between speaking engagements in Oakland and Chicago, King, accompanied by his best friend and closest personal confidant, Reverend Ralph Abernathy, and his most effective lieutenant, Reverend Wyatt T. Walker, toured six cities in Alabama in preparation for a desegregation campaign in Birmingham. Dubbed the Magic City, Birmingham was a decaying Southern steel town that policed its racial fault lines with a well-rehearsed brutality that allowed the state to outlaw the NAACP. Birmingham’s Black residents, almost 40 percent of the population, experienced racial segregation, impoverished ghettos, and high unemployment, compounded by the absence of voting rights and the ubiquity of police brutality and racial terror.17

With its 340,000 residents, Birmingham would be the largest city targeted for racial integration by the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), founded after King’s success in Montgomery. Unlike the young students, activists, and sharecroppers who made up the more radical SNCC, a group shepherded into existence by the talented and experienced Black feminist labor organizer Ella Jo Baker, SCLC utilized King’s prodigious skills as a fundraiser, national symbol, and mobilizer to galvanize local movements into national consequence. For King, the city offered the irresistible opportunity to pick the time and place for a national political reckoning on Black citizenship. After seven years of reacting to a dizzying array of crises that found him in the role of fighting racial fires that blazed around the nation, King looked to Birmingham, the citadel of white supremacy in the South, as the site for a confrontation that would illustrate both the evils of racial segregation and the strength, power, and moral clarity of nonviolent protest.

Malcolm X was on King’s mind during his speech in Chicago. However, he never mentioned Malcolm by name, simply arguing that the NOI represented “an indictment of Christianity and Democracy” since it exposed the depths of Negro frustration.18 Malcolm, a veteran of ten years waging war against racial injustice at thirty-seven, spent the New Year experiencing less frustration than rage. In January, he shuttled between his New York City headquarters as minister of Mosque No. 7 and Rochester, New York, where cops raided an NOI temple on the first Sunday of the year. This led to two Muslims being arrested on charges of assaulting the police. Tall, lean, and prone to wearing camel-hair overcoats over dark suits and ties with a stripped-down elegance that became his trademark, Malcolm spent good parts of the winter braving frigid temperatures in both cities, fighting police brutality amid media portrayals that characterized the NOI as “black supremacists.”19

Malcolm served as the most passionately eloquent spokesperson for radical Black dignity. He whittled down Western notions of emancipation to their essential roots in human dignity. According to his Muslim faith, that dignity resided in Allah’s divine power. Malcolm chafed against King’s dogged quest for radical Black citizenship. For Malcolm, citizenship reflected an external recognition of human dignity that whites stubbornly denied Black Americans. Nevertheless, he wasn’t above manipulating the levers of worldly political power. After the Rochester incident, he immediately complained to the New York State Commission on Human Rights, a tactic honed through previous run-ins with law enforcement.

Malcolm’s criminal record—and the fact that his initiation within the Nation of Islam first occurred in prison—lent him an air of genuine authenticity, which, over time, shifted into one of improbable authority. This authority also emanated from his biography. He was the seventh child of Earl Little, a coal-Black farmer and itinerant Baptist preacher, and Louise Helen Norton Little, a mixed-race Black woman from Grenada who could have passed for white. Growing up, Malcolm was exposed to a radical political tradition with global roots in the Garvey movement.20

Marcus Mosiah Garvey, a Jamaican-born Pan-Africanist, preached the gospel of Black nationalism from New York City to the far corners of the world during the early 1920s. Louise and Earl Little became pioneering Garveyites who spread a message of political self-determination to their children as the family moved around the harsh Midwestern environments of Nebraska, Wisconsin, and Michigan during the Great Depression. Born in the middle year of the roaring 1920s, Malcolm grew up during a period of economic depression and world war. The biggest catastrophe occurred at home, with the 1931 death of his father in a streetcar accident that Malcolm always remembered as an assassination at the hands of local racial terrorists in Lansing, Michigan. Louise Little would be placed in a psychiatric hospital in Kalamazoo before the decade’s end, a circumstance that the Little family would spend decades recovering from. The combination of his father’s death and mother’s absence sent Malcolm into an emotional spiral that turned him into “East Lansing,” then “Detroit Red,” a zoot-suit-wearing hustler who organized robberies and sold and used illegal drugs until his imprisonment for almost seven years beginning in 1946. Malcolm’s time in prison inspired his long-dormant intellectual curiosity in religion, politics, and history. The struggle for Black dignity became his métier.

On the second Friday in January 1963, Malcolm led a silent demonstration of 250 members of the Nation of Islam outside of New York’s city hall in protest of the detention of two members for distributing religious pamphlets on Christmas Day. The arrests were part of a nationwide pattern of law enforcement harassment of Muslims that ranged from the illegal surveillance and brutality recently experienced in Rochester to the cold-blooded shooting of Ronald Stokes, a friend Malcolm had recruited from Boston, outside of a Los Angeles mosque the previous spring. Police surveillance of Malcolm X and the NOI extended to prisons, where the group was rapidly gaining followers. Authorities responded by preventing Malcolm from ministering in certain prisons, banning religious literature and subscriptions to the Black press featuring Muslims, and placing members in solitary confinement.21

Malcolm spent the first month of the year on a punishing travel schedule that paralleled King’s grueling itinerary. Whereas King talked about civil rights, Malcolm spoke of moral wrongs. Police harassment against Muslims accompanied Malcolm’s rise to national prominence. In 1957, Malcolm led an unarmed battalion of NOI members, backed by angry Harlem residents, who ensured that fellow Muslim Johnson Hinton received medical treatment and hospitalization after a brutal beating by the New York Police Department. The murder of Stokes turned Malcolm into a man on fire for justice. He charged the LAPD with crimes against the NOI and the larger Black community, a crusade that continued into the New Year.

January brought another indictment against New York State law enforcement after the incident in Rochester, where officers assaulted the local mosque during a service. Police alleged that someone inside the temple was carrying a gun and promptly arrested more than a dozen Muslims. Rochester lent fresh evidence to Malcolm’s claims that police were targeting Muslims based on race, politics, and religion. Back in Harlem, Malcolm led a unity rally in support of the Local 1199 hospital workers’ union that featured the venerable civil rights activist and labor leader A. Philip Randolph. “The hospital worker’s struggle is more than a fight for union rights,” Malcolm insisted. “It is a fight for human rights and human dignity.”22

On Wednesday, January 23, Malcolm returned to Lansing to continue that fight by delivering a speech at Michigan State University, not far from his hometown of East Lansing. He came to discuss what he called “the race problem,” taking pains to point out that no less than Attorney General Bobby Kennedy had called racial injustice “America’s most serious domestic problem.” On campus by invitation of the Michigan State NAACP and the African Students Association, Malcolm discussed the vital relationship between Black Americans and Africans, noting that “the man that you call a Negro is nothing but an African himself, but some of them have been brainwashed into thinking that Africa is a place with no culture, no history, no contribution to civilization or science.”

Malcolm turned up the rhetorical heat on this cold winter day in Lansing. Without mentioning Martin Luther King Jr., he discussed the previous week’s gathering of religious leaders in Chicago, where King had spoken. The absence of a Muslim leader had prevented an airing “of the real issues” plaguing American society. Malcolm vowed to do just that, explaining “how dissatisfied black people have become—increasingly so—with the conditions that our people find themselves in here in this country.”23 Malcolm distilled the Black community into two historical composites: the “House Negro” and the “Field Negro.” The latter represented the masses of Black folk from slavery to the present, who yearned for freedom beyond emancipation, innately recognized their human dignity and ancestral ties with Africa, and vowed to achieve liberation from the bonds of racial injustice by any means necessary. The former reflected modern-day Uncle Toms, a lineage of enslaved Blacks who traded their self-respect for better treatment under an inhumane system of bondage.

Malcolm’s speech captured the essence of America’s unfolding racial conflict. Lost Negro souls—those with no interest in the beauty of the Africa Malcolm fondly recalled having visited three and half years earlier—were attempting to lead millions of proud Black people astray. Malcolm specifically denounced King “and these other twentieth-century religious Uncle Toms,” who, in his mind, told white people what they wanted to hear in place of harsher, clarifying truths.24 Like a prosecutor trying a case before a jury, Malcolm charged America with a series of crimes against Black humanity that dated back to racial slavery and continued in the present. The inability to confront the origins of America’s current racial predicament represented a failure of moral courage and political imagination. He demanded “complete justice, equality, and human dignity” for the American Negro, “not 100 years from now but yesterday.”25

The Saturday Evening Post’s January 26 issue outlined Malcolm’s personal story in an incendiary NOI profile cowritten by Alfred Balk and Malcolm’s future collaborator Alex Haley. Malcolm’s traumatic childhood, the death of his father followed by the near destruction of his family, which led to a life of crime in big cities before an epiphany in jail—the story was all here. “When I heard the white man was a devil,” recounted Malcolm, “it all clicked.” The story cast the Muslims as the analogue of hate groups such as the White Citizens’ Councils, which had been behind the massive resistance campaigns against racial integration that blazed through the South after the Brown v. Board of Education decision.

Balk and Haley disputed the NOI’s membership as inflated, claiming only “a hard core of 5,500 to 6,000 have actually become temple members.” Yet they admitted that as many as fifty thousand more were part of a network of sympathizers who amplified the group’s national impact. No less an official than Burke Marshall, Bobby Kennedy’s right hand at the Justice Department, confessed that “in this difficult period of social transition, no group with this discipline and dogma can be ignored.” The profile illuminated the group’s contradictions: The NOI had a pro-capitalist, entrepreneurial spirit—leader Elijah Muhammad’s version of a prosperity gospel, which allowed him to live in an eighteen-room Chicago mansion and summer in a four-bedroom home in Phoenix—but it was contoured by an intractable opposition to racial integration and the call for a separate state that the group would administer themselves. The article’s accompanying photographs featured pictures of Elijah Muhammad, his sons Wallace and Akbar, and Malcolm X, each a center of power within the NOI.

Tucked into the story—which Balk and Haley wrote with cooperation from FBI officials, who supplied background surveillance information unmentioned in the article—lay seeds of discontent. The belief that “many Muslims feel that Malcolm is too powerful to be denied the leadership if he wants it” captured the internal dynastic war being waged within the NOI’s subterranean political world. Malcolm X now hovered over the group that had helped make him a larger-than-life figure whose presence outshone that of his teacher, something made more discomfiting by Elijah Muhammad’s poor health and rumors of sexual infidelity that found distressed believers in Chicago leaving his temple in droves.26

Lorraine Hansberry—the thirty-two-year-old award-winning playwright of A Raisin in the Sun, which made Broadway history by presenting a narrative of a Black family in Chicago whose dreams included purchasing a house in a lily-white suburb—made Malcolm’s boasts of the power of the global Black world part of her extensive literary and political imagination. Hansberry spent that January working on a new play and lending her name to efforts to defend the travel rights of William Worthy to journey to Cuba and other parts of the world banned by the State Department. Brilliant, petite, and outspoken, Hansberry battled anxiety in private and that winter suffered from ulcers and anemia that were part of a diagnosis of pancreatic cancer that her doctor kept hidden from her.

A literary prodigy and daughter of a prosperous Black Chicago family, Hansberry was nurtured as a young artist by the likes of Paul Robeson, the broad-shouldered athlete, artist, singer, and activist whose political radicalism triggered government repression during the early years of the Cold War. Political backlash turned a man once considered a national hero into a domestic pariah unable to travel internationally after having his passport revoked. Hansberry, though his former protégé, fared much better. A Raisin in the Sun premiered in 1959 starring Sidney Poitier and Ruby Dee (and was turned into a significant film two years later). Hansberry was the first Black woman to have a play produced on Broadway, and her ascent coincided with the rise of the civil rights movement and the emergence of the Nation of Islam.

Critical praise and public admiration for A Raisin in the Sun embraced the play’s liberal themes of racial integration and a Negro family’s heartbreaking struggle to attain the American dream. The Younger clan, in the aftermath of the death of the patriarch, attempts to manage a ten-thousand-dollar death benefit in a manner that might allow them all to achieve dignity and citizenship simultaneously. The narrative seemingly centers around the evolution of Walter Lee Younger, a thirty-five-year-old Negro chauffeur denied the educational and professional opportunities to match his entrepreneurial ambition. On his fitful journey to manhood, he embraces patriarchal responsibility with a kind of vulnerable masculinity that proved ahead of its time. Mama Younger’s dignified bearing reveals the triumphs and tragedies of Black women who, like her daughter-in-law Ruth, prematurely aged in service of the broken dreams of fathers, husbands, and sons. Beneatha Younger, Walter Lee’s college-educated, worldly, and sophisticated younger sister, is Lorraine Hansberry’s literary counterpart. Beneatha represents an audacious combination of Black feminist yearning, Pan-African strivings, and intellectual precocity. She is the kind of Black woman that much of the world refused to believe as a literary character, much less a flesh-and-blood human being. Impressively, Hansberry’s characters debate racial integration, Black political self-determination, and African decolonization with a nuance that transcended conventional depictions of the nation’s color line.

A Raisin in the Sun anticipated “The Year of Africa,” announced by the United Nations in 1960, in the wake of anti-colonial movements reshaping the continent. Hansberry’s radicalism traveled beyond her literary production. The most prominent Negro female writer in America, she felt at home lending her voice to both domestic and world affairs unfolding at the intersection of race and democracy.

As the year opened, President John F. Kennedy correctly assessed civil rights as a political minefield that offered more potential for national catastrophe than catharsis. Martin Luther King Jr. had challenged Kennedy to issue a Second Emancipation Proclamation on the centennial of the first, to wield the presidential bully pulpit to decisively stand on the morally ascendant side of American history, even at the cost of future political ambition.27 Kennedy declined. But the president would not get off that easy as the headwinds of 1963 accelerated.

Unusually well traveled, contemplative, blessed with good looks, and emanating from a wealthy clan of Irish immigrants, Kennedy had managed to achieve the pinnacle of power despite his Catholicism. In 1963, he would spend the year finding his voice on the central question of the era: racial justice. He had assumed command of the White House in hopes of plotting a foreign policy strategy that might burnish America’s global image while containing the threat of Communist totalitarianism. The president gamely hosted African leaders, talked inspiringly of political self-determination in the Third World, and, at times, seemed more comfortable expanding liberties around the world than protecting freedom at home. Yet he could be a deft political operator about race.

Kennedy’s decisive action during the 1960 presidential campaign, when he called Coretta Scott King to check on her husband’s condition while Martin languished in a Georgia jail, had tipped the Negro vote—and thus the election—in Kennedy’s favor. But behind the scenes, Kennedy had been less confident of the correct response. Campaign staffer Harris Wofford—alongside Jack’s brother-in-law Sargent Shriver and Louis Martin, the ingenious Negro former newspaper editor—pleaded with Bobby Kennedy to arrange a call between Jack and Coretta, and history was made. Bobby Kennedy, in turn, convinced a Southern judge to release King, and the Black community perceived the Kennedys—correctly, it turned out—as more receptive to their needs than the Republican presidential nominee and then vice president Richard Nixon.28

Dissemblance marked crucial aspects of the Kennedy aura. A picture of health, the president nevertheless had Addison’s disease and gastrointestinal issues and had received his last rights as a senator after complications from back surgery. His secrets also included a complex personal life marked by serial infidelities within an otherwise glamorous and personally affectionate marriage to First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy. Jackie’s fashion style, design sensibilities, and youth (thirty-one when she became first lady) helped to change the aesthetics of the White House.

Kennedy’s habit of extramarital affairs was one he shared with Martin Luther King Jr., indiscreet behavior that made both susceptible to political blackmail. King also, like Kennedy, spent much of his life trying to escape the shadow of his overbearing father, Martin Luther King Sr. Kennedy and King, princes in their respective familial clans and political courts, had split-screen personal lives that contained potentially ruinous secrets.

Marked differences in temperament, upbringing, and worldviews prevented Martin, Jack, and Bobby from ever becoming anything close to personal friends. Yet, they cultivated relationships that resonate across time and space. They listened to one another, even when, perhaps especially when, they disagreed. At no time before, in the history of the civil rights movement did as many leaders in different centers of power meet, forming concentric circles of change, illumination, and transformation.

During an era Time magazine publisher Henry Luce characterized as the “American Century,” the country defined itself as a God-fearing and benevolent nation committed to protecting democracy at home and exporting it abroad. Negroes represented the underside of this story, an aspect increasingly recognized and critiqued domestically and around the world. FBI director J. Edgar Hoover fervently believed in the simple vision of American exceptionalism, and that it was under threat from Communists from without and political subversives from within.

Before Jack Kennedy’s first day in office, Hoover held the secret knowledge of the president’s sexual misadventures—back to the Second World War, when Jack romanced Inga Arvad, a Danish journalist and former beauty queen suspected of being a German spy—over him and Bobby. For Hoover, this knowledge served as leverage against rumors the Kennedys planned to retire him. Hoover also had an obsession with King but failed to turn up substantive proof of the civil rights leader’s alleged Communism. Instead, Hoover would stumble onto evidence of extramarital relationships that, if revealed, threatened to topple not just King but an administration many believed worked in tandem with the civil rights movement.29

This perception was enhanced by the prominence of Robert F. Kennedy, the president’s younger brother, attorney general, and closest adviser, who managed the administration’s civil rights portfolio. He served as Jack’s alter ego on race matters. National magazines profiled Robert Kennedy (“Bob” to friends and “Bobby” to family) as Jack’s second-in-command, with rumored interest in one day attaining the White House for himself. Separated by eight years, Jack and Bobby were not personally close in the sense of drinking or carousing buddies. Their intimacy emerged from a shared recognition of the use of power, an interest in public service, and a mission to extend the Kennedy family legacy in boundless ways. “Bobby’s the best organizer I’ve ever seen,” Jack Kennedy observed.

Bobby offered a contrast to his older brother. Five feet ten and slightly stooped, Bobby embraced his Catholic faith as a shield against prejudice, ambiguity, and evil. Intelligent and pragmatic, he lacked Jack’s worldliness, personal elegance, and air of royal disinterest in the dark side of politics. Bobby reveled in the messy parts of the presidential campaign and governing, transforming a surprise cabinet post as attorney general into a virtual co-presidency when the time came to wield power.

By 1963, supporters and critics widely viewed the seemingly nepotistic decision to name Bobby the attorney general as politically brilliant. Stubborn, disciplined, and relentless, Bobby had turned the Justice Department into an ally of the civil rights movement, yet remained cautious in his use of power until a crisis forced the administration’s hand. The same age as Malcolm X, thirty-seven, he shared qualities of restlessness that found him pushing himself up to and past his physical limits. Bobby’s push-up contests, fifty-mile hikes, and touch football, indoors and out, exemplified a Kennedy family trait of rugged physicality matched by intellectual curiosity. He demanded similar dedication from supporters, and those who stayed revered him as acolytes who had discovered the power of some previously unknown faith. Bobby’s long days began at his fifth-floor Justice Department office and concluded with evening visits to the White House to confer with President Kennedy. Bobby Kennedy, the first attorney general to become a national political celebrity, seemed to be hitting his stride precisely as the civil rights struggle crested.30

On January 4, Bobby visited the Emancipation Proclamation exhibit at the National Archives, where he delivered a brief speech. He praised the nation and, in so doing, his brother’s administration for acting “boldly and vigorously to lift from all our citizens the degrading burdens of intolerance, bigotry, and discrimination.” The “passion for equal rights for all,” he explained, “is the ultimate weapon in the struggle for independence and human dignity.” These were strong words, sentiments still not backed, in the opinion of civil rights leaders and grassroots activists, with legislative might or the presidential bully pulpit. The event, sponsored by the US Commission on Civil Rights and attended by three hundred people, reflected the growing significance and complexity of the civil rights struggle, both politically and symbolically.31 The commission was imbued with investigative powers but little authority and conflicted with the Kennedy administration’s legalistic approach to racial justice. Members of the commission advocated a more aggressive course than the Justice Department, resulting in intramural battles and, at times, bruised egos. The attorney general’s lack of faith in the commission stemmed from its ability to embarrass his brother. The members’ passion for civil rights made him skeptical despite the commission’s impressive track record in turning recommendations into federal statutes. The commission members’ activism also hampered the Justice Department’s Southern strategy of securing voting rights through litigation rather than demonstrations that might become violent.32

President Kennedy mentioned the one-hundredth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation on January 14 during his State of the Union address. The right to vote and its protection represented “basic rights,” Kennedy remarked. “Surely in this centennial year of Emancipation all those who are willing to vote should always be permitted.” The president characterized the ability to cast a ballot as “the most precious and powerful right in the world, the right to vote in a free American election,” which “must not be denied to any citizen on the grounds of his race or color.”33 Two circumspect paragraphs were all the president would devote to the crisis at the heart of the American project at the beginning of the year. More troubling for civil rights leaders, Kennedy listed the “need to strengthen our Nation by protecting the basic rights of its citizens” as the third, after investing in youth and health care, of four categories, all of which trailed a push for widespread tax cuts as the engine for economic growth and prosperity for all Americans.

First Lady Jaqueline Kennedy, her sister Princess Lee Radziwill, and the president’s mother-in-law watched from the upper balcony. Kennedy’s youngest brother, Senator Edward M. Kennedy, affectionately called Teddy by family and friends, sat one row from Arizona senator Barry M. Goldwater, a tan, lean Southwestern Republican battling the wealthy liberal Republican New York governor Nelson Rockefeller for the opportunity to run against Kennedy in 1964.

Bobby Kennedy made his first-ever court appearance as attorney general three days after the president’s State of the Union. In oral arguments before the Supreme Court, Bobby challenged racial discrimination that impacted predominantly Black residents while giving disproportionate power to rural areas as a problem that “strikes at the very heart of American democracy.”34 He insisted that the nation’s highest court toss out the state of Georgia’s county-unit system, which he charged unfairly discriminated against Negroes. He noted that “the evil is not confined to Georgia,” detailing how this sort of gerrymandering gave some voters in certain states representation and political power as much as one hundred times more than others. Archibald Cox, the solicitor general whose legal brief he argued, congratulated Bobby after he completed a crisp thirty-minute presentation. Justice Department aides greeted their boss with handshakes as Bobby left the chamber. “I’m happy it’s over,” he murmured to himself.

The importance of the occasion brought Bobby’s wife, Ethel, to watch her husband argue before the Supreme Court on behalf of equal justice. Earlier in the day, Bobby had presented Teddy as eligible to argue before the court. Joan Kennedy, Teddy’s wife, attended, as did Bobby’s sister Eunice Kennedy Shriver. Jackie Kennedy, arriving fashionably late in a black hat and white suit, upstaged them all. A picture of Bobby and Ethel smiling outside the Supreme Court building made the front page of the next day’s New York Times.35

The same day that Bobby tried his first case before the nation’s highest court, President Kennedy hosted, alongside Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson, a meeting of corporate executives in the White House State Dining Room. As chairman of the President’s Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), Johnson gave opening remarks, but those in attendance had come to meet the president. In two and a half years, the fifty-four-year-old Johnson had gone from Democratic majority leader in the Senate, wielding enough power to challenge Kennedy for the presidential nomination, to vice president in an administration that respectfully distanced him from its center of power. Without Johnson’s presence on the ticket and the ability to carry Texas, Kennedy would certainly not be president. But the president’s civil rights commitments, halting and hesitant, threatened to make Texas unwinnable and Johnson, perhaps, expendable. Bobby Kennedy did little to hide his contempt for Johnson, who, at a bearish six foot four, loved the physical contact of glad-handing and shoulder rubbing in a way that offended the personally reticent Bobby. The younger Kennedy’s closeness to the president undermined Johnson’s status and future political viability, a situation that the attorney general did little to mask.

Jack, as was often the case on matters of racial justice, found his voice in the cozier setting of the White House. The business leaders present represented a coalition of the willing: white executives who pledged through signed agreements to hire more Negroes. Kennedy touted their presence as the acceptance of civil rights “as a moral obligation and as an obligation of citizenship.”36 Indeed, in the eyes of the president, the global attention on America’s domestic civil rights struggles required a patriotic recognition that the extension of Black citizenship shored up the nation’s vulnerability against Communist propaganda. Kennedy’s Cold War civil rights agenda seemed more concerned about America’s global reputation on matters of justice than its lived reality.

Kennedy sparred with the press about civil rights one week later, at his forty-seventh presidential press conference on a Thursday afternoon in the State Department’s auditorium. Rumors that James Meredith might quit Ole Miss under a relentless barrage of racial bigotry led one reporter to ask if the struggle to integrate the University of Mississippi (estimated to have cost the federal government $4 million) was worth it. Kennedy ignored the economic cost, noting that “two people were killed and a good many were wounded” to ensure Meredith’s entry. Kennedy argued that anything less than enforcing the court order “would have been far more expensive.” The president stated that Meredith’s potential departure would be “a loss not only to Mr. Meredith but, I think, the University of Mississippi.”37 In such instances, the cerebral Kennedy offered a glimpse into his feelings about racial injustice that the public rarely witnessed.

The last day of January found President Kennedy wrestling with a rapidly shifting American political landscape. Before a crowd of luminaries that included Vice President Johnson and members of the Supreme Court, Kennedy addressed the Fiftieth Annual Meeting of the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B’rith. America’s founders, the president remarked, conceived of the nation as “a testing ground for political liberty, a model for democratic government,” as well as a potential leader in “the fight against tyranny on all continents.” History’s dizzying pace now tested whether the nation and its leaders could match such lofty aspirations with the action the times demanded. Kennedy vowed to be equal to the task. He characterized 1963 as a “year of change and hope” that would allow Americans of all backgrounds to prove themselves worthy of “a great inheritance.” For Black Americans, such words inspired and stung; their ancestors were repeatedly denied full and equal access to a legacy they helped protect, shape, and guide with labor, blood, and tears. Kennedy found, for a moment at least, unity of purpose with his critics who viewed the Emancipation Proclamation centennial as an unparalleled opportunity to create “a new world for us, and indeed, for all those who look to us.”38

Centers of power, from the White House to elected officials in Southern cities such as Jackson, Mississippi, could not have anticipated the urgent pace of change that seized the national conscience as the year progressed. That winter, the actions of James Baldwin and Malcolm X improbably mirrored each other in a parallel liberation quest unfolding in the quotidian struggle for dignity in Greenwood, Mississippi. Battles long relegated to the nation’s cultural and political margins were about to become central to how America defined its values, history, and purpose.
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“FREEDOM FOR THE FREE”

On Friday, February 1, James Baldwin discussed the future of American democracy amid increasing tensions within the civil rights movement on NBC’s Today show. He appeared alongside John Oliver Killens, the forty-seven-year-old radical novelist, Marxist, and founding member of the Harlem Writers Guild, and Louis Lomax (who pronounced his first name “Loo-wee”), the forty-year-old journalist and confidant of Malcolm X. Killens and Lomax shared Southern roots in Georgia, in Macon and Valdosta, respectively. They possessed an intimate knowledge of Southern racial horrors that fueled their outspoken art and activism. Killens’s itinerant road from Macon to New York City included a stint at Howard University, where he took classes with the eminent sociologist E. Franklin Frazier, and a tour in the US Army during the Second World War. He became part of the same activist literary and political circles that nurtured Lorraine Hansberry, Harry Belafonte, Sidney Poitier, young writers Maya Angelou and Sarah Wright, and Jimmy Baldwin. Not to be outdone, Lomax produced the blockbuster 1959 documentary The Hate That Hate Produced, which made the Nation of Islam—dubbed the “Black Muslims,” the literal bête noire of the civil rights movement—and Malcolm X household names. In 1962, he published the best-selling Negro Revolt, which would be followed by a book-length study of Malcolm X disguised as a contemporary history of the Nation of Islam, entitled When the Word Is Given: A Report on Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, and the Black Muslim World.1

The three taped the Today segment during a bitterly cold and snowy winter, impacting travel and shipping nationwide. Baldwin’s appearance came alongside a torrent of publicity surrounding the publication of The Fire Next Time, whose intense distillation of the struggle for Black citizenship, the challenge of white supremacy, and the potential for democratic renewal captured the spirit of the times.2

Fire’s central set piece detailed the disorienting experience of Jimmy’s dinner at Elijah Muhammad’s palatial Chicago home on July 16, 1961. The evening transpired after a telephone conversation between Malcolm X and the Messenger, who judged Baldwin worthy of a further look.3 Baldwin had applied his talent for careful listening and acute observation to Muslims before meeting the Messenger. “Power was the subject of the speeches I heard,” he wrote. Skeptical of organized religion, Baldwin remained a passionate seeker of faith, a steadfast believer that the future of humanity rested on nothing short of transparent honesty about the past. “When Malcolm X, who is considered the movement’s second-in-command and heir apparent, points out that the cry of ‘violence’ was not raised, for example, when the Israelis fought to regain Israel, and, indeed, is raised only when black men indicate that they are willing to fight for their rights, he is speaking the truth,” admitted Baldwin.4

“I’ve got a lot to say to you, but we’ll have to wait until we sit down,” were Elijah Muhammad’s first words that Sunday afternoon. He reminded Baldwin of his father, if they had been friends instead of bitter of enemies. The invitation itself was a consequence of Baldwin appearing alongside Malcolm X in spirited debates that made one observer—noticing the writer’s sympathetic proclivities toward, if not total agreement with, Muslims—predict that he would soon be adopting the name of James X, after the NOI’s surname that honored an African past cut off by the forced kidnapping of the transatlantic slave trade.

Seated to Elijah Muhammad’s left at a long dinner table, Baldwin became not so much an interlocutor as a witness. The most riveting aspect of The Fire Next Time for white readers revolved around whether Baldwin would, through intellectual persuasion or emotional seduction, migrate over to the Muslim worldview that held out little hope for racial integration and even less for the nation’s future. The spell broke upon Jimmy’s confession to loving and trusting some white folk with his life. The night concluded with an intimate farewell between recent strangers who, over one long dinner conversation, came to understand one another as distant relatives. Their reunion offered a bittersweet glimpse of a past life where they might have regarded each other as a father and son. In this life, they were destined to be friendly adversaries.5

Baldwin’s New Yorker essay and subsequent book portrayed the rugged political, intellectual, and policy debates on racial justice and equality that had become real-world crises. His words of fire exposed white supremacy as grotesque; liberal, white New Yorker readers were both disgusted and fascinated. By exposing these truths, Baldwin made America’s “racial problem” a fashionably explosive topic of conversation, whose sprawling influence reached from the Negro grassroots to the White House.

Baldwin reframed American race relations through historical parallels and juxtaposition. In doing so, he anticipated Malcolm X’s rising political significance; identified the Southern civil rights struggle as a national, indeed global, movement; and turned the art of storytelling into a cultural phenomenon with political implications that grew as the year unfolded. Baldwin challenged liberal and conservative intellectuals by identifying the denial of Black citizenship and dignity as America’s original sin. Both white and Black critics lavished Baldwin’s arguments with criticism and praise, amplifying his message until it reverberated out to policymakers, politicians, civil rights activists, and, over time, the president and attorney general.

Baldwin’s words, speeches, and very presence provoked liberals and conservatives to reveal themselves in ways that would both disgrace and honor an entire generation. His moral stance inspired, titillated, and outraged. In Baldwin, conservatives found a worthy opponent who asked vexing questions that tied some of that movement’s brightest lights in knots. Liberals embraced him even as he returned their affection with a raised eyebrow and lacerating criticism. Further to the left, radicals viewed Baldwin’s popularity with a jaundiced eye, reckoning that a true revolutionary writer would not become the darling of the mainstream but a champion of the masses. Jimmy became the Rorschach test for that year’s activists, intellectuals, political leaders, and tastemakers. From their collective gaze Baldwin emerged as a combination of chameleon and sphinx—a literary wunderkind, prophetic truth teller, and political flamethrower whose brilliant mind cast an iridescent light upon the nation and world.

For Jimmy, it was a genuinely heady time. After rising from the depths of Harlem’s grinding poverty to the salons of Paris and Europe as a finishing school, Baldwin had become part of America’s cultural royalty. A reporter from Life magazine, Jane Howard, accompanied him as he commuted between New York City and Southern colleges at the beginning of the year. Over five panoramic weeks, Howard closely shadowed Baldwin. She observed 3 a.m. phone calls from his West Village apartment; she was placed in taxicabs by Baldwin’s friends. Jimmy offered exclusive access and would never, at any point, tell her not to write down what she had witnessed.

Jimmy spent some cold days in Mississippi before rebounding after a return from New York with his winter coat. Decked out in a Scottish shearling and dark sunglasses, Jimmy traveled to New Orleans, Louisiana, and Durham, North Carolina, where he cut a casually elegant figure. From church pulpits, he resumed his past life as a preacher. “I’ve been here 350 years, but you’ve never seen me,” he informed one predominantly white audience. A Life photographer captured Baldwin visiting Black neighborhoods whose economic distress reminded him of his Harlem boyhood. He chatted with strangers he regarded as extended family, picked up Negro children he just met, and gave planned and improvised speeches. Baldwin listened, talked, laughed, and spread joy—even as he spoke of a coming reckoning.

The accompanying photos showed Baldwin in various settings: lecturing from a podium to university students, carrying a young child during an impromptu visit to a Black family in the segregated South, and taking notes outside a Muslim mosque in Durham, standing next to James Meredith in freezing temperatures while awaiting a cab, and, in a stunning full-length shearling winter coat, playing with children in New Orleans. Baldwin possessed an uncanny knack for dropping bons mots in interviews, speeches, and books. “There’s a bill due that has to be paid,” he thundered before audiences. “If you say God is white, I can say he’s black,” he observed, challenging religious, political, and cultural taboos. “Today, our children are drifting toward disaster,” he explained, mixing cultural and social critique with moral clarity that introduced a new vocabulary of the possible into existence.

During time spent at his two-bedroom walk-up in New York City, Baldwin hosted a revolving cast of guests, journalists, and actor friends that included Rip Torn and Shirley MacLaine. They sipped on Scotch and danced to his favorite records, which included hefty doses of Ray Charles and Mahalia Jackson. Each day began with cigarettes and coffee as Baldwin began writing in earnest before dawn. His chain-smoking found him consuming more than a pack daily, a habit that became part of his writing identity. Over the year, his efforts to explain himself to increasingly larger audiences and, in turn, to learn from these interactions created tense and tender exchanges across the color line. “The framework in which we operate weighs almost too heavily to be born, and it is about killing us,” he remarked during his time with Jane Howard. Baldwin’s genius offered the possibility of reimagining this framework to promise life instead of death.6

That winter, Baldwin cemented his status as the literary voice of Black America. The first twenty-five thousand copies of The Fire Next Time sold out immediately, as did the fifteen thousand copies printed afterward. Speeches at Tulane, Dillard, Loyola, Xavier, and Louisiana State University helped turn Baldwin into a literary folk hero for a generation of Black college students. In North Carolina, the birthplace of the lunch counter sit-in movement that sparked national protests and helped launch SNCC, one thousand students gave Baldwin a standing ovation. He gave a sweeping lecture on American history before a capacity crowd at B. N. Duke Auditorium in Durham. The talk, titled “The South’s Need for a New Leadership,” identified the younger generation of Negro students as the nation’s last chance and best hope for redemption. Jimmy pulled no punches, specifically criticizing Bobby Kennedy and the White House for a tepid civil rights strategy he deemed “wrong and indefensible.”

Once again, Baldwin argued that the roots of the nation’s crisis could be traced back to the story we have told about our past. “We’ve lied about” American history for “so long that everyone has come to believe it.” Racial fiction amplified a false image of the nation that focused on division over the unspeakable truth. Defining Black people as a separate category of human existence informed hatred, violence, and confusion. “And we’ve lied about the fact that we’re brothers and sisters and mothers and uncles and cousins—and have been for 400 years.”

Baldwin synthesized aspects of Malcolm’s political sword and King’s rhetorical shield. Malcolm’s call to build an independent Black nation within a nation refused to confront how tightly bound Negroes and whites were in the American project. King’s call for reconciliation ignored the underside of this kinship—how truth, justice, and reconciliation required recognizing a painful history Americans were unaware of. Baldwin’s rhetorical tightrope between hope and despair ended with a warning that challenged New Frontier politicians to take bold steps. “It is time to take great risks because if we don’t, I don’t believe we have a future,” observed Baldwin. “And I’d hate to see so much beauty die.”7

The Black press offered extensive coverage of Baldwin’s speaking tour, while white journalists marveled at his emergence from merely a promising writer to the voice of the unfolding struggle for Negro dignity in America in their reviews of The Fire Next Time. “Out of his own pain and despair and hope,” observed the New York Times, Baldwin had fashioned a literary masterpiece that portrayed “white America as seen through the eyes of a Negro.” A photo of a handsome, slightly bemused-looking Baldwin accompanied Newsweek’s laudatory review, which found comfort in his searing eloquence and relentless search for deeper truths beyond those offered by the Nation of Islam. The Washington Post noted the “powerful emotions” Baldwin’s prose elicited while insightfully observing that, despite sharp critiques of white people and Christianity, he “really embraces both.”8 The book did so through its ability to express objective truths about the nation’s original sin of racial slavery and the anti-Black racism that continued to flourish despite the devastating Civil War and tortured, violent, and tragically unfinished period of Reconstruction. Baldwin’s prose gave white readers a peek into the souls of Black folk—brilliant, patriotic, hopeful, impatient, and enraged—that proved revelatory. His piercing eloquence inspired a vision of freedom beyond emancipation, including the ability to express a profound love for and disappointment in a country still unwilling to recognize the full measure of Black humanity. Baldwin’s work successfully tapped into the era’s racial anxieties and aspirations, with splashy ads for The Fire Next Time touting the author’s words as a provocation that contained the potential to help “end the racial nightmare” and “change the history of the world.”9

The Boston Globe ran an unprecedented eight-part profile of Baldwin that spring. A Black reporter, Bryant Rollins, gave readers a curated tour of Baldwin’s rags-to-riches story and interviewed his agent, Bob Mills, and editor, Robert Silberman. Rollins showed how time in Europe allowed the young Baldwin to take a personal inventory of himself: “I suddenly discovered that despite my reluctance to admit it, I was as American as any white Texan.” America remained Baldwin’s favorite subject of criticism. The country created a perpetual immaturity within its citizens fostered by an inability to face its ugly backstory squarely. “Nothing is more desirable than to be released from an affliction,” said Baldwin, offering one side of the duality of expatriates. “But nothing is more frightening than to be divested of a crutch.”10

He spared none in his broader critique of the American style of ambition, longing, and parochialism. He sought to overcome his limits through an indefatigable travel schedule that found him in France, Corsica, Spain, Turkey, Senegal, Israel, Scandinavia, and Switzerland. The successful “shattering of preconceptions I hardly knew I held” led Baldwin into new artistic territory that manifested into a passionate criticism of American racism deeply rooted in a profound love of country. Jimmy’s anti-racism reflected a patriotic call for the rest of the nation to follow suit if they indeed loved America. More hopeful than Malcolm X and more aggressive than Martin Luther King Jr., Baldwin told the country the story it desperately needed to hear now, perhaps for the first time in American history, when it finally seemed prepared to listen. Yet he remained honest enough to understand that his vulnerabilities required him to become “a kind of trans-Atlantic commuter,” to enjoy periodic recuperation from American racism by traveling to “Europe, or Africa or Asia, take a good, deep breath, and return to the battle.”11

Baldwin’s most vocal critic that year was the dashing thirty-seven-year-old conservative intellectual William F. Buckley. The foremost Northern white apologist for segregation, Buckley possessed a gift for making the despicable seem palatable. He correctly identified Baldwin as a supremely talented wordsmith and a worthy antagonist, an “eloquent menace” who trafficked in half-truths and “bitterness” that made him (not Malcolm X) “the Negroes’ most inflamed spokesman.”12 Baldwin’s searing critique of American democracy and the hypocrisy of Christianity offended Buckley’s civic and religious sensibilities. Buckley admitted that the near-universal “love” for The Fire Next Time by “book reviewers, intellectuals, café society” depressed him. Baldwin had tapped a vein in American culture that Buckley found not only distasteful but also dangerous.

Murray Kempton, the well-respected forty-five-year-old columnist, disagreed. On his way to a new perch at the New Republic, Kempton—a white liberal respectful enough to be the rare mainstream journalist who referred to NOI members as simply “Muslims”—examined race through the lens of the Emancipation Proclamation’s centennial in the pages of The Progressive.

“Notes Written at the Century Mark” examined the limits of racial progress one hundred years after slavery’s end. In dry, dreamy prose, Kempton delved into why, on matters related to Black dignity and citizenship, “what is truly obvious is so seldom said.” This included holding Black Americans to different standards of excellence in comparison with their white counterparts. “The Negro,” wrote Kempton, with typically withering candor, “affronts our conscience less than he disturbs our peace.” Kempton, who possessed a jeweler’s eye for the pathos inherent in the unfolding freedom struggle, gave panoramic descriptions of Negro strivings for citizenship and dignity—from Jackie Robinson’s grace on the baseball diamond and belligerence away from it to James Baldwin’s illumination of the white racial imagination and the quotidian work of Black people operating at America’s lower frequencies. “We owe to unknown Southern Negroes whatever has been epic in the history of the United States for the last ten years,” Kempton wrote, recalling his minor role in the drama the previous spring when he moderated a panel after Los Angeles police killed Ronald Stokes. “Malcolm X was in a condition of honest shock and indignation, and his audience cheered fervently his message that no white man deserved to be liked or trusted,” wrote Kempton. Afterward, three Muslims pressed Kempton to go to Los Angeles and personally investigate the shooting. This tragically hopeful request displayed, in some small way, the distance between the alienation sometimes preached by Malcolm X and a more humane reality.13

If Murray Kempton offered the face of a thoughtful white liberal humble enough to learn at the feet of Negro activists, Norman Podhoretz represented something quite different. Podhoretz utilized Baldwin’s work to carve out new intellectual space for a brand of white liberalism skeptical of Baldwin’s diagnosis of the nation’s race problem. A friend who traveled in Jimmy’s literary circles, Podhoretz attempted to make sense of the Baldwin phenomenon through biography. “My Negro Problem—and Ours,” published in Commentary magazine, probed Podhoretz’s childhood encounters with, and thoughts about, Negroes as a young Jewish boy growing up in Depression-era Brooklyn to make sense of the civil rights revolution. In Podhoretz’s recollection, despite an awareness that Blacks were perceived as an oppressed group, he saw them differently. “The Negroes were tougher than we were, more ruthless, and on the whole they were better athletes,” recalled Podhoretz. His experiences with Blacks made him fear and “hate” Negroes, despite his older sister’s penchant for proselytizing about Negro oppression, poverty, and misery. Podhoretz’s experience with Blacks matured into a volatile and anxiety-filled contest over playground turf, freedom of movement, fistfights, and masculine assertion in the racially diverse and politically divided New York City of the 1930s and 1940s.

Podhoretz deployed this backstory to foreground his contemporary unease over the nation’s civil rights discourse. For him, the whites and Jews of his youth now had little to do with racial slavery, segregation, and poverty. Baldwin explored just one aspect of a two-way street among America’s racial divide; Negroes viewed white people with a parallel invisibility, contempt, and generalization. And Podhoretz disputed the notion that racial hatred was rooted in the idea that white people were the jailers of Negroes. He described growing up in a poor Jewish community, where, despite comparative disadvantages, white immigrant kids of different backgrounds discovered a level of understanding and friendship, even love, that rarely, if ever, crossed the color line. This convinced Podhoretz that contemporary and historical racial divisions were based on something more primordially essential than the simple Marxist theories gleaned from his older sister or the words of fire and brimstone expressed by Baldwin.

Podhoretz not only resented Negroes but also envied them for what he considered to be their freedom from the social norms and strictures that eventually made Jews and whites like himself successful. The civil rights revolution, he observed, was filled with the self-deception—amplified by Baldwin—that Blacks enjoyed a moral high ground, which Podhoretz doubted they were capable of ever truly possessing. Having fled Brooklyn for Manhattan’s Upper West Side, Podhoretz chronicled how his status as a thirty-three-year-old liberal intellectual, which supposedly inured him from a feeling of racial antipathy, did the exact opposite. It caused him to “despair of the present push toward integration.” Despite a fear of the Muslim movement, Podhoretz found himself unconvinced by Baldwin’s vision of transcending hatred through love, at least politically. In Podhoretz’s view, only complete assimilation could save the nation. Yet he admitted that he would “rant and rave” if his daughter one day wanted to marry a Negro.

“My Negro Problem—and Ours” trafficked in racial stereotypes and refused to confront how whites and Jews derived privilege from a racial hierarchy based on slavery. Podhoretz misinterpreted Baldwin’s pursuit of racial justice as a wish for a color-blind future. He professed horror over instances of Negro anti-Semitism without interrogating how his fear and loathing of Black people might be interpreted as a particular kind of Jewish anti-Black racism, marked by proximity that stopped short of true intimacy despite shared histories of oppression.

Podhoretz found inspiration for his essay upon reading Jimmy’s New Yorker piece (which he had initially commissioned for Commentary) that formed the basis for The Fire Next Time. He considered “Letter from a Region in My Mind” to be Baldwin’s best work. Podhoretz intended his essay to be a “counter-statement,” the highest form of praise in their competitive intellectual world. He asked Jimmy for words of approval, which he offered, to endorse the piece ahead of the controversy that would greet its publication.14

Podhoretz’s essay outlined a postwar American liberalism that would, over the next two decades, join a neoconservative movement that would blast the racial justice remedies being discussed during the early 1960s as reverse racism. Podhoretz mapped this trajectory in Commentary and would become part of a conservative movement that included the intellectual work of William F. Buckley, the ideological framing of Barry Goldwater, and the far-right-wing populism of Alabama governor George Wallace. This despite the fact that Podhoretz could trace his intellectual genealogy back to a coterie of Depression-era Jewish intellectuals, including Irving Howe, who became sympathetic advocates of the Negro cause.

Born in 1930, the same year as Lorraine Hansberry, Podhoretz belonged to a generation of thought leaders who interpreted empathy for Blacks as a kind of special treatment, contradicting the virtues of a democracy that was based on meritorious achievement rather than immutable characteristics such as race or religion. In a sense, he sought to parallel Baldwin’s achievement of examining the genuine soul of Black folk by reviewing his own “twisted feelings about Negroes” and how they contradicted his moral values. Podhoretz hoped to open a national dialogue about the existence, relevance, and, in certain instances, amplification of such feelings, which formed an essential role in explaining white racial backlash.15

If Baldwin’s work, presupposing internal knowledge of the Negro’s humanity, elevated the beautiful parts of Black culture, folkways, experience, and potential, Podhoretz managed the reverse. He offered a warning that, at least based on the Black people he had encountered since his youth, Negroes could be dangerous, greedy, duplicitous, and immoral too, a lesson he did not want to be forgotten amid the ongoing civil rights revolt. Jimmy generously regarded his friend’s essay as a “tremendous achievement,” one beneficial “for all of us” since it so candidly admitted racial prejudice with new depth. Perhaps Baldwin praised the essay because of its unadulterated honesty. He passionately resented “the assumption that you could achieve an experience without undergoing it,” a charge he felt tainted Norman Mailer’s writing and rendered entirely bankrupt the work of Jack Kerouac and the Beats.16

Not everyone in Jimmy’s circle looked so kindly on Podhoretz’s analysis. Upon reading the essay, Lorraine Hansberry chose rage in lieu of Baldwin’s grace. In a lengthy letter published in Commentary, Hansberry described “My Negro Problem—and Ours” as grotesque. Hansberry found Podhoretz’s trip down a memory lane filled with Negro bullies and villains “a sheer outrage.” She stripped the liberal veneer from Podhoretz’s intellectual armor and “recognized in it an adolescent expectation and hope that the writer would be congratulated by black and white on his—‘honesty.’”

Hansberry’s evisceration of Podhoretz’s “recitation of old fashioned racist motifs” anticipated the changing tides of white liberal racial discourse. She identified the essay as contributing to a discourse of “self-exemption” that made the difficult road ahead for interracial organizing nearly impossible. Hansberry—whose interracial, and at times tempestuous, marriage to Robert Nemiroff included outside lovers who were women—recoiled at Podhoretz’s suggestion “that the presence of the undiluted black is intolerable and therefore this nation must now weigh, in a manner suggesting the taking of hemlock to the lips, sexually absorbing what it will not love!” Podhoretz, who identified himself as a “white American” at one point in his essay, challenged the very basis of Black dignity, siding with the same group that—in its basest form—led the anti-Semitic charges that produced the Holocaust. Hansberry dismantled Podhoretz’s self-indulgence, denial, resentment, and intellectual pretensions with verve in ferociously passionate prose. While unable to prevent the liberal interest in racial justice from curdling into the crude pathologizing that Podhoretz, alongside Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, would turn into a cottage industry, Hansberry left an enduring, resonant message of hope in “the sophistication of concern” the Negro revolution had awakened in the democratic imagination.17

In the pages of National Review, Garry Wills published a lengthy review essay, “What Color Is God?,” which represented another front in an escalating debate over the literary and political value of The Fire Next Time. Wills refuted Baldwin’s contention that the Christianity undergirding Western civilization was a lie. “Baldwin is asking for immediate secession from our civilization,” argued Wills. The term “secession” purposefully evoked past and future civil wars over the meaning of freedom in American society. According to Wills, Baldwin overstated the case of Negro suffering and Christian culpability. Christianity, while imperfect, offered a chance to recognize the divine in all human beings, even if whites, thus far, had failed to do so. The suffering produced by racial slavery, Wills suggested, contained the seeds for liberation through a careful examination of Christianity. “New treasures can be salvaged even from a disaster like slavery in America,” argued Wills. They “can be stored away for future use.” For Wills, Baldwin threw out the baby with the bathwater, dismissively attacking Christianity based on childhood trauma, an abusive father, and experience of religion being used to abuse Harlem’s vulnerable.

“As a Christian, I must believe in the priceless value of any black man,” wrote Wills. Such Christian piety existed alongside a rugged individualism that cast a skeptical eye on “colorblindness,” which imposed an equality of value, purpose, and station on Black and white communities whose manifest differences were based on culture and biology. Baldwin’s egalitarianism sought to place square pegs in round holes, perpetuating a false assumption “that a low I.Q. can be flattered out of existence.” Wills didn’t have to state that he was speaking about Black people. Near the end of his essay, he conceded that “Baldwin won the game” by convincing white liberals to examine themselves, their society, their foibles, and their mistakes. “He is an adversary worthy of our best arguments,” Wills contended as he finished an insightful contribution to just such an effort.18

Wills offered a critique that was generous in acknowledging Baldwin’s unique literary talents and fearful of the political implications produced by a book that transcended artistic borders and political boundaries. National Review’s anxieties over the civil rights revolution searched for an intellectual defense against charges of anti-Black racism. Wills echoed the magazine’s conservative orthodoxy, defending aspects of de facto racial inequality as less of a structural impediment than a side effect of personal freedom. Southerners, as well as whites in the North, held the right to associate with whomever they pleased without fear of being sullied by charges of racial prejudice. Wills substituted Buckley’s penchant for outrageous analogies that compared civil rights demonstrators with Nazis and terrorists with a gift for probing some of the shortcomings of Western civilization that gave ballast to Baldwin’s most trenchant criticisms.

Wills interpreted Baldwin’s flirtation with Elijah Muhammad and the NOI as a willful provocation to induce empathy. For, after all, how could “the most sensitive and discriminating articulator of Negro suffering” fall for a band of swashbuckling racial separatists unless the national racial situation were in true crisis? The answer, for Wills, lay in Baldwin’s overly expansive notion of racial inequality, one that made every sleight, humiliation, and embarrassment suffered by Black people the fault of an anonymous, perpetually guilty white population. Wills, like Buckley, rejected this premise on its face. And, in so doing, he eradicated large swaths of American history. Wills and Podhoretz, although coming from different ideological perspectives, would, over time, find symmetry in doubting racism’s uncanny ability to touch every aspect of American life. After a fashion, they both acknowledged Baldwin as introducing a new racial vocabulary of freedom, dignity, and citizenship into the nation’s discourse, placing them on the defensive. They vowed to continue the intellectual fight and come back better prepared for future battles.

Parts of the white left found Baldwin’s analysis wanting even as they acknowledged his work’s political and literary impact. In the pages of Baldwin’s old literary haunt, Partisan Review, Stephen Spender wrote admiringly of The Fire Next Time’s introduction of language that transcended color and class barriers. “It is on the whole encouraging that James Baldwin should have become the voice of the American Negro,” observed Spender, “because he is also the voice of an American consciousness (conscience) which is not Negro.” Yet, he found Baldwin’s tendency to speak of race relations in the intimate language of an estranged romantic relationship too parochial. Negroes, according to Spender, were simply the latest version of nineteenth-century European and white working-class proletarians. They would rise and fall based on recognizing that class, not race, explained their current political fortunes, something Baldwin too often ignored through a focus on color.19

New worlds were rising even as old alliances frayed. Baldwin’s writing, as both inspiration and provocation, stood at the nexus of America’s political, literary, and intellectual crossroads that wrestled over questions of race, democracy, citizenship, dignity, and whether color blindness might offer a solution or further barrier in the quest to recognize Negroes as human beings. Black intellectuals also debated the merits and political impact of Baldwin’s literary work. Some, like the radical writer Sylvester Leaks, criticized Baldwin as a skilled but willfully misguided interpreter of Black anger who led readers to the brink of confronting the depths of racial misery only to let them off the hook with clichés promoting a shared national destiny.

Julian Mayfield offered a spirited defense of Baldwin from Ghana in the journal Freedomways, a legacy publication founded by Esther Cooper Jackson and Shirley Graham Du Bois and edited by the Harlem intellectual and Pan-African historian John Henrik Clarke. Mayfield, a talented novelist with a penchant for drinking, left the United States to serve as one of the critical Black American advisers in Kwame Nkrumah’s burgeoning political kingdom. The former British Gold Coast, overnight it seemed, became the central reservoir of African dignity and, in doing so, ennobled Black America, especially its radical artists and intelligentsia. Educated at the historically Black Lincoln University in Pennsylvania, Nkrumah exhibited an unusual degree of knowledge and empathy regarding the plight of African Americans. He met with Malcolm X during his 1958 tour of Harlem, implored Negroes to return “home” and deploy their talents toward nation building in Africa, and personally invited W. E. B. Du Bois, the legendary scholar-activist, to live in Accra and complete his long-envisioned Encyclopedia Africana, intended to be a massive history of the Black world.

Mayfield recognized Baldwin’s time abroad as making him ideally suited to the moment. The two men had met in New York City in the late 1950s, between Mayfield’s stints in the Caribbean and Africa. They stayed up all night in passionate conversation until Baldwin took a cab from Mayfield’s home in Queens back to Manhattan. Mayfield found Baldwin to be the most passionately loquacious interlocutor he had ever met, except for Malcolm X. And he recognized, in Baldwin’s visage, a face that “could only have been chiselled [sic] by the city” of New York, in the beating heart of Harlem. Baldwin’s compassion, to more cynical eyes, might be mistaken for surrender. His eloquent, searing descriptions of racial oppression and ability to mine personal trauma in prose afforded him a new kind of literary success. Baldwin, “almost alone,” observed Mayfield, dared to continuously speak across the racial divide, offering not so much an olive branch as a road map to white people, “offering them a way out” if they proved wise and capable enough to listen. Baldwin preached subversion masked as poetry, capturing “the essence of Negro determination to live in the American house” freely, “or, failing that, to burn the American house down.”20

John Henrik Clarke, the historian and associate editor of Freedomways, kept two generations of Black, African, and Caribbean writers conversing with the overlapping global histories found, lost, and rediscovered during the civil rights movement’s heroic period. As Freedomways’ resident Pan-African historian, Clarke helped to curate the journal’s postwar African American political and intellectual thought that blended anti-colonialism, class struggle, and anti-racism into what the iconoclastic Negro critic Harold Cruse dubbed “revolutionary nationalism.” Clarke, who identified the NOI as “the most dynamic force for protest and change in the United States,” vouched for Baldwin’s political commitment and personal sincerity.

Baldwin’s meteoric success reverberated outward, popularizing interest in Black history and literature in ways that challenged and inspired Negro intellectuals.21 Mayfield in Ghana and Clarke in Harlem both served as informal advisers to Malcolm X, part of a group of loosely affiliated artists and writers known as the Harlem Writers Guild. They formed overlapping and transnational networks that produced radical magazines and journals such as Freedomways, Negro Digest, and Liberator. Baldwin’s stellar publication record during the 1950s primarily consisted, outside of novels, of expertly placed essays and short stories in some of the leading intellectual magazines of the day: Harper’s, Partisan Review, Commentary, and Esquire. Only in the 1960s, as his involvement in the civil rights struggle increased, did his byline appear in Black magazines, including Liberator, where he also served on the editorial board.

The political implications of Baldwin’s writings enmeshed him in two generations of radically engaged Black intellectuals, many of whom, such as Mayfield and Clarke, were mentored by veterans of Jazz Age freedom struggles, including Paul Robeson and W. E. B. Du Bois. Freedomways grew from the political travails of Esther Cooper Jackson and her husband James, stalwart organizers of the Southern Negro Youth Congress (SNYC), which served as a precursor to SNCC and established Birmingham, Alabama, as a center of Southern Black radicalism between 1937 and 1948. Esther and James Jackson were lifelong Communists who attended world conferences against racism, helped to organize resistance against police brutality, supported interracial labor unionism, and helped Du Bois in his transition from a civil rights militant into a fellow traveler, and then, on the eve of his death, into a bona fide party member.22

Lorraine Hansberry learned from and taught this cohort, beginning a decade before her play A Raisin in the Sun catapulted her to literary fame, financial success, and the kind of public presence last occupied by Paul Robeson. At twenty-one, Hansberry became a Communist and served as associate editor of Freedom magazine, shepherded by Louis E. Burnham, a close friend of the Jacksons, Robeson, and old-left Negroes associated with the SNYC, many of whom had faced reputational and financial evisceration by 1955, the same year the magazine folded. Hansberry’s generation, which was also Baldwin’s, took the anti-fascism and anti-colonial politics of the 1930s and 1940s associated with the Popular Front—the Communist Party’s version of coalition politics that allowed it, for a time, to march alongside the NAACP, labor unions, and other groups—to America’s domestic racial and democratic crises of the 1950s. It would prove to be a losing battle, with the Black church the last institution standing in the wake of Cold War repression. Refugees from the left, such as Bayard Rustin, would reinvent themselves as civil rights activists. Du Bois, alongside his wife Shirley and stepson David, would become an expatriate in Africa. Robeson, once among the world’s most celebrated activists and entertainers, would face humiliation and financial ruin after having his passport illegally blocked, thus preventing him from traveling and making a living outside a country that now branded him a traitor.

For a while, Hansberry’s trajectory proved miraculous. “I’m going to write a social drama about Negroes that will be good art,” she proposed in anticipation of writing A Raisin in the Sun. That play’s literary and political achievements far surpassed her precocious ambition. The play managed to put into conversation the thoughts, ideals, ambitions, and traumas of two generations of Black folk, spanning political and personal disappointments from Chicago to Africa. Embedded in her complex Negro world were sly critiques of capitalism and gender norms, ennobling language that viewed Black women—such as herself—through new eyes, and a candid discussion of the meaning of freedom in a melancholy postwar American society that paradoxically viewed racial integration as both Negro liberation and the destruction of white civilization.23

Scarred by the criminal prosecutions, censorship, and harassment of the Cold War’s brutal early years, many Negro artists, including Ralph Ellison, abandoned formal affiliations with left-wing groups, especially the Communist Party. But many retained a thirst for justice and a penchant for backing underdogs by joining the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, which sponsored tours for Black artists to see the revolution before the US travel embargo. Anti-colonial struggles in Cuba and Africa offered glimpses of what revolution might look like in America, a prospect relished by Mayfield, who toured Cuba in 1960, and flirted with by Malcolm X, who met with Fidel Castro at the Hotel Theresa in Harlem that same year.24

William Worthy symbolized the great risk that radical intellectuals, especially those who were Negro, faced in these times. A Boston native who graduated from Bates College in Maine and became an early supporter of CORE and the Fellowship of Reconciliation, two World War II–era interracial civil rights groups, Worthy found his calling on the front lines of the Cold War. In 1947, he participated, alongside Bayard Rustin, in the Journey of Reconciliation, an interracial bus ride through the upper South that inspired the Freedom Rides. He reported from Angola, the Belgian Congo, Korea, and Malaysia. Trips to China, South Africa, and Russia whetted his appetite for the global contours of the battle over political self-determination in a world divided between American-style democracy and Soviet-style socialism.

In 1958, Worthy could not renew his passport after a banned visit to China. In 1961, he was arrested for traveling to Cuba illegally. There, he had interviewed Robert F. Williams, the maverick former leader of the Monroe, North Carolina, NAACP, who vowed to practice self-defense against white supremacists in a manner that echoed aspects of Malcolm X’s rhetoric. After being framed on a false kidnapping charge for offering safe harbor to a white couple in Monroe, Williams fled to Cuba, where he broadcast a show, Radio Free Dixie, over shortwave radio that called for the internationalization of the civil rights struggle.

By 1963, the forty-one-year-old William Worthy was the most famous Black foreign correspondent in American history, and his exclusive interview with Robert Williams angered Republican and Democratic politicians and caught the ire of the Kennedy administration. Lorraine Hansberry, James Baldwin, and A. Philip Randolph were among the supporters who organized protests after news that President Kennedy (whose administration had prosecuted Worthy) would receive the Democracy Legacy Award from the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B’rith.

Worthy’s political struggles linked high politics to the quotidian, places where Black rage and resistance mixed comfortably with the freedom dreams espoused by Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. Worthy was part of the cultural milieu whose politics helped shape James Baldwin’s and Lorraine Hansberry’s literary ambitions. Worthy’s case also served as a bridge between revolutionary Black nationalism and the anti-colonial struggles being waged in some of the countries he reported from. A predominantly white Trotskyist left, most notably represented by the Socialist Workers Party (SWP), would identify Malcolm X as an emerging icon of a global revolution. The Harlem Anti-Colonial League and its affiliates staged demonstrations in New York, Chicago, Detroit, and Minneapolis on January 15, where demonstrators braved below-freezing temperatures and picketed for several hours to support Worthy. One of the protesters was M. S. Arnoni, a Holocaust survivor of thirteen Nazi concentration camps, now the editor and publisher of the Minority of One magazine and a fierce anti-fascist activist.

Pro-Worthy picketers also demonstrated outside of the Americana Hotel on January 23, serving notice to Bobby Kennedy, the keynote speaker for a Fund for the Republic luncheon inside. Patricia Murphy Robinson, whose family owned the Baltimore Afro-American and employed Worthy, tried to give Bobby Kennedy a pamphlet documenting the attorney general’s office’s prosecution. He refused the pamphlet.

As Worthy’s legal troubles showed, the path for a Black writer in 1963 was narrow. Even Hansberry, despite her success, struggled to achieve the kind of reach that Baldwin alone was able to maintain. Baldwin occupied a unique space between radical critiques of American power and those, such as the Kennedys, who unapologetically wielded it. The force of his work, the power of his words, and his ease in the cocktail party circuit that spanned political, cultural, and economic elites gave Baldwin access to networks that spread his ideas far and wide.
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FREEDOM’S FALSE SPRING

Baldwin’s entrée on the world stage commenced with the force of history. Four days after Baldwin’s Today show appearance, Martin Luther King Jr. engaged in the ongoing debate over race, religion, and democracy in the New York Amsterdam News.1 In “Segregation and the Church,” King observed that Baldwin’s passionate critique forced the nation to “admit that the religious bodies in America have not been faithful to their prophetic mission on the question of racial justice.”2 Baldwin’s notoriety offered King political cover to widen and deepen his critique of American democracy.

The question of racial justice proved to be the central theme of the moment, one that Malcolm X’s activism ensured would endure beyond the brutal winter of 1963. As King sharpened his political rhetoric in anticipation of a confrontation that might force the Kennedys into action, Malcolm’s public notoriety as the national representative of the Nation of Islam grew. A February 9 television appearance in Washington, DC, found Malcolm in top form. Answering questions from two journalists, including a Black reporter, Malcolm portrayed the NOI as a peaceful group that advocated self-defense against racial violence and turned King’s growing approval in white communities into a badge of dishonor. “It’s dangerous for white people to think that Martin Luther King reflects the thinking” of Black America, he cautioned. The FBI was among those interested in Malcolm’s words, publicly announcing plans to send extra agents to Charlotte, North Carolina, after the city’s mosque announced that he would visit them.3

The week after denouncing King and the prospects of racial integration on television, Malcolm took his crusade against police brutality to the streets of New York City. On the second Wednesday in February, Malcolm organized a protest march in support of Rochester Muslims brutalized by the police. Hundreds of Muslims marched in front of the old New York Times Building on Forty-Second and Broadway. They walked back and forth between Forty-Second and Forty-Sixth Street, unmolested by the police after Malcolm publicly challenged law enforcement to throw them in jail and reveal the hypocrisy of America’s democracy. In the evening rush hour, Muslims held up signs—“America Is a Police State for the Black Man”—and hawked copies of Muhammad Speaks.4

That Saturday, Malcolm convened an outdoor rally in Harlem on 125th Street and Seventh Avenue. “America has become a police state for twenty million Negroes!” he thundered. He described the invasion of the Rochester mosque as an example of “Gestapo” tactics of law enforcement. Thirteen other Black defendants were charged with inciting a riot stemming from a February 8 rally supporting the NOI in New York City. After his speech, Malcolm led several hundred demonstrators in temperatures that dipped below freezing through New York’s Rockefeller Center, purposefully marching against police brutality in the heart of the nation’s financial and cultural capital. Malcolm pointedly called out New York governor Nelson Rockefeller as a political hypocrite who pretended to befriend Black people while supporting brutal policies that suggested otherwise. “Rockefeller is too busy protesting the treatment of Negroes in Mississippi, Georgia, and Alabama, to notice the conditions in his own state.”5

Malcolm spent part of February shuttling between Harlem and Rochester, where he forged coalitions with civil rights leaders, including the head of the local NAACP, that foreshadowed his future political direction. Rochester emerged as Malcolm’s favorite midsize city, a haven in western New York whose Black population stood at close to twenty-five thousand in a city of three hundred thousand. Rochester reflected the growing rise in Black militancy that Malcolm’s words anticipated and his actions helped to inspire. Malcolm sent a pointed telegram to John F. Kennedy, urging the president to launch an investigation into the police brutality in Rochester that he described as part of a national continuum that included events in Jackson and Oxford, Mississippi. He demanded that Kennedy probe efforts to “suppress the civil and human rights of the Negro community in general, and the religious rights of the Muslims in particular.”6

Demands for change simultaneously emanating from multiple parts of society—guided by various and, at times, conflicting ideological perspectives ranging from vehement support to violent opposition against racial justice—placed additional burdens on the Kennedys. Looming in the background, always, was the 1964 presidential election. Too much support for civil rights might endanger the president, but too little could also be politically unwise. Cautious and unsure on race matters, the Kennedy brothers struggled to find their footing on an issue that, with each passing month, grew in moral importance and political significance. This situation left the Kennedys with hard choices to make about how to navigate the year with a reelection campaign looming.

The diversity of challenges across the political landscape staggered the Kennedy administration. Malcolm X’s profile steadily rose from a uniquely colorful part of Harlem’s political scene to a nationally prominent figure in a manner that placed civil rights leaders and the Kennedys on edge. Black students and young people helped make Greenwood, Mississippi, the temporary headquarters of an unfolding civil rights revolution. Greenwood would once again place members of SNCC in the crosshairs of both the violent racial segregationists and the exasperated Bobby Kennedy, Justice Department, and president. All roads would lead to Birmingham, Alabama, where an unexpected, although long overdue, reckoning awaited.

Jack Kennedy’s forty-eighth press conference as president, delivered on February 7, gave little indication of the White House’s or the press’s interest in civil rights. Questions about foreign policy dominated the proceedings, with Kennedy offering no comment, and journalists seeking none, about domestic race relations.

President Kennedy held a reception honoring Abraham Lincoln’s birthday on February 12, which brought so many Black people to the White House that the journalists who managed to attend, despite a press ban, said it reminded them of an NAACP convention. The gala was the brainchild of Louis Martin, a former Chicago Defender editor with deep contacts in the Black press. He had become one of Kennedy’s most impactful advisers during the 1960 campaign and inside the White House. Martin sent over eight hundred invitations to Black dignitaries. As deputy chairman of the Democratic National Committee, Martin managed to hold influence in the White House through extensive contacts. By association, President Kennedy’s acceptance of the largest gathering of Negroes at the White House in American history signaled an essential cultural, if not political, shift in Beltway politics.7

From his White House office at 5 p.m., Kennedy delivered remarks about a 246-page report, “Freedom for the Free,” from the Commission on Civil Rights. The initial draft, written by the historian of Black life in America and author of From Slavery to Freedom, John Hope Franklin, proved too explosively pessimistic in its chronicling of the century of uninterrupted white supremacy and racial oppression that followed Reconstruction. Berl Bernhard, the commission’s staff director, sheepishly contacted Franklin, nestled in the hallowed halls of English academia as the visiting Pitt Professor at Cambridge University, for approval to add his name to the acknowledgments of a new ghostwritten document. Angry and hurt by the shelving of his thorough report, Franklin remained in England instead of attending the White House festivities.

“The distance to be traveled 100 years after the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation is at once a reproach and a challenge,” observed Kennedy, offering sentiments shared by large parts of the Black community. “In freeing themselves, the Negroes have enlarged the freedoms of all Americans,” he explained, adding that the nation “cannot congratulate ourselves that, in 1963, full equality has been attained by all our citizens.” Civil rights leaders agreed with such rare moments of presidential candor.8

“Freedom for the Free” characterized Northern segregation, backed by unwritten personal agreements, as more difficult to eradicate than Southern Jim Crow. “The final chapter in the struggle for equality has yet to be written,” observed the report. That evening, as over one thousand guests attended a reception that lasted almost three hours, history unfolded at the White House at the intersection of race, civil rights, and power.9

A beaming Jack Kennedy, alongside First Lady Jacqueline, resplendent in a two-piece red velvet suit, posed for photographs, shook hands with hundreds of civil rights leaders including dignitaries from the NAACP and CORE, and took what some considered a premature victory lap that celebrated Lincoln’s Birthday and the centennial of emancipation but not the announcement of a new civil rights bill. Martin Luther King Jr. and Coretta Scott King were noticeably absent from the fete, having quietly boycotted the event by failing to reschedule their planned vacation in Jamaica. Hundreds of Black luminaries, activists, fellow travelers, and business, religious, and educational leaders moved throughout the East Wing of the White House, dined on a buffet dinner, and mingled with an extraordinary collection of guests, including Roy Wilkins, the pragmatic NAACP executive director; James Farmer, the CORE director; and Sterling Brown, the Howard University literature professor who had moderated the Baldwin panel four months earlier. Also in attendance were Dorothy Height, president of the National Council of Negro Women, and Jeanne Noble, the national president of Delta Sigma Theta, whose anniversary event the president had attended at the start of the year.

The celebration was also an early, unannounced but unmistakable reelection campaign event. Kennedy cannily agreed to an event that stole the thunder of the Republican Party, parts of which still proudly upheld the banner of Lincoln and abolition. It also offered the president proximity to some of the vital Black figures whose support would be integral to his 1964 campaign. Kennedy used the event to showcase prominent Negro officials appointed by his administration, including journalist turned nominee for ambassador to Finland Carl T. Rowan; NAACP Legal Defense legend turned circuit court judge Thurgood Marshall; Robert Weaver, director of the agency that would shortly become the cabinet-level Department of Housing and Urban Development; and Hobart Taylor, one of the vice president’s close allies and the executive vice president of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.

Celebrities, such an integral part of the Camelot mystique surrounding the third year of the Kennedy administration, were in attendance. Comedian and civil rights activist Dick Gregory and jazz musician Lionel Hampton were part of the festivities. In a subtle example of the rapidly changing times, Sammy Davis Jr., the popular Negro entertainer, came with May Britt, his Swedish wife. President Kennedy took pains to avoid being photographed with the interracial couple, lest the image be used against him in the South during the next election. Ethel Kennedy, Teddy Kennedy, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, Vice President Lyndon Johnson, and Lady Bird Johnson attended. Harris Wofford, the Peace Corps head who had convinced Jack Kennedy to phone Coretta Scott King while her husband languished in jail, flew in from Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.10 For the Kennedys, the appearance of Black dignitaries at the White House reminded African Americans of the president’s friendship. These symbolic gestures had carried great weight during the 1960 election, but Black activists wanted to see some action.

Far away from the White House, radical, Black-led grassroots activism showed no signs of abating. As the month neared its end, Malcolm X presided over Saviours’ Day—the NOI’s biggest annual event, fundraiser, and celebration—in Chicago. Malcolm was the keynote speaker, a last-minute replacement for an ailing Elijah Muhammad, who remained ill in Arizona. Organizational intrigues overwhelmed Malcolm’s time in Chicago. Muhammad’s family chafed against Malcolm’s use of the Messenger’s Cadillac, perceived his efforts to broker internal problems between the children as unnecessary interference, interpreted his unbridled confidence as the imperious actions of a usurper, and believed he was fanning the flames of rumors about Muhammad’s sexual improprieties with a string of young former secretaries. Malcolm also bonded with one of Muhammad’s sons, Wallace, an apostate from the NOI’s teachings and a growing believer in Sunni Islam. Malcolm’s pleas for peace inspired tactical war from Muhammad’s children and inner circle, who identified the prized student as a traitor threatening to destroy the political kingdom he had helped to build. FBI wiretaps detailed the fear, anxiety, and rage that Malcolm’s presence induced within Muhammad’s “royal” family.

Malcolm applied his often underappreciated diplomatic skills in letters, phone calls, and visits to the Messenger. Malcolm sought to convince Muhammad, and perhaps himself, that fathering children with vulnerable secretaries outside of marriage reflected the unpredictable will of biblical prophecy. Malcolm explained his interest in these rumors, which could topple the empire, as for the good of the Nation of Islam’s future. Once aware of the group’s corrupt inner workings, he might better defend the sect from external enemies.11 But Malcolm overplayed his hand, making powerful new enemies within the NOI who viewed his behavior in Chicago as the beginning of a planned coup. Throughout the rest of the year, Malcolm’s time within the group would be marked by a striking juxtaposition that few—with the glaring exception of the FBI and well-placed Muslims—knew about. The greater Malcolm’s fame, celebrity, and political notoriety grew in the secular world, the more isolated and estranged he would grow from the organization and surrogate father who had made it all possible.

An estimated four thousand Muslims gathered in the Chicago Coliseum, a sea of humanity underneath a banner proclaiming: “There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is his apostle.” Malcolm spoke to Muslims from across the nation. “I was blessed to talk to our beloved leader and teacher a short time ago on the telephone, and he told me, ‘Don’t try and be polite in order to hold the people,’” Malcolm began, by way of introduction. “‘Tell them the truth.’” Malcolm likened the absent Messenger to the biblical Moses, a prophet who would lead his people to the Promised Land. “I know the white man,” Malcolm told the gathering. “Nobody loved white people more than I did,” he continued. “Nobody served white people better than I did.” Malcolm confessed to being one of the millions of lost sheep, sinning in the wilderness of America while unquestioningly embracing Christianity before discovering Islam’s salvation. Malcolm delivered one of his classic metaphors. “You don’t stick a knife in our back nine inches and pull it out six inches and then expect us to say hurrah,” he noted to laughter and applause. “You shouldn’t have put it there in the first place.”12

In the public’s imagination, Malcolm presided over the event as the heir to Muhammad’s throne. Malcolm spoke for two hours on the failures of racial integration, the historic crimes white people committed against Blacks, and the need for political self-determination, including territorial autonomy. “The white man is the greatest teacher of hate that ever walked the earth,” Malcolm proclaimed. “It is time to get a divorce, and we want a property settlement!”13

It would be the last Saviours’ Day he would ever attend.

President Kennedy sent his long-delayed special message on civil rights to Congress the day after Malcolm X’s Saviours’ Day appearance in Chicago. It amounted to a call for Congress to pass legislation expanding voting rights, barring discrimination in restaurants and public accommodations, ending employment discrimination, extending and expanding the US Commission on Civil Rights, and withholding the use of federal funds from racial bigots. It offered a rough outline for what would eventually be the most comprehensive civil rights bill of the twentieth century.

Kennedy’s message made headlines. One journalist called the statement “a message of unexpected sweep,” yet there were still signs that the president remained reluctant to embrace civil rights. Despite closing the message with a special reminder that the centennial of the Emancipation Proclamation offered the perfect opportunity for Congress to act, Kennedy still refused to make the kind of grand public address to the nation that Martin Luther King Jr. hoped for and that Malcolm X doubted he ever would.14 The message played along partisan lines within the Democratic Party. Segregationist Dixiecrats, led by Georgia senator Richard Russell, who shared a close relationship with Vice President Lyndon Johnson, called the president’s message a “stump speech,” poorly timed and ill-advised.15

Politically, Kennedy’s message attempted to thread the needle between legislative impact and a growing domestic racial crisis that threatened aspects of American foreign policy. He tried to have it both ways on questions of Black citizenship and dignity. By creating national headlines, the message served to distract attention away from the administration’s substantive lack of legislative progress. Kennedy calculated that he did not have the votes in Congress to pass successful legislation, and that a failed attempt to do so might show crippling political weakness eighteen months before the next presidential election. Still, his failure to use the presidential bully pulpit to stake a moral and political claim on behalf of Black citizenship left him out of step with the racial tenor of the times.

Kennedy faced criticism not just from civil rights leaders and Dixiecrats but from potential rivals for the presidency in 1964. Republican New York governor Nelson “Rocky” Rockefeller attacked the president’s civil rights message as offering too little and arriving “two years too late” for the crisis the nation now faced. During a speech in Albany, New York, organized by the state chapters of the NAACP, Rockefeller criticized Kennedy for not vocally supporting failed efforts to end the Senate filibuster, a legislative tactic successfully exploited to thwart civil rights legislation. More specifically, he called out Kennedy for appointing at least four Southern judges to the federal bench who openly supported racial segregation. “This strikes me as an off way to expedite civil rights cases,” remarked the governor.16

The accuracy of the charges stung Kennedy personally and politically. The president struck back against Rockefeller during his March 6 press conference. Reporters brought up Rockefeller’s incendiary charge of Kennedy blithely appointing “segregationist judges” and leveraged off-the-record conversations with disappointed and anonymous NAACP leaders that corroborated this claim. Kennedy conceded that the judges issued rulings he disagreed with but argued that he found his Southern appointments to the judiciary reflected “an extraordinary and very creditable record” comparable with Eisenhower’s nominees. Privately, Kennedy telephoned Nick Katzenbach, assistant attorney general for civil rights at the Justice Department, to gauge the truth of Rockefeller’s charges. “Is it real bad?” he asked Katzenbach. Katzenbach largely demurred, admitting that Mississippi judge William H. Cox, described as an “old friend” of rabid segregationist senator James Eastland, “has not been good” and concluded by saying that, overall, the administration had nothing to be “embarrassed” about. This may have satisfied Kennedy, but it was untrue, as unfolding events in the Deep South were already bringing to light.17

Fresh reason for shame came on March 1, the day after the shooting of Jimmy Travis, a twenty-year-old civil rights worker registering voters outside of Greenwood, Mississippi, the bloody heart of the Delta. Although Travis recovered from a gunshot wound to the neck, this latest incident of racial terror in Leflore County highlighted the need for the kind of decisive action that civil rights leaders had been pleading for.

SNCC activists in Mississippi represented an alternative path for the nation and the New Frontier. Partly inspired by the president’s youth, energy, idealism, and message, SNCC organized voter registration efforts in parts of the South where no Blacks had dared vote since Reconstruction. Bob Moses, a bookish former math teacher interested in philosophy, had formed the first beachhead in tiny McComb, Mississippi, in 1961. There, he withstood jail, beatings by authorities, threats of death, and the murder of Herbert Lee, a Black activist from nearby Amite County. Moses endured, his resilience becoming, like his trademark horn-rimmed glasses and sharecropper’s overalls, part of his slow-growing mystique that attracted followers, even as he remained aloof to any such admiration. Moses characterized McComb as the “middle of the iceberg” of racial injustice that SNCC vowed to thaw by organizing for the kind of freedom that had so far remained unrealized.18 The gunshots that hit Jimmy Travis were meant for Moses, and the failed drive-by assassination had the unintended effect of galvanizing SNCC’s efforts in Greenwood. The laconic Moses proved to be an irresistible model of authentic grassroots activism, pulling disparate figures together—from local Mississippians skeptical of civil rights efforts to a cadre of primarily Negro students to a handful of whites who formed the basis of SNCC’s Mississippi field staff. The older Medgar Evers, who drove everywhere with a rifle in his trunk for self-protection, exemplified the generational pillars that Moses and younger people leaned on in the Magnolia State.19

No less than four major civil rights organizations—King’s SCLC, the NAACP, CORE, and SNCC—vowed to turn Greenwood into a symbol of democratic renewal. Violence in Mississippi transcended the efforts to assassinate Moses and terrorize civil rights workers. An estimated twenty-two thousand Black Mississippians were removed from welfare rolls, banned from receiving surplus food, and faced hunger and starvation as payback for suspected civil rights activism. Sharecroppers from across the state, most famously Mrs. Fannie Lou Hamer of Ruleville, were expelled from plantations for attempting to register or even expressing interest in voting rights and full citizenship. The SCLC publicized a national drive for food relief in Mississippi, even as King planned a targeted effort to desegregate Birmingham, Alabama.20

Civil rights leaders urged President Kennedy to take action to protect Black life in Mississippi. Roy Wilkins, the NAACP executive director whose jealousy of Martin Luther King Jr. over financial resources and political credit belied the heart of a strategic dealmaker, urged President Kennedy to withhold federal money until Mississippi got its house in order. Jim Forman, SNCC’s courageous and confident executive director, demanded protection for vulnerable civil rights workers.

A. Philip Randolph—the self-described “radical liberal,” gray-haired civil rights lion, and labor leader whose activist credentials dated back to the New Negro movement of the 1920s—reached to the past to shape the future. Randolph’s threat to organize one hundred thousand Black Americans in the nation’s capital to protest the segregated military-industrial complex in 1941 helped push President Franklin Delano Roosevelt into signing Executive Order 8802 banning discrimination in defense industries and led to the creation of the Fair Employment Practices Commission. Now Randolph vowed to renew this effort with the help of his protégé, the tireless organizer, strategist, and bon vivant Bayard Rustin, whose homosexuality prevented him from being recognized as perhaps the best civil rights organizer of his generation.21

By the Ides of March, Greenwood had become ground zero for the nation’s civil rights crisis. Bobby Kennedy dispatched five Justice Department lawyers to establish bases for Negro protection after white terrorists shot at three more civil rights workers, all SNCC field representatives. The latest attacks renewed pressure on the Kennedy administration to act. Charles Diggs, the Black congressman from Michigan, telegrammed the Justice Department pleading for intervention in Mississippi. So did the American Civil Liberties Union, which suggested the attorney general deploy “stern measures” to halt the violence, terror, and disenfranchisement that marked the Magnolia State. GOP liberals piled on, with New York senator Kenneth B. Keating publicly chastising the administration for its hypocrisy: the government had filed suit against four states that received federal resources while maintaining racially segregated schools, but the secretary of health, education, and welfare was allowed to continue sending millions of dollars in federal aid to school districts upholding Jim Crow.22 The Kennedy administration’s efforts to have it both ways on the Black freedom struggle bumped into a growing national recognition that the future of democracy would depend on the treatment of Negroes.

All roads pointed toward the need for strong presidential leadership. Critics complained that the fiery candidate of 1960 had become a leader who “sometimes abandons his friends to please his adversaries.” The president’s penchant for conceding—Southern federal judgeships, delayed introduction of a strong civil rights bill, refusing to address the nation on civil rights—now threatened to stall his legislative agenda. Kennedy’s New Frontier, his administration’s signature economic plan to stimulate the economy through a $13.5 billion tax cut, would now rise or fall based on his handling of domestic and global challenges that race had the uncanny ability to touch.

The case of William Worthy once again exemplified Kennedy’s weaknesses. Kennedy admitted as much during a March 21 press conference when, without mentioning Worthy’s name, he discussed “some criticism” of the administration’s prosecution of “a newspaperman” who had traveled to Cuba without permission. Kennedy’s popularity also suffered, losing ten points in Gallup polling since the New Year. Still, 66 percent of Americans approved of his performance as commander in chief, support that would be tested by the storms that lay ahead.23

Yet even half measures on racial justice antagonized Southerners who seemed, with each passing day, to sour on the president. Behind the presumed challenge of Nelson Rockefeller—who, many pointed out, shared so many similarities to Kennedy that the nation would be electing merely a poor substitute for the genuine article—lay Barry Goldwater, the Arizona senator and darling of Western conservatives. In a telling shift during an era of liberal consensus, the Young Republicans of California elected a member of the John Birch Society as their president. The society was an incubator of what came to be known as “movement conservativism”: highly partisan, authoritarian, and eager to exploit long-standing racial divisions to gain institutional, political, economic, and cultural power. Birchers dreamed of impeaching Chief Justice Earl Warren for intruding on states’ rights by ruling school segregation unconstitutional. They vowed to pull both parties away from a leftward drift they viewed as dangerously un-American.24
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Bob Moses, fourth from left in glasses, after being released from Greenwood, Mississippi, jail. SNCC executive director Jim Forman is on the far left, April 1963. (Photo by Shel Hershorn, Hershorn Archive, Briscoe Center, University of Texas at Austin.)



Over the course of the last week of March, Greenwood, Mississippi, became the center of the civil rights struggle. As if to celebrate the first week of spring, demonstrators flooded the streets on Wednesday, March 27, and were promptly brutalized and threatened by the police. A round of eight arrests triggered a Justice Department request to compel law enforcement to treat Black protesters with the respect and dignity required by law. Bobby Kennedy’s deputy Burke Marshall reported to the attorney general that Friday in the hope that Justice’s threats of lawsuits would shortly result in the release of the eight defendants, including Bob Moses.

Events in Greenwood brought the internal divisions within the Kennedy White House to a head. Members of the Commission on Civil Rights rued delaying the start of public hearings on Mississippi, which they had done out of deference to the attorney general, who thought such a hearing might do more harm than good. According to Marshall, four members threatened to resign. “Can’t we think of something that is worthwhile for the Civil Rights Commission to do?” Bobby wrote plaintively on top of Marshall’s memo. “I don’t want them to resign.” The attorney general remained suspicious of what he considered a freelance investigatory unit being run out of the White House. After two years in office, Bobby had become his older brother’s voice on all matters of importance in domestic and foreign policy. As urgency in civil rights matters grew, so did Bobby’s focus and penchant for throwing sharp elbows at adversaries.25

Malcolm X met with Richard Avedon, a childhood friend and DeWitt Clinton High School classmate of Jimmy Baldwin, for a photoshoot in New York the same day as Greenwood’s protest. Avedon’s black-and-white photographs of Malcolm, intimate and slightly blurred, would become iconic, as would the surviving contact sheets. Malcolm traversed beyond the margins of American popular culture on the way to becoming a superstar. Transcending Harlem and fame in the Black press, Malcolm crossed over into the American mainstream in a matter that both enriched the Nation of Islam and endangered him.

Malcolm’s image making and shaping, which buttressed Elijah Muhammad’s and the NOI’s reputation in a manner that glossed over its shabbier reality, now reverberated to the far corners of American politics. The second most popular university speaker after Barry Goldwater, Malcolm found himself sought after by nationally renowned magazines—Time, Newsweek, Life—and America’s paper of record, the New York Times, as well as publishers who craved book deals that centered him and not Elijah Muhammad. Malcolm connected media, politics, and culture in a manner that paralleled Jack Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr. Whereas Kennedy and King, despite public differences, both expressed deep commitments to the ongoing project of American democracy, Malcolm did not. Instead, he pledged himself, in a manner akin to Jimmy Baldwin, to a vision of freedom beyond emancipation that would recognize both Black dignity and America’s complicity in crimes against the humanity of so-called Negroes before the court of history.26

On the ground in Greenwood, events seemed to confirm the worst fears surrounding the Kennedy administration: their political opponents did not fear them, and their allies could not count on them. On March 30, 250 demonstrators protested outside Chicago’s federal building to demand the release of Bob Moses and the incarcerated civil rights workers. High School Friends of the SNCC, the Roosevelt University Negro History Club, the Young Socialists Alliance, Chicago Area Friends of SNCC, University of Chicago CORE, and the Afro-American Heritage Association were among the groups representing hundreds of student supporters who identified Greenwood as the vanguard of an unfolding political rebellion that was global in scope.27

Dick Gregory’s rough treatment by police on April 2 outside of the Leflore County courthouse made national news, keeping the city in the vortex of a rapidly unfolding civil rights crisis. The famous comedian—who had visited the White House during the historic Lincoln’s Birthday celebration six weeks earlier and had held secret talks with Bobby Kennedy and Burke Marshall—made the front page of newspapers, his arm twisted while being rudely shoved by a police officer. Over forty civil rights workers marched in columns of two from the courthouse after some locals attempted to register to vote. At one point, Gregory, gesturing to reporters while pointing at the police, summed up the drama succinctly: “There’s your story, guns and sticks for old women who want to register.” Incensed by crowds of white onlookers and a police show of force designed to intimidate local people and SNCC workers, Gregory jawed with cops, complained to reporters, and talked to himself about the surreal scene in Greenwood.

All the while, police made it impossible for Black folk to register to vote or even protest in large numbers against this indignity. Eight people, including Bob Moses and Jim Forman of SNCC, remained imprisoned after being arrested the previous week on phony disorderly conduct charges and receiving the maximum sentence of four months. Beyond Greenwood, civil rights protests and violent reactions to these demonstrations were increasing. Gloria Richardson, the leader of a desegregation effort in Cambridge, Maryland, was among forty-five demonstrators arrested in that city. Seven hundred Hampton College students marched in downtown Hampton, Virginia, to protest police brutality. Efforts to integrate Tattnall Square Park, a public park in Macon, Georgia, turned that city into a site of national embarrassment as six hundred whites threw rocks and left one Negro injured from knife wounds to the head, chest, and side.28

The next day, reporters asked the president about Gregory’s arrest near the end of his fifty-third news conference. Kennedy considered the abuse of power by Greenwood officials self-evident and stressed that the voting rights legislation his administration had just sent to Congress and the Justice Department lawsuits against Greenwood’s registrar for voter discrimination might “result in actions which will bring justice” to Mississippi.29 Greenwood would not become a battleground. The Kennedy brothers’ successful de-escalation, while privately regarded inside the White House as a master stroke of quiet pragmatism, was considered by SNCC workers to simply be another betrayal.

Justice would come to Birmingham first. Martin Luther King Jr. countered President Kennedy’s reticence on civil rights with a strategic aggressiveness that would shortly help to transform American politics. King, his closest friend and collaborator Ralph Abernathy, and fellow preacher and strategist Wyatt T. Walker organized a desegregation campaign in the citadel of the Confederacy, the dying steel town of Birmingham. Fred Shuttlesworth, the fiery local leader of the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights, so named after Alabama outlawed the NAACP, provided an authentic and collaborative network for the SCLC.
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“VICTORY IN BIRMINGHAM CAN BE DEMOCRACY’S FINEST HOUR”

In the spring of 1963, it was not the Greenwood movement but a desegregation campaign in Birmingham that would ignite the domestic civil rights revolution, signaling the official start of a decade filled with days of hope, weeks of anger, months of inspiration, and years of rage. Martin Luther King Jr.’s arrest on Good Friday, alongside Ralph Abernathy, made the front page of the New York Times. King’s decision to go to jail was a difficult one, made only after great contemplation and prayer and over the objections of Daddy King. But 160 demonstrators had already been imprisoned since April 3, and the movement’s efforts to create mass arrests had yet to catch fire. King’s arrest would provide the spark.

On Good Friday, April 12, 1963, the usually impeccably tailored King dispensed with his suit and tie. Wearing a freshly pressed blue cotton work shirt over his white dress shirt and blue jeans, King traveled from the Black-owned Gaston Motel down to the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, the hub of movement activity in Birmingham. In defiance of a court-ordered injunction issued the previous day, King and his allies led a demonstration for four and a half blocks until police halted them in their tracks. Over one thousand demonstrators, many singing and shouting, were on hand. King knelt in prayer before being roughly pulled up by his elbow and escorted to a waiting police wagon. He directed those who remained to keep up the momentum, just as commissioner of public safety Bull Connor ordered his men to place him in solitary confinement. King’s arrest carried religious and political significance, as he would spend Easter Sunday in jail.

The arrest followed ten days of mass meetings, fundraising, and strategizing around building solidarity in a Negro community divided over the tenor of the protests. Though an economic boycott of downtown businesses was already underway, many were unwilling to take further actions that might risk their lives with no clear endgame. The potential hazards had become clear on Palm Sunday when police unleashed dogs to push back demonstrators in a scene that would soon be replayed to more dramatic effect. King’s gamble—that his arrest might unify the movement from within and bring new external resources from without—would now be tested.1

Racial injustice pervaded Birmingham on every level: its segregated schools and neighborhoods, white business and food district, and, most significantly, the violence of its police force run by Bull Connor, a caricature of racist spite who made excellent copy for national reporters. Connor projected the image of an avuncular, loquacious racist. A former sports radio broadcaster, his infamous nickname referred to his ability to effortlessly shoot the “bull.” The governor of the state, George Wallace, after taking his oath of office from Montgomery in January, had sounded the battle cry against Black freedom, vowing to defend “segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever.” Wallace emerged in 1963 as the most voluble, charismatic, and outspoken white supremacist in America. He attacked the Kennedy administration in the states’ rights language of nineteenth-century Confederates, smeared Martin Luther King Jr. as an outside agitator controlled by Communists, and vowed to prevent the June 11 desegregation of the University of Alabama.

King and Abernathy arrived in town on April 2, Election Day, when the city chose to transition to a mayoral system over the three-commissioner model that empowered Connor. Bull promptly rejected the election results and vowed to stay in power, turning an already precarious situation more fragile. King, for different reasons but with no less determination, joined the band of leaders who refused to recognize the imposition of another’s reality.

King arrived in Birmingham immediately after watching the premature demise of another movement, as national coverage of Greenwood, Mississippi, abruptly subsided. After toiling in relative anonymity for nearly a decade, Medgar Evers had found himself joined in Greenwood by a combination of student volunteers, civil rights attorneys, and local people such as the courageous Black farmer Hartman Turnbow and the former sharecropper turned activist Fannie Lou Hamer. Pledges from King and the appearance of Dick Gregory signaled an organic convergence toward a reckoning that Evers had been waiting a lifetime for.

And then it came to a halt. Bob Moses and the group of eight defendants were released from jail. Without informing Greenwood’s civil rights community, Justice Department officials had cut a deal with law enforcement. Instead of calling for an injunction against the city’s abuse of Negroes pressing for voting rights, Kennedy’s lieutenants surrendered two days after Mississippi senators John Stennis and James Eastland threatened the movement on the Senate floor. Worse, Justice’s withdrawal of its suit left nineteen freshly arrested demonstrators to languish in jail. Greenwood, which promised to be the most significant civil rights story of the year, vanished from headlines in one fell swoop. Voter registration continued, under the leadership of Moses and SNCC as well as Turnbow and Wiley Branton, but it still lacked the federal protection and media attention that it sorely needed.2

Freshly released from a Mississippi jail, Moses traveled to Atlanta and reported on Greenwood’s travails over the weekend of April 13 during the first of SNCC’s two annual conferences, titled “Emancipation Then: Freedom Now!” Three hundred and fifty students from fifty-one schools (thirty-four Southern and seventeen Northern) participated in workshops on structure and social action, community mobilizing, nonviolence, and challenges facing the movement. Despite the Kennedy administration’s disappointing action, Moses vowed to bring Leflore County into the twentieth century. Howard Zinn, the white Spelman College historian who served as an adviser to SNCC and documented its growing influence on American democracy and youth culture, spoke. Zinn recognized Southern oppression as symptomatic of a larger national disease. Racism flourished everywhere, he argued. “You need only to look at Harlem to know this is true.” Zinn placed SNCC at the center of a burgeoning effort to seek a just country beyond the pacifying gestures of the Kennedy administration and the racist violence of Southern oligarchs. On Easter Sunday, Dick Gregory offered a puckish description of his six days in Greenwood’s jail. He lauded SNCC as the “best organization in the world,” cultivating a level of affection and esteem among young civil rights workers that rivaled Baldwin’s. Charles McDew, SNCC’s chairman, announced the conference as a resounding success. “More and more young people are willing to take time away from school to devote themselves to the Southern freedom movement.”3

Meanwhile, King opted to continue in Birmingham the strategy that had been foreclosed in Greenwood, in the hope that mass meetings, demonstrations, protests, and arrests would unify the local movement and inspire a national one.

King had no intention of remaining quiet behind bars. Once he submitted to arrest and imprisonment, he found far more than just an opportunity to sacrifice himself. When eight white clergy members in Birmingham called for a halt to the protests, he jumped at the chance to capture the public’s attention.

King scratched down bits of prose on the edges of newspapers, toilet paper, and sandwich wrappers from his cell. From his notes, SCLC secretaries typed what would be known as the “Letter from Birmingham Jail” under the direction of Wyatt T. Walker, the talented strategist and executive director whose confidence sometimes crossed into arrogance. It would be published within a few weeks by the SCLC and reprinted in national magazines, marking King’s transition from a political reformer to a radical critic of American democracy.

In the letter, King chided white liberals—including the Kennedy brothers, without mentioning them by name—for being more concerned with order than justice. He blasted those calling on Negroes to wait for some better time to protest the racial injustice, violence, and terror that gripped Birmingham and the entire nation. King predicted, correctly, that the young people being arrested, brutalized, and rebuked in Birmingham would, in the not-too-distant future, be hailed as national heroes for reminding the nation of “those great wells of democracy that were dug deep” by the founding fathers. King placed the civil rights struggle and events in Birmingham within the grand sweep of American history and centered the battle for Black dignity and citizenship as reflecting the best and most patriotic traditions upon which the nation’s ideals rested.

Though jail steeled King for the trials ahead, the experience was much more difficult for Coretta Scott King. After his jailers prevented King from communicating with Coretta, she sought help from Harry Belafonte, who reached out to Bobby Kennedy, a friendly acquaintance, to demand the administration do something. Bobby balked at the timing of the demonstrations and King’s arrest but promised to take action.

Bobby telephoned Coretta on Easter Sunday, standing in for President Kennedy, who was visiting the ailing patriarch Joseph P. Kennedy. The attorney general promised to investigate the situation. The next day, the president called Coretta personally to convey empathy for her family’s trials, as he had almost three years earlier, a moment that decisively aided his campaign. Kennedy reassured Coretta that the FBI had been dispatched to Birmingham and that Martin was safe. “Of course, Birmingham is a very difficult case,” Kennedy conceded. “I have just talked to Birmingham, and your husband will be calling you shortly.” After three days of silence, this seemed like, for Coretta, a belated Easter miracle.

King spoke to Coretta a half hour later, and she shared the news that the Kennedy brothers had intervened. “So that’s why everybody is suddenly being so polite,” he observed. He asked how she and his new daughter, Bernice, barely two weeks old, were doing. Coretta had been left in charge of four children in Atlanta. Speaking with her and his two oldest children, Yolanda (Yoki) and Martin, energized King, who dictated a message to the president. “Your encouraging words and thoughtful concern gave her renewed strength to face the difficult moments through which we are passing,” he wrote.4

King emerged from jail on Saturday, April 20, eight days after his arrest. He was sporting a full beard for the first and only time. He had posted a $300 bond, securing his freedom to help with strategy and continue the momentum that his arrest had provided. He told reporters that people “from all over the country” were arriving in Birmingham to participate in the struggle. Parallel movements unfolded nationwide; sympathy protests in support of Birmingham were scheduled to take place in Indiana, Ohio, and California.5

Much danger still lay ahead. National unity remained paramount to achieving freedom, but as Birmingham revealed, natural divisions abounded. Healthy debate, even disagreement, could lead to breakthroughs, even as infighting and resentment could produce unexpected setbacks.

On Tuesday, April 23, the New York Times reporter M. S. “Mike” Handler described the rising tide of Black political self-determination that was strengthening and complicating the civil rights movement. Malcolm X stood at the center of the article, which identified him as a man of “impressive bearing” in possession of a “shrewd mind” who “today overshadows Elijah Muhammad.” Louis Martin, one of the Kennedy administration’s closest Black advisers, took stock of the new mood among Negroes, which he summed up as “White man, move over,” and Whitney Young, the politically moderate executive director of the National Urban League, cited younger Blacks’ rejection of white values and ideals. Centuries of racial abuse, argued Malcolm X, meant that for Blacks, the phrase “our country” meant something entirely different than it did for whites.

Sensing an opening to gain access to formal politics, Malcolm X cultivated allies such as Harlem congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr. and legendary labor leader A. Philip Randolph. Randolph hosted Malcolm in his office, extended him invitations to Harlem community committees, and sat on the dais of his weekly Harlem Square rallies, where the younger man presided. Malcolm and Randolph disagreed over racial integration but bonded over their love of Black people and belief in self-determination. The veteran activist praised Malcolm and the NOI for their efforts to rid Harlem of the scourge of drugs, alcohol, and crime. “That may be the greatest contribution any of us have ever made,” he told Malcolm on one occasion.6

Accompanied by a picture of Malcolm that identified him as a leader of an “extremist” group, Handler’s article proved revelatory in its depiction of the competing interests within the Black community. It identified not just a new political storm but a permanent change of season within that community that would impact the entire nation. Handler showcased the evolution of American Negroes into Black people, something that he correctly attributed to the presence of Malcolm X as the most generative political, intellectual, and cultural incubator.7

One month into spring, the movement for Black dignity and citizenship took on dual and dueling tendencies. “Because of his special history,” contended Malcolm, “the Negro has had to become a two-faced individual.” Beyond protests, demonstrations, and a search for legislation, Malcolm suggested, lay an undiscovered country of human dignity. One wherein Black people—absent friends, advisers, and enemies—determined their wants, needs, hopes, and dreams for themselves. The revolution in the making—identified by many as a violent threat to safety and security—was taking place in the subterranean lives, spirits, and needs of the masses of Black people who were on the verge of embracing a vision of citizenship, democracy, and dignity that far surpassed any in American history.8

A long-planned trip to speak in four Southern cities in late April brought Bobby Kennedy to Birmingham, just days after King’s release from jail and Malcolm’s turn in the spotlight. At the trip’s explosive center was an awkward meeting with Governor George Wallace.

Bobby Kennedy arrived in Montgomery on Thursday, April 25, the day before Confederate Memorial Day, in an effort to try and stave off Wallace’s public threat to personally bar any Negro student from attending the University of Alabama should a court order force him to do so. Upon the attorney general’s arrival, police arrested eighteen white demonstrators on the spot, some of whom carried signs accusing the Kennedy administration of murder for deaths during the riots that accompanied the forced integration of Ole Miss. Segregationists placed cards in support of Jefferson Davis at the Capitol, and two women put a warning beside the gold star that marked where Davis had taken his oath of office during the Civil War. They signed the card, “Unreconstructed.” Kennedy walked through a gauntlet of six hundred state troopers, under the command of Colonel Al Lingo, a display specifically designed to intimidate him. As Kennedy shook hands with law enforcement, one state trooper “took his stick and put it into [his] stomach,” an unprecedented assault that he ignored on his way to meeting Governor Wallace.9

Accompanied by Burke Marshall, the attorney general and the governor spoke past each other for seventy-five unproductive minutes. As soon as Kennedy and Marshall stepped into his office, Wallace announced his intention to “tape this whole proceeding,” a shocking breach of decorum. Wallace then spent the entire meeting unsuccessfully trying to bait Kennedy into threatening a federal invasion of Alabama. For his part, the attorney general urged the governor to agree to follow the judgment of a federal court regarding the integration of the University of Alabama.10

“It’s like a foreign country,” lamented Kennedy afterward. “There is no communication.” Exasperated, he openly wondered, “What do you do?”11

Six days later, on May 2, the largest civil rights demonstrations ever staged in Birmingham were led by hundreds of young people.12 The “children’s crusade,” planned by King’s aide Jim Bevel, took place one day after the White House unveiled the new five-cent Emancipation Stamp featuring a broken chain link. This signified the freedom dreams that, President Kennedy claimed, served as a “reminder of extraordinary actions in the past and unfinished business in the future.”13

Bevel organized the kind of children that reminded Jimmy Baldwin of his nephew and all the young Black girls and boys he met in neighborhoods as he toured the South, speaking to universities, churches, and anyone who would listen. Black children singing “We Shall Overcome,” the movement’s unofficial anthem, as their elders encouraged them, marched beyond the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church campaign headquarters and were met by police vans that quickly became overwhelmed. An estimated five hundred young people were arrested, but no dogs were used against protesters. Fire engines placed in four strategic corners defended city hall and the downtown business district from demonstrators, but the daring protests made national headlines. After local authorities exhausted all means of transporting teenagers and elementary school children to jail, they resorted to using school buses.14

The storm that James Baldwin prophesized, the Kennedy administration feared, Malcolm X predicted, and Martin Luther King Jr. warned of had arrived. It would not be over soon.

On Friday, May 3, hundreds of students confronted Birmingham police dogs and fire hoses in demonstrations that now resembled a domestic conflict zone. A photographer captured a picture of a German shepherd attacking a young Black teenager. The image of the baton-wielding police officer controlling the dog appeared as one of three front-page photos in the next day’s New York Times. The photograph and news footage of police brutality against peaceful protesters would reverberate around the world.

The second day of all-out demonstrations proved less joyful but more purposeful. Demonstrators were older than the day before. Young people walked around a single patrolman, who told them to halt yet remained nonviolently disciplined. The act of placing their bodies in harm’s way ennobled the demonstrators, and the police would not remain nonviolent for long. Powerful water hoses and dogs biting at least three demonstrators embittered the mood of the afternoon protests, which unfolded between 1 and 3 p.m. King, accompanied by Fred Shuttlesworth, held a press conference indicating that the movement’s leadership was ready to “negotiate from strength” and would only cease demonstrations after receiving concrete “promises, plus action.”15
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Photo of police dogs attacking protesters during Birmingham’s spring demonstrations, May 1963. (Photo by Charles Moore, Moore Archive, Briscoe Center, University of Texas at Austin.)



Bobby Kennedy released an evening statement that walked a tightrope between condemning the conditions that made the Birmingham movement necessary and questioning the timing of the demonstrations and the use of children, which the attorney general described as a “dangerous business.” He continued: “An injured, maimed, or dead child is a price none of us can afford to pay,” and Birmingham’s “refusal to grant equal rights and opportunities to Negroes makes such turmoil inevitable.”16 Burke Marshall arrived in Birmingham on Saturday amid another day of demonstrations marked by escalating police brutality and flares of retaliatory violence by local Negroes unwilling to embrace nonviolence but frustrated over decades of Jim Crow segregation, racism, and bloodshed. Authorities unleashed high-pressure fire hoses against demonstrators, and some residents responded by throwing bricks and bottles. Marshall became the de facto leader of a group that included theology professor and lay minister Vincent Harding, King’s friend and Atlanta neighbor, whose past service mediating disputes in Albany, Georgia, made him a natural fit to join a biracial negotiating team.17

Jim Bevel tried to restore order by pleading through a bullhorn: “If you’re not going to demonstrate in a nonviolent way, then leave.” After spotting some stragglers with knives and other weapons, Bevel called off the protests for the day and made plans to hold prayer vigils on Sunday before resuming mass demonstrations at 9 a.m. sharp on Monday.

Birmingham’s energies reverberated nationally. New York Republican senator Jacob Javits identified the use of dogs and fire hoses as troubling America’s moral conscience while simultaneously bringing shame to the nation. Across the country, supportive movements arose in far-flung outposts, where activists raised issues of local segregation and racism while protesting in solidarity with events unfolding in the Magic City. Pressure was building on the Kennedy administration to move forcefully and swiftly.

Birmingham, and the photo of the dog biting the Negro teenager, dominated President Kennedy’s White House meeting with twenty members of the liberal lobbying group Americans for Democratic Action (ADA) on Saturday. “There’s no federal law that we could pass” to have prevented that picture, Kennedy insisted. This was untrue. The administration could seek to enforce federal protection for civil rights workers based on the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection clause. “I mean what law can you pass to do anything about police power in the community of Birmingham?” Kennedy asked rhetorically. He described Birmingham as “in worse shape than any other city in the United States,” a comment that Medgar Evers in Jackson might have disagreed with. Kennedy almost pleaded with the ADA members about his powerlessness to do anything to help while admitting that if he oversaw the protests, he would have waited until the new mayoral administration took power, since “Bull Connor eats this up,” as did Governor Wallace. He predicted that the National Guard would be required to restore order in the city.

Kennedy outlined for those in the room the difficulties of securing moderate votes across party lines to pass his economic and education priorities while the civil rights maelstrom loomed. Arthur Schlesinger, the eminent Harvard University historian, Kennedy adviser, and future biographer of Jack and Bobby, attended the meeting. A historian of the New Deal, Schlesinger listened as Kennedy demurred from suggestions that he give FDR-style “fireside chats” to the nation. Kennedy reminded attendees, after checking with the White House historian, that Roosevelt had never given more than three in a single year. Besides, he didn’t have the velvet voice of the beloved president.

The conversation inevitably returned to Birmingham, where Kennedy hoped that Negro voter registration could turn back the mayhem being unleashed by authorities. The president commended the ADA members for lobbying for progressive action as a counter to right-wing groups such as the Chamber of Commerce, which had harried the administration for standing up for civil rights. Kennedy brought up Senator Stewart Udall’s conservation and environmental reform initiatives as an example of the critical work needed to move the entire country forward. “The reactionary forces are extremely powerful,” he observed. “There’s nothing my brother has given more time to” than civil rights, he said, responding to a complaint from liberal allies that the administration could do more toward “moral suasion” in support of justice.

In this private audience, Kennedy personalized the matter. “I quite agree that if I were a Negro, I’d be sore,” an admission that Martin Luther King Jr. would have loved to hear. Kennedy pointed out the irony that members of the Washington, DC, press corps who privately asked him to do more for Birmingham blithely lunched at the segregated Metropolitan Club. “I don’t know what the difference really is,” he remarked. “I think it is a national crisis.” He went on, “I think the Negro leadership is divided,” making the entire situation “very dangerous.” Kennedy predicted that the civil rights issue would hurt Democrats in 1964, with his party having the ability to carry “no more than two, maybe three” Southern states. Yet the president expressed hope that his Medicare bill, narrowly defeated the previous year before being reintroduced, would pass alongside important education and civil rights legislation. “I’m not as discouraged as others are,” explained the president. Near the meeting’s end, he described the infamous photo of a Negro being attacked by a German shepherd as “grotesque.”18

Kennedy’s feelings were relayed the following day through John P. Roche, head of the ADA. However, the president’s expression of “dismay” regarding events in Birmingham through political surrogates exemplified his public reticence on race matters, with a preference to monitor the events closely from the White House rather than taking forceful steps to lead.19 He still hesitated to appear too close to events that civil rights activists insisted represented the enduring legacy of his presidency. The sight of Black bodies in Birmingham being brutalized by police dogs could not compel the president to take the bold action civil rights activists called for and that history now required.

Back in Birmingham, Dick Gregory, dressed in a fine gray suit, led a group of marchers from the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church on a hot and humid Monday, May 6. He and the other marchers gathered along the sidewalks outside the yellow-brick church and across the street from Kelly Ingram Park. Jim Bevel sought assurances from police that water hoses would not be turned on. King and SCLC lieutenants conducted negotiations with spectators to avoid violating the peaceful tenor of the proceedings. “The world is watching you,” King reminded demonstrators and spectators alike from the steps of the church.

As the march started, the demonstrators chanted, “Don’t mind walking because I want my freedom now!” Gregory had the honor of being the first baptized by police arrest that day. In contrast to his wisecracking spirit in Greenwood, he spoke in hushed tones to Birmingham police. But when the arrests began, no amount of careful preparation could ensure that they were free of violence. Five police officers wrestled one Black woman to the ground after she failed to respond fast enough to an order to move from the sidewalk, with one cop placing a knee to her neck. The picture made the back pages of the New York Times and a lasting impression on Lorraine Hansberry, who filed it away in the recesses of her consciousness. Such grotesque images resonated over the days and weeks of the campaign. A Black man wrestled with police before being placed in a wagon. One thousand people were detained that day, with officials estimating that 40 percent were teenaged and younger. The city of Birmingham descended into a police state while the nation watched.20

With more than 2,500 student-age demonstrators detained in total, young people in marching lines carried toothbrushes in their pockets to use in jail. King huddled with Burke Marshall and business leaders in search of a negotiated settlement that would permanently end the rule of white supremacy in the city. After defying election results the previous month, Bull Connor, who remained in one of two competing municipal governments, assured reporters and police that he still had plenty of room to jail demonstrators. “Boy, if that’s religion, I don’t want any!” he shouted as he watched bands of young people jump into police vehicles headed for either the local boys’ home or the 4-H building at the fairgrounds. No protesters were doused with fire hoses that day, to Connor’s chagrin. “I told you these sons of bitches ought to be watered down!” Connor screamed to a police captain at one point.21

Youthful demonstrators celebrated the cracks becoming visible in Birmingham’s authorities. They were buoyed by mass meetings and flyers that implored them to flood the jails to free “your parents, teachers, yourself,” Birmingham, and the entire nation. One Negro girl, stepping out of the church in a freshly pressed dress, gazed upon a seemingly endless row of armed police officers and called back to her friend. “Hurry up, Lucille,” she cried. “If you stay behind, you won’t get arrested with our group.” Young people turned the city and the nation upside down by embracing their entrée into jail as a rite of passage to build the Beloved Community.22

Their grace revealed America’s shame.

In Birmingham, the children, more so than any singular civil rights activist or organization, transformed racial politics on the ground.23 Jackie Robinson—who had broken the color line in baseball in 1947 and transitioned into a civil rights activist, columnist, and spokesman—announced plans to raise $20,000 to support Birmingham. In New York City, activists picketed city hall and implored Mayor Robert Wagner to urge President Kennedy to exert leadership. The White House, meanwhile, announced that the president was keeping “abreast” of events in Birmingham.24

Tuesday, May 7, marked a turning point in Birmingham. While leading a group of three hundred demonstrators, Fred Shuttlesworth was injured by a water hose, as were other protesters. The equipment, usually reserved to fight fires, would prove powerful enough to strip the bark from trees in Kelly Ingram Park. Thousands of people joined the fray, sometimes waging pitched battles with authorities using bricks, bottles, and whatever they could find. White onlookers gathered on Eighteenth Street while activists deployed from the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church attempted to negotiate police cordons to the business district. An armored police car patrolled downtown Birmingham, making parts of the city resemble a war zone. Bull Connor regretted not seeing a fire hose knock the wind out of Shuttlesworth enough to require hospitalization. “I’m sorry I missed it,” he lamented to reporters, before adding that he wished Shuttlesworth would have been carried away “in a hearse instead of an ambulance.” With jails filled, a mere twenty-eight arrests were made, and authorities began releasing children as young as seven back to their parents.25

Firefighters in dun-colored pants fired water cannons at protesters and innocent bystanders. Dispersed victims fled, but some found joy in an effort meant to produce humiliation. In water-soaked clothes, they bathed in the warmth of an eighty-seven-degree afternoon. “We’ll be back tomorrow with soap!” they hollered.26

Martin Luther King Jr. applauded the “nonviolent movement coming of age” through the shared sacrifice of a community willing to embrace jail rather than continue to experience the indignity of Jim Crow. “In a very real sense, this is the fulfillment of a dream,” he observed.

“This movement is getting bigger,” King informed attendees at that evening’s Sixteenth Street Baptist Church mass meeting, where a Birmingham police detective, unknown to the movement, slipped in to attend. King praised William Sloane Coffin, Yale University’s white chaplain and a key civil rights supporter, for traveling to Birmingham to support the movement. He called Dick Gregory “a wonderful comedian” who endured police brutality to come to aid the campaign in Alabama. “It is time for the police to stop beating on Negroes,” King remarked. “We have demonstrated that we are not afraid of state troopers.” King even spoke compassionately about Governor George Wallace—“bless his heart”—and told those gathered that their shared sacrifice and collective witness would sanctify Alabama and the entire nation. King said the movement would aid President Kennedy, recalling his recent visit to the White House where the first lady and president had given him a private tour of their living quarters and, at one point, showed him the Lincoln Bedroom. King asked Kennedy to sign a Second Emancipation Proclamation from the same room where Lincoln had signed the first.27

King’s dream resembled a chaotic nightmare for Jack and Bobby Kennedy. High-level emergency meetings that included Louis Martin and adviser Ted Sorensen were held at the White House to plot strategy on how to lead, rather than react, to events in Alabama. Meanwhile, a group of twenty conservative rabbis announced plans to come to Birmingham in support of Negro dignity. Jackie Robinson organized a $100-a-plate fundraiser that would take place at New York’s Sardi’s restaurant. A. Philip Randolph described events in Birmingham as the collective “witnessing of the end to white supremacy.”28

That evening, Jack and Bobby ate a distracted dinner as they poured over reports about Birmingham. Burke Marshall called with news of a truce between white officials and Black leadership that would end racial segregation in public facilities within sixty days, contingent on a halt of the demonstrations.

The president addressed reporters Wednesday afternoon, May 8, announcing the negotiated truce as an “end to an ugly situation in Birmingham, Alabama.” He defended his administration’s efforts to settle racial injustice through the courts and continue to seek federal power to curtail “the very real abuses too often inflicted on the Negro citizens of that community.” Kennedy applauded the announced cessation of demonstrations and the efforts to racially integrate the city while conceding that events were “damaging” the reputation of the entire nation. Kennedy answered a question about the rise of right-wing extremists who, opposing racial integration as an abuse of federal power, had introduced legislation in a dozen states to make it easier to amend the Constitution and limit the power of the Supreme Court. Kennedy predicted such efforts would amount “to nothing, and I will be glad when they do not.”

The president responded to a question about delivering an FDR fireside chat on “improving race relations” tersely. “If I thought it would help, I would give one,” he replied. Members of the ADA had pressured Kennedy to apply the same tonic, but he continued to resist. Kennedy still smarted from Ole Miss, when his appeal on behalf of peace and justice had seemed to trigger the opposite response. “I’ve attempted to make clear my strong view that there is an important moral issue involved of equality for all of our citizens and that until you give it to them, you are going to have difficulties, as we have had this week in Birmingham.”29

Unfortunately for Kennedy, the week was not over yet. One hour after the president’s news conference, a Birmingham judge upended Kennedy’s note of cautious triumph by raising the release bonds of King and Abernathy to $2,500. Both men promptly reported to jail. Fred Shuttlesworth announced the end of the ceasefire. The demonstrations would resume.30

Privately, Bobby Kennedy, King’s friend and adviser Harry Belafonte, and Negro businessman A. G. Gaston raised the $5,000 bond to release King and Abernathy. King immediately announced plans to organize the largest outpouring the city had ever witnessed unless the agreed-upon settlement came to fruition immediately. With authorities demanding a $250,000 bond to release five hundred children from city jails, the two sides remained at an impasse.

Intricate negotiations found King and Bobby Kennedy in a role reversal. King played hardball, refusing to settle, while the attorney general frantically produced the $250,000 in bond money with the help of labor leaders and Kennedy allies Walter Reuther of the United Auto Workers (UAW) and George Meany of the AFL-CIO. New York governor Nelson Rockefeller dispatched an aide to send a suitcase bursting with cash to Birmingham via a discreet exchange in a New York City bank.31

Almost as if on cue, Malcolm X arrived in Washington, DC, on Thursday, May 9, announcing significant plans to lead a movement for racial justice in the nation’s capital. Four days earlier, Harlem congressman Adam Clayton Powell preached a sermon before two thousand people at Shiloh Baptist Church that warned of increasing racial militancy. This was followed by a march of five hundred to the White House. Powell, who had publicly started to offer generous praise for Malcolm X in the spring, describing him as a friend during a New York speech blasting the NAACP, continued in this vein. Malcolm was coming to Washington “because there is no leadership here.”32

Malcolm held a well-attended press conference at the National Airport, organized with the assistance of a public relations firm. In a dark suit and tie, Malcolm read a statement to the press just after noon. He then showed reporters the poster-size photo of the body of his friend Ronald Stokes splayed out on a Los Angeles street in the aftermath of his brutal slaying by police a little over a year before. Malcolm planned to remain head of Mosque No. 7 in Harlem but now also directed Mosque No. 4 in DC. Nevertheless, he chafed against reports that he was the Messenger’s heir apparent and vowed to conduct seminars that would help rid the Black community of crime and juvenile delinquency. When reporters mentioned Birmingham, Malcolm came close to exploding. “You are siccing your dogs on black women and black babies!” he thundered, using his preferred description for Negroes. “Excuse me for talking so loud to you,” he said, regaining his trademark composure. Upon learning the news of Malcolm’s arrival, President Kennedy told reporters that, first, the administration faced the minor scandal over bidding for the TFX fighter plane, “and now his brother Malcolm” would be added to the volatile mix of Washington politics.33

Malcolm’s presence in the epicenter of national politics coincided with demonstrations against segregated restaurants in Nashville, Tennessee; Albany, Georgia; and Raleigh, North Carolina, and violent rumblings in the Mississippi Delta. A school boycott in Englewood, New Jersey, proved that Negroes were now attacking Jim Crow institutions outside of the South, something Jimmy Baldwin had warned about at the beginning of the year. The mass demonstrations in Birmingham revealed themselves to be the only potential antidote to racial injustice in that city and elsewhere.34

Jet magazine, the Black working-class version of Reader’s Digest, predicted that “Victory in Birmingham Can Be Democracy’s Finest Hour,” describing the city’s desegregation battle as a fight between a “Lamb” (King) and a “Bull” (Connor) for the national political soul. The cover of Jet’s May 2 issue featured King and Abernathy being pushed by a Birmingham policeman. “Rev. M. L. King. Courageous minister joins other men of color who gained freedom by first being put in jail,” read the cover. “The price Negroes pay for freedom,” summarized the photo caption.35 Newsweek cautioned that Birmingham signaled the radicalization of the civil rights movement. Jim Forman, the brilliantly pugnacious executive secretary of SNCC, commented, “I like the word ‘black,’” in a story that focused on the Muslim influence in the Black student movement.36

The previous decade of struggle seemed to, over the year, simultaneously harden and expand Negro feelings about white America, the prospects of equal citizenship, and the value of nonviolence. James Baldwin admitted that, after the Second World War failed to produce racial equality, many Negroes had lost “a certain respect for white people.” “One began,” Baldwin confessed, “to pity them or to hate them.” Great expectations dashed by incremental reforms hastened impatience rather than gratitude. The Spelman College historian and student movement mentor Howard Zinn admitted, “While progress doubled, expectations increased 50 times.” That gap between hope and reality held the potential for widespread, massive, and uncontrollable racial violence around the country. From Greenwood, Mississippi, to Atlanta, Georgia, out to Detroit and New York, the “Negro mood” shifted for whites, it seemed, overnight. “The danger is,” explained an anonymous white civil rights worker from Atlanta, “that Negroes may conclude that there is nothing so persuasive as a mouth full of knuckles.”37

Fresh from back-to-back lectures in Denver and Seattle, James Baldwin arrived in the Bay Area on May 7. He settled into his West Coast speaking tour, which included an interview on the popular Les Crane morning news program. He arrived just as the San Francisco Examiner featured The Fire Next Time as second on the nonfiction bestseller list. Connie Williams, a New York chef transplanted to Haight Street, planned on serving Jimmy his favorite West Indian food: curried eggplant, beef, and chicken Trinidad with rice and black-eyed peas.38

At a jam-packed Tuesday morning press conference at the Fairmont Hotel, Baldwin characterized events in Birmingham, while chain-smoking cigarettes, as a microcosm of the entire nation. “With unemployment rising, summertime coming—well, you can guess how Negro boys and girls react when they see pictures of dogs attacking children,” he observed. And it was no longer a regional issue. “You whites say, ‘That’s Birmingham,’ but these kids say, ‘That’s America.’”39

Jimmy delivered a noon keynote address at the University of California at Berkeley, where nine thousand students, many of whom brought lunches and copies of books to be signed, packed the Harmon Gymnasium. Birmingham’s tides were national. “It’s just a forerunner of things to come,” observed Baldwin. “Tomorrow, it could be Detroit, right here—any Northern city with a concentrated Negro population,” he continued. The students, many of whom sat on the gym floor as if listening to a musical concert, greeted the conclusion of his speech with a three-minute standing ovation. It was just the start of a busy Tuesday, May 7, as Baldwin embarked on a West Coast fundraiser for CORE, designed to raise proceeds, fatten membership rolls, and increase racial justice awareness. The timing of a trip planned since the end of last year proved to be spectacular.40
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James Baldwin speaking before a capacity crowd in the Harmon Gymnasium at the University of California, Berkeley, May 7, 1963. (Phiz Mezey Photographs & Papers, San Francisco History Center, San Francisco Public Library.)



Following his lecture, Jimmy recorded an early afternoon interview for Pacifica Radio KPFA Berkeley, telling his interviewers, Elsa Knight Thompson and John Leonard, that nothing less than a “moral revolution” was underway. “The crisis in Birmingham forces you—all of us, to be responsible for those children.” Baldwin’s mellifluous voice narrated the meaning of freedom in America and shattered myths about an exceptional and benevolent nation blessed by God. Black people understood the country’s harshest face in a manner that their white counterparts refused to confront. “My assumption is that if you can face it, you can probably bear it,” Jimmy explained, “and if you can bear it, then you can change it.” The danger lay in evasion, an American character defect on race. “If you lie about it, that’s the end.”41
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James Baldwin interviewed by Elsa Knight Thompson, KPFA radio, May 7, 1963. (Phiz Mezey Photographs & Papers, San Francisco History Center, San Francisco Public Library.)



A reporter from Time trailed Baldwin for a cover story, “The Shadow of a Nigger,” whose title came from Baldwin’s memory of witnessing a transcendent moment of beauty rudely interrupted by his own shadow. Jimmy cut a powerfully vulnerable figure during grueling days in the Bay Area.42 He exerted enough energy during these encounters to be drenched in sweat while being driven from Oakland to Stanford University in Palo Alto, where, during a coffee hour with students, he chided President Kennedy’s failure to make a moral case for the necessity of tearing down the false walls that blocked Americans from recognizing each other as family. He blasted Kennedy for making a speech during the Oxford, Mississippi, crisis that brought James Meredith to Ole Miss, “as if there were no black people” living there. “That was a tragic event,” recalled Jimmy.43

His public denial of being a politician failed to conceal that his schedule resembled that of a senator or some intriguing combination of statesman and rockstar. Thousands of students attended his lectures in the Bay Area, pushing these events past standing ovation into another realm. Baldwin chain-smoked Pall Mall cigarettes, liberally sipped on double shots of whiskey, and signed autographs at airports, coffee shops, college campuses, and private homes and apartments.

Baldwin enjoyed stretching the boundaries of his talents as a writer, intellectual, and public speaker. “Find what you can do, and then do it,” he counseled. Following his own advice led Baldwin to confront “something terribly profound that has gone wrong” in American life.44

He wrestled with new fame, wealth, opportunities, and pressure. He thought of himself, first and foremost, as an artist. His novel Another Country, out in paperback and on top of bestseller fiction lists, coupled with the bombshell reception of The Fire Next Time, made him the most well-known writer in America. This feat satisfied Baldwin’s professional ambitions even as it impacted his equilibrium. “I like speaking even less than I like writing,” he told Roger Stone, a Time magazine reporter shadowing him. “And I loathe writing.”45

Baldwin flew to Sacramento on Thursday, May 9, where he met California governor Pat Brown, a liberal still riding high from his decisive victory over Richard Nixon the previous year. They chatted privately about their punishing schedules, with Brown telling Jimmy he should try running for office after the writer expressed his travel fatigue. The two men dialogued before reporters about the gravity of Birmingham. “Birmingham seems to be special,” observed Baldwin, but its perceived uniqueness belied the fact that Blacks around the nation were restless. “It’s a terrific state of ferment,” he marveled.
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James Baldwin eating and reading a newspaper, May 8, 1963. (Phiz Mezey Photographs & Papers, San Francisco History Center, San Francisco Public Library.)



After a private meeting with Brown, Baldwin was introduced to the California State Assembly, spoke at a press conference, delivered a keynote luncheon at the El Mirador Hotel, and finished his short tour with a speech at Sacramento State College. From there, he flew to San Diego, sounding new themes about American civilization during a press conference at Balboa Park. Baldwin noted how the history of Native American extermination was reinterpreted as a frontier “romance,” exemplifying the “great difference between the American condition and that of any other nation.” Myths of American exceptionalism refused to confront the violence, horror, and grief that helped produce the nation. Consequently, Americans lived in great internal pain caused by their inability to acknowledge the damage inflicted in their names. “We have not had the counterbalance of suffering which,” Baldwin argued, “though hard to endure, is also the language of human joy.” All Americans needed to reimagine their role in a long-running historical drama that seemed biblically destined for the moral crisis they were facing. Baldwin’s Thursday stretched into the early hours of Friday morning, including a party with CORE workers, before continuing the night at his hotel room, sipping Scotch until he fell asleep.46

Baldwin’s criticism of the Kennedy administration represented a frontal assault being carried out by actors on the domestic and world stage. Jomo Kenyatta, the president of Kenya, sent a telegram on May 9 to President Kennedy expressing “solidarity” with Black Americans engaged in nothing less than a human rights struggle. One of the more notable participants, comedian Dick Gregory, posted bond that Thursday, sharing what he described as several days of horrific treatment at the hands of authorities in Birmingham. Gregory accused his jailers of placing him in solitary confinement, physically beating him in the face and arms, and serving food unfit to be eaten.47

The Wall Street Journal advocated caution where Baldwin and Kenyatta called for action. “The Prize and the Risk” offered a conservative assessment of Birmingham’s crisis as putting the nation at risk of civil anarchy. The editorial provided an optimistic view of national race relations, one wherein even white Southerners expressed sympathy, to varying degrees, with the Negro quest for equal citizenship. Such general positive feeling manifested itself in the legal arena through the Brown decision. Despite bouts of delay and discouragement, the nation could be “proud that it has adjusted so well to such difficult changes.” Birmingham, the editorial board argued, threatened this rendezvous with victory by hastening the pace beyond the limits of goodwill. “Violent defiance of established authority is a last resort in civilized society,” they claimed.

In a sense, the editors embraced the Kennedy administration’s reasoning that the courts were the best arena to solve civil rights injustices against the movement, judging that massive demonstrations in Birmingham and elsewhere amounted to a threat of mob violence barely covered by the fig leaf of nonviolent resistance. Like Malcolm X and Bobby Kennedy, they criticized the movement for putting children at risk. They identified mass civil disobedience as a “dangerous and uncertain weapon” that halted the considerable progress already made. Vows by civil rights leaders to spread Birmingham’s protests to dozens and hundreds of other cities sounded less like the aspirational goal of people in search of freedom than a threat to established peace. The Wall Street Journal’s editorial reversed King’s argument that demonstrations illustrated the cancer of racism for all the world to see. From their perspective, masses of Negroes protesting racial segregation inflamed a delicate situation and threatened to push the whole nation into open chaos.48

On Friday, May 10, Birmingham’s fragile truce became a political reality. The final negotiated settlement included plans to integrate stores within ninety days, the establishment of a biracial committee of leaders to explore next steps within two weeks, the hiring of Negro workers in previously excluded areas, and the release of all who remained in jail.

“The city of Birmingham has come to an accord with its conscience,” began the statement issued by Reverends King, Abernathy, and Shuttlesworth. Separately, King characterized the agreement as a victory not only for Negroes but for white folk and the entire American democratic project. Like Baldwin, King defined the struggle for Black dignity and citizenship as the beating heart of an unfulfilled quest to achieve a nation as good as its promise. Shuttlesworth, recovered enough from his hospital stay to attend the press conference, basked in the limelight. The five-foot-nine, 150-pound local hero whose temperament made him both beloved and reviled in certain quarters had traveled what King characterized as a “lonely road,” filled with countless sacrifices to achieve this moment. Inevitably overshadowed by King’s presence, Shuttlesworth embodied the thousands of local civil rights leaders without whom freedom would remain elusive, despite King’s particular genius at mobilizing and motivating large swaths of the Black community. King thanked Burke Marshall, Bobby Kennedy’s envoy, for bringing both sides to the table effectively enough to hammer out an agreement.

From Washington, Bobby Kennedy and Marshall proudly hailed the accord as a sign of things to come. Marshall called it a “tremendous step forward” for the South. Bobby explained that the only alternative to such settlements would be “great violence” that would engulf much of the country. He marveled that America could learn a lesson from Birmingham on the importance of dialogue across the racial divide.

Malcolm X dissented. “Real men don’t put their children on the firing line,” he explained. He distilled lessons from Birmingham that contrasted with Bobby Kennedy’s and King’s interpretations. The movement illustrated the power of Black political self-determination beyond white liberal frameworks and nonviolence. White power structures only responded with policy changes after Negroes rebelled against police brutality, Jim Crow, and racial oppression. “The lesson of Birmingham,” Malcolm explained to journalists, “is that Negroes have lost their fear of the white man’s reprisals and will today react with violence if provoked.” Racial oppression turned the entire nation into a powder keg that, at any moment, he claimed, might explode.49

Malcolm anticipated the coming political thunder more than any other activist of his generation. He welcomed it as the clarifying tonic for a nation too sick to atone for ancient sins, let alone recognize present ones.

Two days after the reformers declared victory, on Sunday, May 12, Mother’s Day, racial terrorists exploded three bombs in Birmingham designed to upend the accords. One bomb, strategically placed in the second-floor conference room of the A. G. Gaston Motel, ripped through a meeting room that King had only recently departed. The blast would have killed him.

Another explosion targeted King’s younger brother, Reverend A. D. King, who pastored a church outside of Birmingham and emerged as a vocal supporter of the movement. A. D. battled alcoholism and insecurity, a product of never quite measuring up to the stern discipline and outsize expectations of Daddy King. For A. D., the expectations, too often, induced despair rather than excellence. A. D. and his wife and young child were uninjured, but the bombs galvanized waves of anger among parts of Black Birmingham uninitiated in nonviolence. The rising tide of urban rebellion that Malcolm X predicted had arrived. To the nation’s shock, the first of what would become a wave of political revolts against decades of Jim Crow, poverty, and police brutality erupted in the aftermath of three bombs designed to destroy the movement for racial justice in Birmingham, Alabama.

Wyatt T. Walker, the SCLC strategist and King lieutenant who helped to plan the Birmingham campaign, tried in vain to quell the violence. Outside of the bombed-out Gaston Motel, Walker pleaded with angry, restless crowds of Negroes to honor King by returning home. “They started it!” replied the crowd. Bricks, shovels, bottles, and other projectiles rained on an overwhelmed police force. For the first time since demonstrations had begun five weeks earlier, fire hoses were deployed to extinguish blazes raging across the city instead of against peaceful protesters. Crowds of over 2,500 people burned down six stores and a two-story apartment building and destroyed police cruisers. A trooper smashed the head of a Negro woman frantically searching for her children, just one of the tragic instances of violence that gripped Birmingham that Mother’s Day.50

An armored tank deployed to intimidate peaceful demonstrators now cruised a city whose downtown business district resembled a war zone. It took the force of fifty state troopers and one hundred “irregulars”—sheriff’s deputies and white men deputized by law enforcement under the brutal authority of Colonel Lingo, the cartoonishly hostile director of public safety—to quell the uprising.

Burke Marshall heard the news from his home in Virginia. He quickly roused Bobby Kennedy, who dispatched a government helicopter to transport Marshall to his sprawling estate in McLean. From there, they set up a command center at the White House. Jack Kennedy returned from a weekend at the Camp David presidential retreat in Maryland to his administration’s most significant domestic crisis.

The notable cabinet figures invited to a three-hour meeting to plot strategy and tactics illustrated the extensive reach of the civil rights struggle in national politics and policy. Robert McNamara, the Republican former president of Ford Motor Company turned defense secretary and one of the architects of America’s involvement in Vietnam, attended, as did Secretary of the Army Cyrus Vance and the army chief of staff, General Earle G. Wheeler.

Bobby Kennedy and Burke Marshall arrived at a White House under siege. They and the president conferred with adviser and speechwriter Ted Sorensen. Sorensen, a square-jawed Midwesterner, had been with Jack Kennedy for a decade since his early Senate days. A supporter of civil rights who helped found a CORE chapter in Nebraska, Sorensen became Kennedy’s most crucial speechwriter and authorial voice, helping him write the Pulitzer Prize–winning Profiles in Courage and honing the spare, aspirational, muscularly poetic rhetoric that became the president’s trademark. Sorensen had recently drafted a memo urging the president to revise his approach to Birmingham using soft power, including phone calls with the same business leaders tapped by Marshall to forge a truce. Sorensen further outlined the possibility of Kennedy serving as a mediator of the conflict from the White House. Finally, he called for what King and the movement had been demanding since the inauguration: sweeping civil rights legislation to rid the nation of its racial caste system. Kennedy listened partially, ordering cabinet members to engage with the Senior Citizens Committee, a group of seventy business leaders in Birmingham who represented the city’s most moderate face.51

President Kennedy fretted over the optics of sending military troops to Birmingham, a decision that would play right into the hands of Governor Wallace and the right-wing groups the president had dismissed at his press conference less than one week before. Wild rumors traced the violence to the Nation of Islam, something the president asked about, only to be assured by Bobby Kennedy that this was untrue. The attorney general relayed the facts on the ground, suggesting that police exacerbated violence by using unnecessary force. This included assaulting Wyatt T. Walker’s wife with a police rifle, which left her suffering from “headaches all day” and the city’s Negroes primed for retaliation.52

After hours of deliberation and debate, the president chose the middle ground between doing nothing and sending federal troops into the bloodstained heart of the Confederacy. Just before 9 p.m. Eastern time on Mother’s Day, Kennedy announced that Air Force transports were moving troops to Maxwell Air Force Base less than one hundred miles from Birmingham as a precautionary measure. The troops were from outside of Alabama, an effort to ensure their loyalty in case Birmingham turned into a dress rehearsal for a civil war. A sad and tired-looking Kennedy justified the deployment of troops and the possible deputization of the National Guard as a defense against “the efforts of those who would replace conciliation and goodwill with violence and hate.”53 Kennedy also publicly redeployed Burke Marshall to the site of a triumph now soured by the bitter taste of violence.

Private deliberations within the White House tried to make sense of the long-predicted Negro uprising that transformed the Kennedy administration. When Black lives were endangered, the federal government found no legal means to send in the military. Only after Negroes erupted did the Kennedy administration find cause for intervention.54

For Malcolm X, this harsh reality was clarifying. He delivered a scorching Mother’s Day address from the nation’s capital in front of 450 Negroes at WUST Radio Hall on Ninth and V Street in the city’s Northwest neighborhood. No whites were allowed to enter the event, and the Fruit of Islam, the NOI’s well-trained security unit, frisked all who entered. Malcolm preached a three-hour sermon on the need for Black political self-determination. “Martin Luther King Jr. is still a fool!” thundered Malcolm as he read wire reports of Birmingham’s violence. He claimed little separated George Wallace, the “wolf,” from John F. Kennedy, the “fox.” They both feasted on Black flesh, but one—the fox—would “smile” while doing so. Malcolm cautioned Blacks to stay away from white racists but drew the line at police dogs biting Negro babies. If this occurred, he reasoned, “You ought to kill the dogs, whether they have four legs or two.” Malcolm claimed that whites were satisfied with neither the political self-determination exhibited by Muslims nor the loyalty displayed by rabid integrationists. “If you let him use you for a doormat,” said Malcolm, “he’ll tell you to turn over, you’re lying on the wrong side.”55

Meanwhile, George Wallace decried the threat of federal power as having no basis in the Constitution. The recalcitrant governor parlayed his staunch refusal to recognize Black Americans as full citizens into a cult of personality that quickly outgrew its base in Montgomery as the year progressed. In the process, Wallace’s appeal to the far right exploded. His vow to personally bar a Black student from attending the University of Alabama if ordered by a federal court now seemed less like an idle threat to buoy his political fortunes than a frontal assault on the idea of multiracial democracy.

Speaking from Los Angeles, Jimmy Baldwin heaped blame on President Kennedy for failing to use “the great prestige of his office for the moral force which it can be.”56 “Those who bear the greatest responsibility for the chaos in Birmingham are not in Birmingham,” surmised Baldwin. He personally held FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, Mississippi’s legendary segregationist senator James Eastland, the white power structure, and President Kennedy responsible. The crisis gripping the nation traversed beyond race and region, although it did indeed touch both of those things. “It is,” Baldwin stated, “a matter of the national life or death.” A twenty-eight square block of Birmingham cordoned off by martial law attested to the searing truth of Baldwin’s words.57
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“IF KING LOSES, WORSE LEADERS ARE GOING TO TAKE HIS PLACE”

Martin Luther King Jr. toured two Birmingham pool halls on Monday, May 13, encouraging local Negroes to keep the peace. An excellent pool player who had cultivated a reputation as a shark at Crozer Theological Seminary, King had skills with a cue stick that almost matched his legendary oratory. Tensions were finally easing as the Mother’s Day rebellion receded into memory, but Birmingham Negroes continued to recount harrowing incidents of police brutality, with deputized white irregulars beating innocents with pistols and shotguns. In the wake of such violence, King, back from Atlanta, told reporters of his experience trying to get to the Gaston Motel. “Troopers were harsh and discourteous, cursing in the most bitter terms and acting like they would shoot us for nothing,” King reported.1

Three thousand troops from the Second Infantry Division were stationed fifty miles away in Fort Benning in case of the resumption of violence. Alabama’s congress released a declaration asking the president to remove Martin Luther King Jr. from the state of Alabama, thus eliminating the need for military intervention.

Gray and cloudy skies cultivated a cool breeze that day in Birmingham. King retraced his steps back to the Gaston Motel before going down Fifth Avenue to complete his visit to a second pool hall. There, Ralph Abernathy introduced King as “our leader” before encouraging the crowd of around fifty young people to keep cool. “We must not beat up policemen, as brutal as they may be,” King remarked. “We must not stab anybody, we must not burn down any stores.” Jackie Robinson and former heavyweight boxing champion Floyd Patterson reiterated King’s message that evening before a crowd of two thousand who came to a local church on the other side of town from the rebellion. The eyes of the world were on Birmingham, they said, and its citizens needed to continue peacefully organizing for racial justice.2

Birmingham transformed the political calculus of American democracy, reverberating far and wide. It helped to turn seemingly tangential figures such as Malcolm X into urban prophets of a secular rage. King’s stature grew exponentially, and even the Kennedys were forced to recognize that his advocacy of nonviolence might be the only bulwark standing between them and domestic chaos. Birmingham proved to be the most visible front in a nationwide battle. New beachheads were appearing daily in a civil rights conflict that had taken on the trappings of an undeclared civil war. Seizing this moment, Medgar Evers snatched Birmingham’s energy, like Promethean fire, to set Mississippi ablaze with the flame of freedom.

President Kennedy met with Alabama journalists for a long-planned session on Tuesday, May 14, where he expressed fear that, if the white business community failed to live up to the Birmingham accord, Negroes might turn to the Nation of Islam and more radical elements to get justice. Twenty Alabamian editors also met with Bobby Kennedy after he had defended King as a moderate leader. These editors were skeptics who, no matter how uncomfortable they might have been with Wallace’s antics, viewed the civil rights leader suspiciously. They listened as the attorney general discussed the compromises necessary for a free society to have order and peaceful protests. Repression, Kennedy argued, galvanized chaos, and Birmingham offered a case study. The movement had not become a national crisis until authorities foolishly attempted to incarcerate practically the entire Negro community. Bobby blamed state police for turning the embers of the initial Mother’s Day explosion into a full-blown riot. When one of the editors circled back to blame King, Bobby reminded the entire room that “it was King who went around to the pool halls and door to door collecting knives, telling people to go home and stay off the streets and to be nonviolent.” He then went further. “If King loses, worse leaders are going to take his place.” He offered them the example that frightened much of white America. “Look at the Black Muslims,” he said, using a negative term that Malcolm X and members of the NOI detested.3

For his part, Malcolm X weighed in on the Birmingham crisis and Kennedy’s response from the nation’s capital on Thursday, May 16. He chastised the president for failing to “send troops to Alabama when dogs were biting black babies.” Instead, Kennedy reacted only after witnessing the incredible power of Black people defending themselves against racial terror. Malcolm used Kennedy’s recent talk with Alabama editors to highlight the president’s weak approach to race relations. Kennedy’s admission that “if Negroes aren’t well treated, the Muslims will become a threat” exposed his moral failure. The president “urged a change not because it is right, but because the whole world is watching,” Malcolm insisted.

Black America’s prosecuting attorney charged no less than the president of the United States with hypocrisy. “Kennedy is wrong because his motivation is wrong,” Malcolm observed. He continued, noting that rather than “attacking the Ku Klux Klan and the White Citizens’ Committees” for fomenting the poisonous atmosphere that had turned Birmingham into a tinderbox, Kennedy had attacked Islam, despite being a member of a Catholic religious minority historically discriminated against.4 Malcolm’s sentiments, if not his words, were backed up by no less than Harvard Law School dean and US Commission on Civil Rights member Erwin Griswold, who told the press that Kennedy, despite the unfolding crisis, “hasn’t even started to use the powers that are available to him.”5

Events in Birmingham ignited similar demonstrations in major Southern cities, most notably in Jackson, where Medgar Evers issued an NAACP statement calling for a statewide end to Jim Crow in schools, parks, playgrounds, “libraries and other public facilities” that Mayor Allen Thompson interpreted as a declaration of war.6 Thompson, anticipating the NAACP’s efforts and fearing that Jackson would become another Birmingham, unleashed a media offensive. Appearing on radio and television, the mayor described Jackson as a city whose “Nigras” enjoyed “twenty-four hour” police protection, a receptive city hall, and “no matter what anybody else tells you, respect.” Over the next few days, mounting pressure forced Thompson to agree to meet with a biracial committee. Still, he initially sought to exclude Evers and other civil rights activists from participation.7

While Evers plotted his next course of action, President Kennedy traveled to Vanderbilt University for a one-day tour, with stops in Nashville, Tennessee, and Muscle Shoals and Huntsville, Alabama, in honor of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA). An estimated 150,000 people lined the streets of Nashville to catch a glimpse of Kennedy. Thirty thousand flocked to Vanderbilt’s Dudley Field football stadium to hear him speak.

As he spoke at Vanderbilt’s ninetieth convocation in Nashville, Birmingham remained on Kennedy’s mind. “This Nation is now engaged in a continuing debate about the rights of a portion of its citizens,” Kennedy observed. That debate would continue until the freedoms promised at the dawn of the republic were enjoyed equally by all Americans. Kennedy, near the end of his remarks, returned to Birmingham. “The Nation, indeed, the whole world, has watched recent events in the United States with alarm and dismay,” he stated matter-of-factly. The president proceeded to give the demonstrators in Birmingham the praise so many had been seeking during the weeks of violent protests, arrests, incarceration, and rebellion. “But no one,” said Kennedy, “can gainsay the fact that the determination to secure these rights is in the highest tradition of American freedom.” Such times of “tragic disorder” required the wisdom of “the educated men and women of our country to reject the temptations of prejudice and violence” and instead embrace the high ideals that American democracy rested upon. Kennedy’s speech, which began shortly after 11 a.m. on May 18, offered his most enthusiastic support for civil rights legislation and the dramatic means to achieve justice that Black Americans had adopted. Kennedy’s comments regarding the intimate, ongoing, and evolving relationship between race and democracy were notable enough for the New York Times to reprint the text of his speech.8

From Nashville, the president traveled to Muscle Shoals, Alabama, for an afternoon speech where he was greeted by Governor George Wallace, a public adversary who nevertheless remained courtly and solicitous. That same day, Wallace filed a lawsuit in the Supreme Court questioning Kennedy’s authority to request federal troops for potential intervention in Birmingham the week before. Wallace told reporters that he was pleased to welcome the president to Alabama. Kennedy delivered a well-received speech celebrating the federal government’s power to improve ordinary citizens’ lives. It was not socialism that created the TVA, Kennedy asserted, nor did the people of Muscle Shoals regard the national government as a “stranger” or “enemy.” Kennedy’s remarks were aimed at Wallace, who had called him a “military dictator” earlier in the week.

The ten thousand people in attendance warmly greeted the conclusion of Kennedy’s speech, and he spent at least ten minutes shaking hands with Southerners who, despite the hyperbolic rhetoric of Bull Connor and George Wallace, still regarded the handsome young president with a measure of enthusiastic awe. At Kennedy’s invitation, Wallace boarded the presidential helicopter toward Huntsville for the commander in chief’s final speech. The two men were a study in physical and temperamental contrasts. The dashing six-foot-one Kennedy oozed charm, coiled intelligence, and stately reserve. The five-foot-seven former bantamweight prizefighter Wallace was a nervous bundle of anxious energy and irascible blunder.

After fifteen minutes of small talk, Kennedy and Wallace discussed Birmingham. “I have no objection to the businessman hiring who they want,” Wallace insisted to Kennedy. What he and the proud state of Alabama found intolerable was being threatened by federal courts, government officials, or even presidents. Kennedy expressed disbelief that whites in Birmingham freely employed Negro servants yet balked at hiring them as clerks in stores. Wallace retreated to attack Martin Luther King Jr. as a disingenuous “faker” whose agitation had scarred an otherwise peaceful city. Kennedy remained firm on progress being the key to ending Birmingham’s racial crisis, just as Wallace insisted that outside agitators had stirred up the whole mess. The conversation produced no breakthroughs but just enough low moments of vulgarity—at one point, the governor claimed Reverends King and Shuttlesworth competed over “who could go to bed with the most nigger women, and white women and red women, too”—for Kennedy to remain mystified by Southern political folkways. Pierre Salinger, the president’s garrulous and urbane press secretary, diplomatically reported that the president and governor disagreed on Birmingham.9

Medgar Evers struck back against Mayor Thompson’s speech attacking the NAACP two days later in a televised address taped at an undisclosed location to protect his safety. While political temperatures cooled in Birmingham, Jackson grew hotter, especially in the aftermath of a mayoral speech that patronized Negroes as unsophisticated children in need of white direction.

After demanding and receiving equal airtime to challenge the mayor’s vision of Jackson as a racially peaceful city disturbed by outside agitators, Evers proceeded to give the speech of his life. He characterized the Mississippi chapters of the NAACP as filled with Negroes whose authentic roots predated Reconstruction. Evers calmly described a split-screen worldview of local and national events shaped by where one stood along the racial divide. “I speak as a native Mississippian,” he said. “I was educated in Mississippi schools and served overseas in the war against Hitlerism and Fascism,” an admission that cut two ways, announcing Evers’s affiliation with the American democratic tradition while signaling his familiarity with authoritarian regimes abroad and at home. The South, in its entire history, had never granted Black people rights “without outside pressure,” and the demonstrations, pickets, and protests reflected an “American tradition” that Evers proudly represented. “History,” he reminded viewers, “has reached a turning point, here and all over the world.”10

Thanks to the miracle of television, radio, and newspapers, Negro sharecroppers were more globally aware of the depth and breadth of racism than ever. They witnessed dogs biting peaceful citizens in Birmingham. They were conscious of “the new free nations in Africa” and “that a Congo native can be a locomotive engineer, but in Jackson, he cannot even drive a garbage truck.” Southern Negroes, Evers insisted, knew of “black prime ministers and ambassadors, financiers and technicians.” Mississippi had arrived at the dawn of a new day, aided by events in Birmingham, the resistance of local activists in the Delta and student leaders in Jackson, and the steadfast resilience of an NAACP whose years of toil in the state were etched in the creases on Evers’s handsome face.11

Black Mississippians, observed Evers, demanded good schools, decent jobs, enrollment at Ole Miss, and the right to work in stores where they spent their money. White Mississippians of good conscience “know that a victory for democracy in Jackson will be a victory for democracy everywhere,” explained Evers. He concluded his sermon by quoting from President Kennedy’s Vanderbilt address two days earlier, which had implored “all Americans” in the public and private sectors to embrace their responsibility and support equality for Negroes around the country. “To these words,” said Evers, “one can only say—Amen.”

And with that, Evers had delivered a speech for the ages. It would be his finest moment in the movement, signaling that he had a bright future as a bold-faced name in the battle for racial justice. In Jackson, it turned him into a celebrity among movement supporters while marking him for infamy, harassment, and death among white supremacists. Evers distilled aspects of James Baldwin’s exhilarating analysis of how racial segregation distorted the national character. He exalted Africa’s arrival on the world stage in a manner reminiscent of Malcolm X. His approving quote of Kennedy paralleled Martin Luther King Jr.’s efforts to bind the civil rights struggle to historic American political traditions. He also revealed his worldliness.12

Evers’s acknowledgment of that worldliness included sharecroppers. He paid homage to William Worthy’s international efforts to move the discourse on civil rights beyond domestic boundaries. Like Lorraine Hansberry, Evers distilled the unspoken trauma and longing of the inner lives of Black folk. Evers’s speech touched upon the sacred and profane aspects of Negro life in Jackson, Mississippi, the nation, and the world. In his inimitable style imbued with personal sincerity and political integrity, Evers laid out a complex case for Black dignity and citizenship that described the most critical issues of the day in clear, heartfelt, and plainspoken language. It remains, to this day, one of the most important yet least cited speeches in the annals of the civil rights movement.

New worlds were rising. The Supreme Court, on the day of Evers’s speech, legalized sit-in demonstrations in cities that enforced racial segregation. Chief Justice Earl Warren ruled that government ordinances sanctioning racial segregation violated the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection clause. The decision immediately released thirty-one prisoners (twenty-eight Negroes and three whites) arrested for sit-ins in Louisiana, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Alabama. The result expanded the rights of civil rights demonstrators to protest, just as 1,400 Black students were arrested in Greensboro, North Carolina, for protesting segregated public facilities.13

The next day, a federal judge ordered the desegregation of the University of Alabama by June 10, as Alabama was now the only state in America that had failed to integrate its public education system. The decision set up a showdown between the Kennedy administration and George Wallace, who vowed to resist the integration. Judge Harlan Hobart Grooms denied university lawyers’ appeal to postpone the entry of Vivian Malone to Alabama’s flagship campus in Tuscaloosa and of David McGlathery in Huntsville until the unrest in Birmingham ceased. They argued that, since large parts of state law enforcement units were in Birmingham, violence in Tuscaloosa and Huntsville might explode into uncontrollable riots. George Wallace made an exclamation point in Montgomery’s announcement. “I will be present to bar any Negro who attempts to enroll at the University of Alabama,” Wallace vowed. “This is legal resistance and legal defiance,” he claimed.14

Malcolm X spent the whirlwind week between the Birmingham uprising and the speeches by Kennedy and Evers in New York City, Washington, DC, and Los Angeles. In New York, he chatted with a Wall Street Journal reporter for a story, “Coffee with Malcolm X,” which depicted the NOI national representative as a harbinger of a racial reckoning. “Brother, bring the reporter and me a cup of coffee,” Malcolm ordered the cook behind the counter at the restaurant adjacent to Mosque No. 7 in Harlem. “I’ll take mine integration style,” by which he meant plenty of cream and sugar. The mosque’s luncheonette offered great food at affordable prices, without a color bar. The uninitiated would be surprised to find it a favorite of white businesspeople operating in Harlem.15

Over coffee, they discussed Birmingham. “It has proved our people no longer know fear,” judged Malcolm, explaining the upside of the recognition that destined racial integration to failure. Malcolm’s personable affability, eloquence, and uncompromising refusal to “admit the progress that has been made or the widely held hope that a more fraternal feeling among races is not only possible but inevitable” broke the journalist’s heart. “A talk with Malcolm X,” he concluded, “is sadder than Birmingham.”16

A conversation with William F. Buckley might have produced a similar sentiment in civil rights leaders. In the pages of National Review, founding editor Buckley compared the Birmingham demonstrators with George Lincoln Rockwell’s American Nazi Party. While conceding that King and the Black people marching in Birmingham held different objectives than violent white supremacists, he sympathized with white Birmingham’s antipathy to the disturbance of peace. “It is by no means clear that on the day he arrested 700 demonstrators in Birmingham, the sheriff had any other choice open to him,” opined Buckley. The white South, in Buckley’s view, correctly perceived the movement for racial integration as one aimed at “the jugular vein” of its society, one rich with traditions shared with right-minded white Northerners. Buckley offered a bold defense of white supremacy, unsympathetic to King’s pleas of moral suasion and unmoved by Baldwin’s call for a reimagined American republic committed to multiracial democracy. “Whatever ‘Southern life’ is, and there are many disputes around its meaning, that life calls for the management of the South’s destiny, at least for the time being, by the white majority,” reasoned Buckley, who was also the most influential conservative intellectual sponsor of Barry Goldwater.17

Around this time, Alex Haley, an intrepid Negro journalist whose moderate political inclinations proved no match for his ambition, published a scintillating conversation with Malcolm X in Playboy magazine. It resulted in the most extended interview that Malcolm had ever given. Haley adopted the same sensationalist tone as “The Hate That Hate Produced,” a five-part series anchored by journalist Mike Wallace that had aired four years earlier. That series, which included Louis Lomax’s role as the on-screen Negro interlocutor, had announced the Muslim presence like a thunderclap. In Playboy, Malcolm denied aspiring to Elijah Muhammad’s political throne, even as he effortlessly answered Haley’s probing, skeptical questions with the bracing confidence of a young prince.

Featuring a triptych of rare photos of Malcolm intensely speaking without his trademark black horn-rimmed glasses, the magazine characterized the interview as a “candid conversation with the militant major-domo of the black muslims,” repeating a description of the NOI that pained the group.

“What I want to know is how the white man, with the blood of black people dripping off his fingers, can have the audacity to be asking black people do they hate him,” Malcolm observed. “That takes a lot of nerve.”18 So did Playboy sanctioning the publication of Haley’s interview, a decision Malcolm chalked to the magazine’s wish to boost its sales. Race controversy that year sold well.

Malcolm compared racial segregation in America to South African apartheid. The entire nation’s political foundation, Malcolm observed, “is based on white supremacy” manifest in educational and political institutions as well as America’s “social philosophy.” Malcolm defended his appreciation for the honesty of Southern segregationists over Northern liberals in acknowledging “the basic immorality of white supremacy.”19 Malcolm spoke to Haley over several meetings at the Muslim restaurant in Harlem. Haley was repulsed and fascinated by Malcolm’s fire-and-brimstone indictment of America. The interview concluded with Malcolm asserting his role as Black America’s prosecuting attorney, confidently accusing white people of committing “crimes that have produced the miserable condition that our people are in.” The search for truth, justice, and reconciliation did not require the white guilt that Norman Podhoretz warned of but instead demanded a version of James Baldwin’s repentance. Atonement, Malcolm suggested, required Black political self-determination in the form of reparations that would include land, resources, and political autonomy over a twenty-five-year period.

The details that resonated the most were personal. Malcolm recounted how the traumatic death of his father, Earl Little, shaped a wayward childhood that included a stint as the ward of a white couple in Michigan who “liked me the way they liked their house pets.” Time spent hustling in Boston and Harlem taught Malcolm how to spot vulnerabilities in people and politics. The crude behavior of white Christians who transgressed the color line in search of drugs, sex, and nightlife made him aware of the hypocrisy that existed all around him. Encountering Elijah Muhammad’s teachings during “77 months in three different” Massachusetts prisons opened his eyes. Islam rescued Malcolm. Whereas Christianity had brought him to the depths of despair in prison, Islam had catapulted him to the podiums of the world’s leading universities. Malcolm’s story, buffed to a high gloss by Haley, struck like a lightning bolt. A prince who sat uneasily beside an aging monarch in a political kingdom, that his passionate belief helped to erect, now stood on his own as a leader yearning to take the reins of his destiny. The Playboy interview, alongside the publication of Louis Lomax’s When the Word Is Given (which published several of Malcolm’s speeches but just one by the Messenger), announced Malcolm as not a devoted acolyte of Muhammad’s but a rival. 20

Malcolm’s caustic vision of racial progress bumped into the reality of Beltway politics on May 16, when his scheduled public congressional testimony was canceled. Malcolm traced the cancellation of his planned testimony before a House subcommittee on education and juvenile delinquency to Bobby Kennedy and “a segment of the power structure” in the nation’s capital determined to silence him. He still met privately with Edith Green, the Democratic congresswoman from Oregon who chaired the subcommittee. Malcolm also informed reporters during a startling press conference in the corridors of Capitol Hill that he would only visit Birmingham if instructed to by Elijah Muhammad.21

Malcolm X flew to Los Angeles the day after Medgar Evers’s televised speech in Jackson, Mississippi, to witness the conclusion of the trial of fourteen Muslim defendants in the Ronald Stokes case. A friend of Malcolm’s and a devout Muslim, Stokes had found himself on the wrong end of a police shooting following a raid on the Los Angeles mosque. The brutal police response left another Muslim, William Rogers, paralyzed and in a wheelchair for the rest of his life. Malcolm had spent the past year charging the Los Angeles Police Department with murder and attempting to build a political coalition powerful enough to seek justice. In Los Angeles, he sparred with reporters over biased press coverage that printed police testimony verbatim, as if the Muslim defendants had no attorneys. At a rally of two hundred Muslims at the Los Angeles Elks Lodge, two anti-Muslim picketers carried signs. One read, “Those six-year-old children in Birmingham have more guts than you have,” sentiments that led to an uproar when an unidentified assailant punched one of the picketers.

The demonstrations were of a piece with Malcolm’s visit. On the Tuesday night of his arrival in Los Angeles, he and the aide traveling with him were confronted by two police officers who drew their weapons. “They tried in every way to provoke us into an offensive act,” Malcolm told reporters after filing a claim against the police with Los Angeles mayor Sam Yorty, “so they would have some reason to shoot us.” For Malcolm X, the reality of Black people’s struggle for dignity in such circumstances belied hopeful notions of racial progress, however tempting and eagerly sought out by the press.22

Law enforcement’s physical harassment of Malcolm X in Los Angeles and Martin Luther King Jr. in Birmingham—as well as their candid professions of fear of being shot by police—offered a mere prelude for events that would unfold that spring.

James Baldwin spent parts of the second and the third week in May in California on a speaking tour that took him to standing-room-only crowds at the Furniture Mart and Second Baptist Church in Los Angeles. “I ran a long way before I realized that my ancestors were all that I had that would help me through this world,” Baldwin remarked while there.23

The large crowd at Second Baptist might have reminded Jimmy of his roots in the Pentecostal Church. California Eagle publisher and civil rights attorney Loren Miller served as master of ceremonies. Baldwin’s now established fame attracted 2,500, including an estimated 40 percent white participants, who filled the church half an hour before the program began. The CORE-sponsored rally, which would end in a march to city hall to support civil rights, proved to be the capstone of Baldwin’s California tour.24

Black folk came to listen to a lapsed Christian who retained his faith in humanity’s capacity to achieve freedom beyond emancipation. Freedom songs, invocations, and introductions that served as miniature political and religious seminars prefaced Jimmy’s sermon about embracing the past to heal the present and shape a new world.25

The audience included John Shabazz, the minister of the Los Angeles mosque, less than a week after he had presided over Malcolm X’s appearance at the Elks Lodge. Baldwin lauded Muslims for giving Negroes “pride in being black” even as he criticized the narrow scope of their quest for a religious and social paradise. “If our children in Birmingham can go to jail for their principles, can we do no less?” he asked those in attendance. “No!” came back the thunderous reply. “There is no distance, not one inch, morally or actually, between Birmingham and Los Angeles,” he reminded them.26

Baldwin attempted to separate American myths from a more bitter, historically truthful reality. “The words ‘liberty’ and ‘freedom’ are entirely misused,” he explained. American history “made a legend” of settler colonial massacres of Indigenous people and rationalized slavery by denying Black humanity. “That lie is the basis of our current trouble,” Baldwin surmised. The crime of slavery, for Baldwin, proved less crucial than the cover-up. He now urged a political reckoning that would push the nation into a maturity that allowed it to see itself for the very first time. Americans—in a kind of mass delusion buttressed by war, violence, television, movies, politicians, and preachers—had created this wounded world, so they could, Baldwin insisted, remake it. Everyone had a responsibility. “Black people will have to do something very hard too, which is to love and help the white citizen in his very first steps toward maturity,” Baldwin concluded.

His combination of Malcolm X’s prosecution of crimes against the Black community with Martin Luther King’s faith in love’s redemptive power made listening to him a new kind of experience for these parishioners, who gave him a thunderous ovation at his speech’s end.27 During the question-and-answer session, Baldwin embraced the grandeur and travails of Black history as the legacy of enslaved ancestors who produced children brave enough to walk through mobs in pursuit of education. “I would hate to throw away this real heritage for an invented one,” he answered in response to a question about his opinion of the Nation of Islam. Afterward, the crowd met up with demonstrators who marched from Vernon and Central Avenues on to city hall, where two thousand demonstrated in support of Negro dignity and citizenship.28

Baldwin’s $500 lecture fee would be turned over to CORE, but the drams of bourbon and Scotch that some of his most generous hosts supplied him with would not. Two days in Los Angeles netted CORE almost $6,000 after expenses.29 The city—from services at Black churches to soirees at the home of CORE supporters to press conferences at the Biltmore Hotel to cocktail parties and receptions in Sherman Oaks and Beverly Hills—embraced Baldwin as a visiting dignitary, a representative of an audaciously hopeful American future.30

From Los Angeles, Baldwin flew to San Francisco to interview young Negroes for the documentary film Take This Hammer for public radio and television station KQED. “There is no moral distance” between San Francisco and Birmingham, Jimmy observed on camera. “There is no moral distance between President Kennedy and Bull Connor because the same machine puts them both in power,” he reasoned. Words of fire proved only the beginning. Take This Hammer featured a youthful-looking Baldwin serving as the interlocutor of an even younger set of Negro voices in San Francisco. Baldwin’s tour of the city spanned Nob Hill and Union Square, the postwar Hunters Point ghetto, the more affluent Sunset and Richmond neighborhoods, and Fillmore, a district reminiscent of Harlem. The film illustrated how Birmingham’s troubles permeated every corner of America. One young man discussed seeing Malcolm X on television and concluding that King was a “chump” for failing to defend Negroes in Birmingham. Baldwin recounted how his religiously devout parents doubted the beliefs of white Christians because of the way they treated Black folk. “It’s just another American city,” Baldwin said of San Francisco. “And if you’re a black man, that means it’s a real bitter thing to say.”31

The film purposefully illuminated how juxtapositions between California and Mississippi on racial injustice were unspoken symmetries. California’s liberal facade hid a festering cesspool of racial hatred made even more potent by the nation’s inability to acknowledge its existence.32

Dick Gregory dominated a White House civil rights discussion on May 20 without being present. Gregory’s private discourse with Bobby Kennedy and Burke Marshall framed a discussion of America’s shifting political mood. During a meeting on plans to propose comprehensive civil rights legislation attended by the president, Marshall, Ted Sorensen, and political advisers Larry O’Brien and Lee White, Gregory’s conversation with Bobby about the inflamed passions of the Negro community took center stage. Gregory, whose penchant for combining art and politics made him capable of seamlessly adding his civil rights record to his stand-up routine, had warned Bobby Kennedy of racial violence in Northern cities, where segregation impacted larger, more densely packed concentrations of Negroes than in the South. Gregory predicted that the administration would face “an impossible time” that lay just beyond the horizon. He recounted numerous instances, in Chicago and elsewhere, that attested to a new mood among Negroes: antagonistic and unafraid of police, dismissive and resentful of Black elites, and angry over white liberals even, perhaps especially, when they offered themselves as friends and allies, as Lyndon Johnson had recently done upon receiving an award from the Black press. At the White House meeting, O’Brien wondered if Malcolm X represented the Molotov cocktail atop an already explosive situation. “Jesus, he started having a press conference in the corridor of the House the other day,” said an indignant O’Brien.

“We got a damn good hand in Nashville because of Negroes,” admitted the president, marveling over the large crowds that had greeted his motorcade during a tour through a housing project. His rousing commencement speech at Vanderbilt, designed to keep civil rights forces at bay, had only provoked a louder clamor for Kennedy to take an even more decisive stance. Gregory had confided that Negroes still admired the president but appeared fed up with the slow pace of change and anticipated a summer of rebellion. “The dogs,” said President Kennedy at one point. “The dogs,” replied Bobby Kennedy, recognizing how Birmingham’s grotesque violence had burned a hole in the national conscience and ripped the mask off Jim Crow’s public facade.

President Kennedy privately lamented Negro ingratitude for the administration’s strides in Birmingham and his own efforts at private diplomacy to convince Southern legislators to remove Jim Crow signs from downtown businesses. Marshall opined that the civil rights legislation would create more political problems than solutions if passed. Demonstrations—the sheer numbers and the accelerating pace—raised a Pandora’s box of difficulties. President Kennedy rhetorically wondered if the protests should or could be curtailed and just as quickly closed the door on such talk.

It was a wide-ranging discussion on the political difficulties of passing comprehensive civil rights legislation, including the benefits and challenges of Harlem congressman Adam Clayton Powell’s legislative rider demanding that institutions receiving federal aid enact integration plans in one year or lose funding. The president suggested asking Lyndon Johnson to become personally involved with selling the bill, especially to Southern legislators. Louis Martin’s suggestion that the administration personally appeal to some of the nation’s wealthiest business leaders found traction, with Bobby recounting how the politicization of civil rights in Birmingham had enabled Wallace to weaponize the threat of tax increases against local companies willing to cooperate with desegregation.

Bobby also conceded the administration’s vulnerability in pushing for racial integration when, as Birmingham’s business leaders had pointed out, much of the federal government remained in the grips of Jim Crow, with scarcely any Negroes employed above the level of clerks and postal carriers. “That’s a pretty good job for a Negro in the South, though, letter carrier,” observed the president after hearing that many possessed college degrees but found no other suitable work available. Federal employment of Negroes, Bobby admitted, was “just terrible, just awful, except for the Veteran Administration.” The attorney general sought approval for meetings to dramatically accelerate the Black presence in high-level government jobs. “Ok,” responded the president.33

Bobby outlined concrete steps to invite constituent groups such as mayors, governors, business leaders, and activists, including Martin Luther King Jr., whose name immediately elicited political concerns. Jack Kennedy, constantly wary of being perceived as a follower rather than a leader, suggested meeting with King last. The president noted, “The trouble with King is that everybody thinks he’s our boy, anyways.” Critics certainly thought so, ranging from Governor Wallace to Liberator magazine publisher Dan Watts, both of whom, for different reasons, considered King’s alliance with the Kennedys to be unseemly. “Everything he does, everybody says we stuck him in there,” Kennedy continued. “King is so hot these days, it is like having Marx coming into the White House,” he observed, comparing the nonviolent homegrown Christian revolutionary to the German-born philosopher Karl, whose theory of historical materialism lent explanatory urgency to unfolding revolutions.

The president, attuned to his public image, wanted to appear to be leading the nation’s civil rights effort and not merely following King and the movement. If the hour seemed too late in quarters of the Black community for such considerations, the White House, still catching up to the national freedom surge underway, deemed it imperative. Kennedy sought to position himself at the center of competing extremes, patiently listening to all while beholden to none.34

From California, Jimmy Baldwin headed to Chicago for a talk on the “Social Responsibility of the Artist” sponsored by CORE, and then to Connecticut for a lecture at Wesleyan University. That week, Baldwin’s photo appeared on the cover of Time magazine, cementing his status as a culturally significant thought leader in race relations, which Birmingham had elevated into an existential priority. “A short but most commendable cover story on a great writer and rational humanist apropos our sad times,” expressed one of almost three hundred letters written to Time about the Baldwin issue.35 Still, the Time story contained an undercurrent of resentment, some of which was rooted in homophobia. Described as “a nervous, slight, almost fragile figure, filled with frets and fears,” Baldwin was practically outed as queer. “He is effeminate in manner, drinks considerably, smokes cigarettes in chains, and often loses his audience with overblown arguments.”

Mademoiselle’s interview with Jimmy that month offered a similar line of criticism, courtesy of a story about his friendly adversary Norman Mailer. “You’re little, you’re ugly, and you’re black as the ace of spades,” Mailer reportedly told Baldwin in one of his predictably explosive fits of anger. “Oh, I just laughed,” Baldwin informed reporters Eve Auchincloss and Nancy Lynch. “After all it’s true,” added Baldwin, who, in such painful instances, mimicked his stepfather David Baldwin’s inability to recognize his beauty. In the unedited notes for Time’s cover story, reporter Roger Stone quoted a dialogue between two unidentified Black men who observed Baldwin speak in the Bay Area. “You know,” one whispered to the other, “he’s the ugliest man I ever saw.” The suggestion that fellow Negroes found Baldwin exceptionally unattractive was deployed as protection from allegations of white racism. Stone added his description of Baldwin as “short and slight” with “buggy eyes” and a malleable face that “contorts into unimaginable crevasses.” Yet he was “possessed of an uncommon degree of humanity,” and his large shadow continued to spread “across the nation.”36
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James Baldwin momentarily at rest May 7, 1963, at KPFA studio in Berkeley, CA. (Phiz Mezey Photographs & Papers, San Francisco History Center, San Francisco Public Library.)



Within the movement, Baldwin’s homosexuality was an open secret. Malcolm X, who surely encountered Black queer culture during his past life as street hustler Detroit Red, never publicly commented on Jimmy’s sexuality. Others were less discreet, going so far as to call Baldwin “Martin Luther Queen” in private. FBI wiretaps would uncover, as the year progressed, more tensions related to his homosexuality. Beyond these intrigues, the Time story announced Baldwin’s unprecedented stature in the world of culture and politics. Abraham Lincoln had graced the cover the previous week. Baldwin followed the “Great Emancipator” as the rare Black face worthy of recognition, acknowledgment, and support.37

Jimmy Baldwin spent May 22 at Wesleyan University in the company of Kay Boyle, the elegantly brilliant and colorful sixty-one-year-old writer who spent eighteen years in Europe, married three husbands, gave birth to six children, and published volumes of books, poetry, and novels. Her European adventures had included notable friendships and acquaintanceships, represented in the thousands of letters she wrote and received from the literary luminaries who made up the Lost Generation, including Ernest Hemingway. Boyle knew Jimmy from the MacDowell artists’ colony in New Hampshire, where they had taken turns escorting each other to their cottages. Boyle determined Baldwin to be one of the greatest young writers of the age, and he recognized her as a brilliant fellow prose stylist. After his lecture, Baldwin met with students, faculty, and Boyle for late-night conversations fortified with Scotch.38

This engagement proved to be one of many, as Baldwin’s status as a best-selling author now made him a sought-after lecturer and writer, with offers to write movie and television scripts, make documentary appearances, write long-form journalism (including an assignment in Haiti), and direct a Broadway adaptation of his new play Blues for Mister Charlie. One of the most intriguing inquiries came from his old high school classmate Richard Avedon. Avedon wanted to photograph Jimmy and his mother for a book. The two would reconnect and publish Nothing Personal, an extraordinary collection of photographs backed by an over twenty-thousand-word essay from Jimmy. One of the photos featured a young CORE worker, Jerome Smith, whom Jimmy befriended.39

His highest-profile invitation came from Bobby Kennedy, who invited Jimmy to talk about racial crises in urban cities at his estate, Hickory Hill, in McLean, Virginia. The invitation came via surrogates. Jimmy’s agent and friend, Bob Mills, put him in touch with Burke Marshall, who relayed the message of interest. Fresh from his tours of duty in Los Angeles and the Bay Area, Baldwin agreed.

Mills had anticipated the future Baldwin–Bobby Kennedy meeting. Writing to Jimmy, who was in Istanbul, Turkey, at the end of March, Mills had informed him of an offer to publicly debate Malcolm X in May, an event cooked up in the imagination of literary promoters after a recent debate between verbal pugilists Norman Mailer and William F. Buckley. Next, Mills thought, they would ask Jimmy to debate either Adam Clayton Powell or Bobby Kennedy.40

Baldwin and Mills arrived early the following day, May 23, and were picked up by Bobby Kennedy’s Negro chauffeur. “We had a very nice meeting,” Bobby later recalled. Baldwin thought so too. With their conversation over eggs and coffee occasionally interrupted by Bobby’s children, they managed a dialogue centered around what Black people wanted. The attorney general inquired after “the Negroes other Negroes listen to,” and Baldwin obliged by mentioning his friends and colleagues Lorraine Hansberry, Harry Belafonte, Lena Horne, and the well-known scholar and psychologist Kenneth Clark. “Look, I’d like to meet them,” Bobby observed. Each shared an insider’s winking knowledge of the other as a star within their respective fields. Bobby introduced Baldwin to his Negro maid, who dashed upstairs to secure, at Bobby’s suggestion, the Time cover to be autographed.

Baldwin and Bobby Kennedy shared a car ride back to Washington, DC. They agreed to talk more in New York City shortly after, with Baldwin suggesting that he would bring along emissaries who could share details of the simmering conditions in cities nationwide. For Bobby, the plans seemed exceptionally fortuitous considering unfolding civil rights demonstrations that threatened to undermine the administration’s capacity to govern and lead. He welcomed discussion as an opportunity to cultivate fresh ideas to meet the gathering political storm. His brother Jack had proffered a similar request to the liberals and progressives of the ADA who had questioned him during the Birmingham crisis.

Bobby had read Baldwin’s lengthy New Yorker essay “Letter from a Region in My Mind,” which made up the bulk of The Fire Next Time. Baldwin’s open criticism of the Kennedy administration now seemed prescient in light of events in Birmingham. His telegram imploring the White House to confront the moral crisis reflected the vision of a homegrown prophet. In the political and intellectual circles in which Bobby Kennedy traveled, Baldwin seemed to be the single person most attuned to the mood of the average Negro. Bobby was not far off. Since the start of the year, Baldwin’s travels had made him a unique witness to America’s racial crisis. He did more than give speeches and interviews and release blistering condemnation of the nation and its political leadership. Although he most certainly did just that.

Jimmy had traveled to the corners of Mississippi, New Orleans, Los Angeles, Chicago, San Francisco, and North Carolina to bear witness to Black people’s humanity. He felt sanctified in the presence of impoverished Negro children, encouraged by the defiance of Black teenagers living at the edge of hope and heartbreak, and inspired by the faces of high school and college students who risked everything to create a new world.41 Bobby Kennedy and Burke Marshall planned to discuss what the federal government might be able to do in the relatively unexplored area of urban poverty outside of the South, precisely the kinds of cities and neighborhoods Baldwin frequented.

As he returned to New York City, Jimmy was energized and excited about curating a racial justice meeting with Bobby Kennedy. He invited an appropriate list of close friends, respected colleagues, and artists for a meeting scheduled for 4 p.m. on Friday, May 24, in a spacious apartment at 24 Central Park South owned by Joseph P. Kennedy, Bobby’s father. When Bobby suggested the meeting site, he relied on Burke Marshall to supply the address, exemplifying the absent-mindedness of the earnestly privileged son of one of the nation’s wealthiest families.

Bobby Kennedy and Marshall spent that Friday morning huddling in secret with owners of restaurant chains in a meeting at the Waldorf Astoria in New York. The executives had sent emissaries to ensure that the attorney general had not invited newspaper reporters with cameras to humiliate them. Bobby thought the business executives initially reacted to him as if “the Devil incarnate had arrived” to steal their souls. In truth, he wanted to convince these men that voluntary integration would do more to help their businesses than the status quo. Birmingham offered proof that, despite violent efforts to keep Jim Crow alive, its death now seemed inevitable. The only question was how long, expensive, and damaging the funeral would be.42
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THE SUMMIT

Jimmy Baldwin had organized a meeting for the ages, one with implications that would continue long past the brief time spent conversing with Bobby Kennedy.

Harry Belafonte—the singer, actor, and philanthropist whose deepening friendship with Martin Luther King Jr. made him indispensable to the movement and its financial networks—would attend this meeting. Lorraine Hansberry also received an invitation. The legendary jazz singer and actress Lena Horne rounded out the triumvirate of bold-faced names in the entertainment industry. Kenneth Clark—the Black psychologist whose doll test illustrated Jim Crow’s uncanny ability to warp Negro children’s self-image and helped convince Earl Warren to outlaw public school segregation—made the cut, as did Edwin C. Berry, director of the Chicago Urban League. King’s attorney, Clarence Jones, also attended. Three white people invited by Baldwin attended: joining agent Bob Mills and the actor Rip Torn was Henry Morgenthau, a local television producer for PBS Channel 13. Jimmy’s entourage included his brother David, who brought along his friend Thais Aubrey, and Edward False, Jimmy’s secretary. The Baldwin brothers also invited June Shagaloff, a white NAACP activist and expert in public school integration whose darkened complexion in the summer made her sometimes mistaken for a Negro, but she could not attend. Jerome Smith, a twenty-five-year-old CORE activist, rounded out the group.

Smith possessed a rare combination of personal insight and intellectual thoughtfulness. As a student at Southern University in Baton Rouge, he had participated in mass demonstrations that erupted in Louisiana and across the South after the lunch counter sit-ins in Greensboro, North Carolina. After dropping out of Southern, Smith made civil rights activism his vocation, spending three months in prison the next year as a Freedom Rider. Smith now honed his intellectual interests around freedom movements worldwide, especially in Africa, whose progress seemed accelerated compared to the slow pace of change in America. Smith would be stereotyped as an angry and unthinking Black man (with a stutter to boot) in subsequent accounts of the meeting. But he proved unusually graceful afterward. He would recall the meeting with Bobby Kennedy as “a very beautiful and very ugly experience” offering the kind of insight that attracted Jimmy to him in the first place.1

All the Black people in Joseph P. Kennedy’s luxuriously elegant apartment that evening were pioneers—groundbreaking talents that spanned the arts, law, and the social and humanistic sciences. By assembling them, Baldwin had created a space of raw humanity that the attorney general never saw coming. The freedom summit on Friday, May 24, would reveal the chasm between dreams of Black dignity and the political moderation of the sympathetic Bobby, who viewed the matter of racial justice as one of many crises facing the nation. The meeting brought Bobby Kennedy closer to comprehending the political reckoning unfolding nationally, even as it placed Jimmy Baldwin on the FBI’s radar.

The meeting started promisingly, with the air of a high-level cocktail party at the intersection of art and politics. Harry Belafonte, part of the global community of entertainers regarded as royalty, spoke amiably with Bobby at the start. They chatted about Ethel Kennedy’s pregnancy and the new baby. The attorney general casually shifted into work mode, removing his suit jacket and rolling up his shirtsleeves while relaxing in a chair.

Through a stammer, Jerome Smith was the first to cut through the genteel mood. He stated that the necessity of the meeting made him sick. As a pioneer Freedom Rider, Smith had experienced a baptism of racist violence and imprisonment in Mississippi’s grim Parchman Penitentiary. “First off, Mr. Kennedy, I want you to understand that I don’t care anything about you or your brother,” Smith began. His words prefaced a critique of the administration for its failure to protect the lives of civil rights workers. Bobby, defending himself over Smith’s repeated interruptions, asked to be heard. “Okay,” said Smith, “but this time, say something that means something.” Smith’s tone of weary resignation continued. “So far, you haven’t said a thing.”2

Smith refused to speak in soothing tones. He balked at having to explain the urgency of the racial crisis on top of having lived through it. “When I pull the trigger,” he observed, “kiss it goodbye.” Baldwin asked Smith whether he would be willing to fight on behalf of America. “Never! Never!” he replied. This answer struck Bobby Kennedy as unpatriotic. “How can you say that?” he replied, now angry and offended but trying to recover and pivot toward the rest of the room. Lorraine Hansberry instead redirected the entire gathering toward Smith’s raw anger, telling Bobby that “that man over there” should be his sole focus, despite the dazzling résumés and reputations that abounded. Kenneth Clark felt sad when he realized that Bobby “seemed genuinely unable to understand what Smith was trying to say.” Bobby’s inability to empathize with Smith’s plight lost him the allegiance of those in the room who admired the attorney general’s efforts even as they questioned his effectiveness.3

Birmingham hovered over the entire proceedings, but the attorney general probed for insight into the depths of racial inequality in the North. Collectively, the Black participants demanded the Kennedy administration take “radical and forceful” measures to halt the explosive tide of poor schools, dilapidated housing, and raging unemployment that threatened to turn cities into racial conflagrations that would dwarf Birmingham’s violence.4

Sensing the meeting’s deterioration, Clarence Jones and Kenneth Clark tried to offer practical suggestions. Someone explained to Bobby that “urban renewal” so disadvantaged Black populations that people had begun to refer to it as “Negro removal,” a topic that dovetailed with the attorney general’s mission to tackle racial inequality in the North.

Jones echoed King’s idea that President Kennedy should sign a new Emancipation Proclamation—the symbolic power alone might galvanize a new racial justice consensus. Bobby laughed out loud in response. He and Marshall scoffed at Baldwin’s suggestion that the president escort a Black student to the University of Alabama. “It would be a meaningless moral gesture,” Bobby insisted. “We would like from you a moral commitment,” Hansberry demanded.

Jones attacked President Kennedy’s record of appointing segregationist federal judges, mainly the notorious William H. Cox, the former college roommate of Mississippi senator and open white supremacist James Eastland.

“If you are so proud of your record,” interjected Lena Horne after Bobby Kennedy recited a litany of the administration’s accomplishments in Birmingham and the rest of the South, “you go up to Harlem into those churches and barber shops and pool halls” and deliver the good news. “We ain’t going to do it because we don’t want to get shot.”

It would be the closest Bobby Kennedy would ever get to being in the same room with Malcolm X. While Smith claimed no use for the Muslims, Jimmy remained partially enthralled, and every Negro in attendance understood the way Malcolm’s honesty, dignity, and—yes—rage, exalted them. Collectively, some consciously, some not, they released that anger upon Bobby Kennedy and Burke Marshall.

For three hours.

The two men gamely ticked off the list of the administration’s accomplishments. Bobby name-dropped Martin Luther King Jr. as someone who knew of and believed in the Kennedy administration’s civil rights efforts. Yet the two faced significant pushback on the role of the FBI. Marshall defended the bureau as consummate professionals, conceding that if they failed, “special men” from the Justice Department would be brought in to investigate. The room broke out in uncomfortable laughter following those remarks.5

“Are you not the boss of the FBI?” asked an exasperated Lena Horne after a further round of evasive answers regarding the bureau’s comic inability to track down racial terrorists or protect Black life in the South.6

Hansberry signaled the meeting’s denouement with a dramatic flourish. She stood up shortly after comments by Jerome Smith about America’s mistreatment of Black men. Hansberry’s feminist sensibilities challenged Smith’s patriarchal vision of Black freedom. While agreeing with Smith’s general point, she observed (perhaps in an unstated comparison to Black women) that Negro men “have done splendidly, it seems to me, all things considered.” She might have pointed to the success of Belafonte and Baldwin on this score. “But I am very worried about the state of the civilization that produced that photograph of the white cop standing on the Negro woman’s neck in Birmingham,” she observed, while staring a hole into Bobby Kennedy. Her words implicitly blamed the Kennedy administration, and Bobby Kennedy particularly, for his complicity in creating the atmosphere—through sins of omission and commission—that allowed such grotesque racial injustice to reign. Hansberry, as if channeling Beneatha Younger’s bold spirit, spoke to Bobby Kennedy in a manner that perhaps no Black woman ever had.

“Goodbye Mr. Attorney General,” said Hansberry. She smiled and departed. Soon, the meeting broke up, and people said less distant goodbyes.7

Bobby found the entire scene distastefully surreal. Those assembled, he later mused, knew so little of the meticulous nature of legislation and policymaking that they imagined fantastic scenarios as haphazard substitutes. They were all successful and carried the guilt and shame of escaping impoverishment. The fact that Belafonte and Horne were in interracial marriages and that Hansberry once was, exemplified, in Bobby’s mind, how far removed they were far from typical Negroes. Recalling the meeting the following year, he misidentified Jerome Smith, whom he called a “kid,” as being part of SNCC. Since Smith had “been beaten up by the police, he was sort of their hero.” Bobby recalled the conversation as a largely one-sided affair where emotion overwhelmed reason.

“The liberal can’t be safe,” Baldwin mused near the end of Take This Hammer, “and heroic too.”

The emotional and political aftershocks of the meeting continued into the next day on the front page of the New York Times. “Robert Kennedy Consults Negroes Here About North” blared the headline. James Baldwin was listed alongside Lorraine Hansberry and Lena Horne as members of the group who warned the attorney general of an “explosive situation” simmering just beneath the gaze of public concern in the North. The Times narrated the meeting as a tense but relatively affirming engagement. Bobby Kennedy and Burke Marshall were portrayed as concerned federal officials willing to listen to the wide-ranging impressions of a group that included interested whites such as June Shagaloff (who did not actually attend the meeting).8
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Lorraine Hansberry and Nina Simone singing in small group with SNCC activists, including Marion Barry on far right, 1963. (Music Division, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.)



On its way to becoming civil rights folklore, the Baldwin-Kennedy encounter revealed intimacies and enmities of the nation’s racial divide that transcended legal, legislative, and political frameworks. It unfolded in the delicate, in-between spaces that novelist Ralph Ellison dubbed the “lower frequencies.” Ellison suggested that Blacks, by dint of their invisibility to the white world, had mastered this space. Bobby Kennedy had not, having come of age at the American welcome table reserved for European immigrants.

“We were a little shocked at the extent of his naïveté,” Baldwin informed reporters at a press conference in his apartment on Saturday as both sides moved to shape the public narrative. Jimmy blamed the “mutual shock” of Bobby fishing for praise versus the stark reality of a group increasingly radicalized by the moment’s urgency. Baldwin recounted how Jerome Smith’s efforts to convince Bobby of the president’s moral responsibility to escort a Negro student to the University of Alabama was greeted with laughter. Baldwin hoped that the attorney general had left the summit with a new kind of education. “I am not prepared to say it was a failure,” he explained. “Like most Americans,” he observed, “Bobby Kennedy would really have no way of knowing what the extremity of the Negro’s situation is.”9 Kenneth Clark diplomatically characterized Bobby as “among the best America has to offer on this issue,” which had made the unfolding scene more unsettling. “I think we might as well have been talking different languages,” lamented Clark. He described to a reporter how, during the three-hour meeting, many of the Black participants had laughed out loud from “desperation” over their perceived inability to make Bobby understand the depths of their despair. “We were trying to say that this was an emergency for our country, as Americans.” During his West Coast speaking tour in May, Baldwin had confessed to his doubts about President Kennedy. “I have never been impressed with the Kennedy record,” he admitted. “Now I am in despair.” The meeting with Bobby did nothing to alter these feelings.10

The Kennedy meeting occurred just as Mademoiselle published a long, tape-recorded interview with Baldwin where he held forth on the failures of white liberals. Recounting his January radio interview with Barry Gray in defense of William Worthy’s travel rights, Baldwin recalled the host’s anger at his condemnation of the Kennedys, perceived friends of the Negro. Baldwin’s mention that Blacks had a hard time surviving America under the Kennedy administration enraged Gray, a reaction that infuriated Jimmy. Liberals suffered, according to Baldwin, from a kind of impostor syndrome. “They are operating in this part of the forest because this is where they find themselves, and it is easy for them,” he noted, “but it has nothing whatever to do with love and justice or any of the things they think it has to do with.” White liberals viewed Negroes as mere abstractions and never bothered to recognize their humanity. For Baldwin, America remained mesmerized by the “great gulf” between whites and Negroes created by narratives that embraced lies, fears, and racial anxieties instead of plumbing the depths of a shared history that white liberals found too painful to explore.11

Baldwin’s political evolution found him publicly edging toward a break with the bloodless liberalism that had nurtured his career through elite literary outlets such as Partisan Review, Harper’s, and Commentary. He found the liberal embrace of The Fire Next Time contemptible but also practical, insomuch as it offered him a platform to become the official disturber of the peace. He appreciated Norman Podhoretz’s withering confession about disliking and distrusting Negroes because of its honesty. Baldwin wished that more liberals, perhaps most significantly the president and his younger brother, would be as candid. Such clarity might offer a point of departure for progress rather than the status quo of resentment and lies. Liberals were much closer to Podhoretz in their anger, fear, and anxiety about Black people than they were willing to admit. The only way out of this morass would be to “break through that thing which divides you and get into each other’s lives.”12 He described white guilt as a festering boil that needed to be lanced. The Muslims were irresponsible in feeding off despair instead of doing practical things like organizing rent strikes in Harlem slums. “It’s just another store-front church,” said Baldwin. Yet he praised them for forcing the nation to wrestle with its demons in full view of the world. America’s Cold War internal logic had progressed just far enough to use international Negroes as window dressing, “good propaganda.” What the nation required, in fact, was for “the Government to investigate murders in Mississippi, and to bring pressure to bear on the cities to begin to deal with the Negro population.”13

Without mentioning Medgar Evers by name, Jimmy discussed his trip to Mississippi, where they had spent hours driving through country roads to interview locals, investigating the murder of a Black man. There would be no justice for this unnamed Negro. Since his murderer was not the local sheriff as initially suspected, the Justice Department showed little interest. Baldwin also blasted President Kennedy and Bobby Kennedy for their performance during the Ole Miss crisis, where they had spoken in dispassionate legalese instead of taking the moral high ground for all the nation to follow. There would be no progress without removing segregationists from power. If Mississippi’s notorious Jim Crow senator James Eastland and FBI director J. Edgar Hoover were forced to step down, “there would be a great deal more hope.”14

Attesting to the high personal cost of civil rights activism, Baldwin shared a story about a trip he had taken to Tallahassee, Florida, three years earlier. After working all day observing civil rights demonstrations, he found himself staying up late into the night. He worried incessantly about his safety in his lonely motel room near a highway, cordoned off by trees. By the time he returned to Paris, he had begun to shake each time he thought about those trees.

Baldwin’s loyalty remained to the students he observed, listened to, mentored, and learned from. That’s why he had to take Jerome Smith to the Kennedy meeting. “I don’t consider myself a spokesman for them either,” explained Jimmy, “but I do think that they trust me, and I can’t afford to fail them.” Failure would be tantamount to betrayal. He promised Howard University students that he would never do that.

Ultimately, Americans carried their history and needed to confront these scars, wounds, and hurts before unburdening themselves. The key, according to Baldwin, lay less in the present than in the past. “And somewhere in yourself you carry all of that,” he observed. And so did the country.15

Before he could plumb the depths of Negro anger, Bobby Kennedy had to vent his own personal feelings of bitterness, resentment, and betrayal. The day after the meeting, Bobby phoned the president, who interrupted a talk with Robert McNamara to receive the call. Bobby relayed the tenor of the meeting, characterizing the Negro leaders in attendance as unwilling or unable to comprehend the administration’s complex political challenges. Jack Kennedy mostly listened to his brother’s debrief, occasionally asking questions about James Baldwin’s behavior and why his brother called Jerome Smith “a son of a bitch,” a favorite Kennedy euphemism for a formidable adversary. The president cited his confrontation with Governor Wallace and recent speech in Nashville as examples of his public and political commitment to civil rights. Jack Kennedy alternated between frustration over receiving little credit for the help now being offered and philosophically recognizing Birmingham as a tipping point that had made Blacks previously receptive to the administration, such as the Baldwin group, now outdo each other to demonstrate a radical new militancy. “I think there’s a lot of this thing that gets to have a certain shock value so that they compete with each other to who can make the most—because that’s a new departure,” lamented the president. Before resuming his discussion, a shaken Kennedy relayed Bobby’s description of the meeting as a “disaster,” perhaps the most emotionally violent encounter that the attorney general had ever experienced, and with a group of Negroes no less.16

After briefing his brother, Bobby countered Baldwin’s leaks to the Times with his own. His version of events appeared in his friend James “Scotty” Reston’s column, which narrated the story as a split between angry militants such as Baldwin and moderates represented by Clarence Jones. In Bobby’s recollection, Jones and Belafonte were very cordial after the meeting ended. When he asked each why they weren’t more vocal in the forum, they both, in different ways, demurred, explaining that such loyalty might identify them as race traitors or worse.

Jones fought back in a letter printed in the Times, disputing the attorney general’s version of events.17 The letter was signed on his official legal letterhead and copied Bobby Kennedy, Marshall, King, and Baldwin. While acknowledging the Kennedy administration’s progress on race matters, Jones pointed out the yawning gulf between their words and deeds. The attorney general’s professed shock at the tenor of the proceedings betrayed a profound ignorance that “underestimates the explosive ingredients in the continued existence of racial discrimination and segregation.”18

But Bobby Kennedy, unbeknownst to Jones, would have the last word. He received and read FBI reports on the attendees, pocketing intimate details about the personal lives of Jones, Horne, Hansberry, and Baldwin. He paid particular attention to Jones, who would, as a direct result of this meeting, have his phone tapped by the FBI with approval from the attorney general. The tap exposed King to danger in a way that his friend Belafonte had hoped to avoid. J. Edgar Hoover possessed no love for Negroes and even less use for King. He weaponized information gleaned from this source as part of an all-out effort to discredit King through insinuation that he was a Communist dupe and a sexual degenerate.

America’s escalating civil rights rebellions in Birmingham and Jackson coincided with the publication, in Life magazine, of back-to-back profiles of James Baldwin by Jane Howard and of the Nation of Islam and Malcolm X by the multitalented writer-photographer Gordon Parks. The Negro freedom struggle received unprecedented media coverage that May. “Beyond Rights, the Issue of Human Dignity” editorialized Life’s May 24 issue, concluding that laws would not solve the nation’s racial crisis. Dignity, as defined by Jimmy Baldwin, appeared more palatable and hopeful for the magazine’s editors than the world envisioned by Malcolm X.19

Malcolm and Parks bonded over shared reputations as iconoclasts. Parks spent time with Malcolm near the peak of his public notoriety, his reputation as a provocateur burnished by an unbroken winning streak in debates against a string of civil rights leaders, activists, and writers, including Baldwin.20 Malcolm’s insistence on calling Parks, who was thirteen years older than him, “sir” failed to prevent them from developing a cordial, at times leisurely, familiarity. Parks endured Depression-era poverty, racism, and at times violent white skepticism to fulfill his ambition to become a world-renowned photojournalist. He became the first Negro to be accepted, then revered, in the cosseted world of elite journalism. Adept at deflecting perpetual astonishment at the deeply brown skin and handsome face that encased artistic genius, Parks found his Renaissance-man embrace of democracy and equality challenged by Malcolm’s strident critique of American exceptionalism.

Like Jimmy Baldwin, Parks experienced a profound disorientation after spending time with Elijah Muhammad on two separate occasions, accompanied by Malcolm in Phoenix. “Don’t forget, young man,” reminded the sixty-six-year-old Muhammad, “you’ve been living in the white Christians’ world for a long time.” The Messenger warned Parks against the dangers of spiritual blindness that might accompany his professional success. “You don’t need them,” he added. The Messenger gave Parks his final approval with a warning. “If we like what you do, I’ll send you a box of cigars,” he said with a sly smile. “If we don’t—we’ll be out to visit you,” he continued. “Good luck,” he concluded before returning to his bed.21

Their conversation produced a flood of “tenderness, pain, and resentment” within Parks, who would spend weeks shadowing Malcolm X in Harlem, Brooklyn, Queens, and Los Angeles. As Parks read daily accounts of racial violence unfolding across the country, Malcolm’s words proved oracular. “The black man has died under the flag,” Malcolm told Parks. Like Jerome Smith, Malcolm preferred “to do my fighting right here at home, where the enemy looks at me in the eye every day of my life.” Parks shadowed Malcolm at a moment filled with possibilities for the Muslims. Elijah Muhammad’s cryptic support urging Negroes to “elect your own candidates” seemed to reflect Malcolm’s further inroads into secularizing the NOI. Malcolm’s many admirers across a wide-ranging political spectrum certainly hoped so. Parks seemed skeptical.22

The country expected too much from Black people, “and still after Mississippi they’ll ask him to fight their enemies under it.” These words seared into Parks’s consciousness, especially after his son received a letter from the draft board. “I’m not talking against the flag,” Malcolm insisted, “I’m talking about it!” Malcolm compared Black people’s condition to that of being seated on a hot stove for four centuries. “And no matter how fast the brainwashers and the brainwashed think they are helping him advance,” he said, “it’s still too slow for the man whose behind is burning on that hot stove!”

Parks interviewed numerous Negroes to gauge their opinions of the Nation of Islam. What he found surprised him. Negroes were becoming Blacker, due in no small part to Malcolm X’s message. Negroes who once passed for white or downplayed their African ancestry were coming into a full embrace of their newfound identity. A Black cab driver expressed deep admiration for the Muslims as necessary truth tellers in a world where the FBI, cops, and politicians denied racial oppression. Parks found himself partially convinced of Malcolm’s political necessity, if not his entire thinking. He compared Malcolm “visiting prisoners in jail or a destitute family or addressing a crowd of Negroes on a street corner” with Roy Wilkins of the NAACP in high-level meetings pressing desegregation suits. Parks conceded that both were critical, but only one met the masses of Black people.23

Parks sat next to Malcolm in the front row of the courtroom during the Los Angeles trial of fourteen NOI defendants charged with assaulting police officers in the case that left Ronald Stokes dead. On the first Saturday in May, Malcolm had spoken at a rally in Stokes’s honor at the Elks Lodge in Los Angeles. The most dramatic scene, though, occurred without Malcolm speaking. Flanked by Stokes’s widow, Delores, Malcolm cradled Saudia, the fifteen-month-old baby who would never get to know her martyred father, in his arms, and for a moment, he didn’t say a word.24

Civil rights attorney and California Eagle publisher Loren Miller, one of Los Angeles’s leading voices for racial justice, represented the Muslims in the case. Six hundred people attended the trial’s first two days. Parks talked with a white reporter who correctly predicted the Muslims would be convicted, despite a lack of evidence that they committed any crime, to absolve the LAPD of liability in Stokes’s death.

Parks then accompanied Malcolm to Phoenix, where he debriefed the Messenger on the trial. “Every one of the Muslims should have died before they allowed an aggressor to come into their mosque,” Muhammad observed, in the process condemning Stokes’s memory to remain unavenged. “They were fearless, but they didn’t trust Allah completely,” he judged, refusing all of Malcolm’s requests to respond to the police’s violence in kind. “A true Muslim must trust completely in Allah.” Such words hurt Malcolm, who knew Stokes and, unbeknownst to Parks and the Messenger at the time, had discovered that the rumors of Muhammad’s sexual infidelities were true. Parks listened to the Messenger alongside Malcolm, who was losing faith. Muhammad moved on to more secular matters, claiming that Birmingham’s silver lining had been a racial awakening within Black communities that exposed the white man as a “devil” who proved to be “more vicious than the dogs he sets upon us.” Before leaving, Parks witnessed the warm embrace between Malcolm and the Messenger, “their cheeks touching as they bade farewell.”25

The inevitable discussion of Martin Luther King Jr. reared its head near the end of the story. Malcolm suggested that the difference between King and Mahatma Gandhi was the latter’s appreciation of the pivotal significance of the Third World. “Gandhi was a big dark elephant sitting on a little white mouse,” Malcolm noted. “King is a little black mouse sitting on top of a big white elephant.”26
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MISSISSIPPI ON THE WORLD STAGE

Martin Luther King Jr. delivered a tour de force on the power of nonviolence two days after Baldwin met with Bobby Kennedy. King rode the wave of galvanic emotion that filled the air—tensely at the Baldwin-Kennedy summit, rapturously in Los Angeles, and tragically in Mississippi.

In front of thirty-five thousand people at Los Angeles’ Wrigley Field baseball stadium, King addressed a massive rally supporting “freedom and human dignity” that illustrated the civil rights movement’s transportive power. From coast to coast, hundreds of thousands of Americans had joined a national crusade to remake the nation before the eyes of the world. The well-attended event, described by King as the most significant civil rights gathering to date, drew Hollywood stars, including actors Paul Newman, Joanne Woodward, Rita Moreno, and Sammy Davis Jr., and served as a much-needed fundraiser. Birmingham had transformed King into a national political mobilizer whose presence guaranteed media attention, attracted celebrities, and ensured a good box office. Dick Gregory, fresh from jails in Greenwood, Mississippi, and Birmingham, Alabama, quipped to the crowd, “You know you are looking at a convict.” The three-hour rally, which drew an inspired and enthusiastic crowd, was specifically designed to support continuing struggles in Birmingham.

But the president of the Los Angeles NAACP chapter widened the scope of the struggle, speaking of the scourge of “police brutality” facing the city. Los Angeles was not often compared with the South, despite having an influx of Black migrants who had fled the Deep South before and after the Second World War. “You can help us in Birmingham, Alabama,” King reminded the crowd, “by getting rid of any segregation and discrimination that exists in Los Angeles, California.” Such words might have elicited a nod of approval from Malcolm X, who engaged in bitter legal and political struggles with the city’s power structure. Without mentioning Malcolm by name, King confronted him over nonviolence’s moral power and political effectiveness. Practitioners of nonviolence “were the strong people,” King insisted, in as open a rebuke to Malcolm X as he felt inclined to express that day. “The people of Birmingham have decided they have taken enough.”

King described feeling “happy and deeply touched” by the overwhelming turnout. Sammy Davis pledged $20,000 to the cause, one week’s salary from his popular Las Vegas show. His Swedish wife, May Britt, proudly sat in the speaker’s gallery. “I can only say that my leader is your leader—Martin Luther King Jr.,” Davis told the crowd in a fittingly entertaining flourish. “Now is the time to lift this nation from the quicksand of racial injustice,” observed King. “We don’t need hate,” he said. “We want to be free.” After the rally, hundreds of people went to city hall waving banners advocating racial justice.1

Hollywood movie star Burt Lancaster hosted a fundraiser for the movement afterward. Marlon Brando, one of Jimmy Baldwin’s old friends, pledged $5,000 and one day’s pay to the SCLC. The Los Angeles meeting, and hearing King, would be Brando’s entrée into civil rights activism. His respect for King, whom he sat beside during the fundraiser, soared. Brando regarded Jimmy’s prose and public speeches as the best illustration of the civil rights movement’s power and potential, one whose hopeful vision of multiracial democracy ennobled all Americans.2

At a press conference in Chicago the next day, May 27, reporters asked King whether President Kennedy should put his life in danger in support of racial integration. The question stemmed from the insistence by civil rights leaders, including those present at the Baldwin-Kennedy summit, that the president escort two Negro students to the University of Alabama. Since Governor Wallace vowed to place his body on the line to maintain segregation, the president should match this passion for racial integration, argued King. Such a demonstration “would be a creative and dramatic act with great moral significance.” Asked whether this might endanger Kennedy, King stood firm. “The risk to his life is not the major consideration,” said King. “The Negro risks his life every day.” For King, the heart of the matter was a question that he dared Jack Kennedy to ask himself privately and now publicly. “Am I doing the right thing?” King considered the nation’s moral health and the future of democracy over and above a single individual, including world leaders. “The President should have full protection,” he continued. “But he must also stand up for what is right.”3

King boldly and publicly defined freedom as the nation’s lifeblood, a precious commodity. President Kennedy would be derelict in his duty if he failed to speak forthrightly about Black dignity and freedom. King led the charge at the national level but was not alone. Local heroes abounded. Such conflicts dramatized the crisis of race and democracy emphatically, introducing a new cast of historical actors to the nation’s conscience. None would figure as prominently or suffer as much tragedy as a military veteran, college graduate, and married father of three from Mississippi.

Medgar Evers stepped onto the world stage in the last week of May. Jackson, Mississippi, replaced Birmingham as the center of racial justice protests after a meeting with Mayor Allen Thompson and local leaders ended in a walkout by activists. Thompson refused to consider acceding to any of their demands, which included hiring Negro police officers and crossing guards for children, removing segregation signs at all public buildings, and ending racial segregation in restaurants, public accommodations, and schools. They also demanded, like Birmingham, a standing biracial committee to discuss the next steps.4

The Jackson movement officially launched on Tuesday, May 28, when an interracial group of students and faculty from the racially integrated Tougaloo Southern Christian College descended on a segregated Woolworth’s food counter on Capitol Street. The Mississippi Free Press, a four-page weekly founded by Evers and civil rights activists two years earlier, publicized that day’s mass meeting at Pearl Street AME Church over the weekend. The Free Press covered Evers’s speech on the front page, accompanied by his picture, in a story that helped to build momentum in Jackson for direct action. Then, tipped off by Evers about the sit-ins, reporters gathered at the scene that commenced around lunchtime and unfolded over the next two hours. As a crowd of two hundred whites gathered, seven activists were punched, kicked, beaten, and humiliated by white thugs. They laughed, pouring ketchup and mustard on the peaceful activists, who maintained nonviolent discipline.

White patrons began leaving, some without eating, as the first group from Tougaloo took their seats. A professor, John Salter, went to the opposite end of the luncheonette counter, which was now cordoned off with a rope to prevent the contagion of integration from spreading throughout the store. Native American on his father’s side and Anglo-Scottish on his mother’s, Salter served as an adviser to the North Jackson NAACP Youth Council and a student civil rights group at Tougaloo. Salter and his wife, Eldri, had befriended the Evers family, spending time trading histories that inspired their activism.5

Teenagers and passersby began to gather inside and outside Woolworth’s as employees dimmed the lights of the lunch counter. Mayhem ensued over the next several hours. Blood spilled from Salter’s face after he was repeatedly punched and pushed from his stool by white assailants. “You cannot imagine the violence, the gutter obscenity of the mob,” Salter told a reporter a short time later. The experience of having someone pour salt into the open wound on his face and having pepper thrown into his eyes left him staggered and open to a change of tactics. “After what has happened,” he explained, “I’m not against violence.”6

The next day’s headline showed pictures of Benny Oliver, a former Jackson police officer, stomping on a “bleeding Negro.” After police arrested Oliver, a young woman poured ketchup over one of the demonstrators in a scene filmed by local television that sparked a search for the unknown blonde who personified the face of racial hatred. Memphis Norman, the twenty-one-year-old Negro victim of Oliver’s attack, would be hospitalized and charged with disorderly conduct in the kind of mind-boggling legal injustice that was still routine in Mississippi.

Two white Tougaloo professors and activist Joan Trumpauer joined three Black protesters: Norman, Pearlena Lewis, and Anne Moody, the future author of the classic memoir Coming of Age in Mississippi. Trumpauer was the twenty-one-year-old granddaughter of a Georgia native who had enslaved more than one hundred Black people. Blonde, blue-eyed, and petite, she represented a rarity: one of four white women out of 450 students at the only accredited Negro college in Mississippi and a staunchly committed anti-racist. A veteran of the 1961 Freedom Ride campaign who had endured an extra month in Parchman Penitentiary for refusing to pay a $200 fine, Trumpauer earned the friendship and respect of Black students, activists, and civil rights workers. They admired her achingly vulnerable efforts to practice her Presbyterian Christian faith through deeds that ranged from participating in sit-ins to fostering a casually authentic friendship with her Negro Tougaloo roommate, Bettye Jean Andrews.7

White students from Jackson High School turned the event into a celebration of hate, chanting racist slurs and smearing sugar and condiments onto the demonstrators. Meanwhile, a police detective observed the entire scene without intervening. Plans to remain until Woolworth’s 8 p.m. closing time were altered after police closed the venue four hours early in the wake of whites’ partial looting of the store. “This is only the beginning,” Evers promised reporters.8

The events in Jackson took place during a watershed period that had begun in the spring and would continue into summer, featuring hundreds of civil rights demonstrations that resulted in thousands of arrests. Police repression, white violence, and legal injunctions against protesters seemed powerless to stop the cresting wave of rebellion that now gripped America.9

“Racial Pressure Mounts,” observed the Boston Globe in a front-page story on the third day of the Jackson movement. “The Kennedy brothers are now under probably their greatest pressure since” the Cuban missile crisis. How Jack Kennedy handled the looming racial reckoning would decisively shape his presidential legacy. There were hopeful signs that, despite the public relations fiasco of the Baldwin meeting, the administration was squarely confronting the challenge. The White House announced plans for a meeting with one hundred business leaders to discuss affirmative steps toward equal employment opportunities. That day, President Kennedy conferred with nine Northern governors, making the case to attack racial injustice at its policy and economic roots. Bobby Kennedy met for the third time with business leaders, trying to convince them that their financial interests converged with the administration’s political ambitions on racial justice. Secretary of State Dean Rusk publicly warned the nation that failure on the civil rights front hurt American foreign policy, national security, and international reputation.10

Lyndon Johnson’s finest moment as vice president took place that Thursday, as whites battered sit-in demonstrators in Jackson and authorities deployed tear gas to rout hundreds of civil rights demonstrators in Tallahassee, Florida. Birmingham’s racial siege now erupted across the country, including in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where helmeted police officers stood by to temper roiling demonstrations against racial discrimination in the building trades. The vice president spoke in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, in an address that looked to the future by honoring the past.

“One hundred years ago the slave was freed,” said Johnson. “One hundred years later the Negro remains in bondage to the color of his skin.” Johnson’s words echoed what Martin Luther King Jr., James Baldwin, and other civil rights activists had been pleading with the president to articulate. Coming from the Texas-born former Senate majority leader, they carried more historical weight, if not political power. Johnson’s political stature in Washington had diminished precipitously since assuming the vice presidency. Bobby Kennedy’s outsize presence further pressed Johnson toward irrelevance. As head of the president’s Equal Employment Opportunity Commission Johnson and his trusted aide Hobart Taylor attempted to convince business and corporate leaders to affirmatively train, hire, and employ talented Negroes. The attorney general, however, frequently ran roughshod over the EEOC. Johnson almost didn’t accept the invitation to speak at Gettysburg but relished the opportunity to talk with passionate candor about civil rights.

“The Negro today asks justice,” Johnson continued. “We do not answer him, we do not answer those who lie beneath this soil when we reply to the Negro by asking, ‘Patience.’” Johnson found soaring eloquence in comparing the century since Americans bled for democracy on Civil War battlefields and the present, where blood spilled in Jackson, Birmingham, and Tallahassee for freedom’s cause in an undeclared war growing more visible by the day. America, said Johnson, “found its soul in honor” on the fields of Gettysburg, a climactic battle in the war to end slavery that Abraham Lincoln memorialized as having “given a new birth of freedom” to the entire nation. “We must not lose that soul in dishonor now on the fields of hate.”

The Gettysburg speech proved, in many ways, the high point of Johnson’s vice presidency. Politely but definitively excluded from President Kennedy’s inner circle, Johnson temporarily regained his footing on the moral high ground of the nation’s unfolding civil rights revolution. Temperamental and personal opposites, the gregarious Johnson and the more reserved Bobby Kennedy disliked each other with an intensity that grew as the administration matured. Speculation that the president’s younger brother might run for president in 1968, something Bobby did little to quell, further troubled the relationship. As the head of the EEOC that spring, Johnson stood on the receiving end of Bobby Kennedy’s drive to get federal agencies, businesses, and corporations to set a national example on hiring Negroes.

Although some progress had been made by 1963, with an increase in the number of Blacks hired in middle- and top-level government jobs, the pace of progress did not match the urgency of the times. Bobby Kennedy personally, at times in open meetings, upbraided Johnson for failing to make more progress on this front, a situation that pained and angered the vice president. Bobby had confronted Johnson at a meeting in Washington the day before. Striding in late and with a head full of steam, the attorney general questioned the rosy picture of progress claimed in a vice presidential memo reporting that twenty-six major companies had committed to the White House “Plans for Progress,” designed to end employment discrimination by convincing businesses to do so in advance of major civil rights legislation. Bobby directed pointed questions at Taylor about the status of Negro employment in Birmingham, which Taylor, Johnson’s handpicked choice to serve as the committee’s executive director, could not answer. Johnson intervened on behalf of the overwhelmed Taylor, only to find himself briefly under cross-examination by the attorney general, who, in a display of orchestrated rage, departed the meeting as stunned participants watched.11

“Bobby came in the other day to our Equal Employment Committee, and I was humiliated,” Johnson confided to a friend. The attorney general blasted Hobart Taylor—whom he privately considered to be an “Uncle Tom”—and, by implication, Johnson about a lack of progress in federal employment of Blacks in Birmingham and in the state of Alabama. Bobby shared his discontent with the president, who reportedly told him that Johnson’s mismanagement of the EEOC gave him pause as to whether he could ever be president.12

But on the next-to-last day of May, as spring threatened to turn into a long, hot, and rebellious summer, Johnson stood tall, offering a speech that served as a kind of rhetorical stalking horse for a president who was still ill at ease in discussing such matters to a national audience.13

Black folk noticed. The vice president received the annual Distinguished Service Award from the Capital Press Club, the nation’s largest and most influential group of Black newspapers. Louis Martin admired Johnson’s FDR-styled talk and passion for the civil rights cause. The Urban League’s Whitney Young felt that Johnson’s voluble nature might be more suited to civil rights advocacy than Kennedy’s philosophical approach. And CORE leader James Farmer told private political intimates that Johnson’s grasp of the moral challenge of racial justice superseded the president’s.

Gettysburg was the third in a series of speeches—first at Wayne State University at the beginning of the year and then Tufts University’s commencement address—where Lyndon Johnson found his voice on civil rights matters and, in the process, reclaimed his political identity as a New Dealer and problem solver whose ambition matched the size of his beloved home state of Texas. In truth, the vice president remained in a political limbo that was partially of his own making. Old friends from the South regarded his enlightened racial views as a betrayal, and liberals remained skeptical of a politician who, as Senate majority leader, watered down civil rights legislation in a manner that helped directly lead to the current national crisis.14

The shocking violence at Woolworth’s finally prompted Mayor Thompson to request a meeting with civil rights leaders. But this quickly turned into another betrayal after the mayor initially agreed to the demands to racially integrate public facilities and hire a Negro crossing guard and police officer, only to turn around and claim he had been misunderstood when questioned by the press. In response, Medgar Evers led a mass meeting of two thousand at Pearl Street AME Church that Tuesday evening and vowed to continue demonstrations.

Shortly after, a Molotov cocktail was thrown at the Evers family home, damaging a station wagon but leaving no one injured. Myrlie Evers was at home when she heard a car drive by and the sound of something crashing onto the porch. Jackson police chalked up the situation to a prank, and the Jackson Clarion-Ledger blamed Jack and Bobby Kennedy for stirring up trouble. Medgar, who must have regretted his absence while his family experienced the traumatic attack, vowed to press on.15 Yet the message was unmistakable, and he began to drill his two oldest children, nine-year-old Darrell Kenyatta and eight-year-old Reena Denise, on how to protect James Van Dyke, the youngest of the children at just three.

The struggle for civil rights transformed Jackson, Mississippi, into the latest domestic front in an ongoing war for Black citizenship and dignity. In Jackson, Evers became the general of a movement that, like Birmingham, took on the feel, tactics, and strategies usually associated with military warfare.16

On Wednesday, dozens of volunteers gathered around downtown Jackson to sit at lunch counters. Business owners closed their lunch counter sections, with some going as far as removing stools. A busload of reinforcement volunteers from Greenwood were stopped by police for a minor traffic violation just short of Jackson and forced to return home. Still, the second day of protests resulted in nineteen arrests. Four of them were Negro men who sat outside of a J. C. Penny department store and refused police orders to leave. Four Black prison trusties hauled them off in a novel effort at inoculating Jackson police from charges of brutality. Pickets targeted Woolworth’s; H. L. Green’s, a variety store with a lunch counter; and J. C. Penny. As a result of the protesters’ efforts, for the first time, the Jackson movement made the front page of the New York Times.17

The next day, Jackson’s movement secured new momentum through incarceration. Fourteen interracial civil rights activists staged a kneel-in for racial justice outside the Jackson post office. “Every one of you is under arrest,” announced the deputy sheriff. One of those taken away was Reverend Ed King, Tougaloo’s chaplain and the rare homegrown white Mississippian who proclaimed unabashed support for racial justice. King sang “God Is on Our Side” while being ushered into a police van. In downtown Jackson, one gray-haired Black woman broke out into laughter while being transported by Negro trusties to a police car. That same day, at the Negro Lanier High School, police responded to students singing freedom songs with billy clubs, an act of brutality that extended to parents who came to pick up their children. Police beat a young mother of seven in full view of spectators. Jackson police also brought dogs to Lanier, but unlike Birmingham, they were not unleashed. Medgar Evers telegrammed Bobby Kennedy requesting federal intervention for the post office arrests and the arrests at Lanier. The violence deployed against students galvanized Jackson’s Negro community.18

Racial violence in Jackson, Mississippi, competed with national headlines touting Lyndon Johnson’s Gettysburg speech and President Kennedy’s laying of a wreath at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at Arlington National Cemetery in honor of Memorial Day. On Friday, May 31, hundreds of students, from elementary to high school, gathered at Farish Street Baptist Church as the way station for the movement’s first large march. At a mass meeting earlier, Medgar Evers had called for a standing vote in favor of protesting Jackson’s segregated business district and received a thunderous ovation. Gloster Current, the national branch director of the NAACP, vowed to secure bail funds for all who were detained, and Roy Wilkins promised to march alongside Negroes in Jackson. Wilkins remarked that “Hitler had finally found his way to Mississippi,” referencing the hog-wire prison encampments as an unconscionable echo of concentration camps. The NAACP, which usually shied away from direct action, preferring to handle these matters through the courts and a well-oiled lobbying machine, now rushed to catch up with the zeitgeist.19

Medgar Evers stood at the center of a concentric circle of activism, including full-time civil rights workers in SNCC, CORE, and the NAACP, locals connected to area churches, and civic and religious organizations. The Negro Masonic Temple served as the NAACP state office in Jackson and the movement’s nerve center. Dave Dennis, a CORE field secretary, conducted workshops on nonviolence from the first floor. Dressed in the bib overalls first popularized by Bob Moses of SNCC, Dennis tried to convince skeptical young people to resist the urge to toss rocks at police, even when they misbehaved. “That’s just what they want us to do,” Dennis reminded them. Medgar Evers worked on plans for the day’s activities inside a small office with a desk. He promised to bail out young people facing jail, and the arrival of Wilkins, the NAACP’s studiously moderate and strategically pragmatic executive director, reinforced the notion that Jackson might be a turning point in the civil rights struggle.20

Armed with American flags and chanting, “We want freedom!” hundreds of young people faced off against seventy-five helmeted Jackson police, lined up two and three deep. Sheriff’s deputies and sixty state troopers carrying riot guns served as reinforcements for the mass arrests that took place in Jackson’s business district. Nine garbage trucks were dispatched to shuttle over five hundred young people to jail at the state fairgrounds. The scene resembled Birmingham and offered proof of a nation at war with its soul. Medgar Evers described the scene to reporters as something out of “Nazi Germany,” with Jackson police hauling Negro children in canvas-covered trucks as American-style “stormtroopers.”21

On June 1, the New York Times published an incisive profile of Medgar Evers, characterizing him as a “quiet integrationist” whose muscular physique and methodical manner sometimes obscured a revolutionary’s burning heart. After a decade of laboring in relative obscurity, Evers achieved national fame. The former Alcorn A&M football player described preparations for a civil rights demonstration as similar to the butterflies he felt before playing a game. “But the first time you tackle a man, your fear just disappears,” said Evers. “You’re just in it.”22

The same sentiment bolstered the Jackson freedom struggle as young people marched, peacefully withstood police brutality, and went to jail amid a punishing heat wave that saw temperatures reach triple digits.

“We’d like to avoid another Birmingham,” Evers told reporters on the last day of May. “By Birmingham, I mean riot.” On June 1, Jackson seemed to move closer to a tipping point as further pickets inspired more arrests. Roy Wilkins and Medgar Evers led a demonstration outside the business district in downtown Jackson. Wilkins’s presence brought further national media attention to the city. He carried a sign: “Don’t Buy on Capitol Street.” Evers held one that proclaimed “End Brutality in Jackson—NAACP” as they demonstrated outside the same Woolworth’s where John Salter and the Tougaloo students had been assaulted.

Saturday afternoon, the arrests of Wilkins, Evers, and Jackson NAACP member Helen Wilcher made national headlines. Civil rights insiders would puckishly characterize Wilkins’s first arrest since 1936 as “Roy’s bar mitzvah,” a belated graduation ceremony for the leader of the nation’s largest civil rights membership group. More comfortable behind the scenes, Wilkins recognized the strategic opening that Jackson represented in Birmingham’s wake.23 Jackson officials talked tough, claiming they had room for ten thousand prisoners and would ship some off to the notorious Parchman Penitentiary, where SNCC activists John Lewis and Stokely Carmichael had been jailed and participated in a hunger strike as Freedom Riders two years earlier.

Cracks were already beginning to appear in Jackson’s white power structure an hour after Wilkins’s arrest. Mayor Thompson agreed, this time apparently sincerely, to recruit a Negro crossing guard, integrate city employment, and hire Negro police officers to patrol Jackson’s Black community. The sight of students being placed in a fairground with hog wire and reports of mistreatment produced newspaper headlines that compared Jackson unfavorably to Birmingham.24

Reports that President Kennedy planned to propose historic civil rights legislation through a significant televised address accumulated alongside news of Wilkins’s arrest. Lyndon Johnson’s Gettysburg speech could be read as a trial balloon by national media outlets who urged Kennedy to demonstrate leadership. The Baltimore Sun pleaded with the White House to take initiative against extremists on both sides of a national racial divide that exposed all Americans to the “great danger of street violence and mob spirit.”25 The Jackson sit-ins, demonstrations in Tallahassee, and pickets against the building trades in Philadelphia illustrated the breadth of the nation’s racial crisis. Bobby Kennedy’s meeting with James Baldwin had raised the stakes. Now, “eight of nine” national papers of repute, in President Kennedy’s estimation, were calling for some White House action.26

Jack Kennedy, an avid reader of daily news, met with Bobby Kennedy, Burke Marshall, Ted Sorensen, and political adviser and former Harvard football teammate Ken O’Donnell in the Oval Office to discuss strategy and next steps. Unusually, Lyndon Johnson was also invited. His brilliant Gettysburg address had been editorialized in much of the press as less of a speech than a much-needed national political sermon. The president used those in attendance as a sounding board for the pros and cons of sending major civil rights legislation to Congress.

Kennedy listened intently as the vice president offered sage advice about the politics of getting civil rights legislation passed. Johnson expressed quiet frustration over being left out of the private deliberations regarding the civil rights bill’s scope, size, and potential to pass in the current session of Congress. Proposing such legislation without securing bipartisan behind-the-scenes coalitions—the exact horse-trading the vice president excelled at and the Kennedys disdained—would be a rudimentary mistake.

The words spilled out of Johnson’s mouth like a geyser that had been pent up for two and a half years. So much so that the president asked Sorensen to follow up with Johnson that same day, which he did; Johnson advised Kennedy, through Sorensen, to cultivate allies before sending civil rights legislation to the House of Representatives and the Senate. Following the pleas of James Baldwin and Martin Luther King Jr., Johnson urged Kennedy to use the presidential “halo” to galvanize national political support in favor of civil rights. Johnson believed Kennedy scarcely recognized the enormity of the power of his office. At one point, Johnson mentioned Baldwin, concurring that most Negroes did not want to “marry your daughter” but only sought an end to racial oppression. Legislation, although desperately needed, would not suffice. “They want that moral commitment, and that will do more to satisfy them than your bill will.”27

Johnson stressed the need to frame civil rights as a moral issue, fully aware that it might cost the president in the South but pragmatic enough to understand much of the region as probably “lost anyway.” The president needed to drop his cool reserve and finally speak from the heart about an issue that touched all Americans. “If he’d make it in Jackson, Mississippi,” said Johnson, referring to Kennedy taking a clear moral stance on the civil rights issue, “it would be worth a hell of a lot more than it would in Harlem.”28

Dick Gregory and James Meredith arrived in Jackson on Sunday, June 3, to speak at a demonstration in support of those still languishing in jail. Roy Wilkins, out on $1,000 bail after being arrested on a felony charge of restraint of trade because of the picket sign he carried, talked with a new toughness to reporters. “I understand the city says it can go on for two years,” he remarked of the protests. “I feel the Negroes can, too.”29

James Baldwin’s sentiments regarding the currents of “drift and danger” swirling around the country seemed to displace Jackson from the New York Times front page that day. Interviewed by Mike Handler, a Times obituary writer transitioning into one of the more insightful journalists covering Black nationalism and Negro revolt, Baldwin spoke with a casual ferocity on the state of the nation. “The Birminghams cannot be stopped,” he explained. “They can happen in New York and elsewhere in the country.” From his Greenwich Village apartment, Baldwin decried efforts to soothe or placate Black anger through negotiation, implicitly criticizing the Kennedy administration’s preferred course of action. “No man can claim to speak for the Negro people today,” said Baldwin, although many, in fact, had identified him as that select figure. He compared white America to a murderer, but, in contrast with Malcolm X’s prosecutorial sensibilities, urged, “You must understand what compelled him to commit his crime.” Baldwin’s recent statement, during a television interview, that King might be at the end of his rope—interpreted by some, like William F. Buckley, as a threat of impending racial violence—was an admission that history’s speed ran past any man’s ability to shape it. While steadfastly refusing to embrace the Nation of Islam, Baldwin identified the group as authentic insurgents who, despite their flaws, revealed powerful unspoken truths.30

Jackson was still in the thick of danger and drift. On June 6, Mayor Thompson obtained an injunction against further demonstrations. The order coincided with the NAACP leadership’s diminished appetite for mass protest, after having to pay $64,000 in bail money. Evers was a civil rights diplomat amid factions within and across the NAACP, CORE, SNCC, and local church, civic, and movement leaders. His growing fame proved to be a double-edged sword. Increased national attention led to fresh local threats of violence and even death directed at Medgar and his family. While some neighbors were supportive, others blamed him for exposing them to potential harm. During the first week of June, Evers navigated all these tensions alongside a punishing work schedule. “I’m a native of Mississippi,” Evers remarked to one reporter. “I don’t ever intend to live elsewhere.”31

The Negro rebellion transcended Dixie, with news reports of NAACP pickets being brutalized in Philadelphia alongside a picture of a Black man, in suit and tie, bloodied after being assaulted by law enforcement. From Clarksville, Tennessee, to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, to Oklahoma City, Negro demonstrators helped turn the world upside down. The terrain of struggle shifted from courtrooms, legal arguments, and legislative proposals to direct mass action sponsored by civil rights groups and organized by local grassroots activists who picketed segregated amusement parks, cemeteries, and construction sites.32

Evers and the NAACP struck back against Jackson officials on Friday, June 7, filing a motion to end the injunction and deploying a lawsuit against Mayor Thompson and thirteen other state, county, and city officials, including Mississippi governor Ross Barnett and Jackson police chief W. D. Rayfield. That evening, Evers helped organize a massive rally of 2,500 at NAACP headquarters, which drew Lena Horne to Jackson. “Let it be understood,” remarked Horne, “that the courage and grim determination of the Negro people in these cities of the South have challenged the moral integrity of the entire nation.” A nine-year-old Negro boy recounted his arm being violently twisted by police for not saying “sir” and moved the audience with one final plea: “We’ve got to march!”

Evers spoke from the depths of the determination that freedom required. “Freedom has never been free,” he explained. He surprised Myrlie by publicly expressing his love and devotion for her and their children, something he rarely did but had become a habit of late. “And I would die, and die gladly,” he observed, “if that would make a better life for them.”33
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KENNEDY’S FINEST MOMENT

When cries for justice emanated from Jackson in 1963, John F. Kennedy listened like never before. At the suggestion of Lyndon Johnson and his civil rights advisers, Kennedy delayed sending his civil rights legislation to Congress while Bobby led efforts to cultivate bipartisan support. This included quiet outreach to Southern politicians, such as Louisiana governor Jimmie H. Davis, whom President Kennedy spoke to on Monday, June 3. They commiserated over shared back pain and discussed how much the proposed civil rights legislation might damage Kennedy’s electoral prospects in the South. Kennedy wanted to know whether Dixiecrats were threatening to upend the 1964 election by allowing independent electors to pick favorite-son candidates, despite the popular vote, to place the election outcome in the House of Representatives. “I’m concerned on this, uh, independent electors,” said Kennedy, since he might have a “helluva time” in a House of Representatives filled with legislators outraged and opposed to the president’s civil rights agenda. Governor Davis assured Kennedy that he was working with Louisiana senator Russell B. Long to thwart such mutinous rumblings, aware, as the president suggested, that “if Louisiana went, then we’d have a helluva time in Florida” and would possibly lose the entire South. Davis assured Kennedy that would not happen and steered the conversation toward his cordial relations with Negroes, one of whom ran his farm.

For both men, the conversation proved a diplomatic mission of considerable delicacy. The president sought assurances that he would not lose the entire South through a domino effect of recalcitrant Dixiecrats fooling with the machinery of the Electoral College. The governor pleaded with Kennedy to make sure proposed civil rights legislation did not create Bobby Kennedys at the state level that further encroached on the power of individuals to run their lives as they saw fit. Kennedy and Davis both decried the proliferating demonstrations. “It’s going to be the bloodiest thing,” observed the governor. “It’s going to be a civil war.” This is precisely what the president wanted to avoid at all possible costs while “trying to figure out what we can do to put this stuff in the courts and get it off the street because somebody’s going to get killed.”1

Kennedy also took executive action. On Tuesday, June 4, the president released a statement ordering Labor Secretary Willard Wirtz to ensure that all federal apprenticeship programs proceed without discrimination. Kennedy also asked for a review of federal construction programs. This topic reached national news thanks to raucous demonstrations by the Philadelphia NAACP and local civil rights militants protesting racism in the building trades. Finally, and without consulting the vice president, Kennedy announced plans to issue an executive order extending the powers of Johnson’s EEOC to oversee jobs related to construction subsidized by federal dollars.

The White House timed the statement’s release to coincide with the president’s evening meeting with one hundred business leaders. From the East Room, with Bobby Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson in attendance, Kennedy pitched business leaders on how the inevitability of racial integration offered an opportunity to voluntarily end Jim Crow in a manner that would bring honor to the country. Kennedy’s charm offensive purposefully included Southern executives in charge of theaters, restaurants, movie chains, and a variety of stores. Lyndon Johnson and Bobby Kennedy each made a statement, with the attorney general reading a list of potential hot spots for racial trouble in the coming summer.2

As the commencement address speaker at San Diego State College on June 6, Kennedy informed twenty thousand graduates that racial segregation, which he defined as both “de facto segregation of the North as well as the proclaimed segregation of the South,” injured “a large portion of our nation’s population.” Barriers to educational opportunity, “one economic, the other racial,” represented surmountable problems Americans needed to confront and would have to acknowledge to defeat.3

Kennedy found his voice on race matters during a West Coast tour that doubled as a preelection swing to consolidate support in an electoral landscape rapidly transformed by civil rights demonstrations and nationwide protests.4 In Los Angeles, Kennedy delivered a strong speech detailing his administration’s achievements, the work yet to be done, and why he should be afforded more time in office to finish the job. Kennedy spoke of giving “every child, regardless of his color, a fair chance” in an address that received a standing ovation.5 Reporters noticed a change in the commander in chief, with some saying that Kennedy had finally channeled the resolve he had last displayed as a young senator campaigning for the presidency.6

From California, Kennedy traveled on Air Force One over 2,600 miles to address a conference of some six hundred mayors in Honolulu, Hawaii, where he gave the most expansive remarks on civil rights, democracy, and race relations of his presidency. Fresh from attending a Sunday mass at Makalapa Chapel in Pearl Harbor, after being met by eight thousand people at the airport and two hundred thousand people across the city, Kennedy conveyed aspiration and hope. He addressed the mayors as fellow chief executives willing to risk their popularity for the collective good of their respective cities. Hawaii, a state that Kennedy characterized as embodying “all that we are and all that we hoped to be,” proved to be the perfect site for a speech outlining the tremendous potential of multiracial democracy. “The demonstrations of unrest in Birmingham, in Boston, in Jackson, in Greensboro, Nashville, Philadelphia, St. Louis, and elsewhere” would continue, said Kennedy.

The long hot summer Baldwin spoke of might come to pass in an environment where college students were home from school and “large numbers of Negroes will be out of work.” Kennedy traced the current unfolding domestic revolution back “to events in Birmingham,” but in truth, their origins dated back to Reconstruction, where freedom dreams had faltered in the withering heat of racial terror, economic inequality, and heartbreaking betrayal by the federal government. Now was the time “to meet the rising tide of discontent” with federal action commensurate with the growing magnitude of the crisis. “The cause is just,” Kennedy insisted—a line that might have elicited an “Amen!” from Martin Luther King Jr.

In front of a receptive group of big-city mayors eager to stave off growing threats of racial violence, Kennedy outlined five steps toward justice. These included the establishment of biracial committees in every city, ensuring that local segregation laws were invalid as the Supreme Court’s recent ruling in the sit-in cases suggested, following nondiscriminatory municipal policies, and enacting equal opportunity policies. Finally, he urged the mayors “personally to undertake a special campaign this summer in your own community to lessen unemployment among the unskilled of both races by reducing school dropouts.” Kennedy delivered an outline for significant policy initiatives “to improve public welfare, to root out juvenile delinquency, to eradicate urban blight, to increase youth employment, to assist urban mass transit, to promote mental health.” He boldly placed the struggle for Black dignity as the beating heart of a more extensive program of national renewal whose scope recalled aspects of Roosevelt’s New Deal. America had reached a critical inflection point, “a moment of moral and constitutional crisis” that Kennedy forthrightly acknowledged, not for the first time, but with more passion and clarity than ever before. He called for a “peaceful revolution” to avoid violence and “fulfill our highest obligations simultaneously.”7

That same day, June 9, Martin Luther King Jr. offered his most forthright criticism of President Kennedy’s leadership on race matters during a nationally televised interview with David Susskind. King’s concession that Kennedy showed more energy on civil rights than President Eisenhower proved to be damnation via faint praise. Despite Kennedy’s promises, “the plight of the vast majority of Negroes remains the same,” lamented King. He expressed dissatisfaction over plans for civil rights legislation, demanding that Kennedy “do more than issue a call.” King argued that Kennedy’s scheduled European tour during the second half of June seemed ill-timed. “If he leaves, he would be doing a grave disservice to the nation and to the civil rights movement,” King informed Susskind. Kennedy needed to frame the question of civil rights as the nation’s greatest moral issue. Leaders were prepared to aid him in this cause by organizing “a march on Washington, even sit-ins in Congress.”8

Kennedy’s Honolulu speech made national headlines as he jetted from Hawaii back to Washington, DC, to receive an honorary degree and deliver a commencement address at American University.9 Upon returning to the White House on Monday morning, he immediately conversed with his brother, whom he had not seen in almost a week. “Good speech in Hawaii,” remarked Bobby, who had been trying to gather bipartisan support for the civil rights bill in the president’s absence. While Jack Kennedy prepared to deliver his speech, Bobby journeyed to Capitol Hill to meet with congressional leaders. For the first time since assuming the presidency, the cause of racial justice consumed the Kennedy brothers in word and deed. Jack Kennedy’s first major speech on civil rights had taken place in Hawaii, away from the mainland, which meant less press attention. Many Americans and future histories would ignore the symmetry between President Kennedy’s words in Honolulu and the speech he would give in the nation’s capital.10 He made an eloquent call for world peace in front of American University’s graduating class of 1963. The cold warrior president who had once warned of a “missile gap” between the United States and Russia now called for the end of nuclear proliferation and a cessation of the kind of rhetorical escalation that had led to the previous year’s Cuban missile crisis and poised the world on the brink of global war.

Kennedy discussed the prospects of “not merely peace in our time but peace for all time.” Fresh from discussing the need for racial equality in Hawaii, the president characterized peace as “a process—a way of solving problems.” His time in office, which featured the twin crises of the Cold War and racial inequality, had engendered wisdom through experience. “No government or social system is so evil that its people must be considered as lacking in virtue,” he explained in a line that rebuked much of American foreign policy and went against the grain of the New Frontier’s most bellicose rhetoric. Kennedy matured before the eyes of the world that morning, noting that “if we cannot end now our differences, at least we can make the world safe for diversity.”

The message at American University spoke to a transformed domestic and foreign policy outlook, one where Kennedy would have a hotline to Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev and that would lay the groundwork for “a comprehensive test ban treaty.” Kennedy took pains to connect his call for world peace with the civil rights demonstrations roiling domestic tranquility. He asked Americans to look inward at the massive juxtapositions between freedom and oppression that characterized the nation during the centennial of emancipation. “In too many of our cities today, the peace is not secure because freedom is incomplete,” Kennedy reminded the graduates and the world. Peace represented “a matter of human rights” whose cries could be heard, like a clarion call, around the nation and the globe. The speech found Kennedy approaching the height of his expressive powers. “We all breathe the same air,” he said. “We all cherish our children’s future.” Life on earth represented a shared, painfully brief responsibility. “And we are mortal,” he observed with a surprisingly poignant humility.11 As commander in chief, Kennedy vowed to use his office to ensure freedom and equality for all people. He placed this commitment as a shared responsibility for “all citizens in all sections to respect the rights of others and respect the law of the land.” Kennedy’s speech would be remembered for calling for world peace in a time of global anxiety over the possibility of nuclear war. But equally revelatory, yet hardly noticed at the time, was the subtle yet insistent way the president linked the domestic civil rights crisis to a global human rights movement.12

Yet just as Kennedy called for peace, Alabama governor George Wallace was preparing for war. Wallace outfoxed Jack and Bobby in some respects by making up for what he lacked in resources with a pugnacious bravado that spoke to the secret heart of white Southerners. Wallace turned a policy defeat into a political victory by taking advantage of the same medium—the press and television—that had helped make Jack Kennedy president. Wallace flew into Tuscaloosa that Monday to review seven hundred national guardsmen in ninety-degree heat as part of his vow to bar Vivian Malone and James Hood from becoming the first two Negro students to enroll at the University of Alabama. Kennedy dispatched a telegram urging Wallace to stop his “defiant conduct” and follow the federal circuit court’s ruling. Wallace replied that his very presence on campus guaranteed peace. After whipping many of the state’s right-wing racists and White Citizens’ Councils into a frenzy over the prospect of racial integration for his political vanity, Wallace now surmised that he represented the only force capable of keeping the simmering contagion of violence from exploding.13

Bobby Kennedy watched events in Tuscaloosa from his Justice Department office, now the headquarters for enforced racial integration. Surrounded by a television set, four maps, Justice Department aides, and a radio, Bobby directed events in Alabama from his command post in Washington. President Kennedy kept watch from the White House while resuming a full day’s schedule.14

Deputy Attorney General Nick Katzenbach, backed by the Thirty-First Division (Dixie), federalized under President Kennedy’s orders, arrived on campus four and a half hours after the initial confrontation. Brigadier General Henry V. Graham, in a whisper that reporters strained to hear, informed Wallace of his “sad duty” to enforce the integration of the University of Alabama. Wallace read from a second statement, once again questioning the legality of the proceedings, before stepping aside. He achieved his goal to defend segregation personally by successfully transforming a day of triumph into a racist bacchanal, defiantly celebrating white supremacy. Wallace enacted the inverse of what sit-in demonstrators, Freedom Riders, and others had done, placing their bodies in harm’s way in the service of freedom. Alabama’s governor used his body as a bulwark against the kind of federal justice that had been absent since Reconstruction. Vivian Malone and James Hood walked into Foster Auditorium, escorted by Katzenbach, after Wallace’s departure.
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Governor George Wallace blocking the doorway to Foster Auditorium at the University of Alabama while being confronted by Deputy Attorney General Nick Katzenbach, June 11, 1963. (Photo by Shel Hershorn, Hershorn Archive, Briscoe Center, University of Texas at Austin.)



Both sides made their point. The Kennedy administration did not blink, but Wallace, ever so slightly, did. There would be no day of embarrassing violence to further diminish the nation.15

The crisis in Alabama ended at 5:33 p.m. Washington time. After learning of the outcome, Kennedy’s political instincts understood, far better than his own loyal presidential aides, that now was the time to speak to the entire nation, at last, about civil rights.

President Kennedy paralleled the efforts for racial peace in Alabama with diplomatic efforts at the White House, where he met with Republican congressional leaders, alongside Lyndon Johnson, to try to navigate a path forward for civil rights legislation. He needed to procure bipartisan support that attracted enough moderate Republicans and Democrats to halt a filibuster by Dixiecrats, who now promised to sink the president’s other legislative priorities.

In service of this goal, Kennedy would finally make the moral appeal to the nation on behalf of Black citizenship and dignity that civil rights activists had been demanding for more than two years. Martin Luther King Jr. had expressed public disappointment over Kennedy’s lack of commitment. James Baldwin had fretted in print and lectures about the nation’s fate without such moral leadership. Malcolm X had doubted Kennedy’s personal commitment and political conviction. Lorraine Hansberry had privately indicted the attorney general as little more than a poseur on race matters. Medgar Evers’s urgently respectful pleas to the White House for assistance in Mississippi remained unanswered.

Until now.

Drafted by Ted Sorensen within two hours of the president’s scheduled televised address, the speech benefited from conversations between Jack Kennedy, Bobby Kennedy, and Burke Marshall. Kennedy altered bits and pieces of Sorensen’s prose and extemporized the final paragraphs. Parts of the sentiments Kennedy had expressed at Vanderbilt University on May 18 found their way into his remarks. The Honolulu speech, written by Sorensen, who had accompanied Kennedy to Hawaii, proved invaluable, as rephrased lines from that text appeared in the speech. The soaring tone of the American University address’s human rights and peace rhetoric surfaced in unexpected and insightful places.

That Tuesday, at 8 p.m. Washington time, Americans gathered around their televisions and radios to listen to the president’s special address.

It would mark Kennedy’s finest moment as president.

Kennedy began by gently reminding the nation that the constitutional crisis averted hours earlier and without violence in Alabama represented merely the latest episode in the nation’s long-running racial drama. “I hope that every American, regardless of where he lives, will stop and examine his conscience about this and other related incidents.” From the start, Kennedy personalized the events in Tuscaloosa and nationwide. He insisted that a nation conceived on enduring principles of liberty could ill afford to openly discriminate against one-tenth of its population. The effort to end racial injustice was inextricably linked to a patriotic sense of fair play, since “when Americans are sent to Vietnam or West Berlin, we do not ask for whites only.” Black students should, therefore, have the right to attend public schools without the necessity of military escorts and federal marshals.

Kennedy asserted that Black Americans should have voting rights without fear of violence and be able to patronize stores, hotels, and theaters without organizing pickets and demonstrations.

The president ticked off a litany of statistics documenting the reduced life chances of Negro babies, high school students, and professionals in terms of access to education, employment, and longevity. Without ever using the term, the president dissected the anatomy of structural racism in America. A problem that the entire country, not simply the South, would be required to address.

“We are confronted primarily with a moral issue,” said Kennedy, invoking the language Baldwin and King frequently urged in public and private. “It is as old as the scriptures and is as clear as the American Constitution.”

The central question facing the nation revolved around recognizing Black dignity and citizenship. If race precluded anyone from enjoying the fruits of their labor and achieving the American dream, who would be content to endure such mistreatment and patiently wait for freedom to come at some unnamed hour on some unknown date? Kennedy characterized the centennial since emancipation as “one hundred years of delay” that trapped a new generation of Negroes within the clutches of racial slavery’s enduring afterlife.

“We preach freedom around the world, and we mean it,” remarked Kennedy as he transitioned into a discussion of how domestic racism affected the nation’s global reach, international reputation, and economic potential. “Now the time has come for this nation to fulfill its promise,” he continued. Kennedy’s words explicitly acknowledged the Cold War’s influence. The hypocrisy that Malcolm X decried, that James Baldwin constantly raised, and that grassroots activists such as Fannie Lou Hamer, Gloria Richardson, and Medgar Evers experienced far away from the national spotlight compelled Kennedy to transform words into deeds. The president cited Birmingham as the demarcating line between the before and after times for racial justice in America. The world witnessed “fires of frustration and discord” that burned across “every city, North and South,” symbolized in hundreds of demonstrations, pickets, and protests.

“We face, therefore, a moral crisis as a country and a people,” observed the president, using the term “moral” for the second time that evening. “It cannot be met by repressive police action,” he admitted, evoking memories not just of Birmingham but of Jackson, Tallahassee, Philadelphia, and other cities experiencing racial unrest. “It cannot be quieted by token moves or talk”—a line lifted from his breakthrough Honolulu speech. “A great change is at hand, and our task, our obligation, is to make that revolution, that change, peaceful and constructive for all.” Kennedy’s description of the civil rights movement as a revolution provided a thrilling recognition of the power of the Black freedom struggle and its role in reimagining American democracy.

Before announcing his intention to send a civil rights bill to Congress the next week, Kennedy spoke two sentences that aptly described the Rubicon he now crossed. “Those who do nothing are inviting shame as well as violence,” explained the president. “Those who act boldly are recognizing right as well as reality.”

The Kennedys acted boldly. At heart, the president and attorney general were political swashbucklers whose voracious reading made them capable of imagining themselves as historical figures, even heroic ones. For too long, the Kennedys resided, if not on the wrong side of history, then in limbo between courageous action and pragmatic restraint. No longer.

Kennedy spent the remainder of his speech discussing racial progress and optimism, praising business and civic leaders who had recently gathered at the White House to support voluntary racial integration. Seventy-five cities had undergone voluntary desegregation over the past two weeks, hopeful signs for a future that demanded the collective recognition of Black humanity based upon a shared “sense of human decency.”

The speech resonated on a personal level through the president’s deft use of the moral vocabulary of the civil rights movement. Although Kennedy remained more comfortable offering political, historical, and philosophical reasoning for supporting racial justice, his pragmatic instincts prevented him from delivering a speech that might fade into the background or hurt his legislative agenda. Even as Kennedy enjoyed and amplified the presidency’s trappings, he sometimes underestimated its power. Nevertheless, in less than fourteen minutes, Kennedy delivered one of his presidency’s “most emotional” speeches. He spoke with a quiet enthusiasm that reflected the moral urgency of the moment.16

Kennedy used the presidential bully pulpit that evening to create a moment of national reckoning. Against all odds, a leader more comfortable remaining above the fray than participating in partisan politics now stood as a moral witness to the nation’s unfolding civil rights revolution.

Over three days in June, John F. Kennedy experienced his best moments as president by delivering speeches addressing racial injustice, human rights, and peace as inextricably linked. The dizzying pace of change since the start of the year first surprised, then staggered the young president, who initially relied on his political instincts rather than the raw emotions that race invariably unleashed. Political events from below shattered this posture, forcing the president to try to lead rather than react to unfolding historical crises. Kennedy’s passion for justice came to the fore in the second week of June against roiling protests that had captured the world’s attention.

Kennedy’s soaring rhetoric of racial justice, human rights, and equal citizenship touched upon Medgar Evers’s organizing in Mississippi, Lorraine Hansberry’s evocative portraits of Black life, James Baldwin’s foreshadowing of racial and political reckoning, and Martin Luther King Jr.’s call for moral renewal. Kennedy’s speech heralded a new age of consensus around Black citizenship, dignity, and democracy. However, much of the nation would not realize this until later—as civil rights veterans with the physical and emotional scars to prove it understood better than most. Jack and Bobby Kennedy woke up that Tuesday morning to one world and went to sleep in another, one more hopeful and more dangerous.17

Medgar Evers followed events in the nation’s capital from Jackson, Mississippi, while mapping out his next political move. Roy Wilkins’s quick departure from Jackson augured poorly for plans to turn the city into the next Birmingham. The NAACP’s unwillingness to marshal resources to unleash waves of demonstrators who could fill up the city’s jails meant that, on the same evening President Kennedy spoke of racial crisis, only nine out of the seven hundred Negroes arrested since the last week in May remained in jail. Evers’s idea to invite King to Jackson received no support. Wilkins’s competitive jealousy of King brooked no room for the civil rights mobilizer to dream of visiting the NAACP’s turf.

The preceding forty-eight hours had been difficult for Evers. The day before, June 10, Felix Dunn of the Gulfport chapter of the NAACP relayed a warning about possible death threats made against Evers. He begged Evers “to be careful” and travel with an escort home, and he even suggested having armed guards at his house. Evers revealed the death threats to Myrlie while keeping the most heartbreaking details to himself. That very week, they hugged each other through tears after Evers expressed genuine fear that an attempt might be made on his life. “There was,” Myrlie Evers recalled, “just a bottomless depth of hopelessness, of hurt, of despair.”

Hope appeared to win the day for much of June 11. Exhausted from weeks of daily meetings, organizing, phone calls, interviews, and death threats, Medgar arose to enjoy breakfast and time with Myrlie. The tensions surrounding him made him sentimental. After kissing Myrlie, Darrell, Reena, and Van goodbye, Medgar went outside to the carport and stood for a moment gazing at the vacant lot just across the street. Afterward, he returned to the house and kissed the entire family again. “Myrlie, I don’t know what to do,” said. “I’m so tired I can’t go on, but I can’t stop either.”18

The arrests of Medgar Evers and Roy Wilkins ten days earlier, rather than catapulting the movement into a new phase, sparked fierce internal struggles highlighted by the NAACP’s refusal to commit to mass demonstrations and arrests until Jackson officials surrendered. Wilkins left Jackson shortly after bonding out from jail. Branch president Gloster Current used a procedural move to displace Tougaloo professor and lunch counter sit-in hero John Salter as chair of the Jackson movement’s strategy committee. Salter had suffered physical wounds in his efforts to stand witness to Mississippi’s racial horrors and strongly supported the continuation of mass demonstrations. The new chair would be a local minister, less interested in organizing Birmingham-style mass demonstrations, arrests, and civil disobedience.

The national NAACP’s move to halt mass demonstrations in favor of voter registration efforts seemed to be a strategic blunder at a time when civil rights struggles were capturing global attention. Medgar remained a good soldier, a loyal field secretary, and military veteran who obeyed the chain of command even when he disagreed. A heat wave gripped the city of Jackson, with rising temperatures matching the mood of disgruntled white locals who blamed Evers and the NAACP for upsetting their way of life. Medgar called Myrlie frequently, sending love messages and checking on the children. At that evening’s organizing meeting in Jackson, Evers urged those in attendance to keep the faith and vowed that they would “win the battle.”19

Evers watched President Kennedy’s June 11 speech from the NAACP headquarters at the Masonic Temple. Then he headed home. Myrlie had allowed the children to stay up late, watching Kennedy’s address for hours past their bedtime. They heard Medgar’s car twenty minutes past midnight. “Mama, there’s Daddy,” they said as they rushed to greet him.20

Evers turned off the car, removed his keys from the ignition, and opened the car door to an ambush. The assassin’s bullet ripped through the right side of Evers’s back, exiting his body and passing through a plate glass window and wall before finally hitting a refrigerator.

Myrlie and the children found him staggered on the ground in a pool of blood. “Daddy, get up, please get up,” they cried. Houston Wells, who lived next door, and other neighbors came to their aid. As Medgar repeatedly whispered, “Turn me loose, turn me loose,” they laid him on a mattress and drove to University Hospital, escorted by a local police car that arrived on the scene. Doctors pronounced Evers dead fifteen minutes after his arrival.21

The assassination of Medgar Evers, arriving on the heels of President Kennedy’s bravura racial justice speech, hit the nation like a bolt of lightning. Hailed as “one of the South’s prominent Negro leaders,” Evers became a national martyr at the exact moment the eyes of the world turned to observe the unfolding revolution Kennedy had spoken of.22

President Kennedy arose at 7 a.m. Wednesday morning to news of Evers’s murder and immediately released a statement condemning the “barbarity of this act.” There appeared to be a gruesome symmetry between the president’s moral stance on Black life and Evers’s assassination. His death arrived midway through an almost three-month onslaught of demonstrations, protests, debates, and violence that marked that spring and summer. Bobby Kennedy hoped “those responsible for this crime will soon be found and prosecuted.”

The Kennedys now faced dual crises. The murder of Medgar Evers ratcheted up civil rights protests in dozens of cities. It revitalized the stunned residents of Jackson, Mississippi, between the day of Evers’s death and his funeral six days later. President Kennedy’s civil rights address raised the hackles of Dixiecrats, who immediately responded by denying a routine $450 million portion of the president’s public works bill. Over a discussion with House Majority Leader Carl Albert, Kennedy correctly traced this back to civil rights.

“Christ, you know it’s like they shoot this guy in Mississippi,” said Kennedy, referring to Evers. “I mean, this has become everything,” he repeated.

“It’s overwhelming the whole program,” Albert conceded. The bill was defeated 209 to 204 by a coalition of conservative Democrats and fiscally conscious Republicans. The loss of $450 million to aid some of the poorest sections in the nation represented a stinging blow, the first in what promised to be a bruising legislative fight to pass comprehensive civil rights legislation.

“Civil rights did it,” said Kennedy, perhaps not giving sufficient attention to the renegade machinations of Southern politicians, racist vigilantes, and assassins whose actions represented an existential threat to democracy.23

In death, Evers achieved enduring recognition that would forever amplify the lessons of courageous leadership cultivated from a well-lived life. National headlines juxtaposed news of his assassination with details of President Kennedy’s civil rights address, shaping the narrative of the national struggle over dignity, citizenship, and democracy. The Black press humanized Evers as a fallen American hero, Negro patriot, military veteran, husband, and father of three whose children begged him to stay alive. How Medgar carried a box of NAACP T-shirts when he was shot, and they remained scattered in the driveway after. Millions of white Americans now repeated the name Medgar Evers as part of a national conversation that could no longer be ignored.24

In Jackson, fourteen ministers were arrested that day trying to march downtown in honor of Evers. They would soon be joined by 146 more people who came to mourn the fallen leader of the Jackson, Mississippi, civil rights struggle. Their detention made national news, burnishing Evers’s image and further humiliating the Magnolia State. Charles Evers, Medgar’s older brother, made plans to leave Chicago and return to Mississippi after seven years away. He compared his brother’s death to that of a soldier. “There isn’t a greater cause than the one that he died for,” explained Charles Evers. “We both fought for our country in the Korean War,” he continued. “Now he’s been killed in action.”25

The world reacted to Medgar Evers’s assassination with horror. From London to Rome to Helsinki, European newspapers reported the murder as an outrage, which they interpreted along ideological lines. Liberal newspapers simultaneously lauded Kennedy’s civil rights speech as evidence of slow but steady racial progress. The radical press vilified the crime as exemplifying the hidden reality behind narratives of American exceptionalism.26
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ANOTHER COUNTRY

For Malcolm X, Medgar Evers was simply the latest casualty in an unnamed war. Malcolm insisted that President Kennedy had only embraced the freedom movement upon realizing the consequences of a nationwide rebellion patterned after Birmingham’s Mother’s Day uprising. Kennedy’s call for peace arrived too late. Still unburied in Jackson, Mississippi, Medgar Evers showed the entire world that America remained at war.

Malcolm and much of the nation now pondered what would come next. Malcolm hoped to harness militant energies, some of which were now being hailed as a “Negro Revolution” in the press, to ensure that they produced something more than just a temporary period of rebellion. He sought, against all odds, to lead the freedom movement, even as its most prominent leaders still brushed him aside as a political extremist and James Baldwin publicly disavowed his group. Yet Malcolm’s words of fire touched parts of the zeitgeist too powerful to ignore.1

Martin Luther King Jr. heard of Evers’s murder in New York while at a fundraiser for the Gandhi Society. The bad news inspired a tribute, the Medgar Evers Memorial Bail Fund, spontaneously christened at a luncheon that Wednesday afternoon. Roy Wilkins, who considered King a minor irritant in good times, became apoplectic when he caught wind of the SCLC’s plans to raise funds from an NAACP martyr. Wilkins had a long memory. In 1957, he had advised Evers, then a field secretary for the NAACP, to resign from an honorary position with the SCLC as a matter of NAACP policy. But King and Evers had continued to hold each other in high regard. Evers found inspiration in King’s successful application of nonviolent civil disobedience in Montgomery, Alabama. This was to the chagrin of Wilkins and Thurgood Marshall, whose faith in the law made them skeptical of a freedom movement based on circumventing it.2

Medgar and Martin’s working friendship had persisted through the years despite these obstacles. Evers had spoken to King a couple of days before his murder as he prepared to testify, alongside local Mississippi activist Aaron Henry, in Washington before the House Judiciary Committee on the pending civil rights bill.

The afternoon following Evers’s assassination, John F. Kennedy continued to participate in a series of high-profile meetings with business executives, civic leaders, labor leaders, and lawyers to amass support for civil rights legislation. From the Justice Department, Bobby Kennedy announced the federal government’s full cooperation and the coordination of FBI agents in the investigation of Evers’s murder. The combined shock of Evers’s death and Kennedy’s civil rights speech triggered strong reactions from opposite sides of the nation’s racial divide. Veterans’ groups embraced Evers as a fellow soldier who had died enacting the highest form of patriotism through participation in the nation’s domestic civil rights front. Faith groups, including the Catholic Interracial Council of New York, praised Kennedy for finally delivering on his promise to use the presidential bully pulpit to serve racial justice. But civil rights demonstrations that turned violent in Danville, Virginia, and Cambridge, Maryland, underscored the less hopeful parts of the country’s mood.

After conferring with the seventeen members who were the epitome of Southern congressional racial intransigence, Georgia senator Richard Russell blasted Kennedy’s speech as federal overreach that wielded mass demonstrations as a threat against centuries-old political traditions and social customs. The president “appealed eloquently to the emotions but completely disregarded reason, human experience, and true equality under the constitution,” remarked Russell.3

International response to Kennedy’s speech proved overwhelmingly positive, with memos and letters sent to the White House from Africa, Western Europe, Latin America, and parts of Asia. Francophone African countries, including Senegal, the Central African Republic, and Mali, publicly congratulated Kennedy. Yet skepticism prevailed, especially in Africa and the developing Third World, about whether concrete deeds would match Kennedy’s eloquent words. But even Ghana, Africa’s Black Star led by the revolutionary President Kwame Nkrumah, gave Kennedy credit for perhaps belatedly doing the right thing.4 The State Department sent excerpts of Kennedy’s speech to all ambassadors and principal officers at US embassies worldwide, offering the president’s words as a torch in the night of the country’s struggle against racial injustice.5

A split-screen version of America played out Thursday, June 13, between Washington, DC, and Jackson, Mississippi. From the White House, President Kennedy met with three hundred labor leaders to secure pledges of nondiscrimination in their organizations. He met for a second time with congressional leaders to gain support for major civil rights legislation. He also conferred with Harry S. Truman on racial justice, the second former president in two days to visit the White House, following Kennedy’s exchanging of pleasantries with Eisenhower.

The president’s two-hour meeting with labor leaders—on the heels of recent visits to the White House by governors and business leaders and his address to the conference of mayors—underscored his newfound belief that creating immediate jobs for Negroes would be a necessary part of his core legislative agenda. Kennedy received a standing ovation from labor leaders who promised to organize biracial committees, promote qualified Negroes to essential positions, support voter registration efforts in time for next year’s election, and create a national drive to promote racial equality in unions and hiring practices in dozens of cities in the North and South over the next year.

Aaron Henry testified before a congressional subcommittee on civil rights legislation that same day. Henry described Medgar Evers, who was scheduled to testify alongside him, as his best friend. Before a rapt audience, Henry recounted the death threats, bombs, harassment, and physical violence that contoured Black life in Mississippi. Despite hopes for racial progress at the national level, the lives of local Mississippi Negroes had grown worse, an assertion seconded by New York representative Emanuel Celler, the chair of the subcommittee. Charles Diggs, the pioneering Negro congressman from Michigan who had spent time in Clarksdale, Mississippi, at Aaron Henry’s home, introduced him. Henry read parts of his testimony, blaming Evers’s death on the federal government’s failure to protect the lives of civil rights workers. Henry’s official capacity as president of the Mississippi NAACP lent an air of organizational authority to his description of his experiences as a small business owner in Clarksdale. His drugstores faced a campaign of white terror because of his activism. He called for civil rights legislation to include the use of marshals—the federal law enforcement officers who had accompanied James Meredith at Ole Miss and James Baldwin on New Year’s Day in Jackson—to protect civil rights workers.6

Clarence Mitchell, a Washington-based NAACP lobbyist and friend of Medgar who had written eloquently of the Evers family’s courage in the spring, testified movingly about the FBI’s complicity in leaving Negro activists vulnerable to police brutality and white reprisals. “Any fool could see what was going to happen,” testified Mitchell. “We asked for protection but while the Justice Department fiddled around, someone hid in the bushes, drew a bead on him and killed him.” Asked about rumors that Negroes planned to organize a demonstration in Washington, DC, to support civil rights, Mitchell answered affirmatively. “If they are going to engage in a filibuster,” he reasoned, “I don’t see how they can ask us not to demonstrate in the nation’s Capital.”7 Mitchell traced the Kennedy administration’s failure to take bold action in the civil rights arena “until the television cameras were focused on the burned buses and maimed humans” during the attacks on the Freedom Riders in Alabama two years earlier. He argued that the dereliction of duty by the Justice Department and the president continued. Medgar Evers’s unburied corpse reflected an administration’s failures and the nation’s collective shame.8

Myrlie Evers reflected on Medgar’s legacy from Pearl Street AME Church in Jackson that same day. Through tears of shock and grief that broke through her dignified mask of graceful poise, Myrlie spoke from a church podium to several hundred rapt attendees on the need to continue the struggle for Black freedom that Medgar helped to lead. “I hope by his death that all will be able to draw some of his strength, courage, and determination to finish this fight,” she pleaded. Myrlie detailed Medgar’s soulful insistence that Black people be recognized as human beings, their conversation that final Sunday about the possibility of death, and the personal sacrifices required for the type of political and moral leadership that the fallen NAACP field secretary embodied. “I come here with a broken heart, but I come because it is my duty.”9

That Friday one hundred demonstrators holding tiny American flags descended upon downtown Jackson in groups of two to witness the struggle that Myrlie Evers vowed to continue. By now, Jackson resembled a police state, featuring a combined force of brown-helmeted Mississippi state troopers and blue-helmeted Jackson police officers.

“Freedom! Freedom! We want freedom!” chanted demonstrators, who ranged from Tougaloo students and CORE organizers to local youth inspired by the death of Medgar Evers.

Police targeted key organizers, with white activists standing out and quickly identified. John Salter, who had seen Evers hours before his assassination, received a brutal beating by police, leaving him with a face and neck covered in blood as he was forced into a squad car and taken to the hospital with wounds that required stitches. Joan Trumpauer, who had sat beside Salter at the Woolworth’s lunch counter protest, was also arrested. Police clubbed and beat demonstrators, who targeted a ten-block area downtown that included parts cordoned off by authorities. If Evers’s death seemed to accelerate history nationally, it produced the reverse effect in Jackson, further brutalizing the response of law enforcement, who viewed Evers’s ghost as perhaps more dangerous than the man.10

Whites in Jackson who knew Evers offered a range of reactions to his assassination. Robert Nichols Jr., the city prosecuting attorney, offered begrudging respect. “I wouldn’t say we were crazy about him,” he told a reporter. “He was just another opponent.” Nichols claimed that, despite the adversarial relationship with civil rights activists, most local whites deplored Evers’s death in a way outsiders might find hard to comprehend. Louis Hollis, the executive director of the White Citizens’ Council, philosophically discussed local resistance to racial integration. “We hoped this would be a cold war,” explained Hollis. “But if it isn’t, it’s still a war, and we don’t intend to surrender.” A white salesman, J. C. Lancaster, interviewed by a New York Times reporter while canvassing a Negro neighborhood, offered a window into the worldview of the average Mississippian. Lancaster hoped that Evers’s killer would be apprehended, out of fear for his own safety, yet he sincerely believed “most of our niggers are satisfied.”11

Those who knew Evers personally turned Jackson into a space of mourning within twenty-four hours of his death. On Farish Street, the hub of the city’s Negro community, a reporter for the New York Amsterdam News found residents weeping. Others endured, going door-to-door selling NAACP memberships. Young people and adults vowed to continue the struggle to which Evers had dedicated his life. James Edwards, a businessman from Greenville, compared Evers to Jesus Christ, “who shed his blood on the cross so that his people could go free.” Thomasina Blackwell, a homemaker and NAACP volunteer, found that Evers’s murder sparked interest in the Black community to join the movement actively. Pearlie Mae Edwards, a student, offered hope born out of tragedy. Evers’s death, she predicted, would inspire a thousand more people to “step forward and fill his shoes.”12

Jimmy Baldwin heard about Medgar Evers’s death while on vacation in Puerto Rico with Lucien Happersberger, his closest friend and former lover. After finding a place in Santurce, not far from San Juan, Baldwin would drive around the island to explore and work on his new play. Friends took them sightseeing, and Lucien and Jimmy fell in love with a charming fishing village, La Parguera, on Puerto Rico’s southern coast. They found themselves driving that Wednesday in a convertible, with the car radio serving as a soundtrack to one of the rare carefree days Jimmy enjoyed that year. Then the music stopped, “and a voice announced that Medgar Evers had been shot to death in the carport of his home, and his wife and children had seen the big man fall.”13

Evers’s death touched deep enough inside Jimmy that he claimed space to grieve privately.

Bobby Kennedy confronted the fallout from Evers’s martyrdom on Friday afternoon, June 14. More than three thousand protesters, hundreds carrying signs demanding “Freedom Now!” and memorializing Evers, demonstrated outside of the Justice Department building on Ninth Street. Malcolm X observed the proceedings and chatted amiably with demonstrators and reporters. At the same time, a photojournalist snapped pictures of him in a suit and tie with a camera strapped around his neck.

Eighty-degree temperatures buoyed the crowd’s spirits, and they made several stops at government buildings throughout the day to demand an end to racial discrimination. From a raised platform, in a suit and tie, Bobby Kennedy spoke to those assembled through a bullhorn. “Any individual can get a job if he is qualified,” he insisted, pushing back against signs that accused the Justice Department of discrimination. He touted Justice’s record of hiring Negro lawyers under his watch. Still, news that the number had grown from ten to sixty elicited groans and jeers from the primarily supportive crowd. “I’m not going out and hiring a Negro just because he’s not white,” the attorney general responded. However, he conceded that the administration “can do better and will do better,” an admission that drew cheers.14 Malcolm remained unimpressed by the entire spectacle. “The whites here and Kennedy were just salving their guilty consciences,” Malcolm reasoned.15

New white faces joined the demonstrators. Asian American children milled about happily. Reporters, photojournalists, and federal workers observed the unfolding scene with curiosity that turned into sincere interest, shedding the anxieties produced earlier in the week by the shocks of President Kennedy’s racial justice speech and Medgar Evers’s death. The peaceful activities reflected urgency, resolve, and discipline among organizers and participants. For one afternoon, the nation’s capital became a laboratory for democracy, filled with the kind of civil debate, political disagreement, and personal dignity that some whites still thought Negroes did not possess. The parades, protests, and demonstrations President Kennedy feared might harm the country’s long-term future arrived that day. Violence, however, did not. In making specific policy demands throughout the city around housing, employment, and equal opportunity, the demonstrators revealed that they were not just interested in transforming hearts and minds. They proved they were eager to change Washington’s relationship with its Negro citizens. The most significant civil rights march in the nation’s capital so far made front-page headlines, highlighting the event’s peaceful tenor.

Medgar Evers’s June 15 funeral service unfolded in Jackson, Mississippi, where temperatures reached 102 degrees. It would be the first of two services, as his body would rest permanently in Arlington National Cemetery. A picture of Myrlie Evers, in a black funeral dress and white gloves purchased by the NAACP, consoling her son, a downcast Darrell Kenyatta, would grace the cover of Life magazine.

Roy Wilkins eulogized Evers from the Masonic Temple before more than five thousand mourners. Wilkins spoke above Evers’s casket, draped under an American flag, and in front of Myrlie Evers, clutching Darrell Kenyatta, Reena Denise, and James Van Dyke in the front row. NAACP officials read President Kennedy’s note to Myrlie, which hoped she might find “some solace in the realization of the justice of the cause for which your husband gave his life.” The president’s typewritten letter expressing “sincere condolences” contained a handwritten postscript: “Mrs. Kennedy joins me in tendering her deepest sympathy.”

Wilkins praised Evers as the heroic symbol of revolutionary change. With the assassin still on the loose, Wilkins placed the entire system on trial with language that might have made Malcolm X smile: “And I say to you that the Southern political system put that man behind the rifle.” Martin Luther King Jr. attended the funeral service but did not speak, out of fear of upstaging Wilkins, who remained an adversary despite their mutual grief.16 The high point of Wilkins’s eulogy, where he called Evers a “martyr in the crusade for human liberty,” was followed by an unseemly low moment when he suggested to those in attendance that NAACP membership would be the best way to honor Evers’s memory. Dave Dennis, a CORE organizer who had grown close to Evers, immediately walked out after hearing Wilkins’s pitch. Martin Luther King Jr. would not have been surprised.

Pent-up grief inside the Masonic Temple turned into furious anger in the outside heat. Five hundred demonstrators squared off against police during a twenty-block march to the Collins Funeral Home for a two-hour, open-casket viewing. Two large wreaths lay at the head and the foot of Evers’s casket, and mourners filed slowly past to get a glimpse of the fallen leader of the Jackson movement. Organizers had to wrangle permission from city officials, who outlawed singing and displays of emotion. A visible and unsympathetic police presence added to the tension. Jackson’s white power structure interpreted the wide range of Mississippi Negroes—who came from small Delta hamlets, tiny country towns, and the state’s capital—as an undeserved indulgence. While Evers’s death triggered national shame and anger from outside observers, Jackson’s white city officials acted as if they were the injured and inconvenienced parties.

A contingent of mourners informed them otherwise. They poured out of the funeral home, ignited by a voice singing the Negro gospel spiritual “This Little Light of Mine.” Hundreds marched toward downtown, three blocks from the funeral home, where squads of police officers met them.

The crowd surged with anger, which resides on the other side of grief.

And then, for almost an hour, downtown Jackson became Birmingham. The finality of viewing Evers’s body allowed peaceful mourners to tap into the kind of political anger that Malcolm X identified as the secret heart of Black liberation in America. By prearranged signal, hundreds of young activists—including members of SNCC, CORE, and the NAACP and students from Tougaloo and surrounding areas—poured into Jackson’s downtown. “We want the killer!” they shouted in unison as police deployed nightsticks and dogs.

The Tougaloo professor John Salter, still recovering from his brutal assault by Jackson police officers on Thursday, helped to lead the demonstration. He and Ed King, Tougaloo’s chaplain, formed an exciting portrait of a civil rights insurgency that now included whites in leadership roles. The two white men were accepted because of their willingness to endure shared sacrifice that transcended color to illustrate the common humanity that Jackson officials refused to recognize.

Demonstrators stood on a street corner shouting, “Shoot! Shoot!” at police officers in full view of astonished journalists, mourners, young people, and curiosity seekers who watched to see how this standoff would end.17

Police officials countered by accusing the demonstrators of reneging on promises to mourn quietly and properly within a designated zone that made downtown off-limits. Rank-and-file officers bashed Negro women and men too slow to move out of the way with the butt of rifles and prevented news reporters from getting too close to the action.

John Doar, a US assistant attorney general who knew Evers from his work in Mississippi and had come to pay his respects, burst in between police and demonstrators. “Break this thing up!” shouted Doar, his hands raised. “It’s getting dangerous.” A Republican holdover from Eisenhower’s Justice Department, the Wisconsin-born, Princeton-educated Doar had distinguished himself over the preceding three years as plainspoken, honest, and tough, litigating civil rights cases in Tennessee and Mississippi that won him the respect and admiration of activists. Doar had sat at Medgar Evers’s kitchen table during the early months of the Kennedy administration to get the lay of the land from Mississippi’s most knowledgeable organizer. A little more than two years later, he found himself playing the role of diplomat as photographers snapped pictures.18

Doar walked down Farish Street, cordoned off by 250 police officers, as bricks and bottles rained down. He reminded police and protesters that he was a representative of the Justice Department “and anybody from around here knows I stand for what is right.” Doar pleaded for calm not as an authority figure but as an empathetic ally who genuinely cared for Mississippi Negroes. Local Negroes joined Doar in averting violence, and the withering heat seemed, for now at least, to calm jangled nerves. A reporter for the Baltimore Afro-American thought Doar’s actions heroic. Still, innocent bystanders suffered injuries, such as Mary Thomas, a young Black woman, who had facial lacerations and cuts and bruises to her arms that required stitches. The crowds eventually dispersed, and, at least for one more day, a racial catastrophe was averted. One young Negro boy, interviewed by a journalist, reflected on the day’s events angrily, wistfully, almost under his breath. “The only way to stop evil here is to have a revolution,” he murmured.19

US News and World Report, the conservative, business-friendly weekly, released an explosive report on the roots of the nation’s civil rights struggles the same week as Medgar Evers’s funeral services. “What New Turn in Negro Drive Means” offered a sprawling examination of the potential impact of Black demands for full citizenship on business, unions, politics, schools, and culture. Like the Wall Street Journal, the paper identified pickets, demonstrations, and boycotts as sources of racial violence.20

The Saturday Evening Post’s profile of Martin Luther King Jr. offered one answer to the question of the new direction of Negro protest. Writer Reese Cleghorn’s article, “Apostle of Crisis,” barely hid the author’s contempt for King. Unnamed critics accused King of “arrogance and opportunism,” while his penchant for inspiring mass disobedience against Jim Crow “made him the most powerful Negro leader in America.” The profile closed with a discussion of what SCLC staff called the “Birmingham Jail Treatise of Martin Luther King Jr.,” correctly identifying that document as the young Georgia preacher’s definitive and public break with white moderates. Through that document, the man some had dubbed a “Negro Gandhi” and the “Billy Graham of the civil rights movement” was transformed before the eyes of the nation into something much more: America’s apostle, whose strength to love and speak truth to power seemed to grow with every crisis. The Birmingham letter’s “declaration of black independence” in the struggles ahead had established King, no less than James Baldwin and Malcolm X, as a prophet whose efforts to reimagine freedom’s very meaning spanned oceans and continents, turning the Negro struggle for citizenship into a global referendum on dignity, human rights, and democracy.21

Medgar Evers’s body arrived in Washington on Monday, June 17, for a two-day viewing. Twenty-five thousand viewed him in the kind of grand processional rarely afforded Negroes. Roy Wilkins arrived in Washington for the Wednesday memorial, fresh from speeches where he purposefully identified the NAACP as the venerable, steady, and dignified godfather of the national civil rights movement. Wilkins confided to his nephew, Roger Wilkins, that King’s efforts to fundraise based on Evers’s death represented simply the latest indignity by a cohort of political usurpers with neither the track record nor the strategic skills necessary for future victory.
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A woman holding a portrait of the late Medgar Evers, June 19, 1963. (Photo by Flip Schulke, Schulke Archive, Briscoe Center, University of Texas at Austin.)



But Wilkins did more than throw sharp elbows. He successfully convinced the White House to help negotiate an acceptable truce in Jackson, including persuading President Kennedy and the attorney general to make two phone calls to Mayor Thompson. “I give you full permission to denounce me in public, as long as you don’t in private,” Kennedy quipped to the mayor, who sent his regards to the first lady.22

Malcolm X was not invited to the White House conference of religious leaders that met in the East Room at 4:20 p.m. that day. Martin Luther King Jr. sent Ralph Abernathy as his representative. President Kennedy gave a more personal version of his civil rights speech to the assembled leaders, requesting the assistance of clergy of all faiths and denominations in confronting a crisis he now defined, as Martin Luther King and James Baldwin did, as a moral and political issue. The president’s pragmatic vision ran along parallel tracks of preventing the violence witnessed in Birmingham and winning concrete victories, especially the low-hanging political fruit of voluntary commitments to racial integration.

Kennedy evoked the race and religion conference organized in the spring (where King had spoken) as an example of religious leaders’ dedication to civil rights. “But in the last seven or eight weeks, in the last two months, the whole matter has accelerated,” observed the president, “and I think it is fair to say that the Negro community is determined that in 1963 they will go a long way towards achieving equality of opportunities and equality of rights.”23 The president cited his civil rights speech and proposed bill as only a part of a much larger solution that required leadership in every church, synagogue, and house of worship in America. The summer could be a time of national honor or shame, but a long-delayed reckoning had come, transforming the tenor and tone of the New Frontier. “I would think unless we move with speed and care, unless we can enlist the help of a good many citizens, we are going to find before the summer is over that the representation of the United States around the world is going to be badly damaged and our own feeling about ourselves is going to be badly damaged,” admitted Kennedy. The more America’s reputation was damaged on the civil rights front, the further progress the Soviet Union made worldwide. Kennedy remained careful not to ask the clergy to desegregate their churches, citing the separation of church and state as making such a request intolerable. But he also included a personal appeal, understanding, however belatedly, that America’s democratic conscience had been stirred enough by racial violence to disrupt how ordinary citizens viewed not just the country but themselves.24

Bobby Kennedy spoke after the president. With the assistance of a giant map, the attorney general illustrated no less than five hundred cities with Negro populations of ten thousand or more primed for violence. Less than two hundred had taken positive steps toward racial integration. He might have added that even the biracial committees he wished to be created in these cities were no panacea.25

Bobby insisted that, despite white people’s resentment toward civil rights leaders and their insistence that they got along well with their local Negroes, every community in America suffered from racial discrimination. The attorney general turned introspective in answering a question about the appropriateness of demonstrations, pickets, and protests. He gave the kind of answer that James Baldwin, Jerome Smith, and Lorraine Hansberry had been desperate to hear less than a month earlier. Bobby conceded that he would prefer the entire issue settled through voluntary action, “but I can understand if I have been abused or misused and treated as a second-class citizen for a long time, where I can’t eat in downtown restaurants, where I can’t use a restroom or hotel, and I can’t get anybody to talk to me as a civilized human being, and I can’t get any place, there is only one thing for me to do and that is the old American practice of going around with a sign and start picketing.” Baldwin might have been proud but not surprised. The flickers of humanity he had witnessed in Bobby Kennedy during their brief association made him hopeful, before and after May 24, that the attorney general possessed a genuine capacity for growth.26

One week after his assassination in Jackson, Mississippi, Medgar Evers came to his final resting place beneath the towering oak trees at Arlington National Cemetery. A fifty-car caravan escorted his body from the John Wesley AME Zion Church in Washington to Arlington, Virginia, driving through the Lincoln Memorial on the way. Stephen Gill Spottswood, the gray-haired bishop of the AME Church and chairman of the NAACP board of directors, eulogized Evers in front of three hundred people who jammed into Fort Myer Chapel and then attended the graveyard interment at Sheridan Gate. “He is not dead, the soldier fallen here,” observed Bishop Spottswood. “His spirit walks throughout the world today.” Evers’s flag-draped coffin received full military honors, including three rounds of rifle fire, taps, and a bugle playing in the distance. Myrlie Evers broke down in tears as soldiers handed over the American flag folded into a neat triangle. Two thousand mourners attended the ceremony, including Bobby Kennedy, Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall, and New York senator Jacob Javits, a supporter of civil rights legislation. Charles Evers, recently announced as Medgar’s interim replacement as Mississippi’s NAACP field secretary, wept uncontrollably.

Mickey Levine, a white representative of the American Veterans Committee, paid tribute to their fallen member. “No soldier in this field has fought more courageously or more heroically than Evers,” said Levine. “No leader ever had a more noble and divine cause.” The symbolism of Evers being honored as a veteran of global wars who returned home only to perish in America’s domestic racial killing fields proved overwhelmingly decisive. Twice decorated as part of the famed Red Ball Express unit of the Quartermaster Corps that helped liberate Normandy, Evers, in death, claimed national recognition as a patriot whose love for American democracy brought the entire nation toward a rendezvous with destiny.



[image: image]
Myrlie Evers at the funeral of her husband Medgar Evers, June 19, 1963. (Photo by Flip Schulke, Schulke Archive, Briscoe Center, University of Texas at Austin.)



Roy Wilkins memorialized Evers as a man who loved America and died fighting for its principles. Too courageous to flee to California or Massachusetts, Evers chose to come face-to-face with terror in his beloved Mississippi. “He emulated the founding fathers,” eulogized Wilkins. “Medgar Evers believed in his country,” he remarked. “It now remains to be seen whether his country believes in him.”27

Politics swirled around Evers’s death, which observers all over the world viewed as a kind of collective lynching of Black America’s hopes, dreams, and political aspirations. Clarence Mitchell, fresh from offering congressional testimony about how Evers’s death might give new life and hope to a generation, led the funeral crowd in a stirring rendition of “We Shall Overcome,” the Negro spiritual that served as the civil rights movement’s unofficial anthem. The scene was marked by the collective sobs of Myrlie and Darrell Kenyatta and Reena Denise.28

Although unreported at the time, Bobby Kennedy attended the Arlington ceremony. While he was there, he offered more than condolences to Charles Evers, supplying his phone number with a request that it be used, day or night, whenever “Negroes were being harassed or intimidated.”29

President Kennedy sent his 5,500-word message to Congress requesting passage of “the Civil Rights Act of 1963” on June 19, the day of Medgar Evers’s funeral. The proposed bill represented a central piece of what some had already characterized as a new period of Reconstruction.30 Kennedy prefaced his message to Congress by reminding legislators of his televised civil rights address. “In the days that have followed, the predictions of increased violence have been tragically borne out,” a line that acknowledged the assassination of Medgar Evers all but by name. Kennedy called attention to how racial violence in Birmingham, Jackson, Boston, Philadelphia, and “in many parts of the country” obligated the federal government to pass comprehensive civil rights legislation. The proposed bill, if passed, would end racial segregation in public accommodations, empower the attorney general to hasten public school integration, promote the end of racial discrimination in employment and job training, create a Community Relations Service (CRS) that would work with local states and governments to troubleshoot racial problems before they grew into conflagrations, and ensure the end of discrimination in federally funded programs. Kennedy planned to create the CRS by executive order.

Kennedy candidly admitted that such legislation would not end racism in America. But it would be a start, perhaps the beginning of a new chapter for the entire nation. He quoted Lincoln, the Great Emancipator, on how freedom for Negroes ennobled the whole American project. On the centennial of the Emancipation Proclamation, Kennedy evoked a sense of fair play as part of a new national consensus-building project. He observed that the common thread uniting Americans remained “a sense of justice.” He closed his appeal by echoing Martin Luther King Jr.’s words in Chicago, when he had been asked about placing the president in harm’s way to integrate the University of Alabama. Kennedy asked Congress to pass the legislation not to appease constituents, appeal to international audiences, or ensure their legacy, “but, above all, because it is right.”31

Kennedy planned a continual schedule of meetings at the White House with civil rights leaders, teachers, and lawyers in an all-out effort to pass the Civil Rights Act before Congress adjourned. Bobby Kennedy would testify before the House Judiciary Committee in one week, and negotiations with House and Senate Democrats and Republicans to design the exact package capable of surviving a Dixiecrat filibuster were ongoing.

But on Thursday, June 20, the last day of spring, all these negotiations took a back seat, albeit briefly, as President Kennedy hosted Myrlie Evers, Darrell Kenyatta, Reena Denise, and Charles Evers at the White House. Chauffeured in a limousine provided by Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall, the Evers family arrived to meet with President Kennedy. He offered soothing words about how Medgar’s death would help pass the civil rights legislation he worked so hard to secure during his life. “Your husband made this possible,” Kennedy declared, handing Myrlie a signed draft copy of the Civil Rights Act. News that forty-three senators, including nine Republicans, publicly supported the president’s bill lifted White House spirits, if only slightly. The family took a photo with the president. Kennedy gifted Reena a gold bracelet, and Darrell received a tie clasp. Both pieces contained PT boats, symbolizing the kind of light boat Kennedy had operated with distinction during the Second World War. The family received a White House tour, words of condolences, and promises of a brighter future amid impossibly tragic circumstances.

Arthur Schlesinger commiserated with the president afterward. “What a terrible business,” said Schlesinger, feeling sad after meeting the “exceptionally attractive family.”

“Yes,” Kennedy affirmed. “I don’t understand the South.” He continued, “I’m coming to believe that Thaddeus Stevens was right,” evoking the memory of the nineteenth-century Radical Republican congressman representing Pennsylvania who fervently believed in multiracial democracy and the idea of Black citizenship and dignity. “I had always been taught to regard him as a man of vicious bias,” Kennedy remarked, examining his Harvard education through new eyes. “But when I see this sort of thing, I wonder how else you can treat them.” The president had finally realized the depth of racial hatred in the South. Black folks hoped and prayed that John F. Kennedy’s epiphany was not too late.32
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THE MOOD OF THE NEGRO

As spring turned to summer, the Kennedys continued to press the offensive suggested by Lyndon Johnson. The president and attorney general packed their itineraries with meetings with stakeholders, advocates, and supporters necessary to ensure the passage of civil rights legislation. The success of that legislation, for the first time, intertwined their political future with that of the movement. On Friday, June 21, Jack and Bobby conferred for two hours with 244 lawyers toward establishing the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, extracting fresh promises of support from some of the nation’s top legal minds. The attorneys spanned the nation’s geography and included fifty Negroes and sixty-six Southerners. John Conyers—a Negro attorney and future member of the House of Representatives from Michigan, who would introduce legislation for a congressional study of reparations for slavery—attended the meeting. Conyers found the Kennedy brothers more interested in easing racial tensions than eliminating their root causes. Disappointed that the president named two white attorneys with thin records on civil rights to cochair the lawyers’ committee, Conyers turned livid after the white president of the Alabama bar used the slur “nigger” three times at the meeting with no remonstration from Jack or Bobby Kennedy.1

At one point, a cordial debate occurred between the invited lawyers and White House officials over proposed civil rights legislation. The president ended the discussion, confident that they would not, indeed could not, solve a national crisis in a single meeting. Yet Jack and Bobby remained cautiously optimistic, possessed of insiders’ knowledge of the details of their series of meetings with religious, political, business, and labor leaders over the past several weeks. They had listened to, shook hands with, and earned the support of thousands. In the process, they emboldened powerful surrogates capable of transforming institutions, as well as hearts and minds, beyond the reach of federal power.2 For the Kennedys, the work ahead revolved around harnessing the insurgency gripping the country in a manner that would lead to legislative breakthroughs. Political reform would be pragmatic, orderly, and peaceful. Civil rights activists, including Martin Luther King Jr., felt differently. The revolutionary tides swirling around the nation were focused on more than sweeping legislation and institutional change.

Martin Luther King Jr. and Roy Wilkins met privately with Jack and Bobby Kennedy on Saturday, June 22, the second day of summer. Later that morning, the Kennedys would host a cross section of thirty civil rights leaders. It represented the president’s fifth such civil-rights-focused meeting since June 4.3

King rightfully considered their meeting long overdue. The Kennedy brothers calculated differently, including King as merely one guest among many civil rights leaders. Southern Dixiecrats had already accused them of running federal civil rights policy through the Atlanta preacher, but their latest reason for reticence had to do with J. Edgar Hoover’s breathless and thoroughly unsubstantiated reports alleging King’s involvement with Communists.

On a walk through the freshly renovated White House Rose Garden, King and President Kennedy talked privately for twenty minutes before the 10:30 a.m. meeting with the nation’s most important Negro leaders. The scene unfolded like something out of a spy novel. “I assume you know you’re under very close surveillance,” the president informed King, who took the admission as both a warning and an initiation into the secret world of high politics. President Kennedy warned King of plots to smear the planned March on Washington as a Communist conspiracy and, by dint of the administration’s ties to King, to damage his presidency in the process. King would have to banish Stanley Levison and Jack O’Dell, key advisers identified as active subversives, to stave off such attacks. Though neither Levison nor O’Dell were compromised in the ways that Hoover claimed, the truth was beside the point.

When King defended both aides, Kennedy made it clear that even dubious accusations could unravel deeper indiscretions. He brought up the recent sex scandal that had rocked the British government, leading to the resignation, in disgrace, of Secretary of War John Profumo. Prime Minister Harold Macmillan found himself on the verge of “losing his government” based on undue loyalty to a friend. “You must be careful not to lose your cause for the same reason,” Kennedy warned. The president continued, making sure to impress upon King—who’d earlier received, in genuine disbelief, a similar brief from Burke Marshall and Bobby Kennedy—the seriousness of the allegation. “If they shoot you down, they shoot us down, too,” Kennedy explained. “So we’re asking you to be careful.”4

At the top of the agenda for the gathering at the White House was A. Philip Randolph’s plan for the March on Washington, slated for late summer. Randolph’s idea was the product of over four decades of social movement activism and labor movement leadership, and it represented the venerable heartbeat of civil rights unionism. Attendees gathered in the Cabinet Room, with President Kennedy at the head. Lyndon Johnson, energized by the events of spring, was present, ready to continue his newfound role as a critical presidential counselor on race matters. Bobby Kennedy and Labor Secretary Willard Wirtz were also in attendance, as was Arthur Schlesinger. For the Kennedys, the timing of the march looked unhelpful in the extreme. If violence were to break out, it might jeopardize not only the pending civil rights legislation but the presidency itself.

Fresh from his disturbing private audience with the president, King mostly listened in silence. Where King was passive, Roy Wilkins spoke with confidence, projecting an insider’s pragmatic knowledge of the way institutions moved. Whitney Young, the bright and officious executive director of the National Urban League, showed up as a champion of opening entrepreneurial and investment opportunities to Negro people and neighborhoods. James Farmer of CORE was in attendance, as was John Lewis, the twenty-three-year-old newly elected chairman of SNCC, watching in quiet awe of the inner workings of politics on a grand scale. Lewis, King, and Randolph were present as official cosponsors of the march.

Kennedy struck first, aided by a question from Young, a White House ally, about whether he favored a summertime demonstration in the nation’s capital. “We want success in the Congress,” he explained, “not a big show on the Capitol.” Kennedy continued, “I don’t want to give any of them a chance to say, ‘Yes, I’m for the bill, but I’m damned if I will vote for it at the point of a gun.’”

Randolph pushed back by pointing to the obvious. Any plans to halt the march were, at this point, moot, since the “Negroes are already on the streets,” as Kennedy himself had observed on national television eleven days earlier. “It is very likely impossible to get them off,” said Randolph, a statement supported by a casual perusal of national papers and television news, not to mention the White House’s domestic intelligence reports.

Lyndon Johnson assertively backed Kennedy’s skepticism regarding such a protest, noting that legislators deplored public capitulation to external pressure groups. Kennedy worried that his support for civil rights had already damaged his poll numbers. He didn’t mention which poll exactly, but the June 10 issue of US News and World Report found that Kennedy’s popularity in the Gallup poll had dipped from 76 percent in January to 64 percent in May. Kennedy remained ahead of three potential Republican challengers in 1964, but warning signs abounded.5

Though King said little during the meeting, what he did utter cut through to the heart of the matter. “Frankly, I have never engaged in a direct-action movement that did not seem ill-timed,” said King. “Some people thought Birmingham was ill-timed.” That included “the Attorney General,” Kennedy quipped.

Kennedy defused the meeting’s tension with his wry sense of humor. “I don’t think you should all be totally harsh on Bull Connor,” he observed after the issue of police brutality arose. “After all, he has done more for civil rights than almost anybody else,” said Kennedy. He asked attendees to keep in touch. The coming days, weeks, and months would test all of them, but they must “preserve confidence in the good faith of each other.”6 King’s disagreement with the White House stemmed from differing considerations regarding the power of grassroots protest. The Kennedys considered demonstrations to be volatile, unpredictable, and chaotic. In contrast, King welcomed such organized protests as one of American democracy’s most remarkable features: the right to protest for justice, dignity, and citizenship, even before the most powerful elected officials in the world.

With that, Kennedy departed the White House by helicopter in preparation for a ten-day European tour that would first take him to Bonn and then Berlin, West Germany. There, in Rudolph-Wilde-Platz on Wednesday, June 26, he addressed the biggest audience of his life with a thrilling speech that touted shared solidarity with the world’s oppressed people. “Freedom has many difficulties, and democracy is not perfect,” Kennedy admitted, but for all its flaws, the United States never erected walls “to prevent them from leaving us.” The Berlin Wall cast a spotlight on Communism’s abject failure, offending history and humanity through a ruthless separation of friends, families, and communities. “Freedom is indivisible, and when one man is enslaved, all are not free,” Kennedy remarked in words as applicable to the American South as to Germany. The words Kennedy spoke echoed globally as a kind of prayer, hope, and statement of solidarity with freedom-seeking people worldwide. “All free men,” Kennedy proclaimed, “wherever they may live, are citizens of Berlin, and therefore, as a free man, I take pride in the words, Ich bin ein Berliner.”7

But what did freedom mean for Black Americans? Their dreams of dignity and citizenship were dashed not so much by the literal wall separating East and West Germany but by a color curtain perhaps more potent because of its relative invisibility, especially in the North.

President Kennedy’s answer to these and other questions remained bound to political calculations. The same day Kennedy left for Europe, he signed an executive order banning the use of federal funds in construction projects that practiced racial discrimination. He also wrote a letter directing Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara to recommend the closure of military bases that practiced racial discrimination. The meeting with civil rights leaders, the private talk with King, the endless conversations with Bobby, the televised address to the nation, and the Civil Rights Act of 1963 reflected Jack Kennedy’s political commitments to freedom’s cause at home. Yet his European sojourn, which included a stop at his ancestral family home in Ireland, portrayed him as a romantic hero that many civil rights leaders who attended the recent White House meeting would have scarcely recognized. Kennedy, to the chagrin of civil rights activists, still sounded more eloquent and seemed more at ease discussing the merits of freedom abroad than at home.

That week’s Time magazine featured an artist’s rendering of Bobby Kennedy on the cover, silhouetted by a portrait of him and Jack, knee to knee, engaged in a grave conversation. The caption read, CIVIL RIGHTS: THE MORAL CRISIS, with a quote—“It is time to act in all of our daily lives”—from the president’s June 11 speech beneath.8

King demonstrated his talent for politics immediately after the White House conference. Even as President Kennedy continued his campaign to sell a particular version of civil rights as a new birth of patriotic freedom, King portrayed his own tactics as the way to achieve it. “I made it very clear we could not in all good conscience call off any mass demonstrations until the problems that brought these demonstrations into being are solved,” King informed reporters. King recounted the meeting’s outcome in a way that casually asserted his leadership over the movement, to the annoyance of Wilkins and the White House. He told reporters that the planned march would bring up to one hundred thousand demonstrators to Washington and might include sit-ins at Capitol Hill.9 Within twenty-four hours, King would describe the meeting to reporters as practically a personal negotiation between two leaders—President Kennedy and himself—about the timing of the proposed march. “The president told me some congressmen feel this will be more harmful than helpful,” King relayed. “I insisted it would not be harmful.” He countered Kennedy’s and reporters’ suggestion that such a march might lead to violence. “I told him that the demonstrators have been amazingly nonviolent, and it was the spectators and others who were violent,” explained King. Plans for the March on Washington proceeded, and laggards, including Roy Wilkins and Whitney Young, would, after surveying the lay of the land, come to endorse the march.10

The next day, as if to match Kennedy’s upcoming Berlin address, King presided over the largest civil rights demonstration in American history up to that point. The Walk to Freedom in Detroit grew out of national energies inspired by Birmingham and Medgar Evers. A complex coalition came together to support the march. Black radicals associated with, or sympathetic to, Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam formed a small but significant portion of Detroit’s political landscape. This included Reverend Albert Cleage Jr. (pronounced “Clay-g”), who attacked mainstream civil rights leaders for being too cozy with a liberal political establishment that refused to acknowledge the dangers of de facto racial segregation, poverty, and police brutality in the Motor City even as they supported anti-racist efforts in Birmingham.

Grace Lee and James Boggs operated at Detroit’s lower frequencies. Grace was a Chinese American PhD engaged in radical organizing alongside the legendary Trinidadian Marxist C. L. R. James. By 1963, she was married to Jimmy Boggs (an interracial union rare at the time), a United Auto Workers organizer and theorist. The Boggses were an unusual couple whose home became a salon for young activists, such as Max Stanford and Luke Tripp, who were intrigued by Malcolm X’s tough talk of self-determination. Young militants inspired by Robert F. Williams—the former Monroe, North Carolina, NAACP member exiled in Cuba—represented a group that Cleage called the “new guard.” These included Malcolm X’s allies the brothers Milton and Richard Henry, Black nationalists and entrepreneurs who believed in the revolutionary potential of urban cities. Tripp was part of the militant group Uhuru (Swahili for “freedom”), and he enjoyed participating in meetings sponsored by Cleage’s Central Congregational Church, the Socialist Workers Party, or the Boggses’ living room. Wilfred X, Malcolm’s older brother, headed Detroit’s Muslim Mosque No. 1.11

All of these activists were critics of some parts of King’s political vision, and most claimed loyalty to Malcolm X in their fight against Northern racism. Cleage’s Group on Advanced Leadership (GOAL) characterized Detroit’s urban renewal projects as “Negro Removal” and published the Illustrated News, a mimeographed weekly, outlining plans for Black political self-determination. Grace and Jimmy Boggs’s small journal Correspondence offered a Black Marxist analysis of the nation’s unfolding revolution. Jimmy’s publication of The American Revolution, from the left-wing Monthly Review Press, announced him as a rarity: a full-time autoworker and theorist engaged in radical grassroots politics that stood at the nexus of civil rights, radical labor activism, and an emerging movement for Black power that Malcolm X seemed to personify. Yet these political forces were pragmatic enough to support the Detroit Council for Human Rights (DCHR), the broad, citywide coalition that organized the Walk to Freedom.

Democratic mayor Jerome Cavanagh threw his support behind the march, compelling a chastened NAACP’s endorsement. Moderate Democrats and incremental integrationists would now have to share a stage with Reverend Cleage, one of the NAACP’s loudest critics.12

Organizers sensed astounding success early that Sunday, June 23, as a crowd of thousands occupied the twenty-one-block staging area. Five thousand bumper stickers and fifty thousand handbills filled the city. Numerous banners and signs proclaiming Medgar Evers’s enduring legacy could be seen alongside “Freedom Now” placards and one that read “Evers Died for You—Join the NAACP for Him.”

When King arrived at the airport, he was greeted by Detroit police commissioner George Edwards, who promised “no dogs and fire hoses here” and reported the good news of large, peaceful crowds. Besides the commissioner, law enforcement representatives on hand to greet King included a Negro Detroit police lieutenant, George Harge, and a Negro inspector from the Wayne County Sheriff’s Department.13

King’s police-commissioner-escorted vehicle initially met the march at Woodward and Cadillac Avenue, where he briefly walked down the city’s main thoroughfare before being escorted to the front of the march to link arms with Mayor Cavanagh, UAW president Walter Reuther, and Reverend C. L. Franklin, the DCHR chairman and famous Negro preacher with a “million-dollar voice” who headed one of the city’s most important Black churches. Franklin’s twenty-one-year-old daughter, Aretha, possessed a golden voice that fused gospel, soul, and blues singing with a creative genius that would soon captivate the nation. Martin Luther King admired Franklin’s rhetorical gifts enough to consider the Detroit pastor his favorite preacher.14

The march began at 3 p.m., an hour ahead of schedule, as organizers strained to contain the most significant mass of humanity they had ever seen. Demonstrators behind King sang “God Bless America,” and police described the event as the most orderly demonstration in the city’s history. On a warm day, men and women in their Sunday best walked alongside more casually dressed demonstrators in sports shirts and shorts, denim jeans, and straw hats. Ice cream vendors did brisk business among the crowds of people walking downtown.

Thousands waved American flags while traveling down the city’s main boulevard. Some implored passersby to join them. “Come on out, it’s a great day to be walking!” one person shouted. There were no incidents of violence, although police arrested one man who described himself as a “white Muslim” and endeavored to ask King to slow down thoughts of racially integrating Detroit’s segregated suburbs.15

Tens of thousands marched down Detroit’s ten-lane Woodward Avenue, with police estimating a crowd of 125,000. Images of interracial demonstrators marching peacefully through Detroit’s business district contrasted with the ugly scenes from Birmingham and Jackson. Twenty-five thousand packed Cobo Arena to listen to speakers. Reporters estimated that 95 percent of the attendees were Negro. One hundred thousand more were at the Civic Center Arena, where they listened to the program through loudspeakers. Thousands surrounded the massive waterfront arena’s front, side, and back.16

Albert Cleage spoke the uncomfortable truth that, despite city officials lavishing King with an unprecedented welcome, “Negroes are discriminated against on every hand, right here in Detroit.” Cleage argued that the march represented a new chapter in the national civil rights struggle. “We have served notice on the state of Michigan and the City of Detroit that we are part of the freedom struggle,” he insisted. He took the occasion to announce a boycott of Kroger and A&P supermarkets until they hired local Negroes.17 DCHR chairman Reverend Franklin marveled at how, after a century delay, “the whole climate is ripe for all Americans to enjoy full citizenship.” Referencing the president’s trip to Germany, Walter Reuther said that “freedom in Berlin could not be defended” while being denied in Detroit. Michigan governor George Romney, unavailable to march because his Mormon religious beliefs precluded such activity on a Sunday, declared “Freedom March Day in Michigan,” even as the crowd booed his absence, the perceived hypocrisy of his proclamation, or both.18

Congressman Charles Diggs introduced King as “the chief exponent of democracy for all men, America’s beloved freedom fighter.” Thousands stood up and commenced a minute-long standing ovation. King spoke before the largest crowd he had ever faced. When he stepped to the podium, thousands greeted him with a “sudden burst of thunder” that shook Cobo Arena’s high rafters. Churchgoing Black folk shook “their heads in disbelief” at the chance to witness the movement’s leading mobilizer, symbol, and statesman in person. A gospel choir that numbered nearly one thousand, drawn from over one hundred area churches, sang freedom songs.19

The demonstration took place on the twentieth anniversary of the city’s 1943 wartime riot, an ugly spectacle that found Negroes being criminalized and punished over resentments based on competition over jobs, housing, and dignity. Now, the city welcomed King as the avatar of a new vision of multiracial democracy whose political reach spanned the entire nation.

King continued to advance the same argument he had pressed at the White House the day before. Namely, that a massive demonstration of nonviolence strengthened rather than weakened the Kennedy administration’s hand in passing civil rights legislation. “This is a magnificent demonstration of our commitment to nonviolence,” proclaimed King, in words aimed as much at President Kennedy in Bonn and Bobby Kennedy in Washington as at those assembled in Detroit.

He traced the march’s lineage back to the Emancipation Proclamation’s signing. “But, 100 years later, the Negro in the United States of America is still not free,” King asserted. America risked its destruction by continuing to exploit, mistreat, and dehumanize Blacks. According to King, more than sixty protest movements since Birmingham attested to the strength of the Black freedom struggle even as this glorious day reflected the majestic dignity of that movement. King identified racial segregation as a grave moral wrong that threatened catastrophic political consequences.

King praised the marvelous “new militancy” taking over the country. “We want all of our rights, and we want them now,” he announced to thunderous cheers. Freedom struggles in the Deep South, urban North, West Coast, and in between “reveal to us that the Negro has a new sense of dignity” and self-regard. The “hour is late and the clock of destiny” accelerated at a pace too quick for the status quo but hardly fast enough for the Negro community. King called it “a joy to participate in the largest and greatest demonstration for freedom ever held in the United States.” To loud cheers, King noted that global affairs meant that America could not “afford” the “luxury of an anemic democracy.”20

Slavery, King observed, induced racial trauma and psychological damage that cultivated inner doubt and feelings of shame among Negroes. Freedom fighting produced miracles that were not only external but internal—changing Black people’s souls, as the massive gathering reflected. Black and white people were all children of God, King observed. Interracial gatherings like the Walk to Freedom transformed the secular into a sacred example of divine love.

Without mentioning Malcolm X, King blasted critics who viewed nonviolence as the tool of the weak. “For it is the strong man who can stand up amid opposition, who can stand up amid violence inflicted upon him and not retaliate with violence,” insisted King. The audience now listened to a coruscating sermon. Nonviolence transformed both the oppressed and the oppressor. It changed hearts and minds by revealing the vulnerability of systems of domination, the immorality of evil, and the contradictions of a society based on freedom mistreating one-tenth of its population. He pleaded with those in attendance not to become bitter, fretful that the marvelous new militancy he praised might swell into a call for racial separatism.

He told the crowd that they were making history. “What has been done here today will serve as an inspiration for all freedom-loving people of this nation,” observed King. King concluded his sermon by telling them about a dream. “I have a dream this afternoon, there will be a day we will no longer face the atrocities that Emmett Till and Medgar Evers had to face,” he explained, honoring his friend’s memory, still less than two weeks dead. “That all men can live in dignity.”21

The Detroit Free Press, out of all the major newspapers, acknowledged the watershed significance of the Walk to Freedom as part of the larger global liberation surges sweeping the world. “125,000 Walk Quietly in Record Rights March” ran the above-the-fold headline. President Kennedy’s gloriously rapturous reception by two million Germans in Bonn also made the front page. Still, only Martin Luther King Jr.’s photo graced the cover, an implicit acknowledgment of King’s statesmanship and status as a rival to John F. Kennedy on the world stage. Kennedy and King spread dual messages between Bonn and Detroit about the virtues of freedom beyond emancipation to audiences eager to believe. News that the FBI had captured Medgar Evers’s suspected assassin, a white supremacist named Byron de La Beckwith, active in Mississippi’s notorious White Citizens’ Council, seemed a fitting denouement to the nearly two weeks of national mourning, grief, and protest after Evers’s death.22

While Detroit’s hometown paper placed the march on the front page, no other major newspaper gave it comparable attention. National papers reported on the march, with many simply running stories by the Associated Press and United Press International that missed the larger story: that the most significant civil rights demonstration in American history brought not violence but the atmosphere of a dignified Sunday picnic. The ramifications for the forthcoming March on Washington were clear for those who grasped the scale of what had transpired in Detroit.23

Though the mainstream press may have missed out, the radical press did not mistake what the event signified. The Worker, a radical weekly published by Marxist organizers, estimated total attendance at a quarter of a million and placed King on the cover beneath the headline “Detroit Rally of 250,000 Greatest Ever Says Rev. King.” The Marxists offered a firsthand account of the demonstration, as they had distributed two thousand free copies of The Worker during the Walk to Freedom.24 The Michigan Chronicle’s June 29 issue placed the event on the front cover with the headline “Martin Luther King Thrills Marchers” and featured a story characterizing King as “probably the greatest human being in the United States,” a sentiment reporter Ofield Dukes argued was shared by both whites and Negroes about an event that raised more than $50,000 for the movement. The Illustrated News, published by the activists behind GOAL, with deep ties to Malcolm X, placed King on the cover with Albert Cleage. “Detroit feels brunt of Negro pressure,” the paper said. It narrated the event as a “radical change in leadership of Detroit’s Negro community” that managed to leap over the staid NAACP old guard in favor of civil rights militants flexible enough to pay attention to the grassroots, which included socialists, Black nationalists, Muslims, students, and anyone concerned with defeating racial and economic injustice in the city once and for all. The Militant—published by the Trotskyist Socialist Workers Party, which participated in Detroit’s eclectic radicalism that included an alliance with GOAL, Malcolm X, and militant civil rights leaders—lavished front-page attention on the Walk to Freedom. Reporter Harriet Talon claimed the demonstration only compared to a similar outpouring in Havana. Summer’s third day had introduced a new dawn in the struggle for Black dignity. “It was the biggest civil rights demonstration ever held in the United States,” wrote Talon.25

The Walk to Freedom was more than a dress rehearsal for the March on Washington. And it did more than exorcise the ghosts of Detroit’s racial past, turning a onetime site of white rioting into a collective expression of the peaceful aspiration of Negro citizenship and dignity. King’s speech, the first time he used the “I have a dream” phrase on a national stage, would be turned into a record by the young Motown founder Berry Gordy, whose creative blending of Negro church, rhythm and blues, and soul music was fast becoming the soundtrack not just to the civil rights era but to the entire nation. The Walk to Freedom nationalized the civil rights struggle. Indeed, juxtaposed against Kennedy’s grand proclamations of freedom in Germany, it helped to globalize the struggle for Black citizenship and dignity in the most local setting, the Motor City, home to the world’s largest automotive factories and a symbol of American industry.

Detroit’s freedom march illustrated how America might come together after coming perilously close to falling apart. More than two hundred thousand people—representing hundreds and thousands of churches, labor unions, civic groups, religious affiliations, and veterans’, women’s, and Negro associations—gathered in a wide-ranging coalition in solidarity with the pursuit of Black dignity and citizenship. The energies manifested that day underscored the power of a new definition of freedom taking hold nationally. If the need for Black political self-determination fueled Detroit’s grand march, the prospect of coalition building lent it the portrait of multiracial democracy in action, a live dress rehearsal for how a city, state, and nation might embrace a more liberated future.

King understood, calling the event the most remarkable display in the movement’s history. Black and white folk in and around Detroit, the Midwest, and other parts of the country grasped that too. They experienced, lived, and felt it while walking down Woodward Avenue in a march that stunned not because of its music but because of its relative silence, a reflection of the quiet determination to make America become, for the first time in its history, a genuine multiracial democracy. If Kennedy carried America’s aspirations to remain a global exemplar of freedom dreams, Martin Luther King Jr. mirrored his example in Detroit for a different purpose. King aimed to make the lofty words and soaring rhetoric that Kennedy deployed in Europe matter to America’s dispossessed Negroes.26

In the first week of summer, the shifting meaning of freedom reached from the inner sanctum of the White House to the Motor City outpouring of choreographed joy. Three avatars of citizenship, dignity, and humanity outlined this transformation on a nationally televised program that aired the day after King’s Detroit speech.

King, Malcolm X, and James Baldwin appeared on Monday, June 24, in conversation with Dr. Kenneth Clark on the nationally televised program “The Negro and the American Promise.” Although each interview was filmed separately, the timing proved spectacular. Baldwin had recorded his segment fresh from his summit with Bobby Kennedy. The national stature of all three had grown exponentially since the recorded interviews, and the evening offered many white Americans their first chance to listen to each.27

“I’m terrified at the moral apathy—the death of the heart which is happening in my country,” Baldwin said. His ability to articulate racism’s emotional traumas reached the nation’s soul. He called white Americans “moral monsters” and then seemed stunned by his description. “It’s a terrible indictment,” and “I mean every word I say.”28

Malcolm X addressed his biggest national television audience to date. “History is not hatred,” Malcolm replied to Clark’s question about the characterization that the Nation of Islam preached hate, anti-Semitism, and Black supremacy. White guilt over misdeeds during slavery, Jewish anxiety over Black economic self-determination, and the collective fear of Black power explained the spurious allegations, claimed Malcolm.29

Clark’s conversation with King produced hope through a discussion about jail. Having been arrested fourteen times and been inside of eight jails, King discussed how time spent in prison exposed him to a range of officials, from “exceptionally courteous” to “extremely harsh” in their treatment. This transitioned into a meditation on nonviolence, a concept that King characterized as “the most potent weapon available to oppressed people in their struggle for freedom and human dignity.”30

The one-hour broadcast of “The Negro and the American Promise” made national headlines as a primer on the idea of freedom. Kenneth Clark’s soothing tones were the perfect match for Jimmy Baldwin’s fervid eloquence, Malcolm X’s uncoiled fury, and Martin Luther King Jr.’s radical humanism. King, the youngest interviewed at thirty-four, proved the most hopeful. The thirty-eight-year-old Malcolm X cast the most jaundiced eye on current events, believing that the Kennedy administration, with the aid of King, plotted to redirect the energies of a Black revolution toward mainstream acceptance. On the cusp of turning thirty-nine in August, Baldwin represented a bridge between Malcolm’s sword and King’s shield. Jimmy strove to historically contextualize the NOI’s appeal. His admiration for King bumped into suspicion that his vision of a Beloved Community expansive enough to allay white fears and exalt Black citizenship might be overwhelmed by old hatreds comfortably masked as tradition. “One has got to force somehow, from Washington, a moral commitment, not to the Negro people,” he reminded Clark, “but to the life of this country.” Baldwin, the only artist interviewed, continued his transformation into a public intellectual and activist—what he would have called a witness—for a vision of multiracial democracy that remained unsettling to much of the nation.31

The program offered three points of view—conflicted, contradictory, and convergent—that previewed roads that might still be taken as the year progressed. Despite stark differences, the trio found common ground in a critique of the Kennedy administration—and the entire nation—for failing to recognize the depth of the racial crisis.32

Bobby Kennedy, James Baldwin, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King Jr. responded to emerging definitions of freedom in ways that contrasted, intersected, and at times unexpectedly overlapped. On June 26, Bobby Kennedy testified before the House Judiciary Committee in support of the Civil Rights Act of 1963. Before his testimony, Bobby admitted to reporters that the president, still touring Europe, had lost popularity due to his support of civil rights legislation. Senator Richard Russell of Georgia delivered a speech from the Senate floor that leaned into that critique. He charged President Kennedy with giving aid and comfort to demonstrators by suggesting states and municipalities surrender their constitutional rights and simply give in to mass protests that bordered on mob violence. Russell recalled March 1, 1875, and the passage of a similar civil rights bill “during the dark days of Reconstruction” that had mandated equal treatment before the law was struck down in 1883 by the Supreme Court. Russell hoped that, once again, common sense might prevail and prevent the government from usurping individual rights of free association by the point of a bayonet.33

Bobby Kennedy began by referring to his brother’s June 11 address and subsequent message to Congress regarding the necessity of passing comprehensive civil rights legislation. Race shaped the lives of all Americans, from Negro travelers forced to endure the humiliation of Jim Crow signs to the economic injury to the nation that such discrimination entailed. The bill would hasten federal enforcement of public school integration and voting rights but would still not eliminate racial injustice. Since “racial discrimination is far too complex a problem to be solved overnight,” the attorney general testified in concluding remarks, it required a kind of frontal assault “to achieve a solution as soon as possible.”34

Jimmy Baldwin contrasted Bobby’s efforts at public diplomacy with a passionately personal take on what freedom meant for the nation. He stole time away from writing Blues for Mister Charlie in Puerto Rico to appear on Miami’s Florida Forum, where he discussed the Black freedom struggle with two white interlocutors who questioned him about the movement.35

“The white child is just as victimized” by racial segregation as Black children, Baldwin insisted, perhaps in worse condition because they didn’t know it. White liberals displayed all the correct deference in public but lacked “any real convictions” regarding genuine freedom. This included the Kennedy administration. The Kennedy brothers knew “virtually nothing” about Black people and their problems. The segregated nature of American reality created a gulf in their comprehension. Baldwin credited African decolonization, Martin Luther King Jr., and grassroots activists for the nation’s freedom surge. Asked about the role of the Negro in literature, Baldwin replied that, until recently, it’s been to “corroborate the American fantasy.” One panelist questioned Baldwin’s ties to radical groups such as the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, which sponsored Negro travel to Cuba after the 1959 revolution. Baldwin defied the era’s Cold War conventions by publicly stating he would never try to convince his nephew to fight to liberate Cuba on behalf of a country “that couldn’t free him.”36

During the last week in June, Baldwin was riding high. Frederick Douglass Junior High—which his nephew James Baldwin Mitchell attended and from which Jimmy had graduated in 1938—honored him as their Alumnus of the Year on June 21. Baldwin, the former editor in chief of the school magazine, the Douglass Pilot, reunited with beloved teachers, old friends, and mentors. He happily posed for pictures alongside his nephew, signed autographs, and gave a gently hopeful speech to an audience of over five hundred people. His words sought change through a peaceful confrontation that nonetheless represented a political reckoning. “We are trying to build a New Jerusalem,” he said, echoing one of the famous lines of The Fire Next Time, “to make the world a more human place to live.”37

On Sunday, June 30, Baldwin’s interview with Bernard Gavzer, an Associated Press news features writer, appeared in national papers. Readers of the Minneapolis Sunday Tribune opened their papers to a ten-year-old picture of Jimmy next to the headline “I’m Not a Nigger, I’m a Man.” The interview from his Manhattan apartment carried photos of Baldwin, the “avenging angel” of American letters symbolizing the “crest of a historic wave.” The quotes from the article—“I’m not a nigger, I’m a man”—offered Jimmy’s bracing candor and his insistence, by now long disproven, that he was not a Negro spokesman. All nervous energy mixed with eloquent bravado, Baldwin was depicted puffing on cigarettes, drinking Scotch, and sitting on the edge of his bed explaining why the civil rights revolution could not be frittered away through backroom negotiations, false moves, tokenism, or bad faith. “The cat says ‘now,’ and he means ‘now!’” he observed.38 Jimmy’s celebrity made him more than just the most famous writer in America. In successfully providing new words to describe, perceive, and imagine the country, Baldwin became a metaphor for the nation’s perils and potential. His reimagining of the possibilities of the American democratic project turned the search for freedom into as much an intellectual, artistic, and emotional journey as a political one. Public policy and laws required the recognition of Black humanity to change hearts and minds. Baldwin excelled in investigating the barriers, ancient and contemporary, that stalled the necessary confrontation and perhaps violent conflict required of such an undertaking. At his core, he distilled the blood, horror, and death behind America’s mask of national innocence. But he did so with such hopeful eloquence, withering humor, and heartfelt analysis that he held much of the nation’s interest, hope, and attention at the beginning of a sometimes cruel summer.

In late June, Martin Luther King Jr. strove for the same goal as Kennedy and Baldwin, via different means. On Saturday, June 29, King spoke at an outdoor mass meeting that drew five thousand people to a ballpark in Suffolk, Virginia, for an SCLC fundraiser. Earlier in the day, he announced plans to go to Danville, the small Virginia city that had been rocked by demonstrations featuring police brutality and the kind of state-sanctioned violence that seemed to reach epidemic proportions that summer. King implored those in attendance to join the March on Washington, initially planned for October but now pushed up to August 28 to maintain the momentum of the rebellious spring. Young activists brutalized for participating in the Danville movement stood at the podium with King. “They had the vision to see that it is ultimately more honorable to suffer indignity than to be humiliated by segregation and discrimination,” King proudly informed the crowd.39

Malcolm X dared to speak unmentionable truths about the absence of American leadership amid a Black revolution with worldwide implications. If Bobby walked a tightrope designed to save his brother’s presidency and Baldwin flashed prophetic anger at the nation’s slow realization of the stakes at hand, Malcolm made the matter plain. He addressed a rally in Harlem that attracted two thousand that afternoon. He dismissed Kennedy’s European tour as the action of a political dilettante who “wanted to be President of Germany and of Ireland but no time to be President here.” Malcolm might have agreed with the New Yorker’s biting assessment of Kennedy: “His zeal for equality is tempered by his passion for order.”40

Malcolm had Martin Luther King Jr. on his mind, aware that the SCLC leader would appear in Harlem at Salem Methodist Church the following day. At one point, Malcolm reportedly urged those in attendance to “go up there tomorrow and let Uncle Tom know that we are against him and do not believe what he preaches.” Malcolm seemed to invite a public confrontation over their disagreements expressed the previous week on “The Negro and the American Promise.” He continued to disparage King as a modern-day Uncle Tom before eight hundred people at the Convention Hall in Camden, New Jersey, ratcheting up his rhetoric against the Atlanta preacher at the very moment his star crested nationally.41

Malcolm’s words would come to haunt King’s next visit to Harlem, the next day. King’s celebrity drew hundreds who lined the streets to glimpse him. Suddenly the warm reception turned sour, as at least half a dozen eggs pelted King’s car and boos surged through the crowd.

King mentioned the stunning turn of events from inside Salem’s pulpit before two thousand attendees. What had begun as an exhilarating day turned somber. “I can’t,” remarked King, “understand what my colored brothers have against me.”42

Malcolm X publicly denied reports that he ordered the egg attack. And King did not share with Malcolm or the press a letter from Harlem reverend James Early admitting that some of his disgruntled members—Christian militants who found King’s actions in Birmingham cowardly—were, in fact, behind the egg throwing.43

The contretemps exposed fault lines within the Black freedom struggle in an unusually public way at the very moment King and much of the movement was basking in the unity inspired by Birmingham. Malcolm X remained divided about the civil rights struggle. Birmingham simultaneously inspired and frustrated him. Proximity to power, which Malcolm enjoyed, grew into another irritant. It troubled Malcolm’s conscience to observe rather than lead. As Malcolm’s notoriety grew, his external image as Elijah Muhammad’s second-in-command fueled growing internal fights, dissension magnified by the Messenger’s string of adulterous relationships with secretaries. The FBI watched these developments with relish, stoking rumors, friction, and plots to discredit Malcolm in the eyes of Muhammad’s children and surrogates and Elijah Muhammad himself.

King faced a different set of challenges. Birmingham transformed the national civil rights landscape, producing a hinge moment in American history. By June, the American Friends Service Committee, sponsored by the Quakers, had distributed fifty thousand copies of King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” to religious groups. Ebony reprinted the letter shortly after, describing it as a “modern classic.” The magazine recognized the letter as offering a profoundly revolutionary theory of justice, one that argued for the peaceful breaking of unjust laws. No less than President John F. Kennedy bathed in King’s language of moral urgency during his nationally televised civil rights address. The Detroit march, where over a quarter million came out in support of the movement and to see and hear King, exalted the young preacher from Atlanta as the critical political mobilizer of the civil rights struggle. King’s interpretive vision of citizenship, justice, and democracy now framed a movement that transcended the question of civil rights into realms, ancient and modern, that defined the very meaning of freedom.44

Across the nation, Americans of all backgrounds, ages, and races grappled with the meaning of freedom. Nine hundred demonstrations occurred in over two hundred cities between May and August. In Chicago, Mayor Richard Daley and Reverend Joseph H. Jackson were booed off the stage at the NAACP convention, a demonstration of discontent organized by young Turks within the group who felt an allegiance more to the militancy of Medgar Evers than to Wilkins’s pragmatism.45 In the eight weeks between the beginning of the summer and the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, the nation reimagined the political, intellectual, and cultural parameters of dignity, citizenship, and democracy. Political, religious, legal, and educational institutions debated the meaning of what even the president characterized as an unfolding revolution. What did freedom mean in the context of such a revolution? Economic inequality, once taken for granted as the natural order, now came under scrutiny across the political spectrum as one of the keys to mounting racial unrest. Beyond Birmingham and Jackson, hundreds of cities simultaneously experienced levels of racial upheaval unwitnessed since Reconstruction. The violent police repression Kennedy alluded to during his civil rights speech accompanied many of the protests. As the summer progressed, the sheer magnitude of the protests became too sprawling and diffuse for the press to keep up. Negro demonstrators being attacked with electric cattle prods in Gadsden, Alabama, police storming a church in Danville, Virginia, and nonviolent demonstrators kneeling in Savannah, Georgia’s Oglethorpe Square offered snapshots of the nation’s civil rights mosaic.46

Bobby Kennedy testified before the Senate Commerce Committee on Monday, July 1, about the public accommodations section of the proposed civil rights bill. He did so against a rancorous political backdrop that found parts of the Democratic coalition that had elected his brother to the presidency in full revolt. Pundits openly questioned whether the South would reject Kennedy in 1964 by supporting Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, the gray-haired champion of states’ rights. Another plan focused on having the South’s entire slate of 128 electors remain unpledged through the next presidential election to allow for maximum leverage and place the choice of president in the House of Representatives, where presumably a coalition of Dixiecrats and conservative Republicans would choose a suitable candidate. Here was the naked political calculus that James Baldwin disdained, the hypocrisy that Malcolm X condemned, and the moral compromise that King criticized.47
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In the meantime, fears that racial violence in Northern cities might outpace events down South came to fruition in Cambridge, Maryland. Located in Dorchester County on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, Cambridge was the home of Gloria Richardson, a Howard University graduate and divorced mother of two, who led the Cambridge Nonviolent Action Committee (CNAC), a SNCC affiliate. Richardson’s intellectual brilliance and keen strategic mind were sometimes overshadowed by her identity as an attractive, petite, light-skinned woman who served as virtually the only nationally recognized local Black female civil rights leader in the nation.

The forty-one-year-old Richardson came from one of the Eastern Shore’s most prominent Black families and operated a pharmacy in Cambridge’s all-Black Second Ward, where she lived. Richardson’s tenacity, humility, and approachability made her both a student of nonviolent civil disobedience and a mentor to a generation of young activists, including Stokely Carmichael, a Howard University student who, along with SNCC and CORE activists, occasionally journeyed to Cambridge to take part in demonstrations.

The same night that Bobby Kennedy gave his testimony to the Senate, the Cambridge city council deliberated on whether to pass a racial integration ordinance proposed by its lone Negro member, Charles Cornish. After failing to receive support beyond Cornish, the council proposed a compromise solution of instituting a citywide charter that exempted key CNAC targets, including the local swimming pool and the Dorset Theatre. Gloria Richardson, who attended the meeting alongside Black leaders, was livid. She viewed a citywide referendum, which would include white voters hostile to racial equality, as an assault on Black dignity. The Kennedy administration’s support for such a vote struck Richardson as the worst kind of hypocrisy, and she no longer trusted the Kennedys’ good faith, believing they lacked the internal fortitude to leverage federal power in favor of moral clarity.48 This pushed Richardson squarely in the camp of civil rights militants who would come to view Malcolm X, not Martin Luther King Jr., as their leader.

By summer, the civil rights movement had become “the biggest news story of 1963,” inspiring intense national coverage of the broad mosaic of Black life in America. From violent skirmishes between Harlem residents and New York City police to labor reports that Negroes suffered twice the unemployment rates of whites since the Second World War, the veil between the Black and white worlds was lifting. The reality of Black poverty, racial segregation, unemployment, and police brutality that inspired America’s Second Reconstruction now became the beating heart of American democracy.49

“Every day, in every way, things are getting worse and worse,” opined William F. Buckley in the pages of the National Review, in an editorial that found common ground with Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm X as racial realists more open to negotiating the kind of separatist compromise favored by the far right, over and above rumored plans to unleash a wave of national civil disobedience to pass the civil rights bill. “Nobody knows the troubles we’ll see,” sighed Buckley.50

Newsweek partnered with pollster Louis Harris that summer to take a “survey of the American Negro” based on a 252-question form personally filled out by 1,250 Black Americans. Amid a withering July heat wave, almost 160 Harris-trained, predominantly Negro interviewers traveled to dozens of cities from coast to coast. The Black pollsters were graduate students, teachers, clergy, and principals whose work would be authenticated by fifty supervisors who revisited the sites of the initial interviews in the face of dangerous racial conditions in the South. The results of the survey were fed into an IBM 7094 computer. The New York–based Harris found the process thrilling. “It is as though we were able,” he observed, “to photograph an earthquake taking place at split-second intervals.”

This included interviewing one hundred Negro leaders, ranging from Ralph Abernathy and Malcolm X to James Baldwin and Roy Wilkins. Martin Luther King Jr. did not participate but was found to be the most popular leader among ordinary Negroes and Black leaders. King and President Kennedy were, in the Negro mind, intertwined as positive leaders of an unfolding domestic revolution. Newsweek’s editors judged the Black movement to be an authentic grassroots insurgency, dismissing the far-right and FBI theories about Communist subversion. They found more good news. Blacks opposed white supremacy but, for the most part, rejected Muslim attacks on whites as inveterate racists. They aspired toward racial integration that included good jobs, housing, and unfettered freedom. Most Blacks embraced nonviolence, although 20 percent expected some level of violence to take place. Black folk preferred to settle disputes over racial injustice through legal and legislative policy but were prepared to continue to protest and boycott until they attained full citizenship. “Above all,” remarked Newsweek, “the revolution is one of hope.”51

“The Negro in America” sought to chronicle the “Anatomy of a Revolution.” It paid careful attention to the consequences of the Second Great Migration of Negroes from the South to cities in the North, Midwest, and West Coast. It traced the origins of the Black revolt to a push toward material and economic benefits that required Jim Crow’s death to be fully achieved and enjoyed. Black respondents described how racial discrimination created psychic wounds that included self-doubt and personal loathing. Ruth Batson, a Boston-based community activist and local leader, discussed how racial trauma “sears and burns you” long after the transgression has passed. “When I was 10 years old, I went to buy lunch at a restaurant in Boston, and they served me raw hot dogs,” Batson recounted. “I will never, never forget that humiliation of paying for those raw frankfurters.”52

The humiliation of racial discrimination journeyed outward from the personal to the societal, with the Negro unemployment rate double the white rate at 12 percent. The stories offered an unprecedented examination of the lived experiences of Black families in America. They spanned geographies within and outside of the South, showcased the internal racial dynamics that collided with external discrimination, and highlighted the diversity of class in the Black community.53

King’s 95 percent approval rating among leaders and 88 percent from the rank and file topped the list of Black luminaries. Leaders rated Thurgood Marshall, Medgar Evers, and Roy Wilkins in the nineties. Forty percent of those surveyed approved of Jimmy Baldwin, and his approval was 67 percent among leaders. Elijah Muhammad received a rating of 15 percent from the rank and file and 17 percent from leaders. Malcolm X made the cut of one hundred leaders interviewed but not of the fourteen leaders publicly ranked. Lena Horne would be the sole woman in this category, with scores of 55 percent and 68 percent, respectively, from the rank and file and leaders.54

The struggle for Black dignity proved to be firmly within the American tradition, although one stretched to its breaking point through the inclusion of Negroes. The cultural and psychological effects of the revolution outpaced legislation. Negroes were becoming Blacker, embracing their history and walking with a new sense of pride and dignity. White folks noticed, too, with some Black respondents noting that they were finally accorded the common courtesies of being called “Sir” or “Mrs.” long denied them.55

A landmark piece of mainstream journalism exploring the Black experience during a watershed year in American history, “The Negro in America” simultaneously detailed history and made it. It offered a deep journalistic dive into the nation’s central crisis, spending considerable resources. Louis Harris’s survey proved revelatory in its treatment of Negroes as human beings whose intelligence, hurts, ambitions, and needs mirrored those of the white population. The burden of America’s origin story in racial slavery blinkered parts of Newsweek’s analysis, especially about Black political participation and its condescending, stereotypical presentation of segregated Southern Negro communities that evoked names such as “Catfish Row or Baptist Town or maybe Niggertown.” Yet the profiles wrung deeply complex and painful sketches of the inner lives of the same parts of the country that were at times painted in too broad brushstrokes.56

For the Black press, white coverage of Black lives proved to be a double-edged sword. The declining circulation of newspapers like the Baltimore Afro-American, Norfolk Journal and Guide, and Chicago Defender portended some of the unintended consequences of racial integration. The hazards included talented Negro journalists looking to work at white newspapers for better pay and perceived higher standards. Black strivers identified with mainstream newspapers, which now offered coverage through civil rights reportage, finally acknowledging the humanity of Negroes. Roy Wilkins, an old news hound who began his career as managing editor of the Kansas City Call, still believed in the value of the Black press amid changing times. “Negro papers came into being as crusaders,” observed Wilkins. “And the minute they stop being crusaders and become chroniclers, they’re done.”57

The New York Times published at least one front-page story about civil rights daily in July. Much of the coverage moved outside the South to focus on bruising demonstrations in New York City over construction and labor jobs and city and state employment. Civil rights demonstrations dominated headlines, with police and pickets clashing over jobs, resources, and power in New York and Newark, New Jersey. In Baltimore, almost three hundred demonstrators, including an interracial group of clergy, were arrested for protesting a segregated amusement park.58 Lyndon Johnson delivered a resounding endorsement of the civil rights struggle from Philadelphia’s Independence Hall on July 4. Under a warm and sunny sky, Johnson spoke in front of four thousand people about how the founders’ vision would “need to be implemented—for all Americans.” The crisis of race and democracy, Johnson suggested, required no further proof of the meaning of the sacred documents undergirding the nation. Now was a time for action.59

Negroes across America agreed with the vice president.

The political fires rooted in frustration over racial discrimination that President Kennedy spoke of in June roared to life in July in ways that illustrated the freedom struggle’s international dimensions. William Worthy led one such demonstration—a sit-in at the US Mission to the United Nations across the street from Dag Hammarskjöld Plaza and the UN building—on Monday, July 22. Worthy, the spokesperson for the seven activists in attendance, including Ora Mobley and Pernella Watley, organized a 10 a.m. sit-in to protest the United States’ refusal to endorse an arms embargo and economic boycott against South Africa and Portugal. They called their group the Harlem Committee for the Expulsion of South Africa from the United Nations. After about thirty minutes, UN ambassador Adlai Stevenson agreed to meet them in the lobby of the US Mission. “You cannot decolonize the largest continent overnight,” he claimed. Worthy responded by painting a vivid picture of hundreds of Black Americans demonstrating outside of the UN in support of African independence. “This,” said Worthy, “will be your Achilles heel.” Ambassador Stevenson, perhaps remembering the raucously Black-led protests at the UN two years earlier in the wake of Congolese prime minister Patrice Lumumba’s assassination, expressed hope that this would not be the case. The architects of that protest, whom reporters linked back to Malcolm X, were a coalition of Harlem nationalists outraged by what they perceived as US and Western interference in African affairs, and they slipped into the Security Council meeting wearing Black armbands and veils in a demonstration that made global headlines.60

Compared to that “invasion” of the UN by unarmed Black radicals, this sit-in appeared to be a polite affair. At one point, the Harlem committee unfolded a cloth banner, “EXPEL SOUTH AFRICA,” while chatting with Stevenson. They distributed handbills to reporters and the ambassador, predicting that Stevenson would argue with “eloquence and hypocrisy” the following month against the UN sanctioning South Africa. As he left the testy but cordial meeting, the ambassador took umbrage with the word “hypocrisy.” But Worthy and the Harlem committee sought a moral commitment on behalf of African dignity from the same nation that was prosecuting the journalist for his international travels to Cuba. Worthy left the meeting satisfied that the group’s point had been made. An early standoff in what would become a global movement against apartheid, partially led by Black American activists, the Harlem committee’s sit-in cast a spotlight on the transnational contours of a movement that drew inspiration from African and Third World independence struggles. The meeting received coverage in the Black press through Liberator magazine and in the New York Times, showcasing the breadth of Black-led movements for racial justice in America and Africa.61

The right-wing debate on freedom proceeded with new urgency and paralleled conversations happening around the country. Look magazine published an extraordinary investigation, “The Rampant Right Invades the GOP,” during the third week in July. T. George Harris, the magazine’s senior editor, examined the far right’s successful efforts to take over the Republican Party in the South and on the West Coast. Look’s investigation revealed the growing power of a right wing that included the John Birch Society, whose founder, Robert Welch, peddled elaborate conspiracy theories via a monthly bulletin, the society’s American Opinion magazine, and his biography of former president Eisenhower, The Politician, which accused him of being a Communist. Welch seemed to have nine political lives. Pushing “Impeach Earl Warren” petitions and spinning political whoppers about the beloved Eisenhower forced Barry Goldwater (for whom Welch raised $2,000 for his 1958 Senate campaign) to suggest his resignation. William F. Buckley, the conservative bête noire who assailed Jimmy Baldwin’s truth seeking as a poison by another name, broke with the Birchers in the pages of National Review. This split seemed to energize, rather than restrain, the movement. Welch’s disciples were young, white, and telegenic conservatives who plotted a takeover of the Republican Party in the name of an American constitutionalism that respected states’ rights, recognized the scourge of Communism, and reined in Washington’s financial misconduct.

Buckley, the national leader of conservative intellectuals, had dipped his toe into New York State politics via the National Review and came up with the new Conservative Party, which snatched 142,000 votes in the 1962 election, illustrating grassroots repulsion with Nelson Rockefeller’s big-city, liberal Republican policies. Buckley’s twenty-thousand-strong Young Americans for Freedom joined a conservative landscape charged with eradicating the postwar liberal American consensus between the two major parties in favor of a supercharged right-wing conservatism fired by a passion that burned “a hotter flame than reason.” This movement was led by an unfit but seductive mix of conspiracy theorists, far-right kooks, and self-styled fascists who agreed with Buckley’s rejection of “fetishistic” allegiance to democracy.

The new right’s overwhelmingly monochromatic racial makeup made it attractive to racists and anti-Semites, despite protests that Goldwater’s half-Jewish family tree made him immune to charges of bigotry. Buckley never overcame his National Review editorial “Why the South Must Prevail,” published the same year as the Little Rock Central High School crisis forced Eisenhower to send a military escort to protect Negro high school students. Buckley called for white political and cultural hegemony over the entire South on biologically racist grounds, arguing that whites “for the time being” were the “advanced race.” He didn’t stop there. For Buckley, “the claims of civilization supersede those of universal suffrage”—a perspective that made his criticism of Baldwin unsurprising. Baldwin remained in Buckley’s critical line of fire. He interpreted Baldwin’s call for an end to white supremacy as the “end of Christian civilization” and “nothing less than the evanescence of color,” an impossibility in Buckley’s worldview, where racial hierarchies reflected not history but disparities originating in biological and cultural differences.62

Debates over the meaning of freedom happening at centers of American liberal institutions were paralleled on the right. The civil rights movement’s national momentum partially obscured a growing restiveness among whites who perceived struggles for Black citizenship as a threat to their vision of the American dream. Roiling debate in the subterranean bowels of conservative political extremism would, before the end of the year, alter the nation’s democratic imagination and future political trajectory.


62







11

“THE LANGUAGE OF HUMAN JOY”

President Kennedy publicly endorsed the March on Washington during a press conference on Wednesday, July 17. Plans for the march had evolved quite a bit since the whispers of combative demonstrations featuring civil disobedience and pickets at Capitol Hill, rumors that had prompted him to summon the nation’s civil rights leaders the previous month. The march had transformed into a peaceful protest perched between the Washington Monument and Lincoln Memorial. The reflecting pool centered between these presidential memorials would symbolize the potential and possibilities of racial rapprochement and healing. “I think that’s in the great tradition,” Kennedy observed. “I look forward to being here,” he added, sanctioning a demonstration that now careened past his control.1

The summer found civil rights activists hatching plans to bring the freedom movement to the nation’s capital while simultaneously engaging in local protests, demonstrations, and negotiations around the nation.

Malcolm X spent the summer publicly exhorting and privately brooding. Akbar Muhammad, Elijah’s youngest son, returned to the States in July after a two-year stint in Cairo studying Islamic law. Malcolm considered Akbar and his older brother Wallace allies within Muhammad’s royal family. Egypt broadened Akbar’s conception of faith, making him recognize the myriad ways his father deviated from Islamic orthodoxy. Akbar came to Harlem fresh from a meeting of the Organization of African Unity in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Malcolm presided over a banquet at Mosque No. 7 on Saturday, July 13, to celebrate Akbar’s return.2

Malcolm introduced Akbar on Monday, July 15, to a Harlem Square audience of four thousand. In contrast to his father, Akbar spoke of racial unity, bringing messages of decolonization from Africa and the Middle East. A significant event for the NOI, the rally featured, in addition to Malcolm, national figures within the organization, including Elijah Muhammad Jr. and John X Ali, the national secretary and Malcolm’s former ally turned bitter rival. Key Muslim ministers from around the country attended and appeared on the rostrum, with Boston’s Louis X, the former calypso singer turned Malcolm protégé, on hand.

Akbar informed an enthusiastic crowd how African dignitaries privately shared with him their concerns over racial injustice in America, threatening to break off diplomatic relations if the situation persisted. Malcolm listened carefully as Elijah Muhammad’s youngest son publicly shifted the group’s message to one of pragmatic solidarity with civil rights leaders. “We are part of them, and they are part of us,” explained Akbar, referring to Martin Luther King Jr., SNCC’s Jim Forman, and CORE’s James Farmer. “I don’t hate any man because of the color of his skin,” Akbar proclaimed in an announcement that pushed back against his father’s teachings. “I look at a man’s heart, I watch his actions, and I make my conclusions on the basis of what he does rather than how he looks.” Jimmy Baldwin could not have said it better.3

On July 23, Gloria Richardson negotiated a peace treaty with Bobby Kennedy. For Richardson, this proved to be a complex decision. The meeting with Bobby came almost two weeks after a July 10 visit to the Justice Department, where she huddled with Maceo Hubbard, a Black attorney working in the civil rights division who happened to be an old family friend. She received a copy of the proposed 1963 Civil Rights Act, discussed the dire housing situation for Negroes in Cambridge, and, after an hour and a half, left for a meeting with President Kennedy.

Richardson then joined three hundred women in the East Room to hear Jack Kennedy speak. Local and national civil rights leaders representing women’s, religious, and peace groups attended. Diane Nash and Richardson bonded over an uncompromising devotion to speaking truth to power. The light-skinned, green-eyed Nash had achieved instant fame in movement circles as the student leader of the Nashville sit-ins three years earlier, challenging the city’s mayor to defend the immorality of racial segregation. In the ensuing three years, Nash became a founding member of SNCC, helped to rescue the Freedom Rides from oblivion in the wake of James Farmer’s arrest, devised strategies to create Freedom Schools in Mississippi, and organized voting rights drives in Alabama. Her personal life expanded alongside her political evolution. She married fellow activist Jim Bevel, one of the architects of the children’s crusade in Birmingham, juggling her activism with her roles as a wife and a young mother.

Jack Kennedy, Bobby Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson spoke at the gathering of women leaders. It was a historic meeting, with the attendees representing a total membership approaching fifty million. President Kennedy pressed the women into service, stressing that they all wielded “a good deal of power” to be directed toward educational progress, the establishment of interracial commissions, leadership training for women, lobbying on behalf of the proposed Civil Rights Act, and the integration of their respective groups. Kennedy ticked off some of the racial inequality statistics—including the fact that 3 percent of white heads of household were unemployed, in contrast to 9 percent of their Negro counterparts—that he had discussed at length in his June 11 civil rights address. Kennedy alluded to history’s lengthening shadow, reminding the attendees that it had been a century “since Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation upstairs.”4

Diane Nash asked the first question after Kennedy’s opening remarks. “These things might work out in other states, but not in Mississippi,” explained Nash, speaking from experience.

“What do you want us to do?” the president asked. Nash offered a history lesson, drawing from recent experience in Greenwood and Jackson, without mentioning their names. “Make arrests for breach of civil rights laws and give us the right to vote,” said Nash. “But don’t make it to sixth grade education,” she implored the president, mentioning how the expected literacy level of the average voter defied a more bitter reality. “Thirty-nine percent of the Negroes in Mississippi don’t have a sixth-grade education.”

“We have a long way to go in Mississippi,” conceded Kennedy, adding the high human cost of James Meredith’s admission to Ole Miss, which had left two people dead and required two troop divisions. “There are still 400 troops there,” said the president, straining to show Nash, Richardson, and others who doubted his commitment the inability of the federal government, no matter how sincere, to reoccupy the South to achieve Black citizenship.

The exchange with Nash lingered with the president. Afterward, during a meeting to discuss the desegregation of military bases in Mississippi, Kennedy sounded like a man whose education about the depths of racism in America continued. “What’d she say, it was 30% of Negroes who finish the sixth grade?” pondered Kennedy. During that meeting, the president, vice president, and secretary of defense plotted a game of political brinkmanship that included shuttering two military bases in Greenville and Biloxi, Mississippi, if they were not desegregated, the kind of power play that might have made Diane Nash, Gloria Richardson, and James Baldwin smile.5

When it was Bobby Kennedy’s turn to speak, he warned the group of powerful women that they held the key to the nation’s future. “Men do 90 percent of the talking,” observed Bobby. “Women do all the work.”6

Gloria Richardson might have nodded in vigorous agreement at this sentiment, although she loathed that she was present at the White House at all. Richardson was ashamed and embarrassed at the spectacle of civil rights leaders, including SNCC’s Reggie Robinson, eager to glad-hand politicians. President Kennedy’s star power proved boundless, and the women gathered all tried to shake his hand, with perhaps the exception of Richardson. Expecting a working session devoted to national and local policy strategies that might help alleviate the racial crisis in her hometown of Cambridge, Richardson instead found herself at a party, one marred by the fawning behavior over the president, vice president, and attorney general. After reading through the proposed civil rights bill alongside Nash, her anxiety turned to anger, as she believed that the legislation possessed “virtually no enforcement power.”7

In a dress and hat instead of her usual jeans and shirt, Richardson refused to be diplomatic about her afternoon meeting at the White House. Richardson bluntly responded to a reporter asking if she found the meeting productive: “Not particularly,” she replied, earning her the description of being the “least enthusiastic” of the three hundred women in attendance. Race shaped Richardson’s feelings about the event. Relatively obscure compared to National Council of Negro Women president Dorothy Height and Roy Wilkins’s wife Aminda, Gloria Richardson resented how such public displays of rapprochement with predominantly white political officials robbed the movement of its dignity. She would have probably agreed with New York Amsterdam News reporter Daphne Brooks’s assessment that the times had made it “a status symbol to be a member of the civil rights movement.” Richardson eschewed such posturing. She came to Washington for freedom and continued her journey after she left.8

Richardson’s jaded opinion of the Kennedy administration would only grow worse in the days ahead. It didn’t help that during his July 17 press conference, President Kennedy singled out Cambridge as an example of a local justice movement that had lost its way. “They have almost lost sight of what the demonstration is about,” Kennedy said, providing an unbalanced analysis that wrongly viewed the two sides as moral equivalents. Richardson noticed but remained determined to lead a successful desegregation campaign despite the mounting internal and external pressures.

Richardson’s serious comportment in negotiations with white officials intimidated them. To ease such tensions, Bobby Kennedy asked her once if she knew how to smile. She managed a small one that conveyed her skepticism regarding the entire proceedings. When Richardson and Bobby Kennedy met on July 23, they jockeyed back and forth on the merits of Cambridge’s proposal of a referendum, with the attorney general suggesting that CNAC’s boycotts and militancy hurt the entire city’s economy and, thus, the Negro community. Richardson fired back that CNAC’s demands were quite reasonable and illustrated the stubbornness of a hardcore group of racists representing political and business interests. Meeting with various officials lasted close to midnight, when Richardson finally signed off on what would become known as the Treaty of Cambridge.

A picture of Gloria Richardson causally pushing aside the bayonet of a white national guardsman, taken just the day before, would bring her national attention. Malcolm X carefully watched events in Cambridge and came away impressed by Richardson’s personal strength and political determination. Profiled by local and national media, Richardson clarified the challenges faced by Black people in Cambridge and across the nation. “They [the whites] have no conception of a people with a moral conviction,” she told one reporter, recounting a trip to Canada where she felt like a human being and the only whiff of anti-Black racism came from a man “who ran a hotel in Florida during the winter months.” For Richardson, activism would be a family affair, with her seventeen-year-old daughter, Donna, having spent time in prison with her mother earlier in the year, leaving her ten-year-old, Tamara, eager to join the fray.9

Bobby Kennedy considered the negotiations a part of his own breakthrough on the issue of civil rights. Bobby had traveled a long way since the hostility of the Baldwin meeting, at least in the eyes of certain activists, such as John Lewis. As supporters of Richardson and Bobby Kennedy paused a marathon negotiating session to watch the heavyweight championship fight between Floyd Patterson and Sonny Liston, Kennedy approached Lewis. The attorney general told Lewis that SNCC had given him a real-world education on the civil rights movement. “You changed me,” said Kennedy. “Now I understand.”10

Gloria Richardson was seated at the right side of Bobby Kennedy at the following day’s press conference announcing the treaty. While the attorney general called the agreement “a step forward” in the national effort for racial progress, Richardson doubted that white leaders would live up to their side of the bargain. And the citywide referendum, scheduled for an October 1 vote, still annoyed her. She would urge Black voters not to support the proposed charter change, arguing that the tyranny of the white majority made its success unlikely and noting that the city council’s proposed compromise disrespected the entire Black community.11

President Kennedy’s Thursday, August 1, news conference presented a seemingly parallel universe where civil rights demonstrations, at least in some cities, were ebbing. Kennedy dismissively spoke of what he characterized as “fringe action,” perhaps referring to Brooklyn’s lie-in demonstrations that produced eight hundred arrests in a month of protests. Civil rights, Kennedy explained to the more than three hundred reporters attending his State Department press briefing, would be “a long, drawn-out task.” The quick gratification of an instant protest had the potential to delay, rather than accelerate, the pace of racial change. Kennedy warned against the nation going to “sleep” on problems of racial injustice. “I would hope that if there were a period of quiet, we would use it and not merely regard it as an end of the effort,” said Kennedy.12

Protests in New York City belied Kennedy’s talk of ebbing demonstrations. Malcolm X spent Monday, August 5, with a thirty-five-millimeter camera filming protests in downtown Brooklyn that now spread to the Rochdale Village co-op in Jamaica, Queens. A half dozen protesters chained themselves together and held out for an hour, blocking trucks from entering the construction site until police came with bolt cutters. Ossie Davis, the Negro actor and friend of Malcolm’s, attended the demonstration at one point, placing himself in between a truck and the entrance. Malcolm sparred with reporters in a manner that recalled Medgar Evers’s observation about law enforcement in Jackson, Mississippi. “If there were no captions for these pictures, you’d think this was Mississippi or Nazi Germany,” Malcolm remarked. “The only difference between the Gestapo and New York City police,” he claimed, “is that this is 1963.”13

James Baldwin spent the weeks leading up to the March on Washington in Paris, writing, spending time with friends and family, and organizing a contingent of celebrities to attend the event. Baldwin pored over drafts of Blues for Mister Charlie. He endeavored to write an essay, which would be released the following year, for his part of a collaborative effort with his high school friend turned celebrity photographer Richard Avedon. The essay, which Baldwin wrote in a furious and anxiety-riddled few days in Paris, would be released as Nothing Personal, a meditation on mortality, resilience, and love that would be accompanied by Avedon’s evocative black-and-white portraits. Baldwin wrestled with the meaning of life and the ubiquity of death after Medgar Evers. “To be locked in the past means, in effect, that one has no past since one can never assess it or use it,” he wrote, “and if one cannot use the past, one cannot function in the present, and so one can never be free.” Baldwin’s rare abilities allowed him to tap into America’s emotional history. He dared to ask questions about the spectacular and mundane ways in which racism, violence, and terror shaped the quotidian. The nation’s true crime and the “root of our unadmitted sorrow, and the very key to our crisis,” Baldwin observed, lay in purposeful evasion of a brutal and beautiful history still shaping the present.14

Amid this creative burst, Jimmy organized Paris’s expatriate community to support the Washington march. On August 17, eleven days before the march, Baldwin spoke to a group of Americans in Paris about the state of race, democracy, and citizenship back in the States. They gathered at a jazz club on Rue de Colisée for an afternoon meeting with the most celebrated Black writer of the age. He arrived fashionably late as usual, with Richard Avedon in tow. Baldwin had been delayed after his efforts to finish some writing on a rented cruiser were thwarted when it sunk at the Riviera port before embarking out to sea. When he made it to the jazz club, the Living Room, Jimmy consulted with a Black chanteuse named Venus to plot strategy.15

On August 21, Baldwin led a march of eighty people walking in pairs outside the American Church, on the Quai d’Orsay on the edge of the river Seine, and traversing the Pont de la Concorde before arriving at the American embassy’s cobblestone courtyard. Many who came responded to an ad in the Paris Herald Tribune. Five hundred Americans, two-thirds of them white, joined the vigil as photographers snapped pictures. This précurseur to the March on Washington featured the elegant Black actor William Marshall delivering a fifteen-foot scroll with endorsement signatures. After Baldwin and the demonstration leaders delivered their petition to the office of the chargé d’affaires, they returned to the American Church to record a show for British television. The image of Jimmy wearing a dark raincoat over a suit and tie while bestriding Parisian streets surrounded by a coterie of supporters, journalists, and onlookers would be published in Newsweek under the caption, “Lion in the streets: Baldwin (in dark coat) marches in Paris.”16

Malcolm X longed to participate in the Washington march. The more excitement and anticipation surrounded the event, the more Malcolm wanted to join in the action. As hundreds of organizations around the nation endorsed the march and made plans to coordinate hundreds of buses that would deliver more than one hundred thousand people to Washington, Malcolm sought to place himself at the center of things.

Malcolm did that on the second Sunday in August, during a unity rally in Harlem that attracted three thousand. Malcolm invited civil rights leaders, including Martin Luther King Jr. and Roy Wilkins, to attend. None did, although Wilkins sent back a reply that Malcolm read, in which Wilkins described his cordial relations with Muslims, whose policies he disagreed with but whom he never felt uncomfortable being around. In that spirit, Malcolm explained that if President Kennedy and Soviet premier Khrushchev could set aside ideological differences in the name of nuclear deterrence, it was “time for so-called Negro leaders to submerge our trivial differences by forming a united black front.”17

Still, Malcolm blasted President Kennedy for his support of the march. Kennedy’s approval, suggested Malcolm, meant the revolutionary forces behind the initial gathering had been successfully, publicly co-opted. Malcolm publicly flirted with the notion that the Messenger might attend the march to prevent a takeover by white power. The president’s approval smacked of nothing more than hypocrisy. After Kennedy had failed to convince Negro leaders to halt the march during a June White House summit, “he joined it,” said Malcolm. Malcolm’s blast against Kennedy continued a pattern of insubordination against Muhammad, who privately warned him against criticizing the president.18 The thrust of Malcolm’s argument, like Gloria Richardson’s, centered on grassroots Black insurgency being undermined by the trickery of white politicians and the collaboration of civil rights leaders who were more interested in photo ops, parades, and White House access than freedom.

On Thursday, August 22, Malcolm X appeared on a radio show Exposed, based out of Norfolk, Virginia, answering questions until just past 2 a.m. He reiterated that Muslims would have nothing to do with the march since it would be of no benefit to petition an unjust nation at a monument to a dead president “who was supposed to have issued an Emancipation Proclamation a hundred years ago.” The Sunday before the march, Malcolm appeared on the CBS Washington Report. He denied that President Lincoln freed enslaved Blacks and predicted that the march “might promote some very serious race explosions.”19

That same day, Myrlie Evers spoke to a crowd of three thousand people in Washington at a pre-rally march. Myrlie navigated complex familial and organizational relationships after Medgar’s death. She thought that Charles Evers had opportunistically taken over Medgar’s position in Jackson for his own political and financial benefit. For a time, she resented Roy Wilkins’s insistence that the NAACP tightly control the Evers family image and the funds derived from Medgar’s tragic death. Wilkins eventually agreed to keep Myrlie on the NAACP payroll at Medgar’s salary of just over $6,000 annually. This modest income would allow her to return to school and relocate to California. The day before, Myrlie had visited Medgar’s gravesite at Arlington National Cemetery. Myrlie described her husband as a “soldier who was found dying on a southern battlefield” where killing storms continued to rage. From bitter experience, she called Jackson “one of the most hazardous, if not the most hazardous, battlefield in the United States.” Myrlie Evers pleaded with those in attendance to use the march as inspiration to return to their respective communities to confront the massive challenges that remained. “We have come too fast to slow down and too far to turn around,” she said.20

Bayard Rustin thought so too. All the personal and political attributes that made Rustin the most well-known Black social democratic nonviolent activist of the postwar era converged, for the first time, in his favor that summer. A brilliant organizer, political theorist, and movement strategist, Rustin’s founding participation in World War II–era civil rights organizations such as CORE and the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR) made him a star among colleagues. But whereas Jimmy Baldwin’s literary might and personal discretion made his queerness acceptable in movement circles, Rustin’s identity as an openly gay Black civil rights activist made him vulnerable to blackmail, rampant homophobia, and legal repression.

Rustin’s close political association and personal friendship with A. Philip Randolph took root in the shifting political coalitions during the Second World War; Rustin left the Communist Party for an alliance with the socialist Randolph. From that era, Randolph’s movement survived into a new age, with Bayard Rustin, his protégé, taking the organizing lead as youth secretary for the pacifist FOR. Rustin spent from 1943 until the end of the war at the Lewisburg penitentiary. As part of the pioneering group of interracial Freedom Riders who traversed the upper South in 1947, Rustin accepted time on a chain gang for the sin of protesting for legal integration. He would hone his interest in applying Gandhian civil disobedience to Jim Crow by spending half a year in India. Throughout his years of activism, Rustin’s anti-racism and pacificism made him the recipient of frequent beatings and jail stints.

Rustin reinvented himself as an itinerant journalist and racial troubleshooter whose friendship with Martin Luther King Jr. offered a new lease on his professional life. For over three years, Rustin served as one of King’s chief advisers, a relationship that ended prematurely after Adam Clayton Powell, the brilliant and freewheeling Harlem congressman, interceded in the context of the 1960 presidential election. After King moved to support A. Philip Randolph’s plans to protest the Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles over racial injustice, Powell threatened, through surrogates, to claim that King and Rustin were lovers. The unfounded rumor never saw the light of day, but the threat harmed a once close friendship. A knowing wariness replaced the vulnerability and intellectual curiosity that had forged the basis of their original connection.21

Rustin’s brilliance meant that he never lacked for protégés. One of his best known came in the unlikely form of Stokely Carmichael, a Howard University junior and fellow political and intellectual maverick who met Rustin in New York City as a student at Bronx Science. Rustin introduced Carmichael and his generation to the pleasures of radical historical theory and the powers of Gandhian civil disobedience. Scores of talented young activists, including Carmichael, discovered their commitment to radical politics following Rustin’s example.

Rustin was tall, lean, with salt-and-pepper hair and a mustache framing a handsome face, and his charisma entered a room before him, thanks to a high, piercing West Indian–accented voice. His political rehabilitation involved mentoring young SNCC activists and engaging in public debates with Malcolm X beginning in 1961. He battled Malcolm to intellectual draws at Howard University, which seemed more like defeat considering the NOI leader’s emotional firepower. Rustin’s penchant for wearing the black horn-rim glasses that Malcolm favored lent them a vaguely familiar appearance during these debates. They resembled distant kin more than the friendly political combatants they were.

By the time plans for a reinvigorated Washington demonstration were underway, Randolph insisted that Rustin take charge, a decision that even the stern Roy Wilkins acceded to. To the American public, the march’s organizer would be the elegant, graying eminence of the movement, A. Philip Randolph. But the weeks spent organizing virtually every logistical aspect of the march would be Bayard Rustin’s finest hour. Martin Luther King Jr. described him as “a brilliant, efficient, and dedicated organizer and one of the best and most persuasive interpreters of nonviolence,” a generously accurate description of an old friend and instrumental mentor. Rustin’s felicity with reporters now engendered positive headlines in national media outlets. He possessed an uncanny ability to explain the merits of nonviolence in earthy language. In many ways, he reflected the nonviolent version of the Nation of Islam’s motto—“make it plain”—in his ability to narrate the tactic’s importance in touching realms beyond race. “White people have a vested interest in seeing that the Negro wins full equality,” Rustin observed. Since the same forces of inequality troubled their lives too, the liberation of Negroes meant a new type of freedom for all.22

Rustin’s obvious skills drew a reaction from the original Dixiecrat, Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina. Thurmond exhumed Rustin’s colorful past, adding lies and outright falsehoods on the floor of the Senate two weeks before the scheduled march. Thurmond pointed to details of Rustin’s 1953 arrest on charges of “sexual perversion” as a fact that disqualified him and sullied the March on Washington by association. Thurmond accused Rustin of being a Communist and a draft-dodging sexual pervert, and of secretly visiting the Soviet Union as late as 1958. Thurmond’s charges were at the leading edge of a far-right-wing effort, which included the American Nazi Party, to place civil rights struggles on a political continuum that included sodomy and provocative behavior. The effort to shame Rustin via a past queer sex scandal, in effect, attempted to smear the civil rights movement as a national political outlier, a hothouse of Communists, homosexuals, and deviants in sheep’s clothing.23

Cornered, Rustin defended himself by admitting his youthful participation in the Young Communist League as the naive mistake of a political neophyte. “As a Quaker and a pacifist, I was opposed to all participation” in the war effort, Rustin told reporters, calmly explaining his time in Lewisburg. Rustin called the two years and four months he spent in prison “the price I willingly paid for my convictions.” As to the moral charges, Rustin left it up to his peers in the Christian, pacifist, and civil rights communities to judge him.24

Asked if Rustin should resign, Randolph stood firm. “Why Heavens no,” he replied. “He’s Mr. March himself.” Randolph’s public statement, issued to the press, went further. “I am sure that I speak for the combined Negro leadership in voicing my complete confidence in Bayard Rustin’s character, integrity, and extraordinary ability,” declared Randolph.25

For the moment, Rustin found a sinecure in the broader search for Black freedom. His quest for liberation from the sexual closet of the era would have to wait, subordinated by a vision of freedom not yet large enough to embrace the identities of Bayard Rustin, James Baldwin, and other queer Black Americans.

As the eyes of the world turned to the nation’s capital for the biggest social movement demonstration in American history, Malcolm inserted himself into the fray by holding impromptu interviews with reporters at the Statler-Hilton Hotel in Washington. He told reporters that Muslims would sell copies of Muhammad Speaks at the demonstration unless asked by organizers not to. “We don’t intend to do anything that would cause trouble,” he reassured them. The Freedom Now Party (FNP), an effort to organize an all-Black political party in time for next year’s election, announced they would distribute flyers at the march. One of the group’s founders was reporter William Worthy, whose prosecution for traveling to Cuba continued despite support from artists and activists such as Jimmy Baldwin and Lorraine Hansberry.26

James Baldwin traveled from Paris to New York on August 26, the same day pollster Louis Harris revealed that 78 percent of whites believed that racial discrimination at home damaged America’s image abroad. White majorities approved of working, worshipping, and having their children attend schools with Blacks. But 55 percent still objected to living next door to a Black family.27

Baldwin arrived in Washington the following day. His beaming smile overwhelmed the star power on hand for the occasion, including Harry Belafonte, King’s closest adviser among Black entertainers; Sidney Poitier, the most famous Negro movie star in America; and Marlon Brando, the brilliantly temperamental actor and a friend of Jimmy’s during his lean pre-literary-celebrity days.

The day before the march, William Edward Burghardt Du Bois died in Accra, Ghana, at the age of ninety-five. One of the cofounders of the NAACP, W. E. B. Du Bois proved to be the most consequential Black American scholar-activist of the century. Educated at Fisk University and then the first Negro to receive a PhD from Harvard, Du Bois invented the social scientific methodology for the objective study of race across multiple disciplines, including history, sociology, and urban studies. He wrote multitudes of scholarship, fiction, and poetry and served as the editor or author of almost two thousand volumes. As editor of the NAACP’s Crisis magazine, he made the relationship between race and democracy integral to the language of freedom during the terrible decades of the early twentieth century. Twice banished from the NAACP for radical politics, Du Bois found a home in Ghana during his last years.

Alongside his second wife, the radical intellectual writer and activist Shirley Graham, Du Bois sojourned to Accra at the invitation of Ghanaian president Kwame Nkrumah. He encountered there a Black expatriate community of more than two hundred, including writers, activists, students, and professors who first glimpsed the power and potential of Black nationalism and Pan-Africanism through his writings. That group would mourn Du Bois and support the March on Washington by protesting outside the US embassy in Accra. Black American expatriates living in Ghana staged no less than four separate demonstrations outside the embassy for almost sixteen hours. The first, after the demonstrators had learned of Du Bois’s death, was a torchlit moonlight protest that turned into a memorial. Next, at 8 a.m., was a gathering outside the American embassy, which sat on enormous wood stilts. Then there was a noonday march in the rain, before finally ending with an afternoon demonstration that featured the entire expanse of the expatriate community in protest, song, and grief. They all headed to the home of Dr. Du Bois—as the entire Negro community referred to him—to pay their respects to his widow, Shirley Graham Du Bois.

The Ghanaian Times’ August 28 issue editorialized that 1963 was witnessing both the struggles for African liberation—with Nkrumah headlining the Organization of African Unity conference in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia—and the “revolution for Negro freedom,” which commanded the attention of “the capitalist rulers” who had previously ignored such demands. Inside, accompanied by the now infamous picture of a police dog attacking a young Black teenager, the Ghanaian Times demanded, “Kennedy, where is the Civil Rights Bill?”28

Du Bois’s death offered a providential sign of things to come. Globally, connective symbols allowing the past and present to engage in spiritual and political dialogue came alive. Demonstrations in sympathy with the March on Washington unfolded in Amsterdam, London, Munich, Berlin, Tel Aviv, and Kingston, Jamaica. Millions of Europeans watched the march on television through the cutting-edge technology of the Telstar communications satellite. Moscow abruptly canceled its scheduled coverage five minutes before the event started.29

On Wednesday, August 28, Washington enjoyed clear skies and warm temperatures that reached eighty-four degrees with cooling winds. Officials at DC’s Union Station and New York City’s famed Pennsylvania Station recorded the most significant early morning crowds since the end of the Second World War. Hundreds of thousands of Black Americans and tens of thousands of whites came to the capital in search of freedom.

The roster of speakers featured some surprising omissions. Women would only say a few words; no woman would give a full speech. Myrlie Evers, who had been scheduled to lead a tribute to Negro women leaders such as Rosa Parks and Gloria Richardson, did not attend. Instead, she received the Elk of the Year Award in honor of Medgar in Boston on Wednesday, which included a $2,000 donation for her children’s education.30

After much hesitation, Gloria Richardson attended, wearing a skirt made of denim instead of her White House–style elegance. She hobnobbed with celebrities at the Lincoln Memorial, and her national fame even merited an introduction to the crowd, which included her oldest daughter, Donna, in the sea of humanity. She saluted “Hello” and intended to tell the truth about how her painfully clarifying experience with the Kennedys hardly matched the song-and-dance spectacle today. In an instant, out of confusion or, as Richardson thought, predetermination, someone hustled her offstage before she could speak.31

After much consideration, either march organizers did not let Baldwin speak or he refused to have his speech vetted and declined the opportunity. In any event, Burt Lancaster, the liberal actor and Hollywood star, delivered the short speech Baldwin had previously written in Paris and intended to give. March organizers considered Baldwin’s unpredictability and passion, the very qualities that made him such a good radio and television interviewee, to be liabilities. He remained a distinguished observer, sitting with fellow celebrities in an area filled with head-turning notables.32

Folk singers provided music after the sound system went operational at 10 a.m. Joan Baez, Bob Dylan, and the folk trio Peter, Paul, and Mary formed a part of a cresting wave of musical performances that included the SNCC Freedom Singers from Albany, Georgia, whose standout leads included Bernice Johnson and Rutha Harris. Odetta, a renowned blues singer, and Mahalia Jackson, the preeminent voice in gospel music, also performed that day.33

A. Philip Randolph’s presence dignified the entire affair. Ossie Davis, one of Malcolm X’s closest friends, served as master of ceremonies, a testament to how his invisible fingerprints touched the civil rights mainstream. Roy Wilkins announced the death of W. E. B. Du Bois with grace and dignity, reminding those in attendance that the fallen oak tree’s spirit had called them to such a monumental gathering. After a mile-long march from the Washington Monument, the demonstration gathered around the Lincoln Memorial at 1:30 p.m. What march organizers characterized as “a living petition” unfolded in grand and simple ways over the day.34

The March on Washington represented the first-ever national summit on Black freedom and dignity. The event, in its entirety, featured a panoramic distillation of freedom through speeches, music, conversation, assemblage, and—as Jimmy Baldwin repeatedly embodied that year—personal witness.

Malcolm X was among the hundreds of thousands of witnesses. His attendance, however grudging, paid tribute to his relentless pursuit of freedom, which he defined as emanating from individual and collective dignity.35 Malcolm felt confident enough to hold a press conference the night before the main event, where he characterized the march as all symbolic bluster. “This is nothing but a circus; it’s nothing but a picnic,” Malcolm told reporters as Bayard Rustin walked by. “Now Malcolm, be careful,” replied Rustin, “there are going to be a half-million people here tomorrow, and you don’t want to tell them this is nothing but a picnic.”36

Malcolm’s characterization of the march proved only partially true. The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom unfolded amid a festival-like atmosphere over a warm day. President Kennedy, from the White House, could view marchers gathered on the grounds of the Washington Monument in advance of their trek to the Lincoln Memorial. Hundreds of thousands of Americans traveled from the nation’s deepest recesses to witness history in Washington. They came from Cleveland, Mississippi, and Cleveland, Ohio, raising money for bus fare and provisions. Members of labor unions representing butchers and auto and hospital workers attended. Americans from Shreveport, Louisiana, to Evansville, Indiana, to West Memphis, Arkansas, embraced a new vision of freedom. Some walked from Brooklyn, New York. One young Black man, Ledger Smith, roller-skated from Chicago, carrying a sign, “I’m Skating to Washington, D.C. for Civil Rights 1963 NAACP.” The marchers came to embody what King called “living witness to the truth” before not just the Eighty-Eighth Congress but the entire world. Although predominantly Black, the march contained more significant numbers of whites than Detroit’s massive rally had. The coalition of the willing amassed by Bayard Rustin represented Americans of all class, racial, religious, ethnic, and gender backgrounds. They flowed into a largely empty capital whose white residents fled, stayed home, and, in large part, recoiled from the event, as if their absence might slow history’s inevitable tide.37
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Aerial view of the Lincoln Memorial during the March on Washington, August 28, 1963. (Photo by Flip Schulke, Schulke Archive, Briscoe Center, University of Texas at Austin.)



Howard Zinn, a Spelman College history professor with active enough interest in the student movement to be recognized on sight by SNCC workers, matched Malcolm’s skepticism with a rueful ennui. He was tall, courtly, quietly gregarious, and had just celebrated his forty-first birthday four days before the march. Zinn’s Spelman students included the cream of the Negro bourgeoisie, many of whom became reborn through participation in the movement.

Amid the spectacle of the march, scenes from a recent visit to SNCC headquarters in Greenwood flashed in his mind. SNCC’s ramshackle offices were a beehive of activity, taking in members recently bonded from time spent at Parchman Penitentiary for voter registration. In Greenwood, in addition to sitting in on staff meetings and conversing with Bob Moses, Stokely Carmichael, and Marian Wright (his former Spelman student fresh out of Yale Law), Zinn carefully listened to harrowing stories of Black Belt jail beatings, solitary confinement, and inhuman conditions. Numerous young people were placed in “hot boxes” that forced them to stand for unending hours. Like James Baldwin, Zinn became a witness to the brutality meted out by Southern institutions. This experience turned him into perhaps the most thoughtful early scribe and historian of SNCC and the student movement. Emboldened by the sheer immensity of the march, Zinn understood “that the federal government is but a shadow in the hard-rock places of the Deep South.”38

Journalists, politicians, and attendees marveled then and later about the cheerful mood, the interracial rapprochement, and the spirit of hope that imbued the march. But if you lifted the veil from the absolute joy radiating throughout Washington that day, you could see the outlines of a political revolution. The successful display of nonviolence reflected merely one side of tens of millions of Americans’ pent-up hopes, personal dreams, and political frustrations. Like so much of the march, the living petition carried dual meanings. The secret heart of Malcolm X longed to be recognized as forming at least one half—the Black side—of the Janus-faced visage of the Negro struggle in America.39

Bayard Rustin’s prediction to Malcolm that half a million would turn out the next day proved too optimistic, but not by much. Estimates ranged from two hundred thousand to three hundred thousand, with posterity settling for a quarter million as the enduring compromise figure. Rustin, the chain-smoking dynamo who had emerged from the shadows to organize the event, surveyed the culmination of his genius and had to, if only for a moment, feel enormous satisfaction.

The march exemplified the dignity that Malcolm X claimed as Black America’s birthright, the citizenship that Martin Luther King Jr. eloquently outlined, and the critically ambitious terms for racial reunion mapped out by James Baldwin. The fierce urgency of the moment broke open the chasm of racial distrust, if only for one glorious day. Passengers from one Chicago train listened to the sounds of the Ernie McCarthy Combo in the club car, complete with trumpet, bass, and drum. The jazz ensemble reflected the freedom movement’s improvisational nature. In Washington, Deputy Police Chief Howard Covell thought the attendees behaved as if they were “at a church picnic.” Kathleen Johnson from Newark slipped into the reflecting pool while trying to snap a picture of demonstrators. Signs imploring for the passage of effective civil rights and jobs legislation gave shade and texture to a definition of freedom rooted in abolition, democracy, labor activism, and political struggle that stretched back centuries. The majestic gathering inspired a comparison to the size and depth of Lincoln’s field army during the Civil War. The march beckoned the nation toward a new civic religion tied to an expansive notion of freedom, bursting to complete the unfinished revolution that began during Reconstruction.40 A reporter asked Jimmy Baldwin his feelings about the day. “I’d have to cry,” he replied. “Or sing.”41

The march featured a coterie of would-be counterprotesters, the most grotesque being the American Nazi Party. George Lincoln Rockwell, the leader of the group, presented a casually horrific figure, clad in a sports coat, pants, and tie, smoking a pipe, surrounded by supporters and journalists eager to break news. “I can’t stand niggers,” Rockwell raged in full earshot of reporters. “I can’t stand to hear ‘We Shall Overcome.’” The threat of racial conflict fizzled after a member of Rockwell’s entourage, in violation of the prearranged agreement with law enforcement, began making an unsanctioned speech and was arrested. Rockwell and his American Nazis, by now seventy-five disgruntled members, soon departed alongside a police escort over the Fourteenth Street Bridge into Virginia to retrieve their parked cars. “You’re going the wrong way,” admonished a motorist heading toward the march. “We’re white, man!” replied Rockwell, exasperated by his flight from a civil rights demonstration that had swelled to almost one hundred thousand just past 11 a.m. Rockwell complained of the irony of being unable to picket a civil rights demonstration. “I’m ashamed of my race,” he lamented.42

March leaders were absent from the first wave of demonstrators that started down Constitution Avenue. Rustin rounded up the ten representatives to lead a second wave. “We are supposed to be leading them,” he observed in a slight panic. “A revolution is supposed to be unpredictable,” said one of King’s aides, poking fun at one of the few discernible kinks in Rustin’s well-oiled machine.43

The coalition between Blacks and Jews was one that King had cultivated through a love for Hebrew prophets and his friendships with prominent Jewish leaders. Rabbi Joachim Prinz, representing the American Jewish Congress, spoke movingly of a shared history of oppression. Prinz succinctly narrated the Jewish history of slavery, ghettoization, and self-determination that, in some ways, paralleled Black history. “To know freedom, we had to free ourselves,” said Prinz. “And so today we join hands with our fellow Negro citizens in their own drive to win equality for themselves, in their own campaign of self-emancipation, their own great thrust forward into freedom.”44

The March on Washington occurred at an inflection point in American history. The presence of representatives from Jewish, Catholic, and Presbyterian faiths attested to a transformed notion of freedom at the crossroads where the secular and religious usually diverged. King served as the de facto representative of a Black church tradition deeply rooted in the social gospel and bolstered by ancestral faith, creatively interpreting Christianity and nonviolent revolutionary traditions drawn from this golden age of global decolonization. This happened at the very moment when religious evangelicals, like the popular and charismatic Billy Graham, were preaching cautious deliberation on racial integration on the road to forging a far-right coalition that would include Jimmy Baldwin’s conservative critics.45

UAW president Walter Reuther, one of President Kennedy’s staunchest allies, shared a stage with King before a crowd that may have surpassed Detroit’s bravura showing. “There is no halfway house to human freedom,” said Reuther in a speech that called upon Congress to pass legislation as bold and ambitious as the times demanded.46

SNCC’s chairman, introduced by A. Philip Randolph as “young John Lewis,” symbolized the urgent spirit of youth around the nation and all over the world. “We are here,” Lewis thought as he scanned the crowd in awe. Amid the parade of assembled celebrities—Sidney Poitier, Harry Belafonte, James Baldwin, Paul Newman—Lewis channeled the frustrations, hopes, and indignities of a generation of activists from Greenwood to Birmingham to Cambridge.47

Lewis’s speech chastised Washington as a moral cesspool that played with the lives of ordinary and courageous Americans who sacrificed their youth in service to freedom’s cause. Watching from the White House, Bobby Kennedy judged it to be “a bad speech” for its harsh tone and uncompromising tenor. Lewis’s speech, distributed to reporters the evening before, had undergone an agonizing revision after the archbishop of Washington, Patrick O’Boyle, objected to parts of the collectively written text. It took a personal plea from A. Philip Randolph on the day of the march to smooth things over. The revised speech eliminated offensive lines, including a vow to “march through the South, the heart of Dixie, the way Sherman did.” The reference to the Civil War proved too much for the archbishop’s sense of decorum, but nevertheless Lewis managed to deliver a powerful message. “We will not stop,” he insisted, dismissing President Kennedy’s recent observation that the nation’s racial rebellions were cooling down. Lewis painted a portrait of a future America where the racial convulsions witnessed since spring were only the beginning. “We will march through the South, through the streets of Jackson, through the streets of Danville, through the streets of Cambridge, through the streets of Birmingham,” said Lewis, ticking off a list of racial hotspots that included the site of Medgar Evers’s assassination. “But we will march in the spirit of love and the spirit of dignity that we have shown here today.”48

Mahalia Jackson transported America to the inner sanctum of the Black church with soaring renditions of two gospel songs: “I Been ’Buked, and I Been Scorned” and “I’m Going to My Lord When I Get Home.” Jackson’s glorious singing voice channeled centuries of freedom songs into a mesmerizing synthesis that prepared the nation for what came next. Bayard Rustin, standing to the left of Jackson, smiled in pleasureful awe as waves of applause greeted her conclusion.49

Martin Luther King Jr. ascended to the podium as the last speaker of the afternoon. His speech was built upon the rhetorical foundation established during the Walk to Freedom in Detroit, especially its peroration. King’s roots in the Baptist Church, coupled with his gift for synthesis, allowed him to weave a rhetorical tapestry that touched on the nation’s original sin of racial slavery, decried police brutality, placed civil rights activism within the broad pantheon of America’s revolutionary history, and, like Jimmy Baldwin, offered a bracing prescription that dared supporters and opponents to look upon one another with a kind of love sparked from the recognition of reuniting with estranged family.

A. Philip Randolph had already set the tone for the afternoon, explaining the mass gathering as the antithesis of the mob that some critics alleged. “We are the advanced guard of a massive moral revolution for jobs and freedom,” insisted Randolph, finally addressing a march he had envisioned over two decades earlier.50

Randolph introduced King as “the moral leader of our nation,” a declaration spoken less as an insult to President Kennedy than in corroboration of the national political reality. The theory of justice outlined in King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” which presupposed the importance of human dignity over the segregationist laws and police authority that undergirded the Jim Crow system, moved outward into the political mainstream.

King would be allotted only eight minutes for the speech of his life. He took almost twenty. The thirty-four-year-old Atlanta preacher narrated the shared history that brought forth that day, pointing toward an undiscovered country of brotherhood, human rights, and racial justice that lay within the nation’s grasp, if it only dared to reach. King took his time, deliberately reading from a prepared manuscript, while setting out to bring the audience—in front of him and those watching CBS at home—to church. In his rich, lyrical, and Southern baritone, King took his listeners, who included President Kennedy, on a historical, political, and spiritual journey.

He delivered it in three parts.

First, King shared the history of American democracy, rooted in the words of “the architects of the republic” and sanctified in the blood of people whose deaths and lives gave meaning and purpose to the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. King detailed “the shameful condition” that found the nation at war against its highest ideals. He announced the civil rights movement as an instrument to repair a breach in the national identity. It would, above all, require a truthful acknowledgment of the situation and reparative solutions that included financial and spiritual resources. King defined freedom as a “promissory note” signed in the Declaration of Independence, reaffirmed by presidential proclamation, sanctified in war and peace, and long overdue. “Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy,” he intoned.

“The sweltering summer of the Negro’s legitimate discontent” would continue until justice appeared in every corner of the nation. “Nineteen sixty-three is not an end,” said King, “but a beginning.”

King’s address then shifted to the present. Black militancy offered freedom for whites intelligent enough to “realize that their freedom is inextricably bound to our freedom.” Many of those assembled and watching on television or languishing in jails were “veterans of creative suffering” who cast a spotlight on injustice in America and offered an avenue for changing policies, laws, hearts, and minds. The redemption found through this unjust suffering would remake America and transform the national idea of freedom at home and worldwide.

Finally, King spoke of a dream.

“I have a dream” would become the most famous line of King’s address and one of the most famous phrases in American history. Suffused with the cadences of the Black church, the generous spirit of King himself, and the ecstatic joy of the day’s event, the memory of this phrase would drain from it much of its actual meaning. King spoke of his dream while fully acknowledging the presence of police brutality, the legacy of racial slavery, and its afterlife as Jim Crow.

“I have a dream that one day, even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice,” he proclaimed.

Mahalia Jackson shouted amens and urged King to continue.

King shared his dream of an America capable of healing the scars of racial injustice, economic inequality, terror, and violence. Religious and civic faith buoyed him as he returned to the South’s domestic battlefield. The speech transformed from a historical lecture into a political seminar before ending in a sermon that fused a potent critique of American society with a radical hope in the power of a democracy transformed in the crucible of the struggle for Black dignity and citizenship. “With this faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day,” said King.

He wrapped the movement in a new civic religion that reimagined American democracy as the legacy of the dispossessed, from sea to shining sea. “And when this happens,” King said in conclusion, the entire nation would “be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, ‘Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty we are free at last!’” With these words, King stepped into history on his way to immortality.51

Bobby Kennedy, for one, thought King delivered “a helluva speech.”52

Jack Kennedy, too, came away impressed, recognizing King as a fellow statesman for perhaps the first time. “He’s damn good,” remarked the president. A smiling Kennedy welcomed the march’s leadership to the White House for a scheduled meeting and greeted King with his speech’s most memorable line: “I have a dream.”53 King, deflecting such personal attention and praise in front of colleagues, asked Kennedy if he had heard Walter Reuther’s speech. “I didn’t hear Walter, but I’ve heard Walter before,” answered Kennedy, still marveling at the demonstration’s power and delighting in witnessing King’s rhetorical genius.

President Kennedy’s cheerful demeanor and poised interest belied the recent tragedy of losing a son, Patrick Bouvier Kennedy, who had died thirty-nine hours after being prematurely delivered five and a half weeks early. In the ensuing three weeks, the president and first lady, always publicly reserved, outwardly displayed affection in a way previously unseen.

That morning, the sounds emanating from the march reached the South Garden of the White House out to the Rose Garden and the president’s office. Kennedy observed parts of the gathering crowd that morning from the White House Solarium alongside Preston Bruce, a Negro doorman whom the president admired. “Oh, Bruce,” Kennedy lamented, “I wish I was out there with them.”54 Uncertain of the march’s fate, Kennedy hedged that morning, releasing an early Labor Day statement that alluded to the watershed circumstances transforming his presidency. Describing the historic wave that gripped the nation and his administration as a hinge moment, Kennedy noted how “100 years after the Emancipation Proclamation,” America was deep in the crucible of the struggle for Black freedom. “The gains of 1963 will never be reversed,” said Kennedy, speaking hopefully into history.55

Kennedy took pictures with march leaders, alongside Vice President Lyndon Johnson and Labor Secretary Willard Wirtz. “You did a great job,” Kennedy told them. Satisfied smiles attested to the recognition by the entire group—all seasoned politicians—of the feat that had just been accomplished.56

As usual, Roy Wilkins, A. Philip Randolph, and Walter Reuther spoke more loquaciously and confidently than King. “When I finally saw all” of the people there, Wilkins told Kennedy. “I knew it was good.” Wilkins marveled over the march’s interracial character and quotidian makeup, which proved a longing for social justice beyond the worldly ambitions of Negro elites. “It fell to my lot, sir, in this afternoon of superlative oratory, to be the one to deal with rather pedantically and pedestrianly the hard business of legislation,” Wilkins purred in the kind of practiced diplomacy that drew admirers and adversaries among civil rights insiders.57

A. Philip Randolph spoke next, mentioning dire rates of Negro unemployment. The elder statesman, whose political credentials stretched to the New Negro movement during the First World War, called for a massive public works program reminiscent of the New Deal. Randolph proved courageous enough to admit that “the pace of progress is a problem” in a meeting celebrating a landmark day unfolding during a year filled with miracles.58

President Kennedy shifted the conversation to the legislative arena through a detour, mentioning the deteriorating conditions Bobby Kennedy shared with him regarding a recent visit to Chicago. Kennedy preached a doctrine of personal responsibility, noting how Jewish families, after suffering from a long history of anti-Semitism and discrimination, stressed education to “establish a pretty strong position for themselves.” Unaware of the heroic parallel effort made by Black families from slavery to freedom, the president urged them to make a major effort to convince residents of racially segregated and economically marginalized communities to invest in their children, most of whom attended segregated and underperforming schools.59

Whitney Young added much-needed context to Kennedy’s worries by noting that federal appropriations directed toward juvenile delinquency were too small and failed to reach the entities, such as the Urban League, best equipped to deal with seemingly intractable problems of urban crime, youth unemployment, delinquency, and poor schools. Young echoed Randolph’s call for massive government intervention. “If 13 percent of the general population were unemployed like the Negro,” warned Young, “you’d have a shooting revolution.”60

Kennedy veered back to the pending civil rights legislation, ticking off the Republican votes needed in the House and Senate to turn lofty rhetoric into a meaningful law. Walter Reuther insisted on passing the most robust version of the civil rights bill without the self-defeating tactic of stripping down the parts that were anathema to opponents. This included the fair employment part of the bill, which the president said he would support “1 million percent” if he could attract Republican votes to guarantee its passage. Otherwise, Kennedy preferred passing the bill without it.61

The president offered a political strategy, urging the gathered leaders to pressure Republicans by telling reporters they fully expected GOP support for the 1963 Civil Rights Act. The president sought to blunt the GOP’s emerging “Southern strategy”—appealing to disaffected white voters’ basest impulses—by reminding the Republican Party of its abolitionist roots. Kennedy then turned to faith leaders and the press. He suggested Reverend Eugene Carson Blake, the minister representing Presbyterians at the march, tap Time magazine founder Henry Luce, a Republican, in an all-out crusade to pass the bill. Kennedy and King hatched a plan to bring a convoy of interfaith leaders to pressure President Eisenhower into public support for the bill, which could benefit fence-sitting Republicans.62

A vibrant Lyndon Johnson extolled the president’s commitments, both verbal and through executive order and the proposed civil rights bill, while optimistically predicting the bill would pass so long as Kennedy “turns this White House upside down, and he preaches on the television an hour every day.”63

John Lewis thought that Kennedy radiated pride and admiration for the entire group of civil rights leaders. The president ordered coffee, tea, and ham and turkey sandwiches, a menu sparked by A. Philip Randolph’s initial request for a glass of milk. In the day’s commotion, they had all forgotten to eat and were now famished, like athletes returning from winning the game of their lives.64

The meeting lasted seventy-five minutes and served as a valediction for a march that Wilkins and Whitney Young had initially refused to support. King, in the end and with little acknowledgment from colleagues but with much fanfare in the public and the press, had been proven right. A peaceful demonstration possessed immeasurable value, not only for the proposed legislation but also for the intimate soul work of changing hearts and minds.

The White House released a statement from President Kennedy to reporters at 6:15 p.m., just after the meeting. Kennedy embraced the march’s pursuit of “objectives which are older than this nation.” He gazed upon the long road ahead: “One cannot help but be impressed with the deep fervor and the quiet dignity that characterizes the thousands who gathered in the Nation’s Capital from across the country to demonstrate their faith and confidence in our democratic form of government,” read the statement. America should be “proud of the demonstration that occurred here today,” it continued. For the first time, Kennedy publicly sanctioned the twin goals of racial equality and full employment as being vital to the national interest. “The cause of 20 million Negroes has been advanced by the program conducted so appropriately before the Nation’s shrine to the Great Emancipation, but even more significant is the contribution to all mankind,” he concluded.65
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President John F. Kennedy meets with Martin Luther King Jr. and civil rights leaders after the March on Washington, August 28, 1963. King is in the middle with his hand outstretched, flanked by Urban League leader Whitney Young and SNCC chairman John Lewis (back row). A. Philip Randolph stands to the left of Kennedy, while Vice President Lyndon Johnson and UAW president Walter Reuther are to the right. (Photo by Flip Schulke, Schulke Archive, Briscoe Center, University of Texas at Austin.)



James Baldwin agreed. “I’m overwhelmed by the fact of so many human beings in one place for one reason,” he gushed to reporters afterward. “It might be the beginning not only of the Emancipation Proclamation at last but the American Revolution at last.” The unparalleled demonstration of dignity in service of the democratic imagination captivated both the true believers and the secular apostates—white and Negro—who remained skeptical of the freedom dreams that had been unleashed throughout what everyone now recognized as a crucible year in American history. The sight of a multiracial group of hundreds of thousands singing freedom songs, walking in rhythmic unison, and swaying together in massive assemblies illustrated how expressions of freedom ran far ahead of efforts to crystallize the movement through law, policy, and legislation. “This country,” said Baldwin, “is finally beginning to grapple with the problem instead of avoiding it as it has for so long.”66

For some radical critics, the march provided a vehicle for pushing even further. William Worthy had attended and distributed flyers for the Freedom Now Party, ushering in the first effort of the civil rights era to organize a Black-led independent political party. Worthy argued for “a clean break with the cold-war liberals, white or black.” At this crucial point in world history, Black America required a choice in next year’s presidential election beyond John F. Kennedy or Barry Goldwater.67

The FNP attracted civil rights militants, including Detroit’s Albert Cleage and the group of activists who composed the Group on Advanced Leadership there. The group’s “Declaration of Washington” called upon Negroes to provide one million votes to the FNP in 1964, thereby cultivating strength through their absence on Democratic and Republican ballots. “Unchained from vested interests, the Freedom Now Party can promote basic economic changes that will give everyone adequate employment, housing, and education,” promised the party’s declaration. “We appeal especially to those courageous young Negroes in the South and in the city ghettos who are teaching their elders the meaning of today’s fight for freedom.” The most celebrated Black foreign correspondent of his generation, Worthy imagined the FNP as paralleling the emergence of Africa and the Third World as players on a global stage devoted to anti-colonialism and confronting the excesses of American empire.

Worthy publicized the FNP objectives during a speaking tour in spring and summer. Now, encouraged by the success of the March on Washington, Worthy and seven FNP representatives made their way to FBI headquarters. Alerted by informants of the FNP’s plans, and fearing a public relations disaster, no less than J. Edgar Hoover invited the group to his office at 9 a.m. on Thursday. Conrad Lynn, a Black radical lawyer and veteran activist, served as the group’s attorney. Like a prosecutor, Lynn dared to cross-examine Hoover about the FBI’s record in the 1962 LAPD shooting of Ronald Stokes, Malcolm X’s martyred friend. Lynn argued that the FBI collaborated with the Los Angeles police in a murder cover-up that framed injured Muslims as perpetrators rather than victims. Hoover remained calm, defending the FBI as a purely investigative body, not some “national police force” that could lead to tyranny. Worthy interjected by reminding Hoover of the numerous unsolved bombings of civil rights activists and churches. Negroes were being brutalized in the South, dishonoring the nation and the agency.

Hoover responded by handing all eight FNP representatives a copy of “The FBI’s Role in the Field of Civil Rights,” an article ghostwritten by the bureau. FBI agents, insisted Hoover, were not meant to act as a personal bodyguard in the Deep South to civil rights workers. The meeting ended after an hour.

Worthy shared details of his FBI meeting and news of the FNP with reporters. Still out on bond and facing three months in jail and nine months’ probation for traveling to Cuba without a passport, Worthy’s creation of the Freedom Now Party placed him at the nexus of civil rights militants, socialists, and Black nationalists, all of whom gravitated toward the idea of political self-determination. The idea that the Black voters in the American South would soon be free animated these dreams. The question, for Worthy and Black radicals, concerned who these millions of new voters would put in office, and who might control those votes.68

Meanwhile, the FBI was alarmed by King’s performance at the march. William Sullivan, head of intelligence, sent a memo that backed J. Edgar Hoover’s enmity for King. “I believe in light of King’s powerful demagogic speech yesterday he stands head and shoulders over all other Negro leaders put together when it comes to influencing great masses of Negroes,” wrote Sullivan. “We must mark him now, if we have not done so before, as the most dangerous Negro of the future in this Nation from the standpoint of Communism, the Negro, and national security.”

Hoover’s inveterate hatred for Negroes turned into personal antipathy for King once he caught a whiff of a potential sex scandal. A peek into King’s private life had convinced Hoover of the SCLC leader’s immorality and hypocrisy, which he eagerly shared with the entire federal apparatus until Bobby Kennedy put a stop to it. After the march, Hoover and the FBI, which should have been protecting King from numerous death threats and actionable conspiracies to end his life, became the number one antagonist of King and, in so doing, of the national freedom surge. This was the FBI that William Worthy loathed and James Baldwin publicly indicted every chance he got.69

The March on Washington forever transformed the aesthetic of American democracy and the meaning of political and personal freedom inside the republic. Eighty million Americans watched all or part of the demonstration. King delivered a stunningly prophetic version of the Emancipation Proclamation of 1963, which he urged President Kennedy to proclaim from the White House. Competing visions of freedom still abounded, as evidenced by the shifting priorities of those who made it to the podium. But they had converged in constructing a rhetorical scaffold for Black citizenship, completed by King’s soaring keynote. The march defined racial justice as the beating heart of American democracy. Collectively, the living petition helped to build, in full view of the American public and the rest of the world, a new consensus about how the struggle for Black citizenship and dignity ennobled and enlarged concepts of freedom.70

How to achieve that freedom would still be hotly contested, with the NAACP preferring courts and legislation over demonstrations, King insisting that protests offered leverage beyond legal and legislative frameworks, and SNCC and CORE swearing that only those willing to reside in the most dangerous parts of the country among its most vulnerable people could truly understand both freedom’s expanse and its limits.

Segregationists remained unmoved. “The Negroes in this country own more refrigerators and automobiles than any other country,” surmised South Carolina senator Strom Thurmond afterward. “No one is deprived of freedom that I know about.” Dixiecrats continued to insist that they opposed the 1963 Civil Rights Act because it threatened to take away “somebody else’s freedom.”71

In the New Republic, Murray Kempton called the march “the largest religious pilgrimage of Americans that any of us is likely to see.” Kempton described listening to Malcolm X’s skeptical post-march review at the Statler-Hilton Hotel, where he likened the event to a show orchestrated by the president. But Kempton pushed back, noting how Kennedy “was also deftly manipulated by those whom he strove to direct.” Kempton stressed that Rustin’s call for a $2 minimum hourly wage at the end of the march, while television cameras rolled with live coverage, represented an unexpected apex within the history of American social movements. “No expression one-tenth so radical has ever been seen or heard by so many Americans,” concluded Kempton. The day represented the “acceptance of the Negro revolt as part of the American myth, and so an acceptance of the revolutionaries into the American establishment,” with all its flaws, contradictions, and disappointments. Yet some battalions refused to be tamed. SNCC continued the ferocious push for freedom beyond emancipation. The insults the young activists received from civil rights moderates and White House officials—including Jack and Bobby Kennedy—let alone the jailing and beatings they endured, continued to ennoble their ranks while purifying the country in preparation for a kind of democratic sacrament to enter Baldwin’s New Jerusalem.72

In Lerone Bennett’s description—accompanied by gorgeous color photos of demonstrators, including an African berobed in an ivory boubou and burgundy fez—the march took on biblical dimensions, an environmental and spiritual force that “overwhelmed and stunned” in “its massiveness and finality.” Like an Old Testament flood or a storm after a prolonged drought, the march quenched America’s arid civic soil and offered water for its political soul. Underneath the soaring words, moments of racial rapprochement, and magnificent discipline lay “a quiet anger, a fierce hope, and the wind and fire of a dream.”73

Medgar Evers’s spirit hovered over the proceedings. His assassination imbued a day of joy with a deep sense of grief, sorrow, and pain over futures obliterated and paths not taken. James Baldwin’s quiet presence at the march did not reflect his indelible contribution. Baldwin did nothing less than expand the boundaries of national language around citizenship and dignity. His words altered language and, in so doing, transformed Americans’ ability to recognize deeply scarred parts of the body politic in order to heal them. If King played the part of preacher holding forth at America’s first-ever mass church meeting, then Baldwin had adroitly slipped into the role of national scribe. His passionate, purposeful, and unforgettable prose baptized the nation.

Journalists traced the March on Washington’s resounding success back to the 1960 sit-in movements, which jump-started a direct-action campaign that flowered into maturity before the eyes of the world. The Black press lauded King’s speech as an address that “Electrifies a Nation” and reprinted it for posterity.74 King’s call to history resonated in the white press too.75

Motown Records in Detroit, whose owner Berry Gordy admired King, released The Great March to Freedom album, featuring King addressing the June 23 Walk to Freedom event. King’s swelling popularity bolstered the civil rights movement, creating a feedback loop that linked him and the movement in the imaginations of millions of people in America and worldwide.76

Malcolm X may have informed reporters that he watched the march from a Washington hotel room, but Rustin and others saw him on his way to the mall during the early parts of that day. “I was impressed with it the same way I would the Rose Bowl game, the Kentucky Derby, and the World Series,” said Malcolm, comparing the march for jobs and freedom to a sports event. He admitted feeling “moved” by Mahalia Jackson’s virtuoso gospel singing and King’s mesmerizing speech, then went on the offensive. “While King was having a dream, the rest of us Negroes are having a nightmare,” said Malcolm, a line he would repeatedly use. He continued his attack on Kennedy, who, he claimed, deserved an Academy Award for Best Director. Malcolm questioned the efficacy of the entire enterprise. “Now that it is all over, they are still jobless, homeless, and landless, so what did it accomplish?”77 Ebony magazine’s special “Emancipation” September issue, which devoted 236 pages to the rising struggle for Black freedom, would offer one answer to Malcolm X’s provocative question.
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For his Emancipation centennial special issue, Ebony publisher John H. Johnson, one of America’s wealthiest and most influential Black business leaders, attracted pro-civil-rights statements from President Kennedy and his three predecessors. “In Birmingham, in New York, in Charleston, in cities all over America,” wrote Johnson, “men, women and little children are struggling to give America a ‘new birth of freedom,’” the last line directly taken from Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. No radical, Johnson pragmatically recognized the cresting freedom movement’s attraction to Ebony’s middle-class readers and responded accordingly. Kenneth Clark, the most well-known Negro psychologist in America, offered a guest editorial that delivered a brief historical overview of the events that had led to the “present racial confrontation,” a list that included opportunities for racial democracy found and lost in two world wars, the impact of the Great Migration, the dawn of the Cold War, and the anti-colonial reverberations stretching from Asia and Africa back to the United States.

“An important fact of the present racial confrontation,” wrote Clark, “is the fact that the voice of Baldwin has been raised and has broken through the inner-ear, if not the guts of conscience, of the religious leaders, of the educators, some of the elected officials, and probably even some labor leaders.” Clark praised Baldwin as the towering moral voice of the age, who cast a spotlight on the “systematic erosion of the soul inherent in American racism.”1 Clark divined new meanings of freedom through the Negro’s struggle, which injected clarity of purpose and moral power in the nation. Those who rejected Black dignity and citizenship were “in a very literal sense subversive since they weaken America.” Clark refuted the bromides of conservatives and the far right—from Hoover’s FBI, to Goldwater and Wallace, to the Birchers and William F. Buckley—by linking the destiny of America and Negroes in a shared fate bound for either mutually affirmed freedom or mutually catastrophic destruction. Gwendolyn Brooks, the Pulitzer Prize–winning poet laureate of Black America, also wrote a poem, “The Sight of the Horizon,” for the magazine that reimagined freedom as a destination that could finally be gazed upon. “We see our center and our radius,” wrote Brooks. “And America.”2

Collectively, Ebony’s unique issue—which examined Negro artists, sports heroes, and entertainers, in addition to civil rights activism—placed 1963, the centennial of Emancipation, as a watershed year for Black America and the nation. Freedom’s coming of age for Negroes meant a new political maturity and liberation for America, and Ebony captured in its pages the increasing urgency of racial conflict around the nation.

Though Ebony’s vision suggested new hope for Black Americans, “What Northerners Really Think of Negroes,” published by Stewart Alsop and Oliver Quayle during the first week in September in the Saturday Evening Post, suggested that old dangers remained. Alsop, the Post’s Washington editor, and Quayle, a polling expert, gathered data from five hundred interviews in a dozen voting districts across Middle America and both coasts. They found Northern white attitudes ranged from outright hostility about the prospect of ending de facto segregation in their communities, schools, and neighborhoods to a complex receptivity that acknowledged the Negroes’ right to freedom but hedged. “They’re just human beings like the rest of us, but I wouldn’t want one living next door,” said one respondent. Sixteen percent of those interviewed believed in the idea of white superiority. Twenty-seven percent thought that Negroes were racially inferior. Clay Thompson, born in Paducah, Kentucky, now residing in Toledo, Ohio, prefaced his admiration of President Kennedy with a stern caveat. “I’m no nigger-lover,” but Negroes “are Americans like the rest of us.” Marie Honcharik, a homemaker from Yonkers, New York, traced her understanding of the issue back to childhood: “Ever since I was a little girl, I remember looking at colored people and feeling sorry for them.” Such empathy placed her among the 23 percent of whites who supported racial integration.

Alsop and Quayle found that many Northern whites were turned off by the perceived violence of civil rights demonstrations and thought Negroes were “pushing too fast” for racial equality. Yet most white Northerners interviewed favored essential aspects of President Kennedy’s civil rights bill, including the desegregation of public accommodations. They almost universally balked at the prospect of busing their children to different neighborhoods to achieve racial integration, the same idea rejected by President Kennedy earlier in the summer. Prospects of racial quotas in employment were similarly offensive. The question of integrated housing touched the loudest objection of all. “Look mister, the colored move into an area and values go down twenty percent, even more—I just can’t afford that,” claimed one respondent. Almost 80 percent of whites interviewed believed a homeowner should have the right to refuse a Negro from buying their home.

Working-class white ethnics proved especially disturbed by the prospect of Negroes encroaching on hard-earned jobs, good schools, and neighborhoods, in contrast with well-educated liberals and “people with Jewish or Anglo-Saxon names.” A third of respondents listed race as the nation’s central concern, and the majority still favored Jack Kennedy over Nelson Rockefeller or Barry Goldwater. Bobby Kennedy rated lower, a reflection of his status as a buffer for his more famous brother’s sometimes controversial policy decisions on race matters. But there were warning signs. Only 38 percent of whites interviewed felt that Blacks were subject to mistreatment. “More than six out of 10 feel that the Negro is being treated ‘about right,’ or even ‘too well,’” illustrating the depth of America’s racial divide.3

The fall of 1963 would feature bloodshed, setbacks, and heartbreak as new hopes collided with old hatreds. None seemed more affected than Jimmy Baldwin, who took each new tragedy more personally than the last. The aftermath of the March on Washington, filled with a kind of euphoric joy, would not last. The relentless, almost pathological, optimism that Baldwin imbued, for a short time, into the entire nation, curdled against a mean season of violence, death, and backlash.

Two days after Labor Day, a bomb exploded in the home of Birmingham civil rights attorney Arthur Shores. Shores’s wife received a severe concussion and was hospitalized, and Shores and his teenage daughter barely escaped injury. The violence against Shores, whose home had been bombed by racial terrorists less than three weeks earlier, touched off a two-hour riot between police and residents marked by gunfire that killed John D. Coley, a twenty-year-old Black resident. Violence in Birmingham represented a time machine, transporting the nation back to the fear and anxiety of the spring and dispelling the hopefulness and promise of the March on Washington.

Earlier that day, public schools in Birmingham had been racially integrated amid demonstrations by white supremacist groups, some clinging to Confederate flags. Governor George Wallace, by executive order, shut down schools slated to integrate in other parts of the state. In a replay of the hostility that had brought the nation to its knees in the spring, Wallace stationed state troopers around public schools in Tuskegee. The governor planned to halt racial integration in Mobile and Huntsville by executive order, a show of force, or some combination of both.4 From Atlanta, King called on President Kennedy to investigate the latest incident of racial violence in the Magic City. “A reign of terror continues in Birmingham,” explained King by telegram. He cited Wallace’s “irresponsible actions” in closing schools and again threatening to personally bar the entrance of Black students as contemptible displays of “arrogance and blatant defiance” of federal rule of law.5

President Kennedy ended Wallace’s defiance on September 10 by activating 425 national guardsmen. That Tuesday, twenty Negro students enrolled in Huntsville, Tuskegee, and Mobile. Twelve whites were arrested for protesting racially integrated schools in Birmingham. The threat of federal troops combined with the sweeping court order won by NAACP lawyer Constance Baker Motley, the most accomplished Black female attorney of her generation, forced Wallace, once again, into meek submission that he redefined as a kind of martyrdom, winning him acclaim from all corners of the nation. White coeds at West End High School in Birmingham sobbed as Black students entered. “I hope my mamma heard so she’ll come get me,” lamented one as she departed the school. Only five hundred students, about one-third of those enrolled, showed up. Almost one hundred white students, led by young boys sporting crew cuts, white T-shirts, and barely veiled hostility, chanted, “We hate Kennedy!” and “We hate niggers. We want Wallace!”6 Birmingham continued to make national news for all the wrong reasons.

President Kennedy spent part of his press conference on Thursday, September 12, praising areas of the South for integrating public schools peacefully. “The emotions underlying segregation have persisted for generations,” said Kennedy, “and in many instances, leaders in these communities have had to overcome their own personal attitudes, as well as the ingrained social attitudes of the communities.” Reporters asked about Kennedy’s feelings about a Gallup poll showing that 50 percent of Americans felt he was pushing integration too fast. Kennedy parried by expressing delight at the 40 percent who approved his actions as a source of national pride and progress. “We as a country are doing quite well,” Kennedy insisted. Though “we have to do better,” he took “satisfaction” in the pace of school desegregation over the past two weeks. The president faced a question about whether he approved of sending students to schools outside their local communities in service of racial integration, what would later become known as busing. “If you’re asking my opinion—faraway, strange places and all the rest—I would not agree with it,” said Kennedy.7

Three days later, Kennedy’s public expression of confidence and satisfaction in the pace of racial progress was shattered by a new act of violence. On a chilly, overcast Sunday, September 15, the twenty-first bomb targeting Negro communities in the past eight years exploded in Birmingham’s upscale Sixteenth Street Baptist Church at 10:22 a.m. Carole Robertson, Addie Mae Collins, and Cynthia Wesley, all fourteen years old, and Denise McNair, just eleven, were killed in the blast. They perished from a bomb that wrecked the church basement and blew a hole large enough for a person to walk through in the former women’s lounge.

Scenes of misery engulfed the church. Parents searched for children, clutching shoes blown off in the attack. Cynthia was the only child of two educators; her mother, Gertrude, taught at Lewis Elementary School, where her father, Claude, served as principal. Claude and Cynthia had enjoyed a coffee, eggs, and bacon breakfast that morning. “You go on in honey,” Claude told Cynthia as he went to fill the tank of the family’s black Ford Mercury at a gas station, where he heard the explosion. Denise’s mother, Maxine, also taught school. Her father, Christopher, attended services at Saint Paul Lutheran Church as superintendent of Sunday school, and he was there when he heard the news. Carole’s parents were educators, and her grandmother, Mrs. Sallie Anderson, was one of the Negroes appointed to Mayor Albert Boutwell’s biracial committee organized in the aftermath of the spring uprising. Addie Mae came from humble origins, with her father, Oscar, working as a waiter in a Chinese restaurant and her mother, Maxine, a homemaker.8 All four girls were dressed in the ruffled white dresses of ushers.

Grief filled the void left by sudden death, with women and men screaming for survivors through debris that resembled a war zone. The Sunday school lesson on “The Love That Forgives” concluded just when the bomb exploded. “In church!” a woman outside screamed. “My God, you’re not even safe in the church.”9

Martin Luther King Jr. heard news of the attack from Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta. He immediately telegrammed Kennedy and prepared to return to Birmingham. The deaths of these four Black girls shattered the residual optimism that lingered from the March on Washington. King warned Kennedy that Birmingham signified the arrival of the “worst racial holocaust this nation had ever seen” if the president did not step up with reinforcements. He also sent a prosecutorial telegram to George Wallace. “The blood of our children is on your hands,” wrote King. By telegram, James Farmer pleaded with Kennedy to “protect and free 20 million of your loyal citizens.”10

News of the explosion, the deaths of Carole, Addie Mae, Cynthia, and Denise during Sunday school services, and the likelihood of the perpetrators being white sent Birmingham into waves of scattered violence that injured whites and Negroes and turned the city, once again, into a kind of war zone. The force of the blast destroyed five cars in the back of Sixteenth Street Baptist; two of them appeared to be crushed “like a toy.” The concussive force shattered the windows in the laundromat across the street. Black and Confederate-flag-waving white youth waged rock fights from street corners. Police fired shotguns over the heads of waves of surging Negro demonstrators, who responded by retreating to the back street while lobbing rocks and pieces of glass picked up from the bomb debris. Five hundred national guardsmen stood on alert, and three hundred Alabama state troopers armed with pistols, rifles, carbines, and shotguns represented an occupying army in a city under siege.11

Death traveled beyond the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church victims. Two Eagle Scouts, Michael Lee Farley and Larry Joe Sims, opened fire from a motorbike adorned with Confederate regalia, for no reason, on Virgil “Peanut” Ware, a thirteen-year-old Black boy riding shotgun on the handlebars of his friend’s bicycle. Shot in the head and chest by a .22-caliber gun, the panicked boy’s last words were, “Jim, I’ve been shot.” Peanut’s killers would be destined to serve six months in juvenile detention and probation, respectively. Birmingham police officer Jack Parker shot sixteen-year-old Johnny Robinson in the back, fatally wounding the teenager. Johnny had been chased down an alley after lobbing a rock at a car that carried such messages as “Negro, go back to Africa,” scrawled in shoe polish. After being shot, Johnny staggered over to a hanging clothesline, with blood gushing from his mouth.12

President Kennedy had been enjoying a brief reverie in Newport, Rhode Island, before the news of the bombing forced him to return to Washington. Assistant Attorney General Burke Marshall and two dozen FBI agents were dispatched to Birmingham. The president refused to send troops, reasoning that such an act might unintentionally escalate tensions and produce fresh bursts of even more gruesome violence. Kennedy also resisted visiting Birmingham personally or attending any of the funeral services for the victims. He seemed to want to pretend, many civil rights leaders thought, as if nothing happened.

King paralleled these actions by meeting with local leaders and the families of the victims, all of whom, except for Carole Robertson’s mother, Alpha, agreed to conduct a joint funeral service. King would preach at their funerals. King arrived by plane just before 10:30 p.m. on Sunday, met by an entourage of seven automobiles and a police escort. “We need him here right now like a hole in the head,” one city official told a reporter.13

Mayor Albert Boutwell cried in front of reporters on Sunday night. “It’s inconceivable to me,” he said. “It’s just shocking.” In the same breath, the mayor claimed no authority to rid the city of Jim Crow signs. Negro leaders judged Boutwell’s performance to be a disgrace, shedding worthless tears in front of reporters while refusing to meet with Black leaders in private.14

Bobby Kennedy canceled his schedule on Monday to form a command center at the Justice Department, where he constantly communicated with Burke Marshall and James Dolan, a trusted aide. In Birmingham, Marshall and Dolan encountered a city under siege, where bodyguards protected the homes of successful Negroes in a section of the town known as Dynamite Hill for its long history of racial terrorism.15

John F. Kennedy released a public statement on Monday, “expressing a deep sense of outrage and grief over the killing of the children yesterday in Birmingham, Alabama.” Since the president’s statement did not mention names, perhaps the parents of Peanut Ware and Johnny Robinson took equal comfort in these words. The president indicted Wallace without mentioning his name by criticizing the “public disparagement of law and order” by elected officials leading to needless tragedy. Kennedy hoped that this unspeakable loss might awaken the entire nation to accept “the folly of racial injustice and hatred and violence” and work toward “peaceful progress before more lives are lost.”16

King and civil rights leaders found Kennedy’s statement and the decision, in consultation with Bobby, not to send federal troops or marshals into Birmingham disappointing. The loss of innocents unconnected to the freedom struggle except by birth elicited new measures of grief, trauma, and anger in Birmingham and across the nation. Disappointment in Kennedy reflected the ebb and flow of political currents that the president seemed unable to respond to. The Kennedy who had spoken so eloquently, passionately even, on June 11, who had graciously hosted Myrlie Evers at the White House and led an impromptu post–March on Washington strategy session, now receded into the background. The president refused to attend any of the funerals for Birmingham’s children and stayed silent on requests to declare a national day of mourning. Kennedy’s finest moment as president occurred when he embraced the most pressing moral and political crisis of the age. Now, with six children being buried in Birmingham, his diminished response inspired sadness and disappointment in some quarters and resolve in others. Roy Wilkins described the bombing as an act of war against Negroes and said the government should wage a counter war on their behalf. Wilkins called on the Kennedy administration to “cut off every nickel and every dime” of federal money to the state of Alabama, including to Maxwell Air Force Base in Montgomery.17

Three weeks after the March on Washington, Martin Luther King Jr. spoke in front of eight thousand people who came to pay their respects to Addie Mae Collins, Cynthia Wesley, and Denise McNair. Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth would preach at Carole Robertson’s private funeral service. At Sixth Avenue Baptist Church, the funeral included some clergy, such as Reverend Dr. Eugene Carson Blake, who had spoken at the March on Washington. The immense crowd included SNCC workers in bib overalls that contrasted with the church-dressed finery of the crowds of mourners. Lena Horne sent three enormous bouquets—yellow for Cynthia Wesley, pink for Addie Mae Collins, and blue for Denise McNair—that sat atop the funeral caskets at the front of a church overwhelmed with flowers. White clergy, for the first time, joined Negro ministers in public. Rabbi Milton Grafman of Temple Emanu-El came, still upset that King’s letter, which criticized white clergy such as him, “was very unfair to us” by making them “look ridiculous.”18

“These children,” explained King, adorned in black funeral robes, “unoffending, innocent, and beautiful—were the victims of one of the most vicious, heinous crimes ever perpetrated against humanity.” King identified the murders as an immoral blight against the world’s collective humanity, an assault against “heroines of a holy crusade for freedom and human dignity.” King blasted milquetoasts, quiescent preachers, and politicians who fanned the flames of racial hatred and injustice: the Dixiecrats and right-wing Republicans who ravenously devoured “the spoiled meat of racism.”

Although now off to eternal life, the murdered girls could speak beyond the grave. King channeled their spirits—young lives prematurely eulogized—as pleading with the nation to confront the origins of the system that allowed their lives to be snuffed out by sticks of dynamite. “The death of these little children may lead our whole Southland to the high road of peace and brotherhood,” hoped King. Perhaps, he wondered aloud, their tragic end might inspire “the white South to come to terms with its conscience.”19

King tried to press this point with President Kennedy the next day during a 5 p.m. meeting in the Cabinet Room at the White House. He arrived with seven Black leaders from Birmingham, including A. G. Gaston, the Negro businessman who had given shelter to the movement even under the threat of death in the spring, and Fred Shuttlesworth, fresh from preaching at Carole Robertson’s funeral on Tuesday. “There is still a great problem of police brutality,” King explained to Kennedy, noting the deaths of the two boys after the bombing. “The Negro community is about to reach a breaking point,” he said. King called Governor Wallace “a madman” who could not be reasoned with and pleaded with Kennedy to show leadership.20

The president, aware that the group would plea for federal intervention, prepared an ambush with the aid of Bobby Kennedy and Burke Marshall. Bobby had already rejected the idea of sending in troops. The administration had also already secured two white emissaries to represent them in Birmingham: General Kenneth C. Royall, a North Carolinian who served as secretary of the army under President Truman, and former West Point football coach Earl H. Blaik.

“People can’t be led by bayonets,” said the president, deploying some of the language used against the administration by segregationists such as George Wallace. “Only a change of heart can bring about the changes needed in the South.” Such language conveniently absolved the federal government from intervention and served to rationalize inaction as justice. Paradoxically, Kennedy’s relentless pursuit of achieving a civil rights legislative breakthrough made him, in this instance, so fearful of alienating Dixiecrats as to miss the depth of the tragedy unfolding before his eyes.21

Kennedy told the Negro leaders in attendance that he found no legal grounds to send troops to Birmingham. The crisis at Ole Miss the previous year meant, for Kennedy, the appearance of “troops are in a sense a defeat.” They offered an excuse for local whites not to confront the racial crisis around them. “Because it finally means that we take over and then everybody just quits,” the president surmised. With that, King’s pleas for action were boldly brushed aside, as were Shuttlesworth’s. Only A. G. Gaston’s lament that Negro businesses were unable to acquire insurance gained Kennedy’s attention. He promised to take care of it.22

Kennedy then proceeded to read to the group the statement the White House planned to send regarding his personal emissaries to Birmingham, Royall and Blaik. This made the rest of the meeting academic.

From the distance of Washington, Kennedy remained hopeful. “But if you look, as you know, at any of these struggles over a period across the world, it is a very dangerous effort.” For Kennedy, bold political actions, from both ordinary citizens and politicians, entailed significant risk, “so everybody just has to keep their nerve.”23 Racial peace in the face of terror that murdered six children represented, according to Kennedy, “a very hard price” required to maintain the momentum needed to pass the civil rights bill and make sure the deaths in Birmingham were not in vain.24

The targeting of the church, which had served as the headquarters of the King and Shuttlesworth spring campaign to end Jim Crow, was no accident. Located across the street from Kelly Ingram Park, where fire hoses had routed demonstrators in May, and three blocks from city hall, the church represented a living symbol of Black dignity and citizenship. The knowledge that almost four hundred parishioners were in the church at the time, including eighty children, rubbed Black leaders raw. The damage to the three-story building included the destruction of all but one of the stained-glass windows, an image depicting Jesus leading the children. The bomb hollowed out Christ’s face. For the next twenty-four hours, commerce in Birmingham’s Black community shut down, with churches, cafés, and movie theaters closing. Negro guards patrolled the North Smithfield neighborhood that housed the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church.25

Birmingham’s white community responded with a mixture of shame, guilt, and prejudice. One man donated $10 to a relief fund for the victims. “If it can happen to nigger children, it can happen to mine,” he observed. A young woman dropped off the same amount at the mayor’s office. While disapproving of “Negro demonstrations,” she attested to the children’s innocence. The savagery of murdering children proved a bridge too far. Denise McNair’s grandmother found comfort in the surprising visits by white families to pay their respects, an act that violated racial segregation’s social tenets. But after one woman showed up with a Confederate flag emblazoned on her car, she “began to wonder if they will ever change.”26

Before reporters outside of the White House, King turned the indignity of Kennedy’s denial of federal reinforcements into a victory, massaging the president’s words as having instead “made it clear that the Federal government would not stand idly and allow the lives and property and rights of Negro citizens to be trampled.”27

Lorraine Hansberry privately grappled with shock, grief, and anger in the aftermath of the deaths of six Negro children. “My own heart is filled with a passion for sheer vengeance,” she wrote in her journal. “I imagine that the solution is Negro counter terror,” Hansberry continued. Nina Simone—one of Hansberry’s best friends who happened to be a classically trained pianist born in the rural South who took the musical world by storm during the early 1960s—would channel the grief and shock over Birmingham into furious art. In June, Hansberry and Simone were locked arm in arm in the New York apartment of a SNCC supporter alongside dozens of young people, many just released from Southern jails.

Simone’s identification with the civil rights struggle made her part of a growing contingent of celebrities who became public symbols of the search for Negro citizenship. Simone’s “Mississippi Goddam” showcased the evolution of freedom dreams that now purposefully expressed the unspeakable in public. Birmingham’s racial killing fields inspired Simone to write a song that judged America a “country full of lies” whose behavior would culminate in a violent reckoning. Simone’s grim prediction of death and violence—“You’re all gonna die… like flies”—directed at the faceless racial terrorists who extinguished Negro life in Alabama reflected the changing definitions of freedom as summer turned to autumn. Simone’s cultural power, like Hansberry’s, transcended the artistic milieu that inspired her original fame. She headlined SNCC benefit concerts in the South, proudly wore African dress, unabashedly professed loyalty to the movement’s most militant actors, including Jimmy Baldwin, and emerged as a powerful voice of conscience in the national civil rights imagination.28

Jimmy Baldwin transformed aching grief over the deaths of Carole, Addie Mae, Cynthia, and Denise into pure rage. During an interview at Pacifica Radio station in Los Angeles in the spring, Baldwin characterized race as “the greatest metaphor” in the nation and detailed his efforts to “destroy the vocabulary” used to discuss the Negro problem in America. In the intervening months, he had been profiled in dozens of magazines, newspapers, and journals; conducted television and radio interviews; met with the attorney general; and organized protests in Paris and with the March on Washington’s celebrity contingent. Baldwin represented what the French called engagé, politically committed, an artist whose realm of study, interest, and impact encompassed nothing less than the entire world. The death of children pained Jimmy, who served from childhood as a surrogate parent to his brothers and sisters, a role he continued to fill in his adult life. Baldwin found “something in children that is not present in adults, who want their misconceptions confirmed.” Children made up the largest segment of American society, vulnerable enough to be willing to listen to the truth.29

An FBI wiretap on Clarence Jones, the bitter harvest of the May 24 meeting with the attorney general, recorded James Baldwin’s anger with the government. Baldwin, no friend of the bureau, directly attacked J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI for their disgraceful performance in the field of civil rights. He and Jones also discussed Baldwin’s remarks during a press conference with Bayard Rustin the day before, criticizing the FBI director. “I blame J. Edgar Hoover in part for events in Alabama,” Baldwin had told reporters, a line that was quoted in the New York Times. “Negroes have no cause to have faith in the FBI.”30

Baldwin’s words merely scratched the surface of the far more sinister truth. The FBI informer Gary Rowe, embedded with Birmingham’s Ku Klux Klan, had held inside intelligence about campaigns of racial terror that stretched from the 1961 Freedom Rides through Birmingham’s spring and summer of madness that neither local police nor the bureau did anything to halt.31

On the call with Jones, Baldwin condemned King’s meeting with Kennedy, believing the president should travel to Alabama to grieve and provide woefully absent leadership. Jones praised Baldwin’s uncanny ability to publicly express what people dared not say out loud about race, democracy, and citizenship in America. The crisis extended to the movement’s symbol, as Baldwin relayed what his sister, most likely Paula, had told him: “Negroes are thinking seriously of assassinating Martin Luther King,” a testament to feelings of despair over the deaths of children, which seemed to deserve the kind of response Malcolm X favored.

The combined assassinations of Medgar Evers and Carole Robertson, Addie Mae Collins, Cynthia Wesley, and Denise McNair altered something profound inside Jimmy. Something broke within him, a hopeful light that would continue to flicker yet never burn so brightly again. The artist embraced activism in the aftermath of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing with an enthusiasm that mimicked the religious since, as Baldwin would discover, he had never actually left the church behind.

Baldwin and Bayard Rustin held a joint press conference on Monday, September 16, at the Harlem March on Washington office. They demanded federal intervention in Birmingham “not in a matter of days, but in a matter of minutes.” They announced plans for memorial services throughout the week, including an evening event at Town Hall featuring an interracial group of civil rights activists, organizers, and artists. They planned to distribute black mourning armbands with the help of SNCC workers. Local 1199, which had sent a strong contingent to the Washington march, would help organize demonstrations honoring the lives lost in Birmingham.

New York mayor Robert Wagner decried Birmingham as a “synonym for barbarism and brutality,” a “sick” city that needed protection against itself. Whitney Young urged Kennedy to “forestall further outrages of this nature,” and the newly established Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law blamed Governor Wallace for “sowing the seeds of this disaster.”32 On Wednesday, September 18, Baldwin and Rustin held a second Harlem press conference, announcing plans for a massive Sunday afternoon rally at the courthouse in Foley Square. Participants would don “Birmingham Children” black armbands with white lettering until the nation achieved racial justice.33

Jimmy appeared at a 5:30 p.m. memorial service at Town Hall the Friday after the church bombing. John Oliver Killens, Louis Lomax, Ruby Dee, and the singer Odetta, who had sung at the March on Washington, were among the 1,500 in attendance. Malcolm X came too, eager to listen as the racial optimism of the summer’s march evaporated before the nation’s eyes. Christopher and Maxine McNair, the parents of Denise McNair, were there as well. The grieving couple, two days after Martin Luther King Jr. had eulogized Denise in Birmingham, answered questions at the Astor House hotel. They spoke with an astonishing poise laced with simmering rage at their daughter’s needless death. Christopher shrugged off questions about violence and revenge, noting that if his daughter had been armed, she still would have perished. Maxine wistfully called for a “rat-proof democracy” since, she said, racial injustice and its unmooring violence redounded nationally.34

Killens interpreted the deaths of the six young people in Birmingham as the end of nonviolence in the Negro struggle. A friend of Malcolm X’s and a Harlem Writers Guild stalwart whose novels thoughtfully probed Black political self-determination, Killens spoke in support of self-defense and refused to “love” those who terrorized and killed his people.

Baldwin assumed Malcolm X’s typical role as Black America’s prosecuting attorney. He accused white America of remaining silent in the face of Negro oppression, a collective indictment that Birmingham’s tragedy confirmed for all the world to see. President Kennedy’s “lack of passion” frustrated Jimmy, as did the two-party system where Republicans flirted with “a Barry Goldwater” and Democrats remained a party of unreconstructed racists such as Mississippi senator James Eastland. Violence around the nation would make Birmingham seem tame if the federal government did not act swiftly. “We are here to achieve the American Revolution,” proclaimed Baldwin, “to take the government into our own hands” and achieve freedom beyond emancipation.35

On Saturday, September 21, Baldwin announced the formation of Artists and Writers for Justice, whose founding members included Ruby Dee, John Oliver Killens, and Louis Lomax. They announced plans to organize a nationwide Negro shopping boycott during Christmas to honor the memories of Carole, Addie Mae, Cynthia, and Denise and to trouble the waters of an unreconstructed nation that still committed heinous crimes against Black lives. Americans “have no right to celebrate Christmas this year,” Baldwin told reporters. The boycott would include toys. On Christmas morning, Dee explained, parents could tell children, “Santa Claus didn’t come because bombers came to Birmingham.” The group announced that demonstrations would occur in support of a boycott designed to pressure businesses to end racial terror and violence lest their bottom lines be destroyed. The group viewed the Birmingham bombing as a violation of the Christian spirit that required not purchasing anything beyond the absolute necessities during the holiday season. As Baldwin said, “It would be a mockery of Christ” to celebrate Christmas amid the willful massacre of children. Already in contact with prominent civil rights organizations in hopes of forming larger coalitions, the group planned to promote the boycott through posters, car decals, and speeches wherever and whenever they could.36

The demonstrations memorializing the murdered children spread quickly throughout the country. Almost five thousand came to Brooklyn, nearly three thousand in Queens, and nine hundred in Harlem in a series of protests in New York City’s boroughs that were mirrored nationally. These demonstrations included calls for massive civil disobedience that had been absent from the March on Washington. Eight children carried four miniature coffins in front of the Bronx County Courthouse during an outdoor memorial procession that drew one thousand people.

In Washington, DC, across the street from the White House near a park, ten thousand demonstrators gathered in mourning and outrage over Birmingham. In Boston, six thousand turned out. Police routed one thousand Negroes who came out to memorialize Carole, Addie Mae, Cynthia, and Denise in Shreveport, Louisiana. Another thousand came out in Columbia, South Carolina, and an interracial group of 1,500 demonstrated in Miami. Further memorials occurred in Houston, Texas, Little Rock, Arkansas, and Albany and Troy, New York. Residents, including whites, in cities in New Jersey, Ohio, Connecticut, Oregon, Wisconsin, Kansas, Utah, Washington, and California organized services in honor of the six slain Negro children.

That same day, in Birmingham, funeral services were held for thirteen-year-old Peanut Ware and sixteen-year-old Johnny Robinson.

A nation that less than a month ago had radiated the hopeful joy stemming from that spectacular summer day in Washington now found itself traumatized with a new kind of grief. That grief inspired a militancy that teetered on the edge of, if not violence, then the unknown.

On Sunday, September 22, the National Day of Mourning for the Children of Birmingham, a massive interracial crowd of seven thousand demonstrators swarmed Foley Square in Manhattan. Some carried signs for Local 1199, the hospital workers’ union that both Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. supported. At Foley Square, Jimmy Baldwin, who had eloquently outlined a beautifully imperfect path toward racial reconciliation, transformed into an Old Testament prophet calling for a political fire this time.

Baldwin, wearing a band on his left arm with the words “Birmingham’s Children,” appeared alongside Reverend Thomas Kilgore, the pastor of Friendship Baptist Church in New York and a close adviser and confidant of Martin Luther King Jr. Kilgore also served as pastor to Ella Baker, the brilliant founder of SNCC who endured a tumultuous professional relationship with King during the three years she served, all but in name, as the executive director of the fledgling SCLC. Reinhold Niebuhr, a German theologian whose philosophical writings on nonviolence, pacifism, and religion profoundly influenced King, was also on hand. The event, broadcast on public television as “Our Protestant Heritage,” found Baldwin meditating on the meaning of Birmingham for the nation’s soul. He judged that “the people who were slaves here, the most beaten and despised people here” were “at this moment, and I mean this, absolutely the only hope this country has.” Centuries of unmerited suffering made Black folk, in Baldwin’s estimation, able to see the country’s bitter reality, in contrast to its aspirational face, with a clarity of purpose that presented a redemptive opportunity, if only the nation would take it. Jimmy considered “the only people in the country at the moment who believe either in Christianity, or the country, are the most despised minority in it.” Baldwin offered an eloquent autobiographical sketch of the personal struggle he turned into transcendent art.37

At Foley Square, in front of the federal courthouse steps, Jimmy Baldwin shared the stage with Washington march organizer Bayard Rustin; James Farmer, fresh from a Plaquemine, Louisiana, prison cell that forced him to miss the March on Washington; and Norman Thomas, the venerable six-time Socialist candidate for president. Thomas expressed joy at living long enough to see the March on Washington but released thunderbolts of displeasure against a nation where such a tragedy as Birmingham appeared normal. Rustin excited an agitated crowd by decrying the sight of police on mounted horseback for a movement that had displayed the remarkable discipline of August 28. “I call now for an uprising, nonviolently, in 100 cities, where we will sit and stand and stand and sit and go to jail and jail again until there are no color barriers” and until the federal government recognized the gravity of the crisis and the power of the people, proclaimed Rustin. The applause drowned out his high-pitched lilt. While personally committed to nonviolence, Rustin averred that it could not occur in a one-sided vacuum.

Farmer blamed Kennedy and the inaction of the Justice Department for the deaths of four children. “If the Administration will not move, the present Administration will be replaced,” Farmer warned.

“We have lost the right to be a Christian nation,” Baldwin thundered, repeating his call for a nationwide Christmas boycott. Americans were living through “a terrifying crisis,” one that required the “cruelest and most abrupt terms” imaginable. The standard question—posed by liberals and never uttered by conservatives—of what Negros wanted reflected the gap in recognition of Black humanity. In contrast to Malcolm X, Baldwin firmly upheld a claim on America’s future by dint of his ancestors’ toil, cultivating the land and building the vast wealth that all, it seemed, except their progeny enjoyed. “If you know what you want, then you know what I want,” Baldwin advised. America’s invention of racial caste and the term “nigger” would have to be confronted to dispel myths of a Negro problem. Like long-separated lovers, whites and Negroes could only potentially reconcile through an honest reckoning with the past that produced the divide in the first place. Baldwin grounded his passion in concrete demands, outing his hometown as “a segregated city” and wondering aloud, “What would happen if Harlem refused to pay the rents for a month?” He meditated on the fierce urgency of what King often discussed. “We have got to bring about a mass campaign of civil disobedience,” insisted Baldwin. “Some laws should not be obeyed,” he observed, echoing King’s Birmingham jail letter. He demanded action from President Kennedy, noting that, “if they can invade Cuba, they can act,” bringing up the administration’s disastrous first-year misadventure in the Bay of Pigs.38

In the crowd, listening intently with his hand covering his chin, stood Malcolm X. Malcolm might have smiled at the militant talk emanating from the speakers’ podium, including Rustin’s hedge about nonviolence, Baldwin’s tough talk about civil disobedience, and Farmer’s weary frustration. “I am not troubled by having a big nose, wide lips, and kinky hair,” said Baldwin at one point. “Being a Negro doesn’t trouble me, it troubles you.” The Foley Square march, aside from its interracial character, spoke in the language of Black nationalism and political self-determination previously confined to local milieus. The language of Malcolm X, the militancy of Gloria Richardson, the anti-colonialism of Lorraine Hansberry, and the quest for independent politics favored by William Worthy now reached outward toward the national stage.39

And Baldwin would help lead the way. “We either learn to live together here, or we will not live at all,” observed Baldwin. Birmingham would “be the end of that endeavor called America or the beginning of it.” The continued betrayal of twenty million Negroes reflected a corrupt political system, one that rationalized an unequal economic system. Both systems must go, Baldwin said. In a nod to the tense moment between Bobby Kennedy and Jerome Smith during their meeting that month, Baldwin found no need for Americans of good conscience to want to invade Cuba. “I would much rather invade Miami,” he suggested, perhaps evoking the roiling struggles for racial integration taking place in Tallahassee and other parts of Florida. “The moral leaders of the Free World are in great trouble,” Baldwin admitted. The United States represented the global superpower on the verge of self-destruction, racked by the cancer of racism, the sin of slavery, and the morally reprehensible commitment to lying about it.40

The deaths of Carole Robertson, Addie Mae Collins, Cynthia Wesley, Denise McNair, Peanut Ware, and Johnny Robinson placed Baldwin’s words in stark relief. Baldwin, the movement’s lion, public voice, and moral barometer, now plunged into a kind of public despair that pushed America toward a historic reckoning—the shame and trauma, the beauty and possibility of shaping a new world amid the ruins of the old. Those, like Bobby Kennedy, who accused Baldwin of speaking in the language of emotion with little understanding of, or appreciation for, policy, failed to understand his soaring vision. Baldwin’s comprehension of the depth and breadth of America’s racial crisis made him a prophet rather than a policy expert.

Baldwin warned against mounting dangers in a society that noticed but refused to take heed of threats before it was too late. He explicitly said as much at Foley Square. “A government and a nation are not synonymous,” he said near the end of his speech. “We can change the government, and we will.”41

Autumn became a season of moral and political reckoning inspired by the fallout from Birmingham’s bloody Sunday, and a time of testing evolved into one of judgment. James Baldwin’s works and political activism through the spring and summer had raised American consciousness about Black people’s humanity, history’s delusions, and the collaboration of whites in profound and moving ways. The summer’s freedom surge beckoned legions of nonviolent demonstrators, battalions of National Guard and law enforcement troops, and waves of ordinary citizens brave enough to bear witness to racial slavery’s punishing afterlife in a Jim Crow system whose brutalities remain unbounded.

Baldwin, by using a set of unique talents that made his impact unprecedented in the history of social movements, injected the language of radical Black humanism into the civil rights front with a force, power, and influence that would produce a tenuously rough consensus about the meaning of freedom in America. The conditions of racial hatred, poverty, segregation, violence, and shame imposed on Blacks by American history profoundly impacted white people and institutions, argued Baldwin. The moral corruption and venality in America that allowed for the deaths of six children in Birmingham paralleled the economic injustice and racial dispossession that gripped Black life. He urged the nation to move beyond the guilt that all human beings felt at one point or another. Responsibility represented the more significant and interesting challenge.

On Wednesday, September 25, four weeks after the March on Washington, Baldwin spoke at the Community Church of New York to support the proposed Christmas boycott. The event, which Bayard Rustin attended, had been planned to discuss next steps after Washington, but it turned into a gathering of mourning and outrage. Fourteen hundred people, three-quarters white and predominantly young, participated, with another one thousand outside of the church unable to get in. Baldwin shared how uncompensated Black labor created national wealth. The time now required Negroes to use that “weight for the first time for ourselves and for the liberation of this country.” The boycott would be the first step in Negroes discovering their own political and economic power. Baldwin spoke of freedom as an extension of the pursuit of dignity. “We the People are responsible for our freedom,” he said. “We are not begging for freedom,” he reminded his audience, “it is up to us to take it.” This last line drew hearty applause. Baldwin lamented how racist habits, customs, and traditions—the weight of American history—prevented the kind of interracial dialogue that could save white souls and Black lives. Birmingham’s carnage had shifted Baldwin away from cautious optimism based on interracial cooperation and righteous truth telling. Like Malcolm X, he now argued that Negroes held the keys to their salvation.42

Baldwin offered an unvarnished political assessment of the present. “Birmingham is a monstrous city indeed,” he observed. “But Birmingham is not really any worse than New York.” The applause in the church corroborated this. Jimmy described President Kennedy’s deployment of Ken Royall and Earl Blaik to Birmingham as peace emissaries as a “cynical” ploy. “We have no right to allow the death of six children to be met in this way.”43

Baldwin cited Harlem’s racially segregated and economically impoverished neighborhood as a byproduct of economic exploitation based on a system of racist capitalism. He suggested a campaign of mass disobedience, from boycotts to rent strikes. He called for “an overhaul of the system” that allowed the murders in Birmingham to take place. “I think it’s beneath me to say that I’m not a communist,” he said, anticipating the line of attack that justified the FBI’s illegal surveillance. Jimmy pushed back against the predictable character attacks and political insults that would come “the moment I begin to deal with things as they are.” He juxtaposed America’s gun-loving culture with King and the civil rights movement’s gloriously disciplined use of nonviolence. America praised nonviolence only when Black people adopted it, the nation recognizing, for the first time, its Christian roots. “I don’t want to see any more blood,” Jimmy lamented. “Nobody’s blood.”44

At the beginning of his talk at the church, Baldwin described himself as a “poet” produced by Black people’s joy and pain, grandeur and travails, hopes and dreams. Baldwin peeled away the hopeful varnish of world-weary optimism that had marked so many of his public statements. This attitude, in tandem with his literary excellence, had formed a feedback loop of national aspiration for so much of the year. But for the rest of his life, he would now endeavor to speak of things as they were, unburdened by the need to discuss how white accountability might hasten America’s unfinished birth. His first stop would be in Selma, a city poised to enter history because of a civil rights breakthrough, police brutality, or some combination of both.

Jimmy Baldwin and his brother David arrived in Selma around 1:30 a.m. on Monday, October 7, at the invitation of Jim Forman, the brilliantly temperamental SNCC leader who had organized Freedom Day. This event was designed to demonstrate the barriers preventing local Negroes from exercising the franchise. By rallying hundreds to register, knowing they would be met with obstruction, humiliation, and probable violence, Forman dramatized the crisis of voter repression, the authoritarianism of law enforcement, the failure of the Kennedy administration to defend Black citizenship, and the unwavering dignity of local Negroes. Forman considered Baldwin the second act of a celebrity-driven lineup promised to reporters. Dick Gregory, who had arrived three days earlier, was the first.

Jimmy and David arrived by way of Birmingham. They were driven to the home of Amelia Boynton, a leader in Selma’s voting rights efforts. Located in Dallas County, Alabama, Selma looked like a decaying part of the state’s cotton belt: no longer enriched by its diminishing plantation economy but still relentless in its advocacy of an antebellum version of white supremacy. Jim Forman cooked eggs while he rehearsed the history of SNCC’s voting rights campaign in Selma, which had begun in earnest eight months earlier when Bernard and Colia LaFayette pioneered a voter registration drive. Since then, Bernard had been brutally assaulted by a white man pretending to need help with his car, and three hundred people had been arrested over the past three weeks for voting rights work. The energies reverberating nationally for the desegregation of public accommodations manifested themselves in SNCC and the Dallas County Voters League through a remarkable push for the franchise.
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James Baldwin participating in the Selma, Alabama, Freedom Day voting rights demonstration organized by SNCC, October 7, 1963. (Courtesy of the Tom & Ethel Bradley Center at California State University, Northridge.)



“Big” Jim Clark, the Dallas County sheriff straight out of central casting, relished his role as the arbiter of state-sanctioned racial terror, violence, and intimidation. As Negroes in Selma increased their organizing efforts, so did Clark, deputizing hundreds of white men with guns in a bid to intimidate activists and citizens.

Of the thirty thousand Negroes living in Dallas County, there were only 130 registered. The press caught a whiff of the story, prompted by Forman’s promises of Negro celebrities. Representatives from the Justice Department, who drove Jimmy and David to Selma, and the FBI were also present.45

Hundreds of local Negroes lined up outside Selma’s relatively modern green, stone courthouse, one of a few buildings that might convince a visitor they were in the twentieth century. Forman’s efforts to build a mass movement in Selma, like Greenwood, Birmingham, and Jackson, relied on a delicate combination of local rectitude, police brutality, and journalists able to capture a slice of the ritualized violence that Washington still found hard to comprehend.

Sheriff Clark arrived just past 11:30 a.m. His deputies, in orange helmets brandishing pistols and shotguns, preceded him. Blue-helmeted state troopers provided further intimidation. On Freedom Day, Baldwin witnessed firsthand a genuine police state. His fear of what he might say when confronted by police turned to fury after Clark announced that anyone who left the registration line could not return. The sheriff and his deputies refused to let Baldwin, Forman, or anyone tender food, water, and refreshments to local Negroes standing beneath a withering sun.

Jimmy found himself trailed by a parallel posse of reporters who asked him questions and snapped photos and deputies who repeatedly barked, “Move along—you’re blocking the sidewalk.” When Baldwin looked into the eyes of the deputies, he found, surprisingly, fear. “And terrified in a strange way,” he thought. “Because the only way they could react to any pressure was a rock or bullet or gun.” Baldwin correctly interpreted Clark’s strength as a glaring sign of weakness. Strong leaders did not confront peaceful demonstrators with guns, threats, and indignity. The course of the day tempered Baldwin’s fear. His brother’s presence undoubtedly helped. Anxiety turned to fury, and Jimmy imagined committing awful acts of violence. “What you really want to do is kill all those people,” he confided to his first biographer several days later.46

Baldwin spent most of the early morning and afternoon with David and Forman outside the courthouse, plotting strategy. They stood across the street and watched as Clark’s deputies beat two SNCC workers with cattle prods for daring to attempt to bring food to Negroes standing in line. FBI agents and Justice Department officials stood on the steps of the federal building across from the courthouse, observing silently as Clark arrested three SNCC workers carrying “REGISTER TO VOTE” signs for unlawful assembly. A large crowd of whites cheered “Big Jim!” as if watching a sporting event. Forman, who suffered from bleeding ulcers that required surgery, began taking pills every twenty minutes after discovering that Prathia Hall, one of SNCC’s key organizers, had been arrested inside Amelia Boynton’s downtown office. Jimmy and David retreated to Boynton’s office and fortified themselves with some whiskey before returning to the battlefront.

Jimmy counted 375 Black people in line, various sheriff’s deputies flagrantly breaking the law, and two Justice Department officials—including twenty-nine-year-old Thelton Henderson, the first Negro attorney in the history of the Justice Department’s civil rights division—charged with observing such demonstrations. A graduate of UC Berkeley Law School and a veteran of the Birmingham spring campaign, Henderson had been dispatched to Jackson for Medgar Evers’s funeral, where he had witnessed John Doar’s heroics up close.

Jimmy and Henderson developed a rapport as outsiders. Baldwin admitted that he had received word that he might be killed if he went to Selma. The two men began a grave discussion on the steps of the federal building. Henderson’s white Justice Department colleague Dick Wasserstrom and Spelman College historian Howard Zinn, who took notes for a book on SNCC he was writing, subtitled The New Abolitionists, were also there. Henderson’s pained confession that Clark’s deputies could murder over three hundred Negroes without suffering any consequences enraged and frightened Jimmy.
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Black Americans in Alabama waiting at the Selma courthouse to register to vote on Freedom Day, October 7, 1963. (Courtesy of the Tom & Ethel Bradley Center at California State University, Northridge.)



Reporters from the Montgomery Advertiser and Selma Times-Journal, in addition to national stringers, witnessed numerous acts of injustice, racism, and humiliation that made a mockery of the Kennedy administration’s civil rights efforts. Baldwin wept internally and burned with barely contained rage. “It cannot be true,” Baldwin told reporters. “It is impossible that the federal government cannot do anything.”47

Photographers snapped pictures of James Baldwin in a sports shirt, tan windbreaker, and sunglasses, resplendent in the casual elegance that marked his sartorial style. He radiated an intensity that captivated friends, adversaries, and passersby.

The registration vigil ended at 4:30 p.m. with a mere fourteen Negroes having been permitted to take the voting test after patiently, humiliatingly, waiting in line for seven and a half hours. “Those people are heroes,” remarked a young Black lawyer from Detroit. “They should be given medals.”48

David Baldwin introduced his brother at a jam-packed 8 p.m. mass meeting in Selma. “Until you come down here, you don’t believe it,” he explained, his voice cracking. “I’m not going to lie and say I wish I was going to stay longer,” he confessed. “Because it’s an evil town.” David personally rejected nonviolence but supported the movement, urging those in attendance to “do everything until you get your freedom, now!”49

Jimmy Baldwin could not believe what he witnessed. “Let’s go back to some very obvious things as though we were doing it for the first time,” he began. Baldwin gave a brief history of European settler colonialism, racial slavery, and American history. Blacks were unique in traveling to America in captivity. “You and I are the descendants of the only people who never wished to come here,” he said, on his way to cataloging the “very long and very bitter history” of America. Baldwin traced Jim Clark’s police state back to the political betrayals, what he called the corrupt “bargain,” committed during Reconstruction. He channeled the young preacher of his boyhood, delivering a passionate sermon that indicted Washington, the Southern oligarchy, and the “American republic” for the day’s shameful events. Freedom Day in Selma proved to be Baldwin’s “full circle” moment, where he decided to alter his conception of the nation, lest he “betray” the “heritage” he so proudly claimed as his own.50

The events of the year transformed Jimmy. Selma confirmed the lessons taught in the aftermath of Medgar Evers’s murder and the deaths of six children in Birmingham. The Christmas boycott represented a change: the call for direct action designed to inflict economic pain on the white power structure. There would be more. After departing the meeting, Jimmy and David hitched a ride with Thelton Henderson, and they spent the night at Craig Air Force Base before leaving for Birmingham and returning to New York. Henderson’s empathy proved his undoing with the Justice Department. Governor George Wallace would find out that the young attorney had lent his government car to taxi Martin Luther King Jr. around Selma the following week. The violation gave credibility to Wallace’s spurious charges that, far from being a neutral arbiter, Kennedy’s Justice Department served as a literal chauffeur for civil rights agitators. Henderson fell on his sword and resigned.51

Jimmy and David would detail their twenty-four-hour ordeal in Selma to writer Fern Eckman. Selma ripped open old scabs and created new, gaping wounds. “‘Big Jim’ Clark,” mused Baldwin. “I wish to God that somebody’d blow his head off.” After Eckman protested, Baldwin interjected. “No, it would help,” he answered. “There are some people whose only reason to be, whose only human use, is that they should come to a violent death.” Baldwin channeled, in person, the Old Testament retribution he warned of in The Fire Next Time. From winter through summer, Baldwin extended a metaphorical hand to white Americans only to be answered with a literal clenched fist.

The heartbreak would remain with him for the rest of his life, as would the resilience, dignity, and sober resolve he now carried. Baldwin shared his disgust in the New York Amsterdam News. He called Selma a city with “the most rabid racism” he ever witnessed. “These state troopers are monstrous,” he recalled. “I can’t be rational about them.” He decried Selma’s absence of democracy and missing sense of history. “The place is completely lawless,” he noted. “There is no protection for Negroes at all.”52

Baldwin, in so many ways, radicalized America’s political discourse by injecting new levels of truth, beauty, and history into a conversation based on lies, insults, and violence. But now, historical events radicalized Jimmy, the artist and writer, igniting his soul beyond merely bearing witness, transforming him into an American Jeremiah, a prophetic voice of heretical wisdom speaking truth to the powerful and unrepentant.53
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“THE SIGHT OF THE HORIZON”

Malcolm X and Jimmy Baldwin were two of 1960s America’s most influential wordsmiths. They invented a new language that transcended freedom’s global and domestic paradigms. And at around the same time in 1963, they both found themselves losing faith in their publicly expressed beliefs. The two men began to ask new questions while they continued to tour the nation making speeches on how the surging Negro revolution had changed the meaning of the word freedom. Jimmy found himself much altered from the beginning of the year. The boundless hope and at times reckless optimism that had accompanied global fame and national celebrity at the start of 1963 receded against the onslaught of racial violence and hatred ugly enough to shatter the bones of children and break the hearts of women and men.

On Friday, October 11, Malcolm spoke in front of seven thousand students at UC Berkeley during a weeklong speaking tour that would take him to San Francisco and Richmond, California, that Sunday. America was confronting its “worst crisis since the Civil War,” reported Malcolm. “For America now faces a race war.” The overwhelmingly white students sat beneath an afternoon sun in between Dwinelle Hall and Wheeler Hall on campus and listened as Malcolm prosecuted America for crimes against Black humanity. His speech came five months after James Baldwin’s electrifying appearance, and two years after Malcolm had originally been denied the opportunity to speak at the university. He praised Elijah Muhammad in a speech whose intellectual wisdom contradicted much of the NOI’s teaching. “The black masses are crying out,” Malcolm argued, for freedom beyond emancipation, yet they found no viable leaders who understood that Black salvation existed in the people’s own hands if they only cared to look.1

That same day, sitting down for an interview with a local television program, Malcolm contrasted the violent reputation of Muslims with the racial terror that gripped Birmingham, Alabama. “If the white people really passed meaningful laws,” he said, “it would not be necessary to pass any more laws.” Herman Blake, a graduate student in sociology at UC Berkeley, asked Malcolm his thoughts about King and nonviolence.2 The death of “these poor little girls,” said Malcolm, “raised doubts about the intelligence of nonviolence in the civil rights struggle.” Malcolm pointed to a recent interview, where his old nemesis and one of King’s closest aides, Wyatt T. Walker, questioned whether “half freedom” is “worse than no freedom at all.”3

Malcolm’s time in the Bay Area allowed him to meet privately with local civil rights groups, including leaders representing militant organizations that admired him. Huey Percy Newton, a twenty-one-year-old part-time junior college student and political activist fresh from several scrapes with the law, found inspiration by attending one of Malcolm’s Bay Area talks. Malcolm offered a new model for a generation of leaders unfamiliar with elite institutions, skeptical of the Black church, and interested in direct action that included self-defense. Malcolm now sought to define the true nature of a revolution. How could transformational change be achieved domestically and around the world? His evolution over the course of the year had led him in a new direction. For Malcolm, this meant shedding the baggage of religious and political beliefs associated with the Nation of Islam. Like Baldwin, Malcolm found himself at a crossroads as the year came to an end. His next steps would determine not just his own political future, but the fate of a strain of Black nationalism that he not only symbolized but led.

The Kennedy brothers spent much of October soul-searching. At last displaying flashes of the type of passion that civil rights leaders demanded, Jack and Bobby worked furiously to rescue their legislation from bureaucratic infighting. The 1963 Civil Rights Act had faced numerous near-death experiences since its first proposal went to Congress on the day of Medgar Evers’s Arlington interment.4 The Kennedys correctly surmised that Jack’s reelection chances, already damaged by white Southern defection over civil rights, would depend on the legislation’s successful passage. Jack and Bobby recognized that, barring passage of a comprehensive civil rights bill, the revolutionary energies unleashed that spring would continue.

On Monday, October 28, Democrats and Republicans agreed to a revised bill to present to various subcommittees before reaching a total vote in the House of Representatives. The bill strengthened public accommodations, which, as recently as two weeks before, Bobby Kennedy had been prepared to scale back. It also prohibited job discrimination in employment and unions. A Fair Employment Practices Committee, something that A. Philip Randolph had fought over two decades for, and that the Kennedys initially feared would hopelessly damage the bill, now made the cut. The Commission on Civil Rights, a thorn in the administration’s side, would become permanent. Voting rights protections, for the most part, were gutted, including the provision to add federal registrars. The next day, the bill’s prospects for success scored a decisive victory when the House Judiciary Committee passed the White House’s version twenty-three to eleven.5

For Bobby Kennedy, here, in the final analysis, was the practical side of democracy that the Baldwins of the world refused to comprehend. Their lofty speechmaking, angry rants, and public shaming failed to recognize how compromise remained the heart of the democratic process.6

Although pragmatism still ruled the Capitol, the reading public clearly remained enamored of Baldwin’s more radical vision, as The Fire Next Time remained one of the year’s most popular nonfiction books into November. Meanwhile, Jimmy continued to adamantly pursue the Christmas boycott, now moderated by plans to celebrate the holiday season with an act of repentance. This meant not purchasing anything, in a sign of mourning that would also illustrate the might of Black economic power in the face of racial terror. Martin Luther King Jr. supported the boycott, but Roy Wilkins and the NAACP, the nation’s largest civil rights membership group, did not. “I find it difficult to go against Santa Claus,” observed Wilkins. “I feel a good many other Americans would find it difficult also.”7

Baldwin joined a group of leading civil rights activists at Howard University during the first week in November. He was in Washington after a brief stint in Canada, where he had received his first honorary doctorate in literature from the University of British Columbia. The university president introduced Baldwin as a writer dedicated to emancipating the American people from themselves. By this, he meant a past that the nation remained in the grips of but continued to deny. Jimmy accepted the award “not as an honor for myself but as a kind of witness to help something I’ve been trying to say and prove for years.” That witness continued at Howard.8

The Youth, Nonviolence, and Social Change conference symbolized changes within the movement since the summer. Spurred by the memory of the Birmingham Six and demonstrations raging nationwide, many civil rights activists openly debated whether freedom now required a change in strategy. Kennedy’s civil rights bill’s slow legislative pace left many angry and alienated. Martin Luther King Jr. would deliver the keynote for the two-day conference that featured John Lewis, Kenneth Clark, and Gloria Richardson. The conference attracted the young people Baldwin enjoyed talking and listening to.9

Stokely Carmichael, a senior philosophy major from New York City, shone the brightest of this group. Carmichael’s roots in the majority Black city of Port of Spain, Trinidad, lent him a unique appreciation for the international dimensions of the civil rights struggle. A Bayard Rustin protégé increasingly attracted to Malcolm X, Carmichael had spent the previous three summers engaged in civil rights activity in the Deep South, campaigns that found him arrested in places ranging from New York City to Louisiana. He was jailed with John Lewis in Mississippi’s notorious Parchman Penitentiary prison farm two years earlier, where he reluctantly engaged in a hunger strike. At Howard, he joined the Nonviolent Action Group, a SNCC affiliate. NAG organized demonstrations in Washington, DC, and Maryland, raising the consciousness of Howard’s predominantly middle-class student body.

Carmichael participated in the conference fresh from a summer of dangerous, time-consuming, and unheralded civil rights work in rural Mississippi, where he cultivated a reputation as a daring organizer adept at making friends with local people and driving a car at speeds of 110 miles per hour with enough skill to outrun night riders. Carmichael’s most remarkable talent lay in being an organizer. Like Malcolm X, whom he had watched debate Bayard Rustin at Howard two years earlier, Stokely could speak fluently and clearly with local people in a manner that exalted anyone within earshot of his voice. He embraced nonviolence as a political tactic, though never as a personal strategy. Carmichael helped Rustin organize the March on Washington but refused to attend the demonstration. He considered the march to be a well-intentioned distraction from the grueling organizing in the Mississippi Delta.10

Baldwin presented on a panel that included James Farmer and Reverend William Sloane Coffin, the Yale University chaplain who had traveled to Birmingham in the spring to support King and the movement. When it was his turn to speak, Baldwin meditated on the loss of hope in young people living in a nation in constant denial of their grievances. “At what point will they despair when the government fails to protect them and says it can not do anything?” he asked. “The rights struggle in the South does not involve abstractions,” said Jimmy. “It involves people who can endure so much,” he explained to an audience filled with student activists. “We will learn to live together or not at all.”

Farmer militantly approved, noting that “the movement is now attracting people who are more interested in action than in brotherly love.” He urged civil rights leaders to provide the nuts-and-bolts “clinics and workshops” in nonviolence to accelerate freedom. Jack and Bobby Kennedy were, despite recent progress, found wanting. “The administration is more interested in peace than in justice,” said Coffin.11

Howard’s civil rights conference illustrated how far many had traveled for freedom, dignity, and citizenship in less than a year. This included the entire Howard University campus, which, under the leadership of its sixty-two-year-old President James Nabrit, cautiously embraced aspects of the new freedom wave. The previous president, the imperiously conservative Mordecai Johnson, had stifled protest and freedom of expression at the historically Black university to maintain order, safeguard the school’s congressional appropriation, and produce graduates capable of assimilating into the status quo rather than changing it. Nineteen sixty-three presented a new Howard altogether; in September, one thousand students, led by President Nabrit, staged a memorial march on campus to commemorate the Birmingham Six. Bayard Rustin’s influence on campus could be seen and felt through Stokely Carmichael and other NAG members. Project Awareness, a student-led initiative to bring thought leaders to campus, had helped organize Malcolm X’s 1961 debate with Rustin. The campus newspaper, The Hilltop, under the editorial leadership of Carmichael’s friend and NAG colleague Mike Thelwell, urged Howard’s community to join the civil rights struggle. The Hilltop covered nationwide desegregation campaigns and featured personal essays from Howard University students, civil rights activists, and NAG members such as Jean Wheeler, Tom Holt, and Carmichael, detailing their efforts to bring democracy to America’s feudal spaces in the Deep South.12

These were the same students Jimmy Baldwin promised, almost a year earlier, to never betray. Howard’s NAACP chapter organized a Nothing New for Christmas Committee chaired by Beverly Williams and John Charles Killens, the son of novelist John Oliver Killens. “There will be no Christmas for six homes in Birmingham,” said one student committee member, “and there will be no Christmas for me.”13

Student leaders dominated the conference’s second day. Ezell Blair—one of the original four students whose Woolworth’s lunch counter sit-in in Greensboro, North Carolina, had propelled the direct-action movement three years earlier, now enrolled at Howard Law School—spoke of the long history animating the civil rights struggle. “Negroes got freedom right after the Civil War” only to experience a violent reversal of fortune. “But this time, this movement is not going to stop.”14

Stokely Carmichael, fresh from an Esquire profile that discussed his recent sit-in at Bobby Kennedy’s office and his mounting arrests for civil rights activism, insisted that much of the discussion over nonviolence missed the mark since it incorrectly perceived the tactic as an all-consuming moral ethic. Black people didn’t simply love white people unconditionally. How could they? As Carmichael pointed out, “Negroes don’t even love all Negroes.”

Gloria Richardson called for racial dignity. “You must make up your minds that you are black,” she urged students at Howard University’s chapel. She preached about political self-determination in the same chapel where John F. Kennedy had envisioned a shared American future committed to multiracial democracy. Now, more than presidents and politicians, Black people would lead this great endeavor. “You must make up your minds that you must sacrifice,” said Richardson.15

Martin Luther King Jr. delivered the Gandhi Memorial Lecture at Cramton Auditorium before 2,500 people at 8 p.m. on Wednesday. King spoke with a heavy heart, still reeling from Birmingham and the twists and turns occurring in Washington over the civil rights bill. The inability to pass civil rights legislation, warned King, “may lead to a night of darkness and violence.” He urged the young people in the audience, some of whom he knew personally, to hold on. “We are coming to see that hate is dangerous,” he said, alluding to the death of children in Birmingham, “as dangerous to the hated as to the hater.” He pushed back against rumors of nonviolence’s eventual demise in the face of racial terror. King optimistically cited the movement’s tremendous gains, including the desegregation of “more than 300 cities in the South without a single court suit” that would have been impossible through violence.

“I can tell you now that in January, high government officials in Washington were telling me that we did not need civil rights legislation,” said King. “Even President Kennedy was saying that.” Now, as the Black freedom struggle emerged as the central topic of the political hour, they stood on the brink of victory.

“Some of us will have to go to jail, some others of us may have to suffer the fate of Medgar Evers,” observed King, “but we shall overcome.”16 The Hilltop published a photo of King delivering his lecture, with a caption calling him “De’ Lawd,” a playful critique of the mass media’s and ordinary Black people’s reverence for King. He now symbolized the hopes, dreams, and potential of democratic renewal for millions.

For King’s most visible counterpart, it was an important turning point. In November, Negro Digest published the thirteen-point program “What the Muslims Want” and the ten-point “What the Muslims Believe.” These formed the blueprint (including ending police brutality against Black people) for the future Black Panther Party, whose cofounders eagerly read Muhammad Speaks and had witnessed Malcolm X in person during a Bay Area lecture.17 Just as Malcolm’s influence was reaching new heights, he returned to Detroit, a city of special importance to his life.

Outside of Harlem, perhaps no city in America understood, respected, or loved Malcolm more. It was home to the NOI’s first mosque, Mosque No. 1, as well as to his older brother Wilfred, who headed it. Fresh out of jail in 1952, Malcolm had delivered his first sermons in Detroit, becoming a big enough draw by the late 1950s to organize a series of well-attended guest lectures at the mosque that attracted secular radicals. Earlier in the spring of 1963, Wilfred had appeared at the Friday Night Socialist Forum, sponsored by the Socialist Workers Party, where he spoke about the Muslim program and received an open invitation from founding party member and editor of The Militant George Breitman. Wilfred X and George Breitman bonded over the NOI’s and SWP’s shared reputation as troublemakers. “By us coming here tonight,” said Wilfred, “we have probably made your cause even more popular.” Detroit’s cultivation of a radical political milieu that allowed socialists to host Muslims at talks attended by Black nationalists and Marxists made it an unusual, but by no means rare, site of ecumenical revolutionary politics—the exact kind of political climate Malcolm found himself searching for.18

On Sunday, November 10, Malcolm gave a rousing speech, “Message to the Grassroots,” at King Solomon Baptist Church in the Motor City. The speech captured the essence of Malcolm’s revolutionary insistence on Black dignity and marked the closing of one chapter of his political career. He plumbed new depths from familiar themes. Malcolm characterized King as a false idol whose prestige depended on white power. The revolution of 1963, he argued, found its best expression in local activists such as Gloria Richardson, whom Malcolm identified as a militant organizer who “began to stir up the masses.” Richardson’s fame preceded her. The audience at King Solomon gave her a standing ovation as she entered. She expressed delight in the warm welcome and the event’s raison d’être.19

The day before, 156 delegates to the Northern Negro Grassroots Leadership Conference in Detroit, representing eighteen cities and nine states, participated in working-group sessions that focused on leveraging the collective power of independent militant Negro organizing. The focus would be on the envelope-pushing leadership that too often buttressed the reputation and filled up the pocketbooks of leaders and organizations that initially refused assistance. The resolutions to come out of the conference included endorsing the Freedom Now Party to run a slate of candidates in local elections the following year, ending racist textbooks that depicted Black people as less than human, supporting the right of self-defense, and the Baldwin-inspired Christmas boycott.20

The Freedom Now Party, after its summer introduction, had spread like wildfire among radical Black organizations, receiving a considerable push from the SWP, Breitman, and Clifton DeBerry, the light-skinned SWP organizer who would become the first Black person nominated for president by a political party the following year. The FNP’s relationship with the SWP inspired controversy, especially from Black activists, such as ex–Communist Party member and Liberator writer Harold Cruse, who accused the group of trying to take over the Freedom Now insurgency. The FNP would run local candidates on a shoestring budget in Detroit, San Francisco, and other cities.

FNP founder William Worthy, Albert Cleage, and Malcolm X headlined Sunday’s rally at King Solomon. Worthy, still appealing his conviction for traveling without a passport, told the crowd that he might be incarcerated by the next presidential election. If that happened, he planned to “go on a hunger strike and work strike from the very first day and embarrass the Kennedy Administration and the Democratic Party all over the world.” They could not blame the injustice meted out to Worthy on Dixiecrats. Cleage used his resignation from the Detroit Council for Human Rights to work on creating a platform that could turn local strength into national power, trumpeting the FNP as the next logical step in the unfolding Negro political revolution.21

Black radicals in Detroit eagerly attended, including James and Grace Lee Boggs, Luke Tripp, and Richard and Milton Henry. The Boggses would continue to publish Correspondence magazine, revolutionary pamphlets, and essays that framed the unfolding Negro rebellion as part of a larger worldwide struggle against capitalism. Luke Tripp would become a significant part of radical Black labor organizing in the city that would emerge as the League of Revolutionary Black Workers before the decade’s end. The Henrys were among Malcolm’s closest political friends. Black nationalists with an entrepreneurial bent, the Henrys founded a recording company, published a glossy magazine called Now!, and would, over time, rename themselves Imari and Gaidi Obadele and found the Republic of New Africa, which sought to turn Malcolm’s dream of a separate Black nation into a reality. Youthful organizers were also on hand, some of them connected to the newly formed Revolutionary Action Movement, an early Black Power organization whose founder, Max Stanford (later Muhammad Ahmed), proved an eager student of Malcolm X and the Boggses.22

William Worthy’s presence meant that Robert F. Williams, still exiled in Cuba, attended in spirit. Williams’s militant defiance against racial terror made him the most famous exile within radical Black political circles, especially among students, intellectuals, and other activists who looked toward the Third World for a road map at home. Worthy’s legal troubles emanated from traveling to Cuba two years earlier for an exclusive interview with Williams for the Baltimore Afro-American. Those who had helped Williams escape the United States would come to be known as the “Monroe defendants,” headed by Harlem activist Mae Mallory, who faced years of jail, legal troubles, and FBI surveillance. The movement to support Williams and his accomplices also suffered from infighting between Black and left-wing groups over control of defense committees. Activists who dubbed themselves “revolutionary nationalists”—a blend of Black nationalism and anti-colonial politics—looked toward the man they called Rob as their leader in exile. These same groups recognized Malcolm X as their general in waiting, his freedom to lead only burdened by his role in the Nation of Islam.23

In addition to the FNP and the SWP, representatives from GOAL and the militant group Uhuru were in the audience. Gloria Richardson listened intently in a search of justice above the uneasy compromise brokered by federal intervention in Cambridge. Richardson found herself drawn to Malcolm X as the year continued. National media portrayed her as “a woman of extreme emotional intensity—unsmiling, driven, impassioned” in the wake of her refusal to support a citywide referendum on racial integration. She believed in Black dignity as God-given, a principle that would have been violated by participating in a referendum on something that should not have had to be externally recognized. In the wake of the now moribund Treaty of Cambridge, Richardson traveled around the nation, giving speeches, listening, learning, mentoring, and searching for an organizational vehicle that would offer freedom beyond the conceptual limits of the NAACP and the political constraints of the Kennedy administration. She had traveled to Detroit to attend the Northern Negro Grassroots Leadership Conference, the competing event sponsored by Reverend Franklin, becoming aware of Malcolm X’s speech only earlier that day. She arrived at King Solomon with an open mind that Malcolm’s words would soon blow away.24

Richardson’s participation in the conference events reflected a political divide in Detroit’s civil rights community, between camps aligned with Reverend Cleage—and, implicitly, Malcolm X—and those pledged to Reverend C. L. Franklin and his good friend Martin Luther King Jr. The summer unity that swelled to perhaps three hundred thousand mostly Black protesters during the Walk to Freedom had sagged in the wake of the March on Washington and the Birmingham Six. Cleage’s presence on the DCHR advisory board proved controversial after he invited Dan Watts to the conference. Watts’s Liberator magazine published articles that excoriated King pointedly enough to anger Franklin, who did not want him in attendance. The more prominent bone of contention was the FNP, whose robust development in Michigan, New York, and other places upset Democratic and Republican officials, including allies in the labor and civil rights struggles. Cleage’s outrage over Franklin’s efforts to exclude the most radical voices from the Northern Negro Leadership Conference resulted in Cleage’s resignation from the DCHR and the creation of the Grassroots Leadership Conference. Martin Luther King Jr., after initially agreeing to keynote Franklin’s conference, demurred once he caught a whiff of the potentially explosive and embarrassing disagreement.25

Dan Watts attended the three-day conference, and his influence in civil rights circles, as seen in the competitive infighting between Cleage and Franklin, far outstripped the magazine’s fifteen thousand monthly subscribers. The dueling conferences split the coalition that had organized the Walk to Freedom at the beginning of summer. The DCHR featured keynote speaker Adam Clayton Powell Jr., while the Grassroots Leadership Conference secured Malcolm X.26

The audience for Malcolm’s speech was an assembly of Black Power activists before that term became popular. They offered a portrait of his potential future: a militant assembly capable of forming a part of the political battalions that would follow his lead. Collectively, they longed for radical political self-determination at the local, national, and global levels. Ideologically, they found deep roots within the multigenerational political tree representing the Black freedom struggle. Their branches ranged from Marxism, socialism, and class-based struggles to Black nationalists, Pan-Africanists, feminists, and militant civil rights workers. They hoped for a leader who might galvanize these disparate threads into a cohesive, globally minded, and locally resonant Black political revolution. That night, in Malcolm X’s presence, they found it.

Malcolm strayed far from Nation of Islam orthodoxy and attacks against Christianity. White devils were notably absent, replaced by an incisive analysis of the revolutionary impulses shaping the domestic civil rights struggle and global liberation movements. The more expansive Malcolm’s vision grew, the more eager and enthusiastic his audience became. Unknown to all but his closest political friends and allies, the “Message to the Grassroots” closed the chapter on one part of Malcolm X’s public career. It offered a glimpse into his and the nation’s immediate future. At King Solomon Baptist Church, grassroots activists in Detroit heard a rousing sermon on the prospects of a political revolution from Minister Malcolm X, a Muslim preacher in the process of losing his religion.

Malcolm delivered a secular address for the ages. He called for a Black revolution that would include self-defense and whose goals, tactics, and strategies revolved around political self-determination in service of human rights. “What is the difference between a black revolution and a Negro revolution?” he asked.

He spent the evening offering an expansive answer. His talk covered the histories of revolution in North America, Africa, Europe, and the emerging Third World. Civil rights anthems of love and reunion mocked the prospect of freedom. “You don’t do any singing,” in a revolution. “You’re too busy swinging.” This line produced uproarious laughter, applause, and cheers. The call-and-response illustrated that Malcolm, at his core, was an exceptional preacher whose Muslim faith, at this moment, translated easily and aptly into African American religious traditions. Yet the speech’s ultimate power blurred religious, political, organizational, and ideological divisions.27

In a sense, “Message to the Grassroots” represented Malcolm’s version of King’s March on Washington speech. And it fleshed out, substantively and symbolically, aspects of the political transformation that Jimmy Baldwin had unleashed in Foley Square on the National Day of Mourning. Malcolm had been there, watching, listening, observing. The events of summer made him a passionate commentator about the freedom dream he predicted would soon be shattered. Autumn found new audiences receptive to his talk of a Black revolution capable of achieving freedom beyond emancipation. Malcolm’s rhetoric emboldened and ennobled his listeners. The first was achieved through his penchant for fearless truth telling that offered a scorched-earth criticism of the crimes against Black humanity committed by whites who remained in denial about the gravity of their sins. Malcolm channeled his past traumas to distill the pain, anguish, and suffering of Negroes. Yet, in doing so, he identified them as Black people worthy and deserving of human dignity.

Malcolm argued that revolutions were based on political autonomy, land, independence, and freedom. The civil rights movement erred in promoting integration as the pathway to liberation. “These Negroes aren’t asking for a nation, they’re trying to crawl back on the plantation,” he charged. “If you’re afraid of Black Nationalism, you’re afraid of revolution.” Malcolm defined Black nationalism as radical political, economic, and cultural self-determination. Black people required self-love and a collective understanding that they possessed the key to their liberation. “And if you love revolution, you love Black Nationalism,” he added.28

He boiled down the history of Black struggle in America since slavery into two archetypes: the House Negro and the Field Negro. The former so loved and identified with white masters that he could not imagine life away from the plantation. The latter plotted escape, sabotage, and rebellion; his modern equivalent was amply represented in the audience at King Solomon Baptist Church that evening. Malcolm distilled centuries of Black history into a contemporary narrative that produced nods of approval and became one of his most enduring speeches. Civil rights leaders, especially King in Malcolm’s formulation, represented modern House Negroes. Malcolm, in contrast, now seemed prepared to lead an army of Field Negroes into battle against a nation whose conscience failed, again and again, to be moved by Black suffering, humiliation, and death.

The March on Washington continued to rankle Malcolm. White leaders and power brokers didn’t simply integrate the march; “they infiltrated it.” A similar occurrence happened in Detroit, Malcolm argued, never mentioning that his friend and ally, Reverend Albert Cleage, helped to organize June’s Walk to Freedom. “You had one right here in Detroit—I saw it on television—with clowns leading, white clowns and black clowns.” Malcolm described the Washington march’s tightly controlled messaging as censorship. “When James Baldwin came in from Paris, they wouldn’t let him talk ’cause they couldn’t make him go by the script,” said Malcolm. “Burt Lancaster read the speech that Baldwin was supposed to make,” he continued. “They wouldn’t let Baldwin get up there ’cause they know Baldwin’s liable to say anything.” Malcolm possessed unvarnished admiration for Jimmy, whom he privately considered “so brilliant he confuses the white man with words on paper.” The White House, in Malcolm’s recounting, gave the entire civil rights leadership their orders. Where to march, stand, use restrooms, even where to faint. “And then they told you,” Malcolm added, deploying a racial slur usually reserved for an entirely Black setting, “All you niggers clear out of town by sundown.” Malcolm’s unspoken but obvious wish to be part of the march and the broader freedom surge it represented hung in the air that evening.29

The speech knitted together the most secular aspects of Malcolm’s political thought. He called for the kind of racial solidarity and political unity that had inspired the 1955 Afro-Asian nonalignment movement in Bandung, Indonesia. This gathering of leaders from non-white nations created the nonaligned movement, giving unofficial birth to the Third World. Malcolm painted a portrait of a world on the brink of revolutionary change, a movement forged not so much from dreams but erected through the crucible of blood, fire, and rebellion. Malcolm called for unity and then proceeded to blast the March on Washington as a “farce,” one initially designed to be a massive civil disobedience campaign before being hijacked by the Kennedy administration and white donors. Malcolm’s narration distorted the actual tenor of the march, negotiations with the Kennedy administration, and white philanthropy’s role in the movement, but it packed the emotional resonance to inspire local activists from Detroit and around the country who felt overlooked, diminished, and angry at the current state of American politics and Black leadership.30

Malcolm’s call for a Black united front against white supremacy, racial violence, and white liberal paternalism both anticipated his coming rupture with the Nation of Islam and presaged the arrival of the Black Power movement. Part of that movement’s genealogy converged in Detroit, where activists embraced global anti-colonial struggles and local efforts for political self-determination. That day also marked the beginning of a cordial political friendship between Gloria Richardson and Malcolm X. They made plans to collaborate, a vow they would make good on in the New Year.31

The October publication of Louis Lomax’s When the Word Is Given, which featured a picture of Malcolm on the front cover and Elijah Muhammad on the back, amplified tensions within the movement in ways that revealed the steep hill Malcolm would have to climb in the future. Although subtitled, A Report on Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, and the Black Muslim World, the book centered on the charismatic prince to Muhammad’s aging king. Lomax, who used FBI sources on background for the story, outed National Secretary John Ali as “a former FBI agent” and perhaps the NOI’s best administrator. Ali’s status as a bureau informant helped drive a wedge between Malcolm and the Messenger. The book also revealed, through a concluding interview, Malcolm’s growing impatience with Muhammad. Malcolm contrasted Muhammad’s gift of divine patience with his own growing restlessness. He admitted that, unlike the Messenger, “the rest of us have not seen God” and would not wait indefinitely for the divine retribution so often promised and so long delayed. “The younger Black Muslims want to see some action.”32

Shortly after Malcolm’s speech, the Chicago Daily Defender breathlessly announced that “Black Muslims Join New Militant Northern Negro Organization” in a headline that caused further tensions between Malcolm, Chicago officials, and the Messenger. The story announced that the Grassroots Leadership Conference would support the Baldwin-inspired Christmas boycott, back William Worthy’s Freedom Now Party, assist Monroe, North Carolina, defendants Robert F. Williams and Mae Mallory, and recognize Black people’s right to self-defense. The story’s description of Albert Cleage’s, William Worthy’s, and Malcolm X’s speeches anticipated the direction that civil rights militants and Black radicals would embark on in the coming year.33

Five days after Malcolm’s bravura speech in Detroit, the FBI’s New York office reported alarming news: “Sources report animosity between [Malcolm X] and members of ELIJAH MUHAMMAD’s family has apparently quieted down.” More ominously, Malcolm was in touch with the United Nations representative from Sierra Leone, plotting the outlines of a Black revolution extending from America to Africa.34 Unbeknownst to his friends, the public, and the FBI, Malcolm now operated in an unfamiliar new political space. Aware that his time in the NOI was coming to an end, he envisioned vast political horizons located at the edge of a revolutionary new frontier.

As November grew colder, Black America’s grief over Birmingham settled into something akin to a mournful rage, one expressed, in different keys, during the Howard University civil rights conference, at the grassroots leadership event in Detroit, and in both Martin Luther King Jr.’s and Malcolm X’s keynotes that served as a capstone to these two events. The air of violence gripping the nation extended to the White House, fanned by the flames of political extremists who felt, in contrast to civil rights leaders, that President Kennedy unduly accelerated the pace of racial change in the nation.

President Kennedy held his sixty-fourth press conference in the State Department auditorium on Thursday, November 14, at 11 a.m. Watched by an average of eighteen million Americans, the conferences displayed the Kennedy mystique. The dry wit, rapid-fire responses, carefree manner, and sharp repartee with reporters made him a beloved figure to a White House press corps that still complained about the administration’s ceaseless efforts to manage the news. “The fact of the matter is that both these bills should be passed,” Kennedy replied in answer to a question about congressional delays on taxes and civil rights. But he admitted that the earliest possible adoption of civil rights legislation would be in the early New Year, preferably after the passage of his tax plan. Kennedy optimistically predicted that civil rights, tax reform, and foreign aid—all under attack by various factions within his party and the GOP—would, “however dark it looks now,” be passed by the following summer.35

On Tuesday, November 19, three days before the president’s fundraising visit to Texas, Press Secretary Pierre Salinger received a letter from a woman in Dallas imploring John F. Kennedy to stay away to prevent “something terrible” from happening to him. A combination of far-right political extremists fueled by the rhetoric of the National Review, the John Birch Society, George Wallace, and Barry Goldwater and an insurgent movement of grassroots conservatives distributed “WANTED FOR TREASON” posters featuring the president’s face. The Dallas Morning News greeted Kennedy’s arrival to Dallas with a full-page ad that accused him of political treason by aligning himself, and therefore the nation, with Communism.

Despite this atmosphere, Dallas offered Kennedy the opportunity to negotiate a truce, with the aid of Lyndon Johnson, between liberal and conservative factions within the Democratic Party in time to win Texas for the 1964 election. First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy accompanied the president, a rare campaign trip for her and a notable sign of their extraordinary closeness in the aftermath of baby Patrick’s tragic death in August. In a pink suit with a pillbox hat, Jackie Kennedy looked radiant, and the first couple seemed more comfortably in love in public than at any point in their marriage. The trip offered a rare chance to lavish time, attention, and praise upon Lyndon Johnson, who worked behind the scenes to prepare his ranch outside of Austin for a visit by the president and first lady. “We’re going to carry two states next year if we don’t carry any other,” Kennedy told Johnson, “Massachusetts and Texas.” Kennedy’s support for civil rights revealed the depth of racial divisions within and across both political parties, turning the next presidential election into a referendum on the struggle for Black citizenship and dignity and America’s leadership of the free world.36

President Kennedy met with Carl T. Rowan, the Negro ambassador to Finland, at the White House on November 20, the day before his scheduled trip to Texas. Rowan had first met Kennedy in his former capacity as a journalist during the 1960 campaign and found himself among the president’s handpicked ambassadors (William Attwood, the ambassador to Guinea, was another) whose reporting background became a diplomatic asset. After exchanging pleasantries, Kennedy began discussing domestic affairs. Kennedy lamented the spread of racial hatred and far-right extremism across the land, the exact kind of territory he planned to venture into the next day. “The bigots, the Bircherites are like a plague,” observed the president. “They get bolder every day,” he said, mentioning UN ambassador Adlai Stevenson’s near-violent reception in Texas. But the president refused to remain above the fray, telling Rowan that he planned to confront this growing scourge directly. “I have concluded that I’m partly to blame because I have not gotten out among the people enough,” admitted Kennedy. Rowan departed the White House with an understanding of the president’s trip to Dallas as less of a political junket than an effort to directly appeal to a part of the country where America’s racial past informed a violent rejection of a more just political future.37

Martin Luther King Jr. reunited with Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel in New York’s picturesque Catskills region for the United Synagogue convention the same day Pierre Salinger received the Dallas warning letter. King had experienced lifetimes since he had first met Heschel in Chicago at the National Conference on Religion and Race at the start of the year. Heschel regarded King as a living prophet and introduced him as one who schooled the nation, and some of the rabbis present, on “the evil of indifference.” On his way to accepting the Solomon Schechter Award, King urged the Jewish rabbis and theologians in attendance to reject the idea that civil rights legislation could not be passed in the remaining calendar year. Preaching themes of transformational solidarity through the crucible of shared sacrifice, King noted that “if freedom is to be a reality, the Negro must be willing to suffer and to sacrifice and to work for it.” What King left unspoken, but surely Heschel understood, was that the freedom he called for transcended the ancient bonds of racial subjugation. King now moved toward the fundamental reorientation of the relationship between governments and citizens, the rich and the poor, nations and the stateless. Freedom, for King, opened secular and religious worlds to new ways of being and seeing, living and loving.38

Martin Luther King Jr. heard the news on television in Atlanta. President Kennedy’s stunning assassination on November 22, while riding in the blue presidential convertible, without the bulletproof bubble, in Dallas, Texas, bound America in the intimate bonds of grief, producing a pageantry of mourning that included public displays of empathy that transcended racial, political, economic, and ideological divides. Kennedy’s death became a bridge toward the future. It represented an end and a beginning, opening new visions of freedom and closing others. The Kennedy assassination represented the year’s final hinge point, a globally traumatic event that cultivated national consensus on the personal depth and political breadth of freedom in the democratic imagination. Kennedy’s projection of an American democracy whose ambitions for freedom transcended geographic boundaries around the world and racial borders at home would, in death, provide an elegiac conclusion to a far more complex presidency cut short by an assassin’s bullet.39

After praying for Kennedy’s soul and family with Coretta, King turned contemplative. If this kind of violence could be directed against a president, what chance did he have of survival? “This is what is going to happen to me also,” said King, and the aching truth of that statement hung in the air.40

One thousand Howard University students and faculty gathered outside the school of religion in a daze of grief and shock. President James Nabrit spoke for many when he identified Kennedy’s death as a paradoxical source of strength for the battles ahead. “In the cause of civil rights, we will not yield one iota from our right to be free,” said a visibly moved Nabrit. “President Kennedy’s sacrifice should make us even more determined to achieve this goal.”41

Bobby Kennedy reacted to Jack’s death as if the wrong Kennedy had been killed. J. Edgar Hoover informed Bobby over the telephone of the severity of the president’s injuries and, with that deliverance of tragic news, virtually severed their bureaucratic relationship. Hoover enjoyed a jocular, gossipy Beltway friendship with Lyndon Johnson, who had no intention of ever threatening to put the FBI director out to pasture. Jack’s death proved to be a personal and political blow, as Bobby’s status as the second most influential figure in the country instantly dissipated. The rise of Lyndon Johnson, a man whom Bobby neither admired nor respected, added grievous insult to bitter injury.

For Bobby, Jack’s loss triggered a season of soul-searching that enhanced his capacity for empathy, producing, at times, a visibly raw vulnerability. Overnight, grief became permanently etched on his face, even when he smiled. He carried a depth of guilt for his brother’s death for the rest of his life. The attorney general’s ceaseless wars—against Mafia corruption, against Fidel Castro and the anti-Castro zealots who felt the Kennedys had betrayed them, against J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI, and against Vice President Lyndon Johnson—had created surrounding armies of enemies. Bobby Kennedy’s domestic battles took him to the Deep South, where he earned the enmity of hardcore racial segregationists and engaged in substantive and petty disputes with Martin Luther King Jr., student activists, and local leaders such as Gloria Richardson. President Kennedy’s illicit romantic liaisons, including the sharing of a mistress with an underworld mob boss, would be a secret Bobby carried to his grave and hoped in vain would never see the light of day.42

In his brother’s name, Bobby would become a champion of underdogs to a degree and with a depth of compassion that many would find hard to believe, especially Black leaders who remembered his time as attorney general. Bobby Kennedy’s legend began the day Jack Kennedy died. Beyond the mythmaking that would make him a New York senator and take him to the brink of the presidency—positioning him as the frontrunner (against Vice President Hubert Humphrey) for the 1968 Democratic Party presidential nomination—and restoration of the Kennedy dynasty, lay an almost three-year term as the second most powerful man in the world. Bobby Kennedy’s reputation for surliness, impatience, and anger never allowed friends or enemies to miss his undeniable leadership qualities.

Nevertheless, he remained a work in progress. The Justice Department’s prosecution of the “Albany nine”—a group of civil rights activists charged with illegally picketing the store of a white juror who voted to acquit a local sheriff in Albany, Georgia, accused of killing a Negro—strained credibility and mocked decency. Bobby had announced the indictments in August, less than three weeks before the March on Washington, and, even after the death of the president, refused to back down from a prosecution that never should have begun in the first place but seemed to satisfy a part of his personality destined to remain in combat with enemies and friends.43

Martin Luther King Jr. and Roy Wilkins were not among the dignitaries invited to President Kennedy’s funeral mass at the Cathedral of Saint Matthew in Washington three days after Dallas. All three major networks had preempted regularly scheduled programming after the assassination on Friday, beginning four consecutive days of Kennedy coverage that concluded on Monday. King watched outside the church anonymously, a slight that he bitterly resented. His relationship with Jack Kennedy proved elusive, even in death. The president’s insouciant grace, preternatural confidence, and effortless glamour had contrasted with King’s insecurities about his height, appearance, weight, and bearing. Yet they found a shared emotional plane of mutual admiration in their appreciation of genuine talent and excellence. King rightfully imagined himself as Kennedy’s Black counterpart, the unelected leader of over twenty million disenfranchised Americans. While Kennedy viewed things quite differently, he admired King’s March on Washington speech and, in that instance at least, recognized him as a fellow statesman, a political actor capable of performing on history’s grandest stage.

“Martin Luther King Jr. came late and alone,” read Time’s one-sentence report of his attendance at Kennedy’s funeral. The ungenerous description of King’s presence exemplified how the Kennedys failed to recognize King as a peer to the slain president. King traveled to Washington from Atlanta to pay his respects, as much to the office as to the man. Overshadowed by the hundreds of dignitaries, senators, and VIPs in attendance, King understood the value of his prophetic voice in shaping Kennedy’s presidency and future posterity.44

Lyndon Johnson’s bloody ascent to a long-sought prize enhanced rather than diminished the presidential bully pulpit. Johnson said as much to Whitney Young, whom he called just before 6 p.m. on Sunday, November 24. Since Kennedy’s assassination, Young had taken the initiative to offer unstinting support to the new administration in a series of interviews across radio, television, and newspapers. “I just happened to be talking to the New York Times,” Young told the president at the start of their conversation, “and made the point very clear that Negroes, if they didn’t, I was going to see that they had 100 percent confidence in you.”

“I know that,” replied the president. “You’ve been wonderful.” He invited Young to the White House and advised him on which other leaders to call. Roy Wilkins would be next, and Young suggested James Farmer and A. Philip Randolph. Johnson and Young bonded over a shared understanding that Kennedy’s death symbolized a crisis of purpose in America, what Johnson called “a cancer that just eats out our national soul.” Young touched upon the tragically mundane matter of not receiving an invitation to the president’s funeral, as he and Wilkins had expected. Johnson deflected, saying that “Bobby’s handling it,” but he would check.45

Jimmy Baldwin faced down an NBC news crew at his apartment to record his reaction to Kennedy’s death that same Sunday. Anxious about possibly being misquoted after the Bobby Kennedy contretemps, Jimmy contacted his new attorney, Ted Kupferman, a New York City councilman. Privately, Baldwin was in shock and refused to believe reports that a lone gunman, Lee Harvey Oswald—invariably linked to left-wing groups and subsequently murdered by underworld figure Jack Ruby—had killed the president. Baldwin wanted his lawyer there to protect his reputation against any misunderstanding. Baldwin’s statement linked the murders of Medgar Evers, Birmingham’s children, and the president in a gruesome, unbroken chain of violence. “We are deeply sorrowful, but sorrow is not enough,” he wrote. “We are deeply ashamed, but shame is not enough.” In more of a sermon than a statement, Baldwin preached a civic religion capable of allowing no more Medgar Everses, children, or presidents to be sacrificed “to the God of Greed and Bigotry” and the nation’s violent worshippers. For Baldwin, the nation’s trauma, grief, and sorrow reflected well of “a great people” whom he feared were more likely to resume the mindless consumerism, petty bigotry, and “permissive violence” that had started with settler colonial wars against Native Americans and continued “through slavery, lynchings, gangland warfare, to the current use of dogs and electric cattle-prods against human beings by law enforcement officers.” It would be as close to an elegy for Jack Kennedy as Baldwin would ever write. His statement would be published, under the banner of Artists for Freedom, in the Black newspapers that continued to demand a halt to holiday shopping out of respect for a group of fallen American heroes who now, tragically, included President Kennedy.46

The New York Amsterdam News, courtesy of cartoonist Mel Tapley, would capture much of Baldwin’s sentiment in one cartoon editorial, “Running Wild!,” depicting a grotesque figure armed with a gun and rifle labeled “HATE.” First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy cradled the head of the fallen president. The body of Medgar Evers lay next to the gravestone of the Birmingham Six, while President Kennedy, in death, clutched a tattered American flag.47

John A. Williams, a militant Negro writer whose 1963 novel Sissie attracted a host of admirers, including Malcolm X, heard about the Kennedy assassination in Los Angeles. He was there on an assignment for Holiday magazine that found him traversing the nation to gauge the state of American race relations. From cold stares in New England to the naked racism of the Deep South to the more sophisticated segregation of big Midwestern cities out to the quietly vicious hatred on display in the Pacific Northwest, Williams uncovered an American racial pastoral that featured a poisonous social atmosphere leavened by surprisingly intimate moments of human connection. But stereotypes and fears abounded, including false reports in Los Angeles that a Negro had been seen fleeing the scene of Kennedy’s murder. “When Lee Harvey Oswald was taken in,” Williams reported, “a sense of relief seemed to descend over the city, which had probably come closer to a race riot than it dared dream.”48

President Lyndon Baines Johnson spoke with King on Monday, November 25, at 9:20 p.m. after President Kennedy’s burial in Arlington National Cemetery, the resting place of Medgar Evers. The new president and King spoke cordially, but for a briefer period than Johnson had with Whitney Young. They both instinctually understood that Kennedy’s death offered an opportunity to propel civil rights legislation as a memorial balm in the face of unspeakable tragedy. Johnson expressed gratitude for King’s public support and “how worthy I’m going to try to be of all your hopes.” King welcomed the kind of rapport he had never managed to establish with Kennedy. “I think one of the greatest tributes that we can pay in memory of President Kennedy,” remarked King, “is to try to enact some of the great, progressive policies that he sought to initiate.”49

Johnson tapped into this vein on Wednesday in a speech before Congress that resolved to continue the Kennedy legacy by passing civil rights legislation and defeating the “hate and evil and violence” that had led to national tragedy. He called for the “earliest possible passage” of the civil rights bill in an address that, as Dick Gregory quipped, made the entire Negro population unpack. Black people had been holding their breath in anticipation of the nation’s first Southern president since Woodrow Wilson, a notorious segregationist. The best way for Congress and the country to honor President Kennedy’s memory, said Johnson, would be to pass a civil rights bill that would “eliminate every trace of discrimination and oppression” in the nation. Johnson received rapturous applause throughout, interrupted over thirty times in an outpouring of public grief and catharsis by elected officials still trying to make sense of Kennedy’s death. “So let us here highly resolve,” pleaded Johnson, “that John Fitzgerald Kennedy did not live—or die—in vain.” Johnson spoke to the political extremism that plagued the nation and felled Kennedy. “Let us turn away from the fanatics, from the far left and far right, from the apostles of bitterness and bigotry, from those defiant of law, and those who pour venom into our nation’s bloodstream.”50

50







EPILOGUE

“TO FREE THE COUNTRY, YOU MUST CHANGE IT”

On Friday, November 29, SNCC activists from around the nation gathered at Howard University for a long-planned three-day “jobs and food” conference, with James Baldwin delivering the keynote address just two days after President Johnson’s congressional speech. The meeting offered a historical snapshot of freedom’s transformed meaning among organizers, intellectuals, and policymakers.

A downpour proved unable to dampen turnout, which included a sizable contingent of reporters and network television cameras who descended upon an otherwise empty Howard campus to record history. Norman Thomas’s appearance represented a remarkable trifecta for the seventy-nine-year-old Socialist organizer. He had expressed pleasure at having lived long enough to attend the March on Washington, he had given a rousingly defiant speech at the Foley Square National Day of Mourning, and now he would be speaking at Howard, imparting the wisdom of one generation of organizers to another.

The conference attracted over four hundred organizers to plot strategy, discuss tactics, and debate the direction of the movement. From Esquire to Negro Digest, reports of SNCC’s exploits in the South were capturing the imagination of intellectuals, opinion makers, and image shapers. One especially exciting aspect was the heroism of Black women in the organization and at the conference, such as Jean Wheeler and Prathia Hall. Wheeler, a Howard University student and member of NAG, and Hall, who attended Temple University in Philadelphia, were part of a little-celebrated cohort of Black women organizers who faced arrest, imprisonment, violence, and inhumane conditions in Southern jails far removed from the spotlight. Interviewed at the Chicago offices of Negro Digest editor Hoyt Fuller—a closeted gay Black man who championed underdogs of all stripes—earlier that year, Hall and Wheeler searched for words to describe the simple joys and enduring traumas they experienced in rural Southern communities. They conducted their tours of duty with no small amount of dignity, yet they were burdened by the absence of democracy. Howard offered, for a few days at least, a respite from “the real and nightmarish battlegrounds of the race war” unfolding across America.1

Bob Moses, dressed in blue sharecropper overalls mimicked by dozens of conference attendees, spoke on Friday.2 Moses discussed the condemnation of SNCC just published in the pages of Life magazine. The author of The Making of the President 1960, Theodore White, had offered a jaundiced view of a civil rights landscape under siege by the reckless behavior of SNCC workers, most likely under the influence of Communist subversives. White considered SNCC a dangerously radical group prone to daredevil stunts that carried the potential for violence. He had found plans for a massive voting rights campaign in Selma that would use civil disobedience, describing the “chilling document” as auguring future political unrest, change, and transformation and having been authored by “lunatics and aliens” who were on the fringes of the movement.3

Clearly, SNCC’s days of attracting scant notice while impacting the movement in ways that far surpassed the group’s meager resources and small numbers were coming to a swift end.4 Moses philosophically pointed out that White’s fear that SNCC could roil the two-party system meant better days ahead. “It is true the Negroes are blackmailing the Federal Government to force other elements in the power structure to accept a compromise,” he admitted. “Our job is to change the power structure.” This required political confrontation, even revolution. “We must change the political structure of the South as we know it.” Moses described the coming transformation as an “annealing process” that paralleled the change that took place “when metal has been brought to white heat” to be “shaped and molded” into something new. “This is what we intend to do to the South and the country, bring them to white heat and remold them,” reasoned Moses.5

With Baldwin delayed by a late-arriving plane, the schedule was shuffled and Fannie Lou Hamer addressed the crowd. Still recovering from the brutally ritualized beating she had suffered at the hands of white law enforcement and Negro prison trusties in Winona, Mississippi, Mrs. Hamer leaned into the assembled microphones to share her story. She offered a harrowing portrait of heroic voting rights efforts met by naked violence and immoral lies. Hamer expressed fatigue about the steep hill Negroes had yet to climb. And finally, she settled on a sentiment that might have made Malcolm X proud. “I don’t want to be as good as white folks,” Hamer exclaimed. “I want to be better!” She then took the chapel to church with a rousing rendition, in her rich voice, of “Go Tell It on the Mountain,” a gospel song that the denim-clad SNCC ensemble joined in unison. The moment seemed scripted but proved even more glorious in its spontaneity. Hundreds of voices sang out for freedom, and some participants started to march up and down the aisle as Hamer, now dripping in sweat, brought the chapel into a secular ecstasy that left journalists with their jaws agape. “Freedom! Freedom! Freedom!” the audience chanted in exultation.6

Baldwin finally arrived in the middle of a ten-minute singing reverie and sat quietly on a piano bench on stage, waiting to be introduced. His keynote would take on the year’s most public and harrowing traumas directly. “Part of the price that Americans have paid for delusion, part of what we have done to ourselves, was given to us in Dallas, Texas,” he began. Baldwin noted that Black people—dehumanized as the “nigger”—were ritualistically murdered over “many generations,” yet “nobody cared.” Kennedy’s assassination served as an inflection point, a place where American society might confront the demons that made such a tragedy possible, even inevitable. America constituted a prison; Black bodies represented a crime, but white people—the literal and figurative wardens of this society—were imprisoned too.

The inability to recognize Black humanity placed society on edge. “If we have not lost that, then the assassination of Medgar Evers would have aroused the country then,” said Baldwin. He compared the life of his friend Medgar to that of the slain president, noting they were both family men, loving fathers and husbands, who were shot by “lunatics,” a circumstance he found too convenient to be believed. Jimmy publicly blamed Evers’s death on the same forces of white supremacy that now killed the young president. “That is why he died, and that’s why nobody cared,” explained Jimmy. “Six kids were murdered in Birmingham,” he continued, “in a Christian country, in a Christian church, in Sunday school, and nobody cared!” The secret origins of the Kennedy assassination, he argued, were rooted in the racial violence allowed to victimize Black people because whites incorrectly assumed they would be safe. Racial hatred “killed poor President Kennedy and not because—let us tell the truth—not because he had turned into John Brown” and became “a great civil rights leader.” Kennedy violated the hands-off policy the federal government had negotiated with the South.7

Baldwin preached a message of radical hope to young people who were losing faith in their ability to change a country that had violently rejected them. He “spoke with the fury of a Hebrew prophet,” observed the radical Jewish intellectual, I. F. Stone. Baldwin challenged the young activists to “act on the belief that it is your country and your responsibility to your country is to free it and to free it, you have to change it.” Only by freeing Black people from the shackles of slavery’s unseemly afterlife, the dehumanizing symbol of the “nigger,” and the moral gap that racialized the consequences of poverty, violence, and death could America come into full maturity. The “terrible days ahead” required the country to embrace Black people, its most patriotic, loyal, and critical interlocutors. The cost would be steep: “The price a white woman, man, boy, and girl will have to pay in themselves before they look on me as another human being,” Baldwin observed, a description that applied not just to Southern rednecks but to white liberals and allies, including the Kennedys.

Like King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” Baldwin’s speech identified young people’s growing dissent as rooted in the nation’s revolutionary origins. Freedom was not a commodity to be demanded or given. “I will take it!” he announced to a hearty round of applause.8

Jimmy rejected moratoriums on demonstrations, noting that civil rights groups “shouldn’t let any such pious consideration” thwart a liberated future. “It is in the nature of our crisis that we make known that the events of the last days have done nothing to alter our determination,” he explained. The Kennedy assassination illustrated the dangerous road ahead, not for any single group but for everyone.9

“Nothing can save us, not all our money, nor all our bombs, nor all our guns if we cannot achieve that long, long delayed maturity,” Baldwin said in closing.

A new freedom erupted at Howard University. It was cultivated in Baldwin’s defiant hope, reflected in the gathering itself, that American myths and lies might be burned away in the blaze of grief sparked by Kennedy’s death and sanctified by the blood of Medgar Evers and Birmingham’s children.10

The gathering represented an unspoken transition in the history of the civil rights struggle and the national evolution of freedom. That evolution introduced a new language that provided ballast for the work, lives, and activism of a multiracial generation of young people.

Lost innocence gave way to a real-world view of power, shaped by bitter experiences in the field and the wisdom of elders such as Jimmy Baldwin and Gloria Richardson. Richardson never bought into the Kennedy mystique; her experiences observing Jack Kennedy answer questions at the White House in the summer and with Bobby Kennedy in Cambridge had been disappointing. Yet the president’s death shook her. “It shows an atmosphere where there is no respect for power,” Richardson observed. This comment was amplified by SNCC workers in Selma, who recalled whites outside of the courthouse breaking out into rebel yells upon hearing news of Kennedy’s assassination. “One down, one to go!” they screamed.11

Also on that Friday, Malcolm X addressed a crowd of seven hundred for the last time as a member of the Nation of Islam. Malcolm’s hold on the imagination of the American public, tenuous at the start of the year and definitive as it closed, would soon prove indelible. His address, “God’s Judgment of White America,” avoided mention of the Kennedy assassination on the direct orders of the Messenger.

The behind-the-scenes tug-of-war between Malcolm and the Messenger would finally play out publicly on December 1. Years of a back-and-forth test of wills between mentor and protégé came to a stunning denouement through the national mourning for President Kennedy, who, by Muhammad’s teachings, represented the symbol of white supremacy, racial injustice, and unfreedom. Malcolm and Muhammad’s genuine love for one another curdled into mutual resentment, suspicion, and distrust. There were numerous reasons, including backlash against Malcolm’s growing national and international fame, bureaucratic infighting by Chicago officials, FBI surveillance, misinformation, and lies. Elijah Muhammad’s sexual indiscretions were the tip of the iceberg concerning organizational malfeasance within the NOI, some of which Malcolm’s harsh rhetoric and dogmatic worshipping of the Messenger had contributed to. By 1963, the Nation of Islam was thriving externally but decaying within from moral and political rot. Malcolm contemplated the endless string of disappointments alongside the cresting highs, which included presiding over Saviours’ Day, taking over Mosque No. 4 in the nation’s capital, and being named national minister on September 29, the last time he would ever be seen in public with Elijah Muhammad. He also tried to rally supporters by strategically revealing Muhammad’s infidelities to crucial ministers in a bid to bolster and protect his own status within the NOI. Perhaps the most significant cause of Malcolm’s anxieties and doubts lay within. He outgrew the NOI and its quixotic version of Islam, idolatry of the Messenger, increasingly violent punishment of members who failed to play by the rules or sell their quota of Muhammad Speaks, and the lavish, unaccountable lifestyles of a royal family he once revered but now detested.12

Malcolm spoke of reporters wanting him to make a “fanatic, inflexibly dogmatic” remark about Kennedy’s death. Or worse, for him to say, “Hooray! Hooray! I’m glad he got it!”—a description that produced a burst of laughter from the crowd.13

Kennedy’s death offered an example of “chickens coming home to roost,” asserted Malcolm. “Being an old farm boy myself, chickens coming home to roost never did make me sad,” he continued. “They’ve always made me glad.” In essence, he argued that the president’s assassination resulted from an unintentional yet somewhat foreseeable boomerang effect stemming from America’s casual deployment of violence in domestic and international affairs. He might have been thinking about the recent deaths of Medgar Evers and the Birmingham Six, which had paved the way for such tragedy. NOI officials John Ali and Captain Joseph, two former protégés turned implacable foes, stood near Malcolm as he commented and immediately recognized the error.

Elijah Muhammad demanded Malcolm’s presence in Chicago the next day. “That was a very bad statement,” said Muhammad. “The country loved this man,” he continued. “That was very ill timed.” Malcolm’s words jeopardized the entire Muslim community, placing them under further government and media scrutiny at precisely the wrong time. “A statement like that can make it hard on Muslims in general,” reasoned the Messenger. Malcolm’s remarks also smacked of insubordination when Muhammad and those around him worried about the Messenger’s grip over the NOI. He formally suspended Malcolm for ninety days as national headlines swirled in the aftermath of his “chickens coming home to roost” speech, a line destined for immortality.14

The press caught wind of Malcolm’s suspension before he returned to New York. “When Minister Malcolm addressed the public and mentioned the president’s death, he did not speak for Muslims,” read Muhammad’s statement. “He has been suspended from public statements for the time being.” Muhammad Speaks featured a smiling John F. Kennedy on the cover of the December 20 issue, beneath a caption, “NATION STILL MOURNS DEATH.” The story compared Kennedy to Abraham Lincoln while cryptically noting that what linked both presidents seemed to be the fact that they “opened their mouths and said something favorable for the so-called Negro.”15

The Black press sensed that there was more to the story, with the Chicago Daily Defender announcing Malcolm’s suspension on the front page as the culmination of a long-rumored split.16 Malcolm accepted his suspension humbly. “I shouldn’t have said what I said,” he told reporters. “Anything that Mr. Muhammad does is all right with me.” He added, “I believe absolutely in his wisdom and authority.”17

Malcolm’s enemies within the NOI moved swiftly over the following weeks to consolidate their power, convincing Muhammad to make the suspension permanent and surreptitiously leaking damaging stories to the press. They made Malcolm’s return impossible. Rumors of war and death threats began immediately, as whispers traveled from New York to Chicago insinuating that Minister Malcolm had betrayed the Messenger by spreading vicious innuendo and unspeakable rumors. By the cold light of day, Muhammad’s inner circle—through the testimony of ministers close to Malcolm, including Louis X of Boston—convinced the Messenger that his protégé had betrayed him. When reporter R. W. Apple telephoned Muhammad about when the suspension would end, the Messenger, after saying that he “rebuked” Malcolm for “not following the way of Islam,” explained, “I will decide” how long the suspension would last. Malcolm tried to remain occupied with the affairs of Mosque No. 7, a task made difficult by Muhammad’s order barring him from entering.18

New friends emerged from surprising places. Perhaps none would be as unexpected or resonant as the Socialist Workers Party, whose weekly newspaper, The Militant, would replace Muhammad Speaks and stand alongside the New York Amsterdam News as the primary source of Malcolm’s post–Nation of Islam evolution. The SWP would provide Malcolm with a weekly platform in print and regularly host him as a keynote speaker. This relationship found Elijah Muhammad’s former apprentice flexible enough to consort with white radicals who recognized him as the cutting edge of a global Black revolution.19

Louis Lomax commented that if Malcolm X’s suspension continued, the Muslim movement would perish. Reporters caught wind of the feud between Malcolm and Raymond Sharrieff, Muhammad’s son-in-law, leader of the Fruit of Islam, and a sworn enemy of the deposed national minister. Very few understood that in addition to Sharrieff, National Secretary John Ali and Captain Joseph had united in ensuring Malcolm would never set foot in a mosque again. FBI informants and provocateurs within the NOI fanned the flames of existing tensions and disputes, turning an unstable political climate toward the edge of violence.20

As a cold and snowy December gripped New York City, Malcolm began to understand and accept this new reality from his East Elmhurst, Queens, home. “Hating me was going to become the cause for people of shattered faith to rally around,” he would confide to Alex Haley as they worked on an autobiography whose narrative arc suddenly shifted from personal redemption to one of lost faith, resilience, and survival. The headline “Malcolm X to Be Replaced,” appearing in the December 6 edition of the New York Times, emanated straight from Chicago, the FBI, or both, with details of an impending new head of Harlem’s mosque culled from leading ministers, including Akbar Muhammad, Lonnie Cross (who had just replaced Malcolm as head of the Washington, DC, mosque in October), and Jeremiah X of Birmingham. The split, alongside rumors of war, had finally arrived.21

In truth, Malcolm’s comments echoed those of other civil rights leaders, who connected the president’s assassination to a rising tide of anti-Black racism. “President Kennedy’s death,” observed Whitney Young, “shows that hatred can harm and even kill not only the Negro but those in the highest places.” No fan of Malcolm’s, Young nevertheless expressed similar sentiments in a different tenor. Americans would either learn to live, understand, and love one another or perish.22

Jimmy Baldwin brooded over the Kennedy tragedy. He rued how Kennedy’s absence from the funerals of the four girls murdered during Sunday school in Birmingham furthered the racial chasm. Carole Robertson, Addie Mae Collins, Cynthia Wesley, and Denise McNair were America’s children. So were Peanut Ware and Johnny Robinson. The president’s failure to embrace these children, to recognize their lives, and to mourn their loss served as a metaphor for the racial gulf between Blacks and whites. For Baldwin, it revealed the perpetuation of America’s biggest sin: the fact of racial slavery’s denigration of Black humanity and all the parallel myths and lies of concealment. Baldwin’s experiences as a best-selling author, Negro spokesman, civil rights witness, and citizen made him shoulder the dangerous responsibility of speaking truth to power. His pleas to President Kennedy—by telegram, through interviews, and through his meeting with Bobby Kennedy—had fallen upon deaf ears. Baldwin’s frustration stemmed from the Kennedys’ inability, at varying points during a year of poignant hope and bitter violence, to see and acknowledge the full spectrum of Black humanity.

Baldwin’s criticism of the Kennedys was never personal. He “rather liked” Bobby, though they never spoke again.23 Baldwin refused to interpret their meeting as a failure, although the attorney general had thought so, at least at the time. Baldwin had offered the Kennedys instruction in responsibility, “the kind of responsibility that means that you haven’t got time to weep because you have too much to do, the pressures are too great,” he observed. For Baldwin, who carried so many of America’s freedom dreams that year, “if you fail, it’s because you failed.”24

Jack Kennedy’s death—sudden, unimaginable, and irreversible—temporarily opened the American conscience in ways that the deaths of Medgar Evers and the poor children in Birmingham did not. Jimmy would never forgive the country he both loved and sometimes loathed for that, ever. But he still considered America’s residents to be disconnected kin. Recognizing Black dignity would help to unify a historically divided national family.25

After a year of dispelling myths surrounding the American story, criticizing white liberals as cowards, and characterizing white conservatives as grotesque, Baldwin now openly discussed the need for self-determination through undreamed-of political, social, and economic power. This marked the end of one chapter in the grand love affair between Baldwin and America. He would always love his country of origin, yet he would never again place as much faith in its remarkable potential and capacity for growth. In interviews, when Baldwin had spoken of the nation as “our republic,” it had dismayed Malcolm X and other radicals, who mistook his political sincerity for naivete.

The Fire Next Time ended the year having spent more time on the bestseller list than any other book. Baldwin’s novel Another Country, which daringly explored themes of interracial love, homosexuality, exile, and suicide, finished as the year’s second most popular novel. The celebration of the Emancipation Proclamation had, improbably, become a time to celebrate Baldwin too. He defined freedom as the ability to know oneself. Racism compelled whites and Blacks to hide parts of themselves, a calamity that plagued the world and resulted in convulsions of violence, anger, brutality, and death that became an accepted part of the social fabric. His words forged a new vocabulary that reimagined democracy, citizenship, and dignity in the American republic. Baldwin’s confrontation with American liberalism lost him old friends, attracted new enemies, and cast him as his generation’s intellectual and moral avatar. His lighthouse shone bright enough to attract SNCC workers in Selma, Negro students at Black colleges and universities in the Deep South, and luminaries such as Lorraine Hansberry, Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, and Medgar Evers. Jimmy left his indelible stamp on the national soul. He loved America enough to retain a battered faith in its capacity to change. He never stopped believing that another world was possible.26

Myrlie Evers memorialized President Kennedy at NAACP services in Chicago. Introduced as the “first lady of the Freedom Movement,” Myrlie found common ground with Jackie Kennedy over the shared grief of losing young husbands, fathers, and patriarchs. “I know exactly what she is going through,” said Myrlie. “I know what it is to hold a dead husband in your arms,” she explained, choking back tears. Jet magazine saw the similarities as well, juxtaposing a photo of the first lady, who had been escorted at Arlington by her brothers-in-law Bobby and Ted, with one of Myrlie, who had mourned at the same site five months earlier.

Myrlie found herself reliving the trauma of Medgar’s death through the Kennedy assassination, right down to breaking the news to her children. In her remarks, she blamed Kennedy’s death on a combination of politicians “allowed to go too far” and “people who keep quiet about civil rights and refuse to speak out,” forming the perfect storm of catastrophic violence. “I wonder if we have been fooling ourselves that America is really the Land of the Free and the Home of the Brave,” she remarked. “What was so brave about the murder of Medgar Evers?” she continued. “What was so brave about the murder of President Kennedy?” Myrlie labeled Kennedy the “Second Emancipator,” who shared a dream of freedom with her slain husband. “Medgar died for helping his people, and the President died for helping his country.” She went on, “It was hatred that pulled the trigger which killed President Kennedy, and the bullet pierced the heart of all humanity, wounded the soul of mankind, and lodged in the lung of America.”27

Myrlie’s first Christmas without Medgar coincided with what would have been their twelfth wedding anniversary on December 24. Beyond the memorial funds, magazine interviews, and speaking engagements lay a deep reservoir of familial trauma. Nine-year-old Darrell Kenyatta experienced night terrors, eight-year-old Reena Denise’s tears seemed endless, and three-year-old James Van Dyke constantly asked why anyone would wish to harm his daddy. Even as she publicly grieved for President Kennedy, Myrlie at times succumbed to personal feelings of overwhelming hatred for white people and their collective sins that seemingly necessitated Medgar’s public sacrifice. She would spend the rest of the year and time beyond that wrestling with these feelings, initially retreating from her husband’s example of taking the high road on matters of racial justice. Eventually, having spent the last of her emotional reserves, she embraced this love ethic as much out of a need for self-preservation as in service of some higher calling.28

On Saturday, December 21, SNCC members sang freedom songs and chanted “Uhuru!” (the Swahili word for freedom) during their demonstration to integrate the Toddle House restaurant in Atlanta. Twenty-one were arrested, including the group’s most prominent veteran organizers. Judy Richardson, poised beyond her nineteen years; twenty-seven-year-old Worth Long, one of the group’s mature members; and Charlie Cobb, a twenty-year-old writer and raconteur whose easy smile masked fearsome intellectual and political depths, were incarcerated over the weekend.

John Lewis joined them on Sunday. A picture of three burly Atlanta police officers shoving the diminutive but sturdy Lewis into a police car made the front page of the Student Voice, SNCC’s weekly newsletter. Dick Gregory’s pregnant wife, Lillian, walked into a police car, while Prathia Hall was dragged to jail on Christmas Eve. John Lewis’s twenty-seventh arrest forced him to spend Christmas in prison alongside parts of his SNCC family. Before his arrest, Lewis telegrammed Undersecretary of State G. Mennen Williams, requesting that Atlanta be removed “from the itinerary of future African visitors,” considering the city’s reputation as “the most segregated city in the South for its size.” Jim Forman messaged Lyndon Johnson, stressing the importance of passing the public accommodations portion of the civil rights bill. Those not arrested staged protests and pickets throughout the city.

Atlanta SNCC workers seemed to get a second wind for the long-distance struggles ahead, just as the month of official mourning for President Kennedy ended. Their incarceration gave proof of the existential crisis that required Kennedy’s assassination to trigger a round of public soul-searching that would continue well into the next decade.29

SNCC’s work continued despite the interruptions and incarcerations. Ella Baker and Howard Zinn participated in a five-day SNCC meeting in Atlanta that began on December 27. The gathering started as an open session for the first four days before ending in a closed-door executive committee. In consultation and collaboration with Baker, Zinn posed expansive questions on the first day about the breadth of the movement’s political vision. “What kind of revolution do we want?” proved the tip of the iceberg. Like Baker, Zinn envisioned a movement that defined freedom as more than the legal right to eat at a lunch counter or to vote. Baker challenged those in attendance to recognize how striving for deep democracy put them, paradoxically, at cross-purposes with political allies. SNCC gazed upon an ancient and unrecognizable national landscape as the year ended. Jimmy Baldwin’s words, Malcolm X’s fire, and Gloria Richardson’s resilience helped to steel the group’s resolve.30

Martin Luther King Jr., Atlanta’s most distinguished resident, became the first Black Time magazine Man of the Year on December 29, the same day that eight carloads of SNCC demonstrators sang freedom songs while picketing outside of Atlanta mayor Ivan Allen’s home and Gloria Richardson announced plans to come to the city to help.31 That King could be accorded such an honor a month after the Kennedy assassination illustrated how much change could occur in a single year.32

Publisher Bernhard M. Auer announced that King “made it as a man—but also as the representative of his people, for whom 1963 was perhaps the most important year in their history.” This was true for white Americans too.

Reporter Marsha Clark crisscrossed the country—Montgomery, Dallas, New York, Los Angeles, Atlanta—for eight days with King, observing that he spent more time aloft in a window seat high above the cities, villages, and towns he sought to change, writing, thinking, and dreaming. King represented the most significant nonviolent revolution in American history. “Nineteen million Negro citizens forced the nation to take stock of itself,” asserted Clark, “in the Congress as in the corporation, in factory and field and pulpit and playground, kitchen and classroom.” Time identified King as the link to these disparate parts of the national fabric, a symbol of great potential. He offered himself as a precursor for realizing new images, hopes, and dreams. The story narrated King’s seven-year quest from Montgomery to Birmingham to introduce a new theory of justice to the American body politic. His Birmingham code name, “J.F.K.,” reflected his stature in the eyes of the Black community, something Time corroborated. Birmingham’s violent spring had bloomed into a summer of possibilities, where labor unions, churches, schools, politicians, and ordinary citizens examined the meaning of freedom in new ways. Time described the March on Washington as “a spectacle of disorganized order, with a stateliness that no amount of planning could have produced,” understating the importance of Bayard Rustin and his army of volunteers and the inherent dignity of Black people. King praised Lyndon Johnson as a leader “who means business.”

In Johnson, King had finally found a partner he could collaborate with, in creative tension, to connect the struggle for Black citizenship to the beating heart of American democracy. “I have implicit confidence in the man, and unless he betrays his past actions, we will proceed on the basis that we have in the White House a man who is deeply committed to help us,” King told Clark. During what Liberator magazine described as a “Year of Violence,” King had delivered 350 speeches while traveling 275,000 miles and averaged just four hours of sleep (like Malcolm X) a night. Enemies lurked everywhere. The Time story made no mention of the FBI, which listened to the King family’s private telephone conversations, courtesy of Bobby Kennedy’s authorized wiretap. In so doing, the American government targeted a married Baptist preacher and father of four whose sole offense proved to be cultivating a definition of freedom expansive enough to include Negroes—who, as the year closed, increasingly referred to themselves as “Black,” one of the many unspoken benefits of Malcolm X’s uncredited leadership. “After 1963, with the help of Martin Luther King Jr.,” the story concluded, “the Negro will never be where or what he was.”33

John F. Kennedy’s assassination descended America into a state of national grief. Church bells tolled in his memory in thousands of towns and cities across the nation. American embassies around the world lowered their flags to half-mast, and soldiers in military bases fired artillery every half hour. Republicans announced a thirty-day moratorium on presidential campaigning that paralleled Lyndon Johnson’s national period of mourning the fallen president. “We gaze at a vacant place against the sky as the President of the Republic goes down like a giant cedar,” remarked Senate chaplain Frederick Brown Harris.34

“There never was such a shining pageant of a Presidency before,” observed I. F. Stone. “We watched it as children do, raptly determined to believe but knowing all the time that it wasn’t really true.” In death, Kennedy joined the Black martyrs of Birmingham and Jackson: the suffering children and the family man whose youth, talent, and commitment to democratic renewal paralleled aspects of the president’s trajectory.35

Americans grieved for Kennedy, now buried in Arlington alongside baby Patrick, who had perished in August, and an unnamed daughter who had been stillborn in 1956. They also mourned for themselves, the nation’s lost potential, and for what might still be. Jack Kennedy’s legacy as president and in civil rights advocacy remained unfinished. His final year as president showed tremendous progress that crested in a glorious, nearly miraculous spring of national leadership and consensus building that then descended into the tragic valley of autumnal mourning. The complex messiness of the present gave way to elegies from former Senate colleagues, such as Pennsylvania senator Joseph S. Clark Jr., who preferred to remember the president as “a man of a happy mixture of idealism and practicality, of charm, of wit, of intelligence” and “a friendly man committed to the causes of peace, of freedom, of equal opportunity for all.” Kennedy’s finest moments as president, encompassing dreams of peace, freedom, love, and justice, became the summation of his legacy in American popular culture.36

Black folk grieved the most. While civil rights activists, intellectuals, and others criticized President Kennedy’s cautious embrace of civil rights, they also saw personal courage and political conviction. Newsweek’s polling showed that Kennedy’s popularity with Black people only grew over time, culminating in his finest moments as president against the backdrop of Birmingham’s crisis and the March on Washington’s glorious triumph.

The world grieved alongside America. From London to Tokyo, Accra to Mexico City, the international community that Kennedy enthralled during his presidency trembled in grief upon his death.37

Kennedy’s death did more than signal the end of an era—it opened powerful new beginnings. For a moment, it helped cultivate a national consensus on the shifting meaning of freedom upon the altar of a grieving nation. Kennedy’s halting steps toward the unfolding civil rights revolution mirrored the struggling national conscience on expanding freedom’s boundaries to include Black Americans.

America came undone and remade itself in 1963, a year of miracles and tragedies, progress and setbacks. Part of this transformation came from confronting, albeit imperfectly, some of the hard truths that Jimmy Baldwin spent the year outlining. Another part would, as the decade progressed, be achieved through embracing the racial justice consensus—if not the call for reparations—that Martin Luther King Jr. had proclaimed at the March on Washington.

As Malcolm X bitterly pointed out, a nightmare can still be a dream.

Kennedy’s death spurred the most consequential legislation that would be passed during America’s Second Reconstruction. In life, Kennedy had wrestled with freedom’s changing definition at home and around the world. Black Americans stood at the center of these debates. They transformed the meaning of freedom, citizenship, and democracy by placing their bodies in front of police dogs, fire hoses, restaurants, construction sites, churches, and city halls across the nation. From Paris to Accra, sympathy demonstrations had amplified John F. Kennedy’s June 11 speech, which remains a monument to his civil rights legacy: “A great change is at hand, and our task, our obligation, is to make that revolution, that change, peaceful and constructive for all.” As he had warned, “Those who do nothing are inviting shame as well as violence”—a line that might have made Baldwin smile. “Those who act boldly are recognizing right as well as reality.”

America’s boldest thinkers and actors often disagreed with the pace of Kennedy’s professions of change. Instead, they incessantly pushed him to become a better president. This pressure extended to the second most important person in the administration. As the first and only family member serving in a presidential cabinet, Bobby Kennedy assumed vast powers beyond his duties as attorney general. He served, in essence, in the newly created role of domestic prime minister. As the president’s alter ego in the civil rights struggle, Bobby strained to understand Black people’s motivations and the broader political implications of a freedom movement capable of sustaining or toppling the Kennedy administration.

For a time, the shock of the Kennedy assassination recast America’s image of itself. Jim Crow, in its historically violent form, receded as the nation told itself a new origin story that allowed it to mourn Kennedy’s death while honoring his life. In this vision, Birmingham offered a premonition of a coming racial storm predicted by Malcolm X and feared by Martin Luther King Jr. The March on Washington had spectacularly embodied King’s vision of the Beloved Community and Baldwin’s most aspirational hopes for a grand American republic that recognized the inherent humanity of Black folk, once enslaved and now regarded as kin.

Medgar Evers, Carole Robertson, Addie Mae Collins, Cynthia Wesley, Denise McNair, Peanut Ware, Johnny Robinson, and John F. Kennedy were the martyrs to the nation’s Second Reconstruction. Upon Kennedy’s death, Lyndon Johnson would assume a shared mantle of leadership with civil rights leaders, bestriding an era of political transformation that introduced new freedoms to America and, in so doing, the wider world.

Wisdom culled from bitter pain mediated lost generational innocence that transcended the American color line. The civil rights demonstrations, mass arrests, political assassinations, and peaceful marches provided the ballast for the Great Society by offering an accurate criticism of structural racism and repudiation of white supremacy. In a single year, upheaval, violence, and death gave way to national mourning, political rapprochement between African Americans and whites, and renewed hope in the promise and possibility of Black citizenship within a reimagined American democracy. Nineteen sixty-three altered national conceptions of race, democracy, and citizenship in ways that permanently and fundamentally shaped the rest of the century. The violent, hopeful, and historic passions unleashed that year gave birth to watershed legislation (in the form of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, 1965 Voting Rights Act, and 1968 Fair Housing Act) that fundamentally reshaped American democracy.

The American project found itself cracked open and remade by the burning desire for freedom created from bearing witness to an unfolding political revolution. “If someone should accept the responsibility of liberating not the Negroes, but white people from their fear,” Baldwin commented in the spring, “then there would be some hope.”38 Jimmy Baldwin, whose childhood scars made him fearful of failure and wary of praise, saw his popularity as an artist reach undreamed heights only to recede in subsequent decades alongside a freedom surge whose consequences, impact, and hopeful dignity successive generations began to question, doubt, and despise.39

Baldwin reminds us that freedom is a two-way street, a precious responsibility based on personal reckoning in service of public truth. He loved America enough to tell the entire nation a story it needed, rather than wished, to hear. That story remains a wellspring of hope if we are willing to listen.

In 1963, Baldwin achieved a kind of success that matched, then exceeded, his rare combination of talent and ambition. Mourning the senseless deaths of Black children in Birmingham and encountering the intimate face of racial hatred in Selma changed him. Baldwin continued to root for the nation to do right, be better, and embrace justice. But parts of him fell out of love with the idea of America animating The Fire Next Time’s most gloriously hopeful segments, his interviews, and his public speeches. Baldwin achieved celebrity just as he recognized the nation’s racial and economic divides represented a potentially unbridgeable chasm. The once-poverty-stricken aspiring artist became, for a time, the cutting-edge model of the politically engaged public intellectual applauded by white liberals at the very moment he grew disillusioned with them. Held up as an exemplar of unspeakable racial truths that titillated and angered the literary establishment in winter, lauded as the voice of a bittersweet racial optimism in the spring, and honored as one of the leaders who graced the March on Washington in summer, Baldwin then toured the nation’s lowest frequencies in autumn, delivering a furious call for a political confrontation that echoed and amplified revolutionary stirrings from below.

Baldwin, like a biblical prophet, stood high enough on history’s edge to glimpse a liberated American future. Negroes became Black people, injecting new language into America’s democratic vocabulary that would prove innovative and timeless. Jimmy’s written and spoken words made America less of a perversion of its foundational impulses. He heaped scorn on the faithless idolators who steadfastly refused to confront their role in using sacred documents in service of erecting walls between the estranged members of the national family. More than any other American that year, Baldwin offered a vision of reunion—bloodstained, battered, and brilliant—that marked race as a metaphor for extraordinary joy and pain, depending on how the nation came to understand itself. Baldwin proved the most eloquent voice emerging from a cacophony that called the nation back to a scarcely remembered past to better chart a future delayed by the blood-soaked ruins of the present.

Bodies were buried, prayers were delivered, and funeral services were completed. Americans collectively grieved President Kennedy even as they separately mourned Birmingham’s children. Baldwin imagined a welcome table where ancient conflicts were courageously faced and, in so doing, the world remade. In that New Jerusalem, the martyrdom of Medgar Evers, John F. Kennedy, and Birmingham’s children would no longer inspire shame and wonder over how such grotesque misfortunes could have befallen them. Instead, with a shock of indignant recognition, the nation would finally ask the question that Baldwin and the entire freedom movement had demanded all along of its fellow citizens: How could we have done this to us?
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Praise for 
FREEDOM SEASON

“Through myriad fascinating characters, from James Baldwin to Malcolm X, Lorraine Hansberry to Dr. King and the Kennedy brothers, Peniel E. Joseph animates the tantalizing drama of a year on which the axle of history turned. Many readers will know the seminal moments of 1963. How can those of us who lived through it ever forget them? The Fire Next Time, the murder of Medgar Evers, the March on Washington, the Birmingham Church Bombing, the JFK assassination. But here, in vivid fashion, Joseph narrates the unfolding days and months of that unforgettable year in a way that makes for suspenseful reading and a compelling look back at a time of reckoning in America.”

—Henry Louis Gates Jr., Harvard University

“Elegantly written and deftly argued, Freedom Season is an impressive encapsulation of the importance of 1963 in shaping the civil rights movement and its legacy. Drawing on an array of sources, acclaimed historian Peniel E. Joseph has written a captivating and compelling account that sheds new light on the dynamics of race, politics, and the law in American history.”

—Keisha N. Blain, coeditor of the #1 New York Times–bestseller Four Hundred Souls

“Freedom Season is a remarkable book, shining new light on a pivotal year in our nation’s past. Joseph’s sweeping narrative makes history come alive, showing how 1963 continues to haunt and inspire America. From James Baldwin to Gloria Richardson, this is a story of bold ideas and actions that is as relevant today as ever.”

—Matthew F. Delmont, author of Half American

“Freedom Season is a brilliantly constructed and endlessly rewarding history of 1963 in America, with the Kennedy brothers, Malcom X, Martin Luther King Jr., James Baldwin, and Medgar Evers taking center stage. Joseph, our dean of Black Power Studies, expertly grapples with the milieu of race and the liberal Democratic political stratagems that tragically culminated in the assassination of JFK in Dallas. Packed with thorough research and fresh anecdotes, this is a master class in US civil rights history like none other. Highly recommended!”

—Douglas Brinkley, author of Silent Spring Revolution

“Freedom Season is a masterful and urgent work by Peniel E. Joseph, one of our most incisive historians of race in the twentieth century. With extraordinary depth and narrative power, Joseph brings 1963 to life as a transformative moment in the long Black freedom struggle, weaving together political history and cultural analysis to illuminate the seismic shifts that shaped the modern civil rights movement. Freedom Season challenges us to see the intersections of past and present, revealing how the struggles of the 1960s continue to define the fight for justice today. The book is an indispensable contribution to the history of American democracy and Black liberation.”

—Elizabeth Hinton, author of America on Fire
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