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Luther King

t was when King was autographing the book, that
a middle-aged black woman came up to him and
asked, “Are you Martin Luther King?”

“Yes, | am.”

An ordinary, polite exchange of words, yet this
time it was different. The woman let out a cry and
plunged a razor-sharp letter opener into his chest.
She was a homeless vagrant® who had spent years
in and out of mental hospitals.

Dr. King was rushed to the hospital, and after a
long, long wait, the knife was surgically removed.
Mercifully, he had obeyed the nurses and kept abso-
lutely still, despite the pain and shock, for the tip of
the knife was a fraction of an inch from a major
artery. The surgeon later said that one sneeze would
have killed him.

The incident was reported in the newspapers
and King was particularly pleased to read a letter
written to him by a fifteen-year-old girl.

“Dear Dr. King,

I am a ninth grade student at the White
Plains High School. While it shouldn’t matter, |
would like to mention that I am a white girl. 1
read in the paper of your misfortune and your
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Luther King

suffering, and I read that if you had sneezed, you
would have died.

I’'m simply writing to say that I’'m so happy
you didn’t sneeze.”

Such signs of affection and friendship made it
possible to go on—that, and the love and under-
standing of Coretta® and the family that meant so
much to him.

After the hard-won Birmingham campaign, a
march on Washington was organized. It took place
on August 28, 1963 and commemorated the one-
hundredth anniversary of the abolition® of slavery in
the States.

Martin Luther King hoped that 100,000 people
would gather in the heart of Washington. But the
television reports that morning had spoken of a
crowd of only 25,000. If too few people came, no
one would believe in the importance of campaign for
civil rights.

When he and Coretta were driven to where the
marchers were gathering, their hearts stopped for a
moment. They could see the crowd before them.
The whole scene was alive with people, black and
white, moving together. Not 25,000 but 250,000
people—and not a single sign of violence.

Martin Luther King left the car and joined the
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i LtherKing

crowd as it moved over the grass to the Lincoln
Memorial, singing “We Shall Overcome”, carrying
posters that spoke of their cause.

“We seek the freedom in 1963 promised in
1863.”

“A century-old debt to pay.”

Many important men spoke to the crowds that
day as they stood before the great white pillars of
the Lincoln Memorial. It looked as if the huge, seat-
ed figure of Abraham Lincoln, that advocator of free-
dom, listened to them.

Martin Luther King was 34, still a young man,
but to that vast assembly he was the figure that stood
for all they believed.

He had planned his speech carefully. So much
depended on his finding the right words, the words
to meet the moment, the words to change people’s
minds, the words to change people’s hearts.

He began by speaking of the promise of equali-
ty as a bad debt that the government had yet to set-
tle, a promise of payment that had led to nothing.

The crowd hung on his words. He could feel
their unity, their support. As he went on they ap-
plauded and called out in agreement. He knew that
he was speaking with their voice—speaking for them
as well as to them.

Lifted on the wave of their response, he put
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in Luther King

aside the notes for his speech and spoke from his
heart. And from his heart came the greatest speech
of the civil rights movement, the speech that has be-
come a part of history.

“] say to you today, my friends, that in spite of
the difficulties and frustrations of the moment 1 still
have a dream. | have a dream that one day this na-
tion will rise up and live out the true meaning of its
creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident: that
all men are created equal.’

“I have a dream that one day on the red hills of
Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of
former slave-owners will be able to sit down together
at the table of brotherhood.

“l have a dream that one day even the state of
Mississippi will be transformed into an oasis @ of
freedom and justice.

“I have a dream that my four little children will
one day live in a nation where they will not be
judged by the color of their skin, but by the content
of their character.”

The vast crowd understood. This was no ordi-
nary speech—this was a message that reached out to
all people, of every belief and background.

“This will be the day when all of God’s children
will be able to sing with new meaning ‘My country ’tis
of thee let freedom ring.’
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tin Luther King

“And if American is to be a great nation, this
must become true. So let freedom ring from the
prodigious® hilltops of New Hampshire. Let free-
dom ring from the mighty mountains of New York.
But not only that. Let freedom ring from every hill
and molehill of Mississippi...

“When we let freedom ring from every town
and every hamlet®, from every state and every city,
we will be able to speed up that day when all God’s
children, black men ad white men, Jews and Gen-
tiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join
hands and sing in the words of that old Negro spiri-
tual, ‘Free at last! Free at last! Thank God al-
mighty, we are free at last.””

The crowd roared in response as he finished.
He had given voice to the longing of all those in-
volved in the civil rights movement for the unity of
black and white Americans, the unification of the
nation.

On that day, many newspapers reported that
King had become the unoffficial “President of Black
America”. He was now the acknowledged leader of
the civil rights movement, a man trusted and loved
by his followers and respected by people every-
where. It had been a great day in his life and the
history of the United States.



