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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

On February 25, 1987, Edgar Daniel Nixon, Sr. of Montgomery, Alabama died in 

a local hospital at the age of 87.  The following day, so many mourners packed the inside 

of Bethel Baptist Church on Mill Street to pay their last respects that it led Joe Azbell of 

the Montgomery Advertiser to note that never before had he seen such a large number of 

individuals, particularly whites, attend a black man’s funeral in Montgomery.  While 

most of the attendees were relatively unknown outside of the city, others had risen to 

regional and national prominence over the years.  Notable names included Reverend 

Ralph Abernathy, Coretta Scott King, Rosa Parks, and a score of Alabama political 

figures, some active, others retired.  As Nixon’s eulogy was read, Azbell noted that it was 

“interrupted 30 times with praise and applause.”  Others, unable to contemplate what 

Montgomery’s black community would do without a strong leader and civil rights 

advocate like Nixon, could only watch in disbelief as the pallbearers lifted his casket and 

prepared to progress towards Montgomery’s Eastwood cemetery.  Rosa Parks, overcome 

with emotion, sat in a church pew and wept.1  

Most often remembered by civil rights historians as the founder of the 1955 

Montgomery Bus Boycott, in which almost fifty-thousand African Americans in 

Montgomery, Alabama successfully protested against the Southern system of racism and 

segregation, E.D. Nixon has generally been left out of the traditional narrative of the civil 

 
1 Joe Azbell, “Just a Pullman Porter But Worthy of High Note,” Montgomery Independent, 12 March 1982, 
2.  This information was also taken from Lewis V. Baldwin and Aprille V. Woodson, Freedom is Never 
Free: A Biographical Portrait of E.D. Nixon, Sr., (Nashville, Tennessee: Office of Minority Affairs, 
Tennessee State University, 1992), 106. 
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rights movement.  Nevertheless, Nixon’s contributions to the fight against racism and 

segregation were both significant and highly representative of a man who was dedicated 

to ridding the world of inequality.  In life, he towered above almost everyone he met, 

both literally and figuratively.  Tall and lanky, with a piercing stare and a gravely voice, 

Nixon was a grandson of Southern slaves.  Born in Montgomery in 1899 to 

sharecroppers, his work on the family farm, which was owned by a local white plantation 

owner, prevented him from attending school regularly.  But despite the fact that he never 

obtained much of a formal education, Nixon was extremely bright.  As an avid 

churchgoer, Nixon devoted himself to reading and rereading the Bible, which not only 

strengthened his religious and moral convictions, but bolstered his determination to self-

educate himself.   

Following a string of odd jobs, he procured employment as a porter with the 

Pullman Company in 1923, and, once on the rails, his life became indelibly changed.   

For the first time, he traveled to other major cities, including Chicago, St. Louis, and 

Baltimore.  There, he witnessed a world unlike one he had ever seen in Montgomery.  On 

his first trip to St. Louis, Nixon noted that he “saw that blacks and whites were sitting 

together around the counter there in the station eating together. I could hardly believe 

it.”2  On a trip to Chicago in 1928, Nixon was even more surprised when he heard fa

African American labor leader Asa Philip Randolph speak.  In a 1970s interview with 

Studs Terkel, Nixon noted that when he heard Randolph’s speech, “it was like a light.”  

Randolph, who was in Chicago to garner support for a Pullman Porter union, not only 

 
2 E.D. Nixon Sr., interview with Willy S. Leventhal, Montgomery, Alabama, date unknown, in Fred D. 
Gray, Willy S. Leventhal, Frank Sikora, and J. Mills Thornton, III, eds., The Children Coming On…A 
Retrospective of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, (Montgomery, Alabama: Black Belt Press, 1998), 10. 
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impressed Nixon with his eloquence, but with his determination.  “When Randolph stood 

there and talked that day, it made a man out of me,” Nixon continued.  “From that day on, 

I was determined that I was gonna fight for freedom until I was able to get some of it 

myself.”3   

When Nixon returned home to Alabama, he kept his word.   Galvanized not only 

by Randolph’s call to arms, but also influenced by his experiences as a poor 

sharecropper’s son, Nixon devoted his life to fighting against racial discrimination, white 

oppression, and economic disparity.  Dedicated to the working class, militant protest 

tradition that emphasized community collectivity and self-determination, Nixon set about 

organizing black laborers throughout the South.  Consecutively, he also looked to utilize 

the organizational power of groups such as the National Association for the Advancement 

of Colored People (NAACP), and the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP), the 

union Randolph had begun.  In 1928, he reinstated the defunct Montgomery chapter of 

the NAACP, and, over the course of the next two decades, served as a branch and 

regional president.  Ten years later, Nixon was also instrumental in bringing a local 

chapter of the BSCP to Montgomery.4   

In addition to his work with these two organizations, Nixon also served the 

citizens of black Montgomery in a number of other ways.  As a part-time preacher, he 

served for the congregants of the Bethel Baptist Church until his death, and, because he 

was a strong advocate of education, pushed for desegregated schools long before the 

Brown decision.  During the 1940s, Nixon also successfully lobbied the owners of 

 
3 Studs Terkel, Hard Times, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1970), 119. 
 
4 Baldwin and Woodson, Freedom is Never Free, 30-31. 
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Montgomery’s train station for improved restroom facilities and water fountains.  

Furthermore, at the height of World War II, Nixon was also instrumental in the creation 

of a U.S.O Club for black servicemen in town, as they were not allowed to patronize the 

club for white servicemen.5  Fred Gray, a local African American attorney who later 

served as Rosa Parks' lawyer and argued against bus segregation in Federal court, best 

described Nixon’s impact as an activist when he claimed that “…he paved the way for 

many of us and was a role model.”  Moreover, Gray argued, Nixon “was the key to the 

history of the African-American struggle for first class citizenship and equal rights in 

Alabama.”6 

But while Nixon played a significant role in the civil rights movement, when 

asked to name a famous African American civil rights leader, most Americans inevitably 

focus on Martin Luther King, Jr.  Long celebrated as a martyr for a righteous cause, he is 

remembered through a national holiday that bears his name and by memorials and 

monuments erected to acclaim his many accomplishments.  His speeches are 

continuously broadcast on television and radio, into houses and classrooms, from coast to 

coast across the nation.  His name has seemingly become synonymous with greatness and 

leadership, and as if to prove this statement beyond a reasonable doubt, every city and 

town in America, no matter the size, appears to have a thoroughfare named after the slain 

leader.  While King was certainly not the only African American involved in the civil 

rights movement, he continues to be regarded in American popular history as one of, if 

not the most important leader to emerge from the period of racial chaos.  Nixon, on the 

 
5 Ibid, 27-40. 
 
6 Gray, Leventhal, Sikora, and Thornton III, The Children Coming On, 9. 
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other hand, remains relatively unknown to all but his family, friends, a few citizens of 

Montgomery, and civil rights historians. 

In their study of the civil rights movement in American memory, Renee C. 

Romano and Leigh Raiford noted that “while there are many constituencies that lay claim 

to being bearers of the “true” memory of the civil rights movement, there exists today 

what we might call a consensus memory, a dominant narrative of the movement’s goals, 

practices, victories, and, of course, its most lasting legacies.”  Of these lasting legacies, 

perhaps the most primary has become the incorporation of the “Great Man” theory of 

history into the dominant civil rights narrative.  At its core, the theory espouses the notion 

that “charismatic and eloquent leaders led a nonviolent movement of African Americans 

and supportive whites in a struggle that sought to change legal and social, rather than 

economic, barriers to equality.” 7  Simply put, in the annals of American historical 

memory, the movement’s successes, which in this case were best defined by legal and 

social triumphs such as the Brown v. Board of Education decision, were mostly due to the 

guidance and direction of its well spoken, educated leaders, such as King.  While it is 

certainly true that King and a number of African American ministers did play important 

roles in the fight for equality and civil rights, Romano and Raiford noted that “such 

narratives beg us to ask what is at stake in these dominant representations of the past.”8 

Over the years, social historians have made significant attempts to both answer 

this question and reverse the emphasis on “Great Man” history through the application of 

 
7 Renee C. Romano and Leigh Raiford, The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory, (Athens: The 
University of Georgia Press, 2006), xiv. 
 
8 Ibid, xv. 
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a methodological approach that focuses less on studies of individualism and more on 

examinations of the movement from the bottom up.  As the subfield of civil rights history 

entered into the twentieth century, this new analysis of the movement emerged under the 

auspices of a “new” approach to American history.  This new approach, as described by 

historian Ellen Fitzpatrick, “found a place in American history for the experience of 

ordinary men and women,” and “also stressed the centrality of previously ignored groups 

to the drama of the American past.”  Begun during the turbulent decades of the 1960s and 

70s, Fitzpatrick explained that many “political trends,” such as “the rise of feminism, 

renewed attention to economic inequality, sweeping critiques of American foreign policy, 

the scandals of political corruption,” and of particular note in this study, the civil rights 

movement, led twentieth century historians to rethink the way they “charted the 

trajectory” of modern American history.9   

Scholars who began writing from this perspective included Robin D.G. Kelley, in 

his work Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists During the Great Depression, Earl 

Lewis, in In Their Own Interests: Race, Class, and Power in Twentieth-Century Norfolk, 

Virginia, and Michael K. Honey in Southern Labor and Black Civil Rights: Organizing 

Memphis Workers.  Through their analysis of the complex interplay between race and 

class in Southern black communities, these historians uncovered a rich organizing 

tradition, rooted in the black labor movement of the 1920s and 1930s, among African 

Americans that dated further back than traditional civil rights histories maintained.  As 

Steven F. Lawson noted, “by aiming their sights at the grass-roots level, where detailed 

 
9 Ellen Fitzpatrick, History’s Memory: Writing America’s Past, 1880-1980, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 2002), 2-3. 
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examination of the culture of black communities is possible,” scholars addressed “not 

only the legacy of black radicalism but also the larger and equally critical issue of 

whether the freedom movement started in the 1950s and 1960s continued a previous 

protest tradition or started a new one.”10   

Nevertheless, even though these historians have attempted to present civil rights 

history from the bottom up, the celebration of grassroots activism remains absent in 

American memory.  In the case of the Montgomery bus boycott, the dominant narrative 

maintains that the black community’s victory stemmed from the leadership of the core 

group of black, middle class ministers, who were not only well educated and well spoken 

but non-militant, a characteristic that especially appealed to moderate whites.  Missing 

from the narrative are the thousands of working class black Montgomerians, who day in 

and day out endured terrorist threats from white vigilante groups, economic reprisals 

from organizations such as the White Citizen’s Council, and inclement weather 

conditions.  Also missing from the dominant narrative is Nixon, who, because he was not 

highly educated or well spoken, and an advocate of a more radical and militant protest 

tradition, did not fit into the “great man narrative” of American memory. Moreover, the 

commonly-held notion among most Americans, that the entire civil rights movement was 

a success because of its leaders rather than the other participants, has been reinforced by 

historical and cultural images that echo this belief.   

In an study in which he analyzed the impact of specific images on schoolchildren, 

Herbert Kohl noted that in the case of the Montgomery Bus Boycott “the image of ‘Rosa 

 
10 Steven F. Lawson, “Review: Freedom Then, Freedom Now: The Historiography of the Civil Rights 
Movement,” The American Historical Review, Vol. 96, no. 2 (April 1991): 464. 
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the Tired’ exists on the level of a national cultural icon in the United States.”  This image, 

Kohl explained, is rooted in the idea that Parks’ refused to give her seat to a white bus 

patron simply because she was tired, and not because she was determined to challenge 

the racial status quo.11  In this manner, Parks’ stand against racism and segregation has 

been remembered in American memory as a purely reactive action to a cruel, racist bus 

driver by a quiet, unassuming black woman who did not want to start a campaign against 

racism, but rather, just wanted to get home and put her feet up.  Not included in the 

traditional narrative, of course, is any note about Parks’ civil rights activism before her 

stand on the bus that day, even though she had already spent years fighting against 

segregation with the NAACP.  Resultantly, the image of “Rosa the Tired” has remained 

the traditional image associated with Parks.  In much the same way, the dominant images 

of Martin Luther King, Jr. as an “American Gandhi” and the “moral compass” of the civil 

rights movement, created and fostered by the mainstream press, also exist “on the level of 

a national cultural icon” in American popular memory. 

In light of this issue, this study argues that the story of a protest, initiated by a 

group of long-oppressed individuals and led by a dynamic, highly educated, and well 

spoken minister, fits into the dominant American narrative that celebrates triumph and 

great leadership.  As Romano and Raiford noted, the dominant narrative, which focuses 

almost exclusively on King, “[does] not focus on how people worked together to achieve 

social change; they tell the story of singular, extraordinary individuals who made history 

 
11 Herbert Kohl, “Rosa Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott,” in Herbert Kohl, ed., Should We Burn 
Babar?  Essays on Children’s Literature and the Power of Stories, (New York: New Press, 1995), 445. 
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by acting in ways that are consistent with longstanding American values.”12  Conversely, 

individuals such as Nixon and the black working class, radical activist tradition he 

personified, are virtually erased from the story.  For the history of class issues, and of 

working class activism in general, are not seen as representative of an American system 

that recognizes individualism over group collectivity and struggle.  Moreover, because 

the stories of these individuals and groups are diminished, they are replaced by the notion 

that to successfully fight against oppression and unjustness, one must be heroic in nature.  

Kohl noted this when he explained that an emphasis on the dominant narrative of the bus 

boycott in elementary classrooms, which turns the story from one of a “community-based 

struggle against segregation…to a tale of individual frustration,” creates the idea that 

very few people are “special” enough to bring about change on such a large scale.13   

Furthermore, the near removal of Nixon and most of the working class bus 

boycott participants from the traditional American narrative is also rooted in the 

continuation of Cold War aftereffects.  While, the civil rights movement was rooted in 

the protest tradition of the black labor movement of the 1920s and 1930s, even after the 

Cold War ended, the red scare continued to negatively affect the images of labor 

advocates who underscored class-based struggles.  As it was with other labor advocates at 

the time, Nixon had endured bouts of red baiting since he had joined the Pullman Porters 

in the 1920s.  Similarly, his association with Miles Horton and the Highlander Folk 

School, which emphasized “unionism, democracy, and Christian socialism,” also brought 

 
12 Romano and Raiford, The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory, xix. 
 
13 Herbert Kohl, “Rosa Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott,” in Herbert Kohl, ed., Should We Burn 
Babar? 443. 
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allegations of communist involvement.14  During and after the Montgomery bus boycott, 

Nixon was also careful to reiterate his love of American democracy and the freedoms he 

fought to obtain.  Nevertheless, just as most labor organizations and other working class 

activist groups were often labeled as un-American, this stigma has remained entrenched 

in national memory. 

As a result of these historical representations, the Montgomery Bus Boycott has 

been viewed through a more conventional lens of the movement, which focused on its 

success through the activism of dynamic leaders rather than the sacrifices and victories of 

the black community as a whole.  In order to alter this perspective this study examines 

how and why Nixon came to be virtually erased from the popular narrative of black 

Montgomery’s struggle for civil rights.  In addition, this study also examines how the 

traditional images associated with the Montgomery bus boycott, of King as the new 

“American Gandhi,” “Moral Compass,” and “Savior of Montgomery” came to be, how 

they were spread throughout the country, and what effect these images had on the white 

population.   

Chapter one refutes the more conventional view of the Montgomery boycotters as 

“unified” by King and the other MIA leaders.  Through an analysis of boycott memoirs, 

interviews, and other historical studies produced about the boycott, I argue that intraracial 

class divisions in Montgomery’s black community, along ideological, geographical, and 

socioeconomic lines, prevented the achievement of such unity, both before and during the 

boycott.  However, because most of the printed memoirs about the boycott were written 

by members of the Montgomery Improvement Association Executive Board or other 

 
14 Baldwin and Woodson, Freedom is Never Free, 29. 
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members of the city’s “black elites,” any stories about class disagreements were either 

not included or only briefly mentioned. 

In chapter two, the study turns to an analysis of the black and mainstream press, 

their views on leadership, and how the images of King as an “American Gandhi” and the  

“Moral Compass” of the civil rights movement developed.  In the first days of the 

movement, Nixon was instrumental in acquiring local press coverage of the protest both 

to alert other Montgomery blacks to the issue and also to publicize the boycott in the 

white community.  Yet despite this, most members of the mainstream press paid no 

attention to the situation in Montgomery, and only arrived after Martin Luther King and 

other boycott leaders were indicted for violation of anti-boycott law.  Impressed with 

King’s high level of education, oratorical skills, religious faith, and devotion to 

nonviolent protest, progressive members of the mainstream press believed that King 

represented an “ideal leader,” and incorporated the images of King as an “American 

Gandhi” and “Moral Compass” into their articles.  As a result, these images spread across 

the nation and took root in the minds of many white readers. 

Chapter three picks up on a similar note, as the study maintains that while there is 

hardly reason enough to assume that King purposely stole the spotlight from the citizenry 

of Montgomery, his ascendance in popularity, while other primary organizers and 

directors of the boycott faded into obscurity, is significant of the American preoccupation 

with great leadership.  Furthermore, white Americans were impacted by the press-created 

images of King and supported the young minister.  The image of King as a God-fearing, 

Moses-like leader of his oppressed people, coupled with his endorsement of the anti-

segregation campaign that was rooted in the Negro church, appealed to the religious 
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sentiments of many white readers. Others were attracted to the press-constructed image 

of King as an “American Gandhi,” whose passive resistance approach to desegregation 

and racial equality appealed to their sense of democratic liberty and justice.  Even many 

white readers from Southern states, who did not agree with the boycotters from an 

ideological standpoint, were affected by these widespread images of King because they 

believed that his conviction would negatively impact America’s international image. 

This study concludes with a brief, albeit important glance at how the memory of 

King has been applied in public memorials and museums.  Here again the impact of the 

dominant narrative and “Great Man” approach to history are evident, as the majority of 

civil rights memorials and museums are either dedicated to King, stand in places where 

he marched, preached, and was murdered, or primarily focus on his memory above all 

other civil rights advocates.  The most obvious of these memorials, even though it is still 

in a design phase, is the planned Martin Luther King, Jr. National Memorial, which, 

when completed, will stand on the National Mall.  As a testament to King’s life work and 

his early death, the monument has been designed to appear as though it is unfinished, 

with only King’s face emerging from the granite surface.  Such a monument, its designers 

argue, will stand to represent the unfinished fight against racism, inequality, and injustice 

that King championed while alive.15  To date, no other civil rights monuments, either 

dedicated to other “famous leaders” of the fight against racism and segregation in 

America, or, most importantly, to the members of the movement as a whole, are planned 

for the National Mall. 

 
 

15 Information taken from the official website of the Martin Luther King, Jr. National Memorial, 
http://www.mlkmemorial.org/site/c.hkIUL9MVJxE/b.1286621/k.BD3C/Home.htm 
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CHAPTER II 

DIVIDED WE STAND: RACE AND CLASS IN BLACK MONTGOMERY 

 

The December 5, 1955 mass meeting held at the Montgomery Holt Street Baptist 

Church had all the makings of a religious revival intermixed with a political rally.  Black 

citizens from all over the city, who had been informed of the meeting through the 

distributions of pamphlets, announcements by their church ministers, local press 

coverage, and word of mouth, filled the inside of the church and overflowed into the 

street outside.  For Jo Ann Gibson Robinson, who served as president of the Women’s 

Political Council (WPC), the enormity of the meeting was evidenced by the large 

numbers of the city’s African American citizens in attendance.  In her memoirs, 

Robinson described the mass meeting as an example of a new sense of pride and unity in 

the black community in Montgomery, and asserted that the people present that evening 

“felt the spirit.”  Reverend Ralph Abernathy, who was also impressed by the large turnout 

of supporters, noted in his speech that “the boycott was not a one-man show, nor a 

preachers’ show, but the show of 45,000 black Montgomerians.”16   

Reverend Robert S. Graetz, a white minister of an all-black congregation who 

later served as secretary of the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA), also noted 

the sense of unity in the crowd that evening.  In his memoir of the event, he maintained 

that “fifty thousand black people had stood against their oppressors,” and that as their 

 
16 This excerpt from Abernathy’s speech, as well as Jo Ann Robinson’s comments, are found in Jo Ann 
Gibson Robinson, The Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It, (Knoxville: University of 
Tennessee Press, 1987), 62. 
 



Texas Tech University, Kristin R. Henze, August 2007 

  14

 

printed 

18   

                                                

protest continued, they were determined to “let nothing turn them back.”17  For 

Robinson, Graetz, and a number of other individuals who attended the Holt Street 

meeting and later recounted their stories in print, the “new sense of unity” among the 

crowd that night was of such high significance that they dedicated several passages of 

their memoirs to the phenomenon.  Furthermore, favorable reactions to the selection of 

Martin Luther King, Jr. as president of the MIA, and the speech he gave to the assembly

that evening, have also appeared in a number of memoirs, oral interviews, and re

accounts.  According to an interview with Johnnie Carr, who in later years served as 

president of the MIA, King’s election seemed as though it was divinely inspired.  She 

explained that just as “…God sent Moses to the children of Israel to get them out of 

Egypt…he sent Martin Luther King in this particular instance to lead our people.”

In the years that immediately followed the protest, several of the boycott 

participants granted interviews to historians, told their stories to biographers, and in many 

cases, penned their own chronicles of the event.  For these individuals, the chance to “set 

the record straight” about their experiences no doubt spurred their desire to write, and 

understandably, their accounts differed based on the role they played in the protest and on 

the level of significance they felt their role embodied.  These narratives, such as those 

written by Robinson, Montgomery attorney Fred Gray, and MIA Executive Board 

member Uriah J. Fields each contained vital information utilized by historians.  However, 

the majority of these published memoirs were written by members of the MIA Executive 

 
17 Robert S. Graetz, A White Preacher’s Memoir: The Montgomery Bus Boycott, (Montgomery, Alabama: 
Black Belt Press, 1998), 68. 
 
18 Interview with Johnnie Carr, date unknown, in Gray, Leventhal, Sikora, and Thornton, III, The Children 
Coming On…, 56. 
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Board, or other representatives of the city’s African American middle class.  Conversely, 

published memoirs, or interviews given to historians by boycott participants who did not 

take part in any MIA leadership activities, or who were not considered part of 

Montgomery’s black middle class, are few and far between.  This disproportionate 

representation of boycott narratives in print, written from the perspective of the leaders of 

the protest, aided in both the creation and the preservation of the King myth that 

championed the image of the minister as the great “uniting factor” and savior of 

Montgomery.”  Accordingly, historical studies done on the boycott in the years that 

followed its conclusion also seemed to echo this sentiment.  In these accounts, the 

primary focus remained on the important role King’s new style of “leadership” played in 

the success of the community protest.19 

In a similar manner, these firsthand accounts of the protest reduced the historical 

magnitude of deeply interwoven issues of class and race within Montgomery to simple 

variables overcome by King’s superlative leadership qualities, remarkable oratory skills, 

and inspiring religious faith.  Furthermore, there is hardly any significant discussion 

about conflict within the MIA, and for those few recollections that do include this, the 

situation is downplayed as largely inconsequential.  Yet as historian Steven F. Lawson 

noted, “crisis-induced unity did not remove underlying differences over strategy and 

tactics among black civil rights leaders that stemmed from generational, ideological, and 

economic cleavages.”20  In this vein, this chapter argues that the failure of pre-1955 

 
19 For further discussion about the role these memoirs played in the creation and preservation of the “King 
Myth,” see chapter 3. 
 
20 Steven F. Lawson, “Review: Freedom Then, Freedom Now: The Historiography of the Civil Rights 
Movement,” The American Historical Review, Vol. 96, no. 2 (April 1991): 467. 
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protests against racial discrimination in Montgomery was largely the result of class 

divisions within the black community.  Rooted in long standing schisms that cut across 

socioeconomic, ideological, and geographical lines, hostility between Montgomery’s 

working-class and middle-class blacks had prevented the achievement of intraracial 

unity.21   Moreover, these class conflicts did not end with the boycott’s inception, but 

instead significantly impacted both the planning and day to day operations of the boycott.  

However, because the majority of memoirs in print are those of the boycott’s leaders or 

members of the black middle class, their “top down” interpretation of how and why the 

boycott was a success has resulted in a historical representation of the protest that follows 

along the same lines. 

In his book that details the intersection of race and class in Norfolk, Virginia, 

historian Earl Lewis stated that African American history is much more complicated than 

many historians have determined the history of race relations to be.  In short, Lewis 

explained that while historians have largely focused on the interplay between blacks and 

whites at various levels throughout history, “any study of the Afro-American urban 

experience must consider the culture that bound blacks to one another, even while it 

distinguished the working class from the elite…” Furthermore, he stated that historians 

have yet to “examine fully how the ‘complex convergence of class and race 

consciousness’ informed changing patterns of interracial labor solidarity and 

fragmentation.”  In Norfolk, Lewis argued, the African American population began to 

 
 
21 J. Mills Thornton, III, Dividing Lines: Municipal Politics and the Struggle for Civil Rights in 
Montgomery, Birmingham, and Selma, (Tuscaloosa and London: The University of Alabama Press, 2002), 
13. 
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develop what he defined as “their own interests” as a result of this “complex interplay 

between race and class.”22  In order to better advance in the economic and social sphere, 

Norfolk’s African American community devised specific strategies that encompassed 

economic pressure, voter registration drives, and campaigns against inequality in the 

workplace.   

Moreover, Lewis explained that as Jim Crow pressures began to establish greater 

limits on the black population, “Afro-Americans saw improvements in the home sphere 

as the most critical means of realizing group advancement.”   These “improvements” 

included boycotts against the city’s streetcars and other public segregated facilities, and 

the further development of local institutions that encouraged black autonomy and 

education. Thus, despite the increased injustices blacks were forced to face, the black 

population of Norfolk determined that “a loss of power never meant absolute 

powerlessness.”23  Much like the citizens of Norfolk, African Americans in cities all over 

the South encountered similar forms of Jim Crow restriction to their economic and social 

livelihoods.  In Montgomery, commonly known as “the cradle of the Confederacy,” daily 

life for the city’s black citizens consisted of adherence to a strict code of social mores 

purposely meant to remind them of their place in the system.   

Unlike the city of Birmingham, which was classified as Alabama’s most industrial 

city, Montgomery was known as the non-industrial city.24  In addition, the economic 

 
22 Earl Lewis, In Their Own Interests: Race, Class, and Power in Twentieth-Century Norfolk, Virginia, 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1991), 6-7. 
 
23 Ibid, 22-23. 
 
24 Ralph D. Abernathy, “The Natural History of a Social Movement: The Montgomery Improvement 
Association” (MA Thesis., Atlanta University, 1958, reprinted in David J. Garrow, ed., Martin Luther King 
Jr. and the Civil Rights Movement, (Brooklyn, New York: Carlson Publishing, 1989), 109. 
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pressures endured by Montgomery’s black population echoed the inequalities of Southern 

racism, as the majority of the city’s African Americans were only able to find work in 

service occupations.  1950 census records listed the city’s total population at just over 

106,525, of which 42,538 were registered as Negro.  Of the total number of Negro men 

employed in the Montgomery Standard Metropolitan Area, which numbered 12,539, 

around 75 percent worked as laborers, service workers, and operatives.  Of the other 25 

percent, 344 were officially listed as professional, technical, and kindred workers, 92 as 

clergymen, 28 as college presidents, professors, and instructors, 2 as lawyers and judges, 

and 124 as teachers.   

Of the 10,005 employed Negro females, 5,807 were listed as private household 

workers, 1,622 as service workers, 711 as professional, technical, and kindred workers, 

30 as college professors and instructors, 29 as librarians, 560 as teachers, and 51 as 

nurses.  The median income of non-white workers (which constituted almost all African 

Americans and only a handful of other minorities), also showed the economic disparity 

among black and whites in Montgomery.  For non-white workers, the amount averaged 

out to $908, while the median income of white workers was $1,927. 25  By Alabama 

standards, blacks in Montgomery earned half the median income of Birmingham blacks, 

which placed them in the economic category of the “working poor.”  However, Stewart 

Burns noted that the black community’s needs “for education, religion, medical and 

dental care, and other professional business services - which due to racial barriers were 

 
25 Census data taken from United States Bureau of the Census, Census of Population: 1950 and Aldon D. 
Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities Organizing for Change, (New York, 
New York, The Free Press, 1984), 41. 
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not met by whites - fostered the growth of a small but relatively prosperous black middle 

class.”26   

In his influential study of Alabama Communists during the Great Depression, 

historian Robin D.G. Kelley noted that the “black elite,” at the turn of century in 

Birmingham, was mainly made up of the city’s black businessmen and religious leaders.  

These individuals “made their fortunes from a consumer base of working-class blacks,” 

and insured peaceful relations by creating alliances with white industrialists.”  In 

addition, he also maintained that “a handful secured enough ‘respectability’ to retain the 

franchise,” and that, “like the white elite…maintained their own exclusive social clubs 

and rarely interacted with poor blacks.”27  Historian Michael C. Honey also noted that a 

similar group of working-class blacks existed in Memphis, Tennessee, where they catered 

their businesses to the black community, and, in return for support at the polls, were 

afforded small gains to benefit the community, such as the creation “of a few parks, 

housing and health benefits, and a degree of paternalism.”28  While Montgomery was 

smaller in size and its economy was not as diversified as that of Birmingham or 

Memphis, it too contained a group of “black elites.”  Made up of ministers, teachers, and 

other professionals, many members of this black middle class in Montgomery were well 

educated and able to benefit economically from the segregated social system.     

 
26This information was taken by Stewart Burns from the 1950 Census of Population.  Stewart Burns, ed., 
Daybreak of Freedom: The Montgomery Bus Boycott, (Chapel Hill and London, The University of North 
Carolina Press, 1997), 2.   
 
27 Robin D.G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists During the Great Depression, (Chapel Hill 
and London: The University of North Carolina Press, 1990), 3. 
 
28 Michael C. Honey, Southern Labor and Black Civil Rights, (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois 
Press, 1993), 48. 
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The power center of the Montgomery’s black middle class, and the main symbol 

of the African American community’s intraracial divisions, was the town’s black 

institution of higher education, Alabama State College.  The college itself, which first 

opened its doors to nine black students in October of 1887, had by 1955 grown into an 

established state institution recognized by the Southern Association of Colleges and 

Schools and served as the intellectual hub of Montgomery’s African American 

community.29  In her memoir, Jo Ann Robinson, who served on the faculty at the college, 

described Montgomery as a “college town,” and noted that “Alabama State College was 

an institution of which the black masses took advantage.”  However, she went on to 

mention that “it did not take in all the masses, but the so-called ‘upper crust’ graduated 

from college with degrees,” who were “well read,” had “few inferiority complexes, no 

fear of ‘whitey,’ great faith in self, in families, and in people.”30  This viewpoint held by 

Robinson, unquestionably shaped by her personal experience as a faculty member at the 

school, appeared to echo the sentiments of many members of the city’s African American 

middle class population: employment at, or jobs associated with Alabama State were 

respectable and stable. 

At the same time, in a similar fashion to the black middle class Kelley described 

in Birmingham and Lewis in Norfolk, many representatives of Montgomery’s black 

middle class emerged as the leaders within the African American community.31  

 
29 This historical information was taken from the official website of Alabama State University, 
Montgomery, Alabama.  Alabama State College, as it was known at the time of the bus boycott, changed its 
name to Alabama State University in 1969 under the governance of the Alabama State Board of Education. 
http://www.alasu.edu/about/ 
 
30 Robinson, The Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It, 7. 
 
31 Burns, ed., Daybreak of Freedom, 2. 
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Moreover, as J. Mills Thornton III pointed out, “throughout the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, most prominent spokesmen for Montgomery’s blacks had been 

connected in one way or another with Alabama State or had lived in its vicinity.”32  In a 

similar manner, just as many of Montgomery’s black community leaders were linked to 

Alabama State College, others were connected to a number of middle class black 

churches.  These churches, such as Dexter Avenue Baptist, First Baptist Church, and the 

Mount Zion A.M.E. Zion Church largely consisted of middle class congregations.  

Moreover, the ministers of these churches were either tied to Alabama State College, 

such as Ralph Abernathy, who had graduated from the school with a degree in 

mathematics, or received college degrees elsewhere, such as King.   

 As further evidence that a large number of middle class blacks emerged as 

community leaders, in a sociological study that analyzed leadership changes within 

Montgomery’s African American community before, during, and after the bus boycott, 

researchers Ralph H. Hines and James E. Pierce noted that ministers and teachers 

accounted for “54 percent of the total known and identified leaders of Montgomery’s 

Negro community.”  However, despite this percentage, the sociologists claimed that 

“community-wide leadership was essentially latent and certainly impotent in the areas of 

racial and social change,” that “few public articulations of discontent and unrest 

originated from the leadership,” and that “no issue or event with unifying effects upon the 

total community had come.”33  This study, which took place in 1965, maintained that 

 
 
32 Thornton, III, Dividing Lines, 30. 
 
33 Hines and Pierce note that “the concept ‘leader’ is used here to delineate that individual identified as 
sufficiently influential to direct or control collective behavior and having a number of followers who, 
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only after King took his place as President of the MIA and led the boycott was a 

transition “made from accommodation and compromise to assertiveness and protest.”  

Additionally, they argued that “the degree of community involvement and a new sense of 

social solidarity, engendered by the organized efforts of a dynamic and forceful 

leadership, undeniably accounted for [the boycott’s] ultimate success.”34  According to 

their research, the ultimate variable for success was leadership, and Martin Luther King’s 

“new style,” which encompassed the ideal of non-violent protest, best defined the type of 

leadership needed to both encourage the masses to participate and result in significant 

changes to the social system as a whole.  However, in their analysis, King and his 

leadership style took center stage, while the leadership styles of other influential 

members of black Montgomery were largely ignored.  Furthermore, their study also 

presented the boycott as a protest led from the top down, despite the knowledge that King 

and the members of the MIA only made up a very small percentage of the total number of 

boycott participants. 

In a similar vein, most of the published memoirs, oral histories, and interviews 

given by Montgomery’s boycott participants afforded little coverage to any community 

movements for racial and social change before December 1955.  In her memoir, 

Robinson claimed that, while there were a number of “Negro organizations” in 

Montgomery, the people within these organizations “were not ready.”  Furthermore, she 

 
implicitly or explicitly, legitimatize his leadership function.”  Of the other identified leaders, Doctors, 
insurance agents, businessmen, and domestic workers each individually constituted 9.1 percent (for a total 
of 36.4 percent), while railway employees and lawyers constituted 4.5 percent each.  Ralph H. Hines and 
James E. Pierce, “Negro Leadership after the Social Crisis: An Analysis of Leadership Changes in 
Montgomery, Alabama,” Phylon, Vol. 26, No. 2 (2nd Qtr., 1965), p. 165. 
 
34 Ibid, 169. 
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noted that “nobody came forth with a time-to-act suggestion,” and that some of the 

people felt they “had everything to lose and nothing to gain” from fighting 

institutionalized racism.35  In a Masters Thesis he wrote while at Atlanta University in 

August, 1958 that detailed Montgomery’s social conditions before the boycott, Ralph 

Abernathy stated that “before our movement…the masses were described as a group of 

complacent and satisfied hard-working domestics.”36  However, to assume that a lack of 

organizational-led protest movements meant that no members of Montgomery’s black 

community were “ready” to challenge institutionalized racism, or that no one had 

produced a time-to-act suggestion strong enough to cause people to act, ignores the 

actions of several of Montgomery’s black citizens to challenge the racial status quo 

before 1955.  Unfortunately, because these individuals or groups did not fit into the 

generalized categories of leadership established by members of Montgomery’s black 

middle class, their activism went largely unmentioned in both Hines and Pierce’s 

sociological study, and in the memoirs of several middle class boycott participants. 

In his study of black working class opposition and infrapolitics, Kelley noted that 

while historians have concentrated on the organized movements to desegregate the South, 

“the study of unorganized, day-to-day resistance to segregated public space remains 

undeveloped.”  What's more, he indicated that “we know very little about the everyday 

posing, discursive conflicts, and small-scale skirmishes that not only created the 

conditions for the success of organized, collective movements but also shaped 

 
35 Robinson, The Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It, 39. 
 
36 Ralph D. Abernathy, “The Natural History of a Social Movement: The Montgomery Improvement 
Association” MA Thesis., Atlanta University, 1958, reprinted in Garrow, ed., Martin Luther King Jr. and 
the Civil Rights Movement, 109. 
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segregation policies, policing, and punishment.”37  In Montgomery, ten months prior to 

Rosa Parks’ arrest, fifteen year old Claudette Colvin had been arrested for her refusal to 

give up her bus seat to a white passenger, and in October, eighteen year old Mary Louise 

Smith was also arrested for a similar offense.38  Yet Colvin and Smith’s arrests, though 

they served as important elements in the bus boycott story, were only the tip of the 

iceberg.  Several other attempts by African Americans to disrupt the racial status quo, 

either through the creation of organizations or simply through certain individual’s 

refusals to adhere to discriminatory laws and practices, occurred in Montgomery years 

before the inception of the community-wide bus boycott. 

Perhaps the greatest proof of this was found in the career of Nixon, who 

represented the “new breed of homegrown radicals” that emerged in the South during the 

thirties that Michael Honey spoke about in his study of race and labor in Memphis.  

“Active in agitating for unemployment relief, unionization, and in opposition of racial 

repression and segregation, Honey noted that these individuals “came to identify the 

working class as the central force in changing social conditions…”39 As a member of the 

BSCP, Nixon was greatly influenced by Asa Philip Randolph, whom he met in 1928, and 

whom he credited as one of the largest influences on his decision to return to 

Montgomery and organize other porters in Alabama.40  For Randolph, who helped bridge 

 
37 Robin D.G. Kelley, “We Are Not What We Seem: Rethinking Black Working Class Opposition in the 
Jim Crow South,” Journal of American History, (June 1993), 103. 
 
38 Burns, ed., Daybreak of Freedom, 6-7. 
 
39 Michael C. Honey, Southern Labor and Black Civil Rights, 117. 
 
40 Edgar Daniel Nixon, interview with Frank Adams at the Highlander Center, New Market, Tennessee 
(February 25, 1981), in Baldwin and Woodson, Freedom is Never Free, 12-13. 
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the divide between the organized labor movement and the fight for civil rights in 

America, the key to unlocking the hold of racism on American blacks was rooted in 

economic empowerment.  Through his creation of the BCSP, Randolph strived to win 

economic gains for black workers and, at the same time, cripple the system of white 

supremacy and racial discrimination.41   

Both through the outward organization of other porters into a the Montgomery 

chapter of the BSCP, and through his own determination to speak out in defense of black 

victims of racism, Nixon determined to do whatever he could, whenever an opportunity 

presented itself.  In 1941, Nixon led a voter registration march made up of hundreds of 

African Americans to the Montgomery county courthouse but was turned back.  In 1943, 

after having found out that a local African American lawyer named Arthur Madison 

organized an attempt to register black voters, Nixon approached Madison and, as 

Thornton noted, “obtained [his] cooperation in an effort to register a number of other 

blacks.”  In addition, Nixon organized a group named The Alabama Voters League in 

order to direct the registration project.42   Yet despite his intentions, Nixon’s radical 

activist approach stirred tension within the black community along class lines.   

 
41 Daniel S. Davis, Mr. Black Labor: The Story of A. Philip Randolph, Father of the Civil Rights Movement, 
(New York, New York: E.P. Dutton and Company, 1972), 27.  For more on Randolph and the policies of 
the BCSP, see also for example, Paula F. Peffer, Asa Philip Randolph: Pioneer of the Civil Rights 
Movement, (Baton Rouge, Louisiana: Louisiana State University Press, 1990), Eric Arnesen, Brotherhoods 
of Color: Black Railroad Workers and the Struggle for Equality, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 2001), Larry Tye, Rising From the Rails: Pullman Porters and the Making of the Black 
Middle Class, (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2004), Beth Tompkins Bates, Pullman Porters and 
the Rise of Protest Politics in America: 1925-1945, (Chapel Hill and London: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 2001), and David D. Perata, Those Pullman Blues: An Oral History of the African 
American Railroad Attendant, (London: Prentice Hall International, 1996).  
 
42 Thornton, III, Dividing Lines, 28. 
 



Texas Tech University, Kristin R. Henze, August 2007 

  26

                                                

During his tenure as president of the Montgomery branch of the NAACP, Nixon’s 

militant approach to civil rights activism, rooted in his experiences organizing black 

laborers, caused problems with both the national headquarters and some local middle 

class citizens in Montgomery.  In their biographical portrait of Nixon, Baldwin and 

Woodson noted that “he was convinced as early as the late 20s that the NAACP’s quest 

for basic civil or constitutional rights through legal and political means had to be 

combined with other organizational activities for economic justice.”  As a result of this 

approach, Nixon continued to organize laborers in Alabama and worked with Myles 

Horton of the Highlander Folk School to “emphasize unionism, democracy, and Christian 

socialism.43  However, as Thornton pointed out, this ideological approach, coupled with 

Nixon’s lack of education, resulted in “quiet maneuvers” undertaken by the NAACP 

national headquarters to have Nixon “superseded someone of a more conventional middle 

class background.”44 

In this manner, while Nixon was known throughout town as one of the foremost 

leaders in the fight for equal rights in Montgomery, he never received more than a 

primary school education and did not work in a professional occupation.  In addition, 

while Nixon often preached sermons at his home church in Montgomery, he was not an 

officially ordained minister.  Because he did not fit into the generalized categories of 

leadership established by Hines and Pierce, this most likely explains why his activism 

was largely ignored in their study.  Also, in Nixon’s estimation Randolph and the BSCP 

policies signified a new era in black radical activism and represented a force for change 

 
43 Baldwin and Woodson, Freedom is Never Free, 28-29. 
 
44 Thornton, III, Dividing Lines, 31. 
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desperately needed in Montgomery.45   However, while they had seen moderate success, 

the past attempts made by Nixon and a small number of other African American activists 

to unite the black community and agitate for change in the form of mass action fell short.  

These attempts at community unification behind the cause of civil liberty, despite the best 

efforts of the protest organizers, were hampered by the interests of the black middle class 

in Montgomery, whose preferred struggles against inequality came in the form of voting 

drives and other less radical forms of protest.46   

In his study of the bus boycott, Stewart Burns elaborated on this when he 

maintained that “in Montgomery and other Alabama cities black activism during the 

1930s and 1940s centered on voter registration” because they had been “bolstered by the 

Supreme Court’s decision in Smith v. Allright,” which had established the 

unconstitutionality of the white-only primary.  In this vein, because the Supreme Court’s 

decision had become the law of the land, it subsequently “vitalized and legitimized” 

African American’s hopes for change. 47  However, the support for these voting drives 

among members of Montgomery’s black middle class, while they certainly offered a 

challenge to the white supremacist social system, was also rooted in the economic aspect 

of voting.  In other words, more members of Montgomery’s black middle class were able 

 
45 Interview with E.D. Nixon, date unknown, taken from Gray, Leventhal, Sikora, and Thornton, III, The 
Children Coming On…A Retrospective of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, 10-14. 
 
46 Before continuing here, it should be noted that any form of protest undertaken by Montgomery’s black 
community in the twenty-some years before the bus boycott occurred was somewhat radical in nature.  
After all, in most cases African Americans who attempted to register to vote were subjected to physical as 
well as economic reprisals by whites.  However, for the purposes of this study, I have chosen to label 
voting drives and any other form of political protest that encourages racial integration into the American 
political system as less radical than reform movements that encouraged (or sometimes only appeared to 
encourage) the reconstruction of the political system along both racial and socioeconomic lines. 
 
47 Burns, ed., Daybreak of Freedom, 3. 
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to afford to pay Alabama’s poll taxes.  At the same time, the majority of working class 

blacks, most of who lived in west Montgomery, were unable to afford such high fees to 

vote.48  Further still, voter registration drives also constituted a less radical line of protest 

than that of the mass action marches organized by Nixon.   

Furthermore, while Nixon was a staunch believer in the ideas of freedom, 

equality, and democracy in America, his advocacy of radical black activism no doubt left 

many members of the Montgomery’s black middle class uneasy.  As the virulent spread 

of anti-communist sentiment spread throughout the nation after World War II, the 

negative connotation it attached to all pro-labor organizers, no matter how important they 

were within their local communities, threatened to disrupt the already fragile relationship 

between middle class blacks and the white population.  Kelley noted this connection 

when he explained that “postwar red-baiting in the South was accompanied by the rise of 

pro-segregationist sentiment,” and was partly caused by “wartime black militancy, 

interracial competition for jobs and housing, and the Truman administration’s support for 

civil rights.”49  Moreover, on the eve of the boycott, the members of Montgomery’s black 

middle class community had their own “unofficial leaders,” to follow, made up of local 

ministers and black businessmen.   

One such person was Rufus Lewis, an undertaker in Montgomery who also 

worked as a coach at Alabama State.  A graduate of Fisk University in Nashville, 

 
48 Although Nixon was considered part of Montgomery’s working class community, his job as a Pullman 
Porter garnered him a high enough income to be able to afford the Alabama poll tax and own property.  He 
had become a registered voter in 1945. On the rise of the Pullman Porters and their place in the African 
American socioeconomic system, see also for example, Eric Arnesen, Brotherhoods of Color, 2001, and 
Beth Tompkins Bates, Pullman Porters and the Rise of Protest Politics in America, 2001. 
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Tennessee, Lewis had gone on to marry Jewel Clayton, who was the daughter of the 

prosperous owners of Montgomery’s Ross-Clayton Funeral home.  After their deaths, 

Lewis had inherited the establishment, and as the years went by became one of the most 

well known and successful businessmen in black Montgomery.50  According to Fred 

Gray, Lewis was “primarily concerned with one aspect of the civil rights field, voter 

registration,” and owned a night club called “the Citizens Club” in which members “had 

to be a registered voter to be admitted.” 51  In addition, Lewis, who had worked with the 

U.S. Veterans Administration to promote job training for black U.S. military veterans 

after World War II, also organized his own black voters registration organization as an 

offshoot of his night club.  Known as the Citizens Coordinating Committee, it was 

created in order to promote the voter registration of African American veterans. 52  

According to Fred Gray, who was himself a member of Montgomery’s black middle class 

and worked as a prominent lawyer in the community, the class divisions within black 

Montgomery were best summed up in the phrase: “Mr. Nixon had the masses and Coach 

Lewis had the classes.”53   

Similarly, just as Montgomery’s black population was divided by class in other 

areas of the community, the same could be said of their church affiliation.  Furthermore, 

the majority of the African American population looked to their religious leaders for 

guidance in both spiritual and community matters.  Yet of the number of black ministers 

 
50 Thornton, III, Dividing Lines, 30. 
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in town who pastored churches that catered to members of the black middle class, only a 

few had made significant attempts to actively battle against racial injustice.  In his 

analysis, Burns explained that one such minister in town, Reverend Solomon S. Seay, 

“sought redress without success for a young black woman raped by two white police 

officers,” and in the months that followed the landmark Brown v. Board of Education 

decision, “led a campaign to desegregate public schools.”  Reverend Vernon Johns, who 

served the congregation of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church from 1947 until 1952, 

preached about the evils of segregation from his pulpit each week and “helped set and 

sponsored a produce marketing cooperative for local farmers” in order to “promote black 

economic development.” 54  This facility, according to Thornton, “allowed black farmers 

to sell their produce directly to city dwellers.”55 However, the attempts made by Seay and 

Johns to battle the racial status quo were not only rare but primarily unsuccessful in their 

attempts to downplay the class divisions within the black community or result in any 

significant unification for change.   

If anything, their ultimate failures to procure real change were not only caused by 

the overarching white power structure but by limitations set by the black middle class 

community itself, which highlighted the underlying roots of class consciousness among 

the church members.  In his extensive study of life and activism of King, historian Taylor 

Branch noted that within the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, of which King would later 

serve as minister, an air of restraint existed among the congregation that was rooted in the 

vestiges of black middle class society.  The statement often given to Reverend Johns by 

 
54 Burns, ed., Daybreak of Freedom, 8. 
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his congregants was that certain things were “just not done at Dexter.”  Branch noted that 

this included the refusal of the congregation to participate in “marathon prayer meetings 

or revivals or the hyperactive church auxiliaries that were so prevalent in many 

churches.”  Moreover, the congregation refused to sing Negro spirituals, even though 

Johns himself pushed for the inclusion into Sunday services.56  Participation in Negro 

spirituals or all day revivals was a common practice among the working class black 

congregations of Montgomery, and the majority of Dexter members rarely associated 

with those individuals.  For Johns himself, the desire to spur his congregation toward 

change ultimately resulted in his resignation, although not before he took the chance to 

chastise the members for their association with Montgomery’s white community.  Branch 

wrote that Johns “accused them of persisting in the white man’s view of slavery – that 

labor was demeaning – when Negroes should know it was oppression, not labor, that 

demeaned them.”57   

Whether any of the congregation members ever took this message to heart is 

unknown, but their decision to hire a highly educated minister from black middle class 

Atlanta after Johns’ resignation was a good indication that the congregants of Dexter 

Avenue Baptist planned to remain in their high social position in black Montgomery.  

What’s more, King’s decision to accept the job at Dexter was also rooted in the vestiges 

of the black elite mindset.  As Garrow explained, King not only took the job at Dexter 

because “he wanted to return to the South, he wanted independence from Dad, he wanted 

 
56 Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years, 1954-63, (New York: Simon and 
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to be in a good sized-city,” but that “he wanted a church that would appreciate intelligent 

preaching.”  However, while King impressed congregants with his preaching, Garrow 

noted that Dexter was never filled each Sunday, because “the middle-class and upper-

middle class membership were independent people who required little pasturing, and for 

whom Alabama State College, rather than the church, was the social center of their 

lives.”58  In this manner, membership at Dexter served more of a symbolic purpose for its 

congregants rather than a deeply religious one.  Conversely, because King had taken over 

a church of elites, he too was considered an elite member of Montgomery’s black 

community. 

However, Dexter was only one of several churches in Montgomery with a large 

number of black middle class parishioners, and by 1955, the ministers of each 

congregation, together with the citizens connected with Alabama State College, made up 

the leadership core within the city’s African American community.  For individuals such 

as Nixon, who himself occasionally preached at his own church but had no professional 

training in the ministry, these class divisions remained one of the foremost barriers to 

unification within the black community.  Nevertheless, according to Montgomery’s black 

elites who published boycott memoirs, interviews, and oral histories, at the time the city-

wide protest commenced in December 1955, it was not until the ministers within the 

black community agreed to take charge of the boycott that the black community fully 

united behind the cause.  Additionally, these individuals argued that without the 

leadership of the ministers, the boycott was doomed to failure, both because the boycott 

needed to develop an actual organization to run the day to day operations and be run by 
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capable managers, and because without the ministers, the masses might have resorted to 

violence or crumbled into disarray.  In her memoir, Robinson explained this line of 

reasoning when she noted that “had the ministers not assumed leadership, disorganized, 

irresponsible persons might have resorted to shameful violence or individual retaliation 

upon certain bus drivers,” and that “any little provocation could have triggered an 

uprising.”59 

Aside from the fact that Robinson had no real evidence with which to make such 

a claim, Robinson’s belief that the masses had to be kept under control lest they riot 

seemed to stem from a general notion among members of Montgomery’s black elites that 

without their guidance, the peaceful bus boycott would have degenerated into chaos.  

Such a heady comment, while it reeked of condescension, was, however, not a new 

phenomenon. In fact, as Kelley noted, despite the goal of many black organizations to 

bring African Americans together from all classes, many middle class blacks in the South 

continued to regard poor and working class blacks as “lazy, self-destructive, and prone to 

criminal behavior.”60  Ministers, however, were deemed able to prevent such uprisings.  

Furthermore, Robinson and other middle class blacks, such as Uriah J. Fields, who served 

as MIA recording secretary, argued that the ministers were to provide the masses with 

“Christian leadership.”61  In this manner, not only could the Montgomery boycotters 

claim that God was on their side, which added a degree of religiosity to the protest, but in 
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the eyes of many middle class black Montgomerians, the selection of ministers also 

added a greater level of credibility and respectability to the movement.   

At the same time, in the eyes of Robinson and other members of the black elite, 

Rosa Parks also fit the description of a credible and respectable individual.  Even Nixon, 

who often found himself exasperated with the black elite’s focus on image, knew that 

Parks, unlike Claudette Colvin or Mary Louise Smith, was the best option for a test case 

to challenge the city’s segregation ordinance.  In short, Parks seemed to fit the image of 

the “ideal candidate” constructed by members of the black middle class while Colvin and 

Smith did not.  According to Robinson, Parks was “a medium-sized, cultured mulatto 

woman; a civic and religious worker; quiet, unassuming, and pleasant in manner and 

appearance; dignified and reserved; of high morals and a strong character.”  Furthermore, 

Robinson explained that Parks was “respected in all black circles.”62  In addition, Gray 

explained that “anyone who knew Mrs. Parks knew that she would never do anything 

disorderly,” and added that “disorderly conduct was altogether inconsistent with her 

reputation and character.”63  In this situation, Rosa Parks appeared a perfect candidate for 

the test case not only because she contained the genteel qualities Nixon and Robinson 

believed would garner her sympathy from the black, and hopefully, the white community, 

but because she was not an unwed, working class, pregnant teenager like Colvin, or the 

poor, uneducated daughter of a town drunk, like Smith. Furthermore, Parks seemed to fit 

the description of someone the members of Montgomery’s black middle classes would 

rally behind, should their leaders do the same. 
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Similarly, in the memoirs written by Robinson, Fields, and Gray, the stories of 

King’s selection also hinted at deeper underlying class issues, although Robinson and 

Gray maintained that King’s election largely solved this problem.  In his memoir, Gray 

explained that King was selected because “if Nixon had been made the spokesman, some 

of Coach Lewis’s followers would have been unhappy,” and that “if Lewis had been 

made the spokesman, Nixon’s folks would have felt left out.”  In other words, an election 

of Nixon, who represented the masses, or of Lewis, who represented the classes, might 

have resulted in a premature end to the boycott because of class divisions.  Nonetheless, 

Gray’s language only hints at any overarching class conflict, and instead, in his next 

sentence, maintains that because King was a “newcomer,” “highly educated,” and “had 

not identified himself with any community activities other than his church,” he seemed to 

be the best candidate. 64  Here again, Gray’s statements about “community activities other 

than his church” were rooted in class division, but the attorney did not elaborate on this 

issue.  Similarly, Garrow also noted that King was seen as the most “ideal candidate” 

because not only would his high level of education and articulation endear him to the 

black middle class, “who might otherwise be ambivalent about conditions on public 

buses that they rarely patronized,” but that his role as a minister “would appeal to the 

regular churchgoers in the black community.”65 

However, just as the majority of printed memoirs and interviews largely omitted 

explanations about how and why class middle class attitudes within the black community 

aided in the failures of pre-1955 race-based activism, so too did they continue that pattern 
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when they discussed the reasoning behind King’s election to the MIA presidency.  For 

Robinson, the ascendancy of King and the other ministers to the MIA Executive 

Committee meant that the masses would remain under the control of individuals who 

were “trained” in leadership, and who knew “how to deal with angry people, poor people, 

frightened people,” and “uneducated people.”66  Conversely, Nixon’s reasoning for 

King’s selection, which he articulated in later interviews, while it partly stemmed from 

King’s eloquence and education level, more importantly was derived from the young 

minister’s lack of a past in which white community officials had blemished.67  To put it 

differently, for Nixon, the key to King’s selection was that, unlike the other middle class 

black ministers in Montgomery, King had not yet allowed himself to be corrupted by any 

social or economic ties to the white community.  The same could not be said of many of 

the other black ministers in Montgomery. 

In almost all of the historical accounts of the protest, the hesitancy of many of the 

black ministers to take part in its early stages is frequently mentioned.  Similarly, in these 

accounts, the reasons given for their hesitancy generally focused on the possible threats to 

the minister’s lives, families, and churches.  And, in 1955 Montgomery, Alabama, as was 

typical in the heart of the black belt, these threats were very real.  Attacks by white 

supremacists and members of such organizations as the Ku Klux Klan were all too 

familiar within the confines of the city’s African American community.  Further still, 

however, were the more underlying threats of economic attack, led by white citizen’s 

councils and other like-minded associations.  One such individual whose fears seem 
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largely based on economic retribution was Dr. H. Councill Trenholm, who served as 

President of Alabama State College.  Trenholm, who was personal friends with Robinson 

and was mentioned in her memoir, is rarely mentioned in any others.  His role in the 

boycott, per Robinson’s explanation, was largely economic, as he provided donations to 

the MIA throughout the protest.  However, Robinson noted that Trenholm requested that 

his name not be associated with the MIA.  Furthermore, she explained that he told her to 

keep fighting for civil rights, but “to be careful, work behind the scenes, not to involve 

the college, and not to neglect my responsibilities as a member of the faculty at Alabama 

State College.”68   

Nevertheless, in the majority of the printed boycott accounts, the most commonly 

stated fear said to have plagued the black community’s ministers was not based on 

economics, but concerned the lives of their families and congregations.  As was 

indicative of this fear, in his memoir Uriah J. Fields noted that several of the black 

ministers at the initial planning meeting for the one-day boycott had requested that the 

protest be kept a secret, lest information about it and the group behind it be leaked to 

Montgomery’s white population.69  Moreover, as was indicated in both his later writings 

and the memoirs of other Executive Board members, King himself was uneasy about his 

nomination for fear that his family would be threatened.  He avowed that it was Nixon 

who called him on the morning of December 2, 1956 and convinced him to join in the 
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protest as a community member in a leadership role.70  However, Nixon’s involvement 

with King’s decision to join the protest seems largely understated in King’s account, as 

Nixon noted in an interview with Aldon D. Morris that it was not until a few hours before 

the Holt Street meeting on December 5, 1956 that he finally convinced King to join the 

organization as its chief spokesman.71 

According to Nixon, the hesitation to act by the ministers and other community 

leaders present at the first boycott planning meetings for fear of white retribution caused 

him to finally lose his temper.  In an interview with Howell Raines, reprinted in The 

Children Coming On, Nixon explained that he stood up and shouted “how you gonna 

have a mass meeting, gonna boycott a city bus line without the white folks knowing it?”  

He then added, “unless’n this program is accepted and brought into the church like a 

decent, respectable organization…I’ll take the microphone and tell ‘em the reason we 

don’t have a program is ‘cause you all are too scared to stand on your feet and be 

counted.”72  For the majority of ministers present at the meeting that day, Nixon’s speech 

appeared to spur them to action, for once they agreed to attend the first mass meeting at 

Holt Street Baptist and participate in MIA elections, the boycott was off and running.  

However, while the printed accounts and memoirs, such as Robinson and Gray’s, allude 

to initial bouts of hesitancy among the ministers present at the first few meetings, they 

both maintained that after King’s election as MIA president, his leadership style largely 
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eliminated the underlying problems that previously prevented unity within the black 

community. 

Furthermore, other boycott participants whose interviews about their experiences 

in the protest were printed in official boycott retrospectives also alluded to the 

overwhelming sense of unity within the black community that followed the election of 

King.  Alfreida Dean Thomas, whose interview was printed in The Children Coming On, 

and who attended many of the mass meetings throughout the boycott, noted this change 

when she explained that before the mass protest, “…there was so much division among 

people just on the basis of ‘Did you work here,’ ‘Did you work there,’ ‘Who is your 

mother,’ and ‘Who is your father?’ that it was unbelievable.”  However, after the mass 

meetings began, she maintained that a sense of unity existed within the black community 

“never felt in Montgomery before.”73  In addition, in Robinson’s and others memoirs, it 

was noted that this sense of unity spilled over into the MIA Executive Board, despite its 

early disagreements.  In her memoir, Robinson stated that the leaders of the MIA never 

complained, despite almost working to the state of near exhaustion.  She also claimed that 

“our time was given freely, for the great cause of justice, and members’ personal desires 

were lost in the total framework of the whole.”  Lastly, she noted that because of the 

“tireless, self-sacrificing efforts of the members of the Executive Board, the MIA 

functioned smoothly.”74 
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In the last several years, as historians have begun to revisit the bus boycott and 

apply to it new historical approaches, one such area where research remains to be done is 

within the inner workings of the MIA.  Presently, most printed accounts of the boycott 

contain similar statements about the efficiency of the Executive Board, in addition to 

their renewed appreciation for King’s leadership style in the face of mounting pressures 

by the authorities and other members of Montgomery’s white community.  However, in 

his first person account, Executive Board member Fields noted the need to correct 

misstatements found in other memoirs, such as Robinsons and Grays.  On this matter he 

explained that “whenever I read a new book about the bus boycott, filled with half-truths 

or less, as was usually the case, I became somewhat infuriated and enraged.”  Fields 

himself had written an earlier memoir, which he explained he had written at a time in his 

life when he was still bitter over his treatment within the MIA, but in his later years, he 

decided to attempt a more objective account. 75  Of particular interest in the case of 

Fields, aside from the story he told about internal dissension within the ranks of the MIA, 

is not that disagreements occurred at all (as they are bound to happen in any organization 

from time to time), but that they are only detailed in both of his memoirs.  Furthermore, 

perhaps in an attempt to protect the official memory of the boycott, though Alabama 

State University often welcomes back the surviving boycotters for regular reunions, 

Fields is not asked to speak at official reunion engagements. 76     

In this manner, while Fields was considered an important member of the MIA 

Executive Board during his tenure as Recording Secretary, his disagreements with the 

 
75 Fields, Inside the Montgomery Bus Boycott, 14. 
 
76 Author interview with Reverend Robert S. Graetz, Montgomery, Alabama, July 20, 2006. 
 



Texas Tech University, Kristin R. Henze, August 2007 

  41

                                                

other board members, which stemmed from his desire to push for full integration on the 

buses as opposed to what he called “polite segregation,” and concerns over the use of 

official funds, resulted in his ostracism from the MIA inner circle.  Moreover, the 

Executive Board’s treatment of Fields, the concern over his speaking engagements at 

reunions, and his decisions to write another, more “objective” memoir of the movement, 

all appear to have been the result of his “betrayal” of his middle class role.  As was 

previously noted, Fields considered himself a part of Montgomery’s black middle class 

population.  Furthermore, at the time of the boycott, he was a graduate student at 

Alabama State College and the Pastor of the Bell Street Baptist Church, whose 

congregants were mainly members of Montgomery’s black middle class.  According to 

Fields, he was “acknowledged as a leader in Montgomery and respected by most black 

Montgomerians” because he was a registered voter, was educated, and owned his own 

home.77  Additionally, through his friendship with both Jo Ann Robinson and Nixon, 

Fields was knowledgeable of black activist groups and their goals within Montgomery. 

Yet despite Fields’ addition to the MIA Executive Board, his decisions to speak 

out against some of the committee’s internal practices not only caused friction among the 

leaders, but ultimately resulted in calls for his resignation.  In early January 1956, Fields 

explained in his memoir that even though Gray, King, and Reverend Abernathy were all 

reared in the South, their decision not to fight for full integration of the buses was 

indicative of an unwillingness to challenge the entire system of segregation and instead 

only push for moderate change.  However, Fields’ released a statement to the media that 

called for full integration.  In his letter, printed in the January 5th edition of the 
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Montgomery Advertiser, Fields claimed that “on our side there can be no compromise 

with this principle involved.  In the first place this is a compromise to begin with,” and 

that “we should have done demanded complete integration which does away with Jim 

Crow, and what our constitutional rights guarantee to all American citizens.”78  

Afterwards, Fields noted that “King’s attitude towards me became more formal and 

distant,” and that “he no longer sought to get my signature on outgoing MIA 

correspondence as he had done previously and he deliberately withheld information from 

me that as secretary I had a right to know.”79   

Fields’ decision to speak out against the wishes of King and the other insiders 

within the Executive Board was only the first of two incidents that ultimately resulted in 

his resignation from the MIA.  However, of particular interest in this situation is that 

there was an “internal” group within the Executive Board that existed, and further still, 

ostracized Fields from their inner circle.  This group, which Fields maintained included 

King, Abernathy, and Gray, also seemed to trouble Nixon.  In the center of these 

concerns was the issue of money, and both Fields and Nixon contested in memoirs and 

later interviews that they felt funds were misused during the boycott.  In his study of the 

movement, Garrow explained that “the MIA was troubled by two festering problems,” 

the first of which concerned issues with the official reimbursement system for the car 

pools, which were eventually solved, and the other that concerned control of the 

organization by the small inner circle of mostly ministers.80  As the problems continued, 
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they were eventually brought to light by Fields in a public meeting during the month of 

June, where he officially announced that the MIA had misused funds and suspected that 

some Executive Board members had dipped into the money pools.81 

In his first memoir, printed in 1974 and titled The Montgomery Story: The 

Unhappy Effects of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Fields accusations against King and the 

other ministers were extensive.  However, in his second memoir, printed in 2002, Fields 

declined to spend as much time on the incident, although his opinions seemed largely 

unchanged.  Furthermore, he also noted that class consciousness continued to play a role 

within the MIA, despite the statements by other members that “unity” prevailed.  He 

explained that “some leaders were class-conscious with a strong need to be popular,” and 

that “the desire to be popular caused certain leaders to misbehave in an attempt to draw 

attention unto themselves.”  Moreover, he also maintained that “some leaders felt that 

Nixon should not be permitted to speak before large gatherings because he used bad 

grammar,” but that “it was felt he should talk to individuals and leaders of corporations 

where he was effective in raising funds.”82  In later interviews, Nixon also maintained 

that throughout the majority of the boycott, he “was on the road a lot,” out of town on 

fundraising trips to procure funds for the movement.83  Whether Nixon was purposely 

kept on the road for long periods of time because he it was believed he was the best man 

to procure funds for the organization, or because the inner circle of leaders within the 
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MIA felt he hindered their public image as an organization of educated, well spoken 

individuals is worthy of further research.   

However, what is known is that Nixon did not fit the typical image of the black 

middle class representative in Montgomery.  Further still, although Fields did fit this 

image, because he chose to speak out against tactics of some members of the MIA 

Executive Board and accused them of inappropriate conduct, he lost credibility among 

many of the middle class boycott leaders by underlying their perceived authority over the 

largely working class masses.  Fields attempts to overcome this loss of credibility is 

evident in his decision to rewrite his memoirs of the boycott from a more objective 

perspective.  Consequently, both Fields and Nixon felt snubbed by their MIA colleagues 

and event organizers at later boycott anniversaries and maintained that it was because 

they told the truth about their experiences rather than present the popular story.  Perhaps 

no better example exists to illustrate Nixon’s anger at both the emergence of the “great 

leader myth” and the resultant “top down” success story it created than a series of events 

that happened later in his life.   

In a letter to MIA President Johnnie Carr dated October 9, 1975, Nixon 

maintained that at “the 19 previous [boycott] anniversaries…you will find that only in 

1965 that my name appeared in your program.”  In addition, Nixon went on to explain 

how it had been him who had taken care of most of the initial planning for the boycott, 

which included calling the ministers and organizing the MIA, selecting King as a 

nominee for MIA President, and making beneficial contacts with organized labor from 

around the nation.  However, he noted that despite this, it was King who received the 
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accolades, and not himself.84  A few years later, Nixon claimed in another interview that 

he was not invited to attend the 25th anniversary of the Montgomery Bus Boycott and 

subsequently continued to chide the invention of the “great man myth” that surrounded 

King’s legacy.  He noted that “the man was never as big as they said he was,” and added 

that “we worked for years before Martin Luther King came to town.”85  While it is clear 

from Nixon’s writings that he felt purposely snubbed in later years, it seems that his 

bitterness and resentment for those he believed were behind his historical omissions 

increased with age.  As a case in point, while Nixon claimed in his letter that he was only 

included in the 1965 bus boycott anniversary program, in the course of my research for 

this project two other anniversary programs were found with his name included, as well 

as the transcript of a speech given by Ralph Abernathy that mentioned Nixon’s name.86 

Yet despite these examples, it seemed that in Nixon’s mind the emergence of the 

“great man myth” caused irreversible damage to the “true” memory of the boycott.  

Whether such an incendiary accusation is deserved is certainly up for debate and will be 

further explored in chapter three of this thesis.  However, what analysis of this time 

period has shown is that because these published memoirs and recollections were almost 

all written by members of the MIA Executive Board, who with the exception of Nixon 

and few others were members of Montgomery’s black middle class community, their 

story of the boycott has become part and parcel of American collective memory.  This is 
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not to say, however, that the personal memoirs, interviews, and recollections from the 

MIA Executive Board members are not important nor have not helped to shed valuable 

light on the inner workings of the organization.  If anything, their publications have only 

opened up the door for further analysis by historians, who must follow in the footsteps of 

Trotter, Lewis, and Kelley and focus on the effects of the “complex interplay of race and 

class” in the study of African American history. 
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CHAPTER III 

UNCOVERING THE “KINGMAKERS:” THE PRESS IN MONTGOMERY 

 

On the afternoon of Thursday, March 22, 1956, Martin Luther King stepped out 

of the Montgomery County Courthouse to a large crowd of cheering supporters and 

curious onlookers.  Only minutes earlier, State Circuit Court Judge Eugene W. Carter had 

pronounced King in violation of an anti-boycott statute and fined the minister $500.  The 

conviction, which was hailed as a moral victory by thousands of boycott participants, also 

reached the front pages of a number of local and national periodicals.  One such African 

American newspaper was the Baltimore Afro-American Statesman, which not only 

devoted the top story of the March 31, 1956 edition to the outcome of the trial, but also 

included a large picture of King and his wife exiting the courthouse below a bold 

headline entitled, “Long Live the King!”  In addition to the headline, the paper also 

printed an article by reporter Charles H. Loeb entitled “Alabama Justice Blind to Spirit of 

the Law” in which the reporter lambasted Southern segregationists, Judge Carter, and the 

city prosecutors, all the while lavishing vast amounts of praise on the brilliant legal 

defense team.  In specific reference to King, Loeb explained that “some waited outside to 

cheer, to hug, and to kiss the little leader they have come to trust and adore…to crowd 

around him…with cries of, ‘Hail the King,’” and to reassure him that they would 

continue to walk.87   
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For the numerous participants of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, the collective 

campaign to stay off city buses represented more than just a community protest against 

discriminatory practices on public transportation.  In conjunction, it embodied an 

orchestrated blow to the traditional deep seeded style of racism that permeated every 

aspect of Southern culture.  By the first anniversary of Rosa Park’s arrest, the City Lines 

Bus Company was virtually bankrupt, ninety-eight participants in the protest had been 

indicted for violating the local anti-boycott statute, several African American churches 

and homes were bombed by members of the local Ku Klux Klan, and the United States 

Supreme Court had declared segregated bus seating unconstitutional.  Furthermore, as the 

amount of press coverage accorded to the boycott increased, the city of Montgomery, and 

further still, the entire state of Alabama, suddenly found themselves firmly entrenched on 

the world’s radar screens.  As for King, his election to the presidency of the MIA and his 

repeated cries for “non-violent protest” garnered him significant amounts of community 

interest.  Of this newfound level of public attention, Nixon, in his later years, often took 

credit.  Labeling himself the “Kingmaker,” Nixon noted in an interview that he had “done 

more to put Reverend King out front than anybody else.”88  Yet despite Nixon’s 

statement to the contrary, it seemed that both the local and national press, as they began 

to shift the majority of their coverage away from the boycott as a whole and instead focus 

on the young minister, represented the true “Kingmakers.”   

In their book, The Race Beat: The Press, the Civil Rights Struggle, and the 

Awakening of a Nation, Gene Roberts and Hank Klibanoff noted that “there is little in the 
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civil rights movement that was not changed by the news coverage of it.”89  Perhaps then 

one of the best examples of this modification is the Montgomery story itself, for one way 

boycotters like Nixon sought to promote the movement was through the press.  Local 

newspapers, such as the Montgomery Advertiser, Alabama Journal, and the African 

American paper, the Birmingham World, provided some of the earliest news coverage, 

yet the boycotters were often forced to contend with racist overtones in the Montgomery 

Advertiser and Alabama Journal articles.  Despite this, these early press accounts 

presented weekly updates of the community situation as it escalated, which in turn served 

as free, valuable marketing for the boycotters.  However, as word of the boycott spread 

informal channels, and several of the boycott leaders were accused of violating an anti-

boycott law, national newspapers began to pay greater attention to the situation in 

Montgomery. As this shift from strictly local to national coverage occurred, so too did the 

focus of numerous news articles shift from that of the boycott and its participants to King 

and his actions as the boycott leader.   

In many of the African American newspapers, extensive coverage of King led to 

his popularity among black readers as a great civil rights advocate and role model, while 

in the national mainstream periodicals, King’s doctrine of non-violence represented a less 

militant form of protest that appealed to many moderate editors, reporters, and white 

readers.  By the boycott’s end in December 1956, King was undoubtedly the most 

popular figure to come out of the 381 day movement, and because of the success of the 

protest and the high level of recognition he had acquired, decided to fight for civil rights 

beyond the confines of Montgomery.  Yet while the press heavily aided in the creation of 
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King’s public persona as “the savior of Montgomery,” Lewis V. Baldwin and Aprille V. 

Woodson explained that it also simultaneously presented a “general perception of the 

boycott as a movement led by King and other black preachers,” which then “dominated 

the consciousness of Americans in the late 1950s and beyond.” As for the other notable 

figures that participated in the boycott, Baldwin and Woodson posited that the significant 

attention given to King and the other ministers explained why others, such as Nixon, 

Rosa Parks, Jo Ann Robinson, and Rufus Lewis were given little exposure over time.90  

However, aside from the general note that King impressed reporters with this approach to 

the boycott, most historians have not ventured to study why the press was so readily 

drawn to that particular style of leadership.   

Throughout American history, “ideal leaders” included those who were educated, 

spoke with authority and sense of purpose, and exerted significant amounts of influence 

over others.  In the face of overt racial oppression, King and the other ministers within 

the MIA exuded such confidence as they stressed integration and passive resistance in an 

area of the nation considered socially and culturally backward by millions of 

Americans.91  Moreover, while a paper such as the Montgomery Advertiser was largely 

influenced by white supremacists within Montgomery’s political and business 

community, outside correspondents from larger national papers sent to cover the protest 

were not embroiled in such local conflicts.  Rather, many of these reporters considered 

themselves socially progressive and were drawn to King because he was educated, well 
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spoken, hailed from the black middle class, and advocated peaceful integration rather 

than violence.    

Furthermore, the progressive views on race that many of these mainstream 

reporters maintained were rooted in the findings of noted sociologist Gunnar Myrdal, 

who in 1944 had produced an exhaustive study of race relations in America.  Financed by 

the Carnegie Corporation and simply titled An American Dilemma, Myrdal’s study traced 

the history of blacks in America, their place in society, and, above all, the system of 

racial oppression.  For Myrdal, “the American Negro problem” was, first and foremost, a 

moral issue that rested largely in the minds of white Americans.  Racism and white 

oppression, he argued, was also against the idea of the “American Creed,” which 

consisted of the right to life, liberty, and equality.  The key to bridging a gap over the 

racial divide, therefore, was for whites to uphold American democracy and adhere to the 

American creed.92   

Upon its first publication in 1944, Myrdal’s study garnered attention from citizens 

all around the nation.  Furthermore, the Swedish sociologists’ praise of the ideals of 

American democracy, coupled with his call to the conscience of white Americans, 

spurred a flurry of activity among the nation’s intellectuals.  For most white Americans, 

the race problem was not new, but, as Stephen Steinberg noted, “Myrdal took all of these 

elements of institutionalized racism and encapsulated them within a facile conceptual 

framework – one that reduced racism to the level of beliefs that whites held about 
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blacks.”93  In this manner, while Myrdal had written on a particularly volatile subject in 

American history, his emphasis on racism as a moral dilemma, and, subsequently, his call 

to American whites to rethink their positions on race, had an air of paternalism about it.  

If moderate whites acted, Myrdal noted, the race issue, because it was only a problem of 

beliefs, could be solved. 

On this note, Roberts and Klibanoff explained that, “in a few short years, the book 

[had] a personal impact on a core group of journalists, judges, lawyers, and academicians, 

who, in turn, [exercised] influence on race relations in the South over the next two 

decades.”  Further still, the book, which was cited in the Brown v. Board of Education 

decisions, became “a touchstone by which progressive journalists, both Southern and 

Northern, [measured] how far the South had come, how far it had to go, and,” most 

importantly, “the extent of their roles and responsibilities.”94  “The pervasive belief,” 

they continued, “…that the legitimacy of the boycott – and the illegitimacy of bus 

segregation - would be judicially supported was real, fresh, honest and appealing to 

reporters, who, for the first time in their lives, were covering a story that had no grays.” 95  

Such convictions, coupled with the impact of King’s ideology of passive resistance, 

intelligence, and communication skills on reporters, led to an increase in his press 

coverage and eventual “coronation as emperor of the movement.”  

By the time King stood outside the County Courthouse after his indictment and 

reassured the crowd that the boycott would continue as planned, his label as “the leader 
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of the Montgomery Bus Boycott,” and further still, of the new non-violent civil rights 

struggle, had already appeared in newspapers around the country.  Yet only three months 

prior to that moment, King, who was new to town, had been virtually unknown in the 

black community.  In December 1955, when Rosa Parks had found herself in jail after her 

arrest on a city bus, the man called to bail her out was not King, but Nixon.  Unlike King, 

Nixon was a Montgomery native and no stranger to the local press, who often printed his 

letters to the editor in their daily editions and interviewed the Pullman Porter and former 

NAACP chapter president whenever stories were reported about Montgomery’s black 

community.  The Montgomery Advertiser had covered Nixon’s activism as far back as 

1948 during his tenure as NAACP president, and in 1954 when he tried to run for a seat 

on the Montgomery County Democratic Executive Committee.96  Therefore, it probably 

came as no surprise to Joe Azbell that Nixon wanted to speak with him one night in early 

December 1955 about an important event taking place within the black community.  

One of the editors of the Montgomery Advertiser, Azbell was the first to break the 

news of the scheduled mass meeting at Holt Baptist Church, thanks to the information he 

was given by Nixon.  In his first-hand account of the bus boycott, Uriah J. Fields noted 

that Nixon, who knew Azbell well, met with the editor before he left on a Pullman train 

run, had given him a copy of the leaflet that announced the initial day-long boycott, and 

asked him to run an article about the protest in the next day’s paper.  Fields went on to 

note that in his decision to allow Azbell to run the story, “Nixon had disregarded the 

thinking of other black leaders who had wanted to keep the boycott secret, i.e., a secret 

 
96 “Alabama NAACP Head Pooh-Poohs Educational Plan,” Montgomery Advertiser, 21 January, 1948, 1., 
and Geoffrey Birt, “A Colored Man Seeks Office in Montgomery,” Montgomery Advertiser, 21 March, 
1954. 
 



Texas Tech University, Kristin R. Henze, August 2007 

  54

 

ine 

                                                

from the white folk,” in order to conjure up as much press coverage as possible.97  In 

reference to Azbell’s article and its significance, Nixon noted years later that “we could 

not have bought this as an advertisement for $500.00,” and that the initial newspaper 

coverage led to other forms of local exposure.  He went on to state that, “thousands of 

people who would have never known about what we was trying to do was able to read 

about it in the paper and hear about it on radio and television.”98 

Per Nixon’s request, Azbell did report in an article published Sunday, December 

4, 1955 that “a top secret meeting of Montgomery Negroes” was scheduled for the 

following Monday night, and that “Negro sections [of Montgomery] were flooded with 

thousands of copies of mimeographed or typed letters asking Negroes to refrain from 

riding city [buses] Monday.”  He went on to mention that a few other reports of a 

possible boycott came from local white women who announced that their maids had 

asked for that Monday off in order to endorse the protest.99   However, Azbell was not 

the only reporter who followed the earliest days of the boycott despite Nixon’s decision

to alert the Montgomery Advertiser editor first.  Although the white women who called 

the Montgomery Advertiser to report the activities of their maids were not identified, it 

was the widespread circulation of pamphlets throughout Montgomery’s black community 

that alerted Bunny Honicker, of the Alabama Journal, to the boycott.  In her afternoon 

article, published on December 5, 1955, she reported on Rosa Park’s indictment and f
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for violation of the city’s segregation ordinance, and went on to note that Park’s attorne

Fred Gray, planned to appeal the decision to the Montgomery Circuit Court.  In addition, 

she also noted that Nixon, whom she identified as “the former state president of the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People,” had co-signed Park’s 

$100 appeal bond.100 

For Nixon, his plan to alert the local papers to the boycott in order to reach many 

of Montgomery’s black citizens who had not yet heard of the protest also resulted in free 

publicity for the operation.   Nevertheless, while Garrow noted that Nixon and the other 

boycott organizers were “overjoyed at the unwitting assistance whites were giving them,” 

Azbell and Honicker’s articles contained the same overt racist overtones the Montgomery 

Advertiser and Alabama Journal were known for. 101  Before the boycott, few stories 

about Montgomery’s African American community were ever printed in the mainstream 

papers’ daily editions.  When they were included, they were often devoted to coverage of 

crimes or “civil disobedience” like the articles that noted the arrests of previous women, 

such as Claudette Colvin, who had refused to obey segregation ordinances on the public 

buses.  Furthermore, many leading individuals in the newsrooms of the Montgomery 

Advertiser and Alabama Journal were closely tied to the local white power structure.102  

One such individual was the Montgomery Advertiser’s main editor, Grover C. Hall, Jr., 

who initially sympathized with the boycotters’ modest demands for “first come, first 

serve” seating on public buses.  A member of the board of the American Civil Liberties 
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Union, Hall believed that the particularly “rougher elements among [Alabama] 

segregationist forces” had brought trouble upon themselves, but continued to endorse 

segregation regardless.103   

In reference to Hall’s reasoning on this issue, Roberts and Klibanoff explained 

that, not only was Hall’s publisher an ardent segregationist, but because of the Supreme 

Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education, coupled with attempts by Autherine Lucy 

to become the first African American student to integrate the University of Alabama, 

political pressures to conform to the doctrine of segregation were high.  They noted that 

“as the stakes in Alabama got higher, the pressure on the newspaper to aid and advance 

the strategy of the white segregationist leadership and the incessant demands on Hall to 

stick with his own class, his own breed, his own race, became difficult to resist.”104  For 

Montgomery Advertiser editor and reporter Joe Azbell, the chance to make a name for 

himself among the white power structure particularly fueled his ambition to find the latest 

scoop.  In addition, Donnie Williams and Wayne Greenhaw maintained that aside from 

serving as the Montgomery Advertiser’s chief reporter, Azbell frequented areas of 

working class Montgomery that other reporters did not visit for work related purposes, 

such as pool parlors and run down cafes, and introduced himself to everyone he met.  In 

this manner, explained that if someone in town needed to “leak an important story, get 

headlines on page one, or make a story disappear, they knew where to find Azbell.” 105  

Therefore, Nixon, Azbell’s source for information in Montgomery’s black community, 
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knew the popular editor was just the man to write about the boycott.  Yet despite Azbell’s 

friendship with Nixon, Roberts and Klibanoff noted that “he was plugged in to white 

political leaders and frequently let their segregationist sentiments light up his stories with 

ungrounded hype.106   

As a result, even after the boycott was underway, local papers such as the 

Montgomery Advertiser continued to “[treat] the boycott primarily as a police story” and 

preferred to print most of the information they received from City Hall or Police 

Commissioner Clyde Sellers.  As testament to such a claim, one reporter later noted that 

he “was quite certain that no one in the newsroom, seven weeks into the boycott, had 

King’s telephone number.”107 Additionally, of the local white reporters and editors that 

covered the story, both their ties to Montgomery’s white power structure and their 

relative disassociation from the black community as a whole, resulted in news stories that 

were rife with inconsistency.  The first indication of how severely disassociated local 

white reporters were from the black community came only days after the boycott began.  

As the first mass meeting at Holt Street Baptist got underway, the large number of 

Montgomery’s black citizens packed in and around Holt Street Baptist seemed to come as 

a surprise to the white reporters.  Azbell, who was one of four white reporters at the 

meeting, explained in his December 7, 1955 article that there were so many people 

standing outside that “the area around the church looked like Cramton Bowl at an 

Alabama State-Tuskegee Football game.”  In fact, the number of black citizens in 

attendance might have easily filled many of the seats at Cramton Bowl, the local football 
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stadium where the Alabama State football team played their games.  However, Azbell 

noted that, unlike the noise and revelry that accompanied such a historical athletic rivalry, 

the people around the church were “stony silent.”108   

Another indication of how far removed the white reporters were from 

Montgomery’s black community came when they were unable to identify any of the 

evening’s speakers.   As a testament to the significance of the white reporter’s lack of 

information, Roberts and Klibanoff noted that only Azbell was eventually able to 

“identify and quote one local pastor, a Reverend M.L. King, but failed to mention that 

boycott organizers had formed the Montgomery Improvement Association and elected 

King their leader earlier that day.109  In her article the day after the Holt Street Meeting, 

Honicker, who had not even attended the event, also left out the names of the speakers.  

More importantly, however, was Honicker’s false assertion that the boycott was 

“dropping in its effectiveness.”  Quoting bus company manager J. H. Bagley, Honicker 

stated that “’three of four times more Negroes’ were riding the buses this morning than 

yesterday, the first day of the boycott.”  She then noted that the Montgomery police were 

investigating reports of a shooting and damage to a city lines bus in the aftermath of the 

boycott’s first day.110  As the week continued, similar articles printed in the Montgomery 

Advertiser and Alabama Journal provided updated information about the string of 

shooting incidents popping up around the city.   
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In her memoir, Jo Ann Robinson claimed that the Montgomery Advertiser also 

reported that “Negro Goon Squads” had been set up to intimidate Montgomery’s African 

American population from boarding buses that day.  Yet these articles, which meant to 

frighten any potential boycotters, had the opposite effect.  Robinson noted that, “if there 

were any timid who would have ridden the bus despite the boycott, they were really 

frightened now,” and that it was the media that “assisted the boycott’s leaders in 

preventing would-be-riders from boarding buses.”111  Despite continued attempts by 

Montgomery city officials to spread false information through the local white press in 

order to derail the protest, the constant press attention continued to result in free publicity 

for the cause.  Moreover, as the Advertiser and Alabama Journal continued to print daily 

updates on the situation, Nixon looked to spread copies of those newspapers to other 

communities outside of Alabama.  Nixon’s actions, coupled with those taken by 

Montgomery City Officials to spread falsehoods about the boycotters and later attempt to 

indict MIA leaders under an anti-boycott law enabled the boycott to gain national press 

coverage.  However, while such attention increased the number of supporters for the 

protest, and at the same time, helped to damage the credibility of racist white city leaders 

on a nation-wide scale, it also marked the beginning of King’s rise to prominence in the 

national press.   

As Treasurer of the MIA, it was Nixon’s duty to procure funding for the 

continuation of the boycott, and his close relationships with a number of Pullman Porters 

elsewhere allowed him to collect a substantial amount of funds and spread news of the 

 
111 Robinson, The Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It, 57-58. 



Texas Tech University, Kristin R. Henze, August 2007 

  60

                                                

boycott from state to state along commuter train routes. 112  In an interview given with 

Lewis V. Baldwin in later years, Nixon explained that it was through the help of fellow 

porters like himself that “got the word out.”  He went on to note that “we [had] fifteen 

thousand porters who [were] running all over the country,” that took the daily newspapers 

off of the morning trains and threw them “to the folks at some little desolated place where 

there wasn’t any paper.”  Therefore, he maintained, “you [had] one hundred thousand 

black people reading newspapers that probably never read them before.”113  Almost 

simultaneously, as thousands of porters made sure that Montgomery’s local papers were 

distributed throughout the country, Montgomery city officials began to focus their 

attention on King and other MIA leaders.  In his biography of King, Garrow noted that by 

the third week of the boycott, “white city leaders tried to paint King as the major obstacle 

to a settlement of the protest.”114 

The decision to do so was based upon a meeting between boycott leaders and an 

official sent by National City Lines, the national company that owned the Montgomery 

bus company, to rectify the situation between the bus company and the protestors.  In an 

article printed in the next day’s Alabama Journal, it was announced that the official had 

been sent specifically to reiterate the bus company’s position that segregation was 

required by law.  In addition, it was stated that King “reiterated” the “stand of the 
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Negroes concerning the boycott and repeated the three proposals to end the boycott.”115  

In another Alabama Journal article dated December 19, 1955, and a December 20, 1955 

Montgomery Advertiser article, King was identified as the boycott spokesman and leader 

as the proposed talks between MIA committee members and city leaders failed to reach a 

solution.116  As he returned from the meeting, Garrow noted that King was shaken by the 

attacks on him by city officials.  Yet not only had such attacks on King strengthened the 

resolve of the MIA Executive Board, but they had also backfired on Montgomery’s white 

municipal leaders.  Garrow went on to quote Birmingham World editor Emory Jackson’s 

statement on the situation, which seemed to best sum up the white city leader’s mistakes.  

Jackson stated that “an attempt was made to try and get one of the major spokesmen for 

better treatment purged and isolated,” but “instead of doing this, the Montgomery 

leadership built a solid phalanx around this leader and told the upper hand [white] 

leadership that he would never be deserted or shelved.”117 

For information from inside the boycott, Roberts and Klibanoff noted that African 

American readers turned to the pages of the Birmingham World.  A newspaper that 

catered to black Alabamians, the Birmingham World provided its readers with updates on 

the boycott twice a week.  Jackson, who had met King a year before the boycott, was 

given access to early MIA “strategy sessions.”  Because of this close contact, and because 

Jackson had no close political ties to Montgomery’s white leaders, the Birmingham 
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World provided a more accurate account of the protest rather than the highly skewed 

reports of the local white papers.  More importantly, however, was the impact Emory 

Jackson and his newspaper had on the public image of King.  Roberts and Klibanoff 

explained that “it was Jackson who brought early attention to King’s strategy of passive 

resistance and his appreciation for Mohandas K. Gandhi’s nonviolent liberation campaign 

in India.”   Furthermore, it was also Jackson “who reported, when the boycott was barely 

three weeks old, that King was trying ‘to find a suitable adaptation of the Gandhi 

philosophy and method and apply it to the Montgomery problem.’”118  In the months to 

come, other visiting reporters, both in contact with Jackson and impressed with King’s 

philosophies and leadership style, began to pay more attention to the young minister. 

As Jackson introduced many of the visiting newsmen to King and the inner circle 

of the MIA Executive Board, reporters such as Carl Rowan, of the white newspaper the 

Minneapolis Tribune, stated that he was impressed with the confidence of King and 

believed him to be a very “modern preacher.”119  Yet while handfuls of reporters from 

other newspapers began to enter into Montgomery in late December and meet King, 

unlike Rowan, most wrote for African American newspapers.  Such newspapers also 

played a significant role in the formation of King’s leadership image in much the same 

way Jackson’s articles did, yet their early articles focused on other boycott participants as 

well.  One of the first articles written was printed in the December 17, 1955 edition of the 

Baltimore Afro-American Statesman.  In the article, which noted the vast amounts of 
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money the bus company continued to lose each day, King was announced as the leader of 

the MIA.  Yet despite this, King’s name was misspelled as J.R. King, perhaps a mistake 

made in reference to the Jr. at the end of his name.  Furthermore, in the column next to 

the article, a large photograph of Rosa Parks and Nixon was displayed, with a caption 

underneath that read “she started the protest, he’s keeping it going.”120 In a January 14, 

1956 edition of the Pittsburgh Courier he was mentioned as the president of the MIA, 

although the article focused its attention on the leadership of Reverend L. Roy Bennett, 

Reverend R. D. Abernathy, and Rufus Lewis, the latter of whom was described as a “key 

figure in the boycott.”121   

However, as the boycott continued through January and February, several key 

incidents occurred that sparked the beginnings of a significant shift in both African 

American and white press coverage away from the other boycotters and focused on 

King’s leadership.  Simultaneously, as King continued to appear firm in his convictions 

during interviews and speeches during this time, greater numbers of news reporters took 

notice of his style of leadership.  In a January 19, 1956 article written by Montgomery 

Advertiser reporter Tom Johnson, in which it was noted that the “27 year-old Baptist 

Pastor seems to be deferred to by other leaders,” and that at the meetings between boycott 

leaders and city officials, King’s remarks were “never challenged or countered by other 

Negro ministers, who accord him a deference that is surprising in view of his youth and 

relatively short residence in Montgomery.”  Moreover, Johnson also wrote about King’s 

personal philosophies of peace, brotherhood, and his placement of the boycott into a 
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larger “world-wide movement” against exploitation.122  For some on the MIA executive 

board, the article by Johnson served a greater purpose than simply establishing King in 

the press as the President and leader of the boycott.  In his memoir, Uriah Fields 

discussed the reasoning behind the articles inception and its effects on the white 

community of Montgomery.   

Fields noted that Grover Hall, like most of the whites in Montgomery, “wanted to 

find out who was really furnishing the leadership for the bus boycott.”  Fields added that 

“there was a general feeling among many whites, and I must confess, some blacks, that a 

white person or persons had to be providing leadership for the protest.”  Hall and 

Johnson, Fields explained, believed that the possible true leader of the boycott was 

Reverend Robert Graetz, the only white member of the MIA Executive Board.123  A few 

days earlier, Johnson had interviewed Graetz for the January 10th edition of the 

Montgomery Advertiser per Hall’s request.  The article provided unusually in-depth 

coverage of Graetz’s role as part of the boycott transportation committee, which operated 

carpools to taxi black citizens around town, and also provided extensive background 

information about the minister’s life.  In addition, the article also cleared up the issue of 

boycott management when Graetz openly explained that King was the elected protest 

leader.  However, the article also noted that Graetz’s comments on the subject of 

segregation, which he felt should be eradicated in a gradual fashion, proved, according to 

Johnson, that the white minister might not be “as radical as he likes to think.”  

Furthermore, Johnson noted that Graetz was “not given to florid, incendiary speeches of 
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the uplifting variety,” but was instead “intensely interested in the welfare of individual 

Negroes.”124 

Following the publication of the article, the news that Graetz was aiding in the 

continuation of the boycott elicited almost thirty threatening phone calls to his home in 

only a few days.  Graetz also noted that, as soon as Johnson’s article hit the national 

wires, the phone calls continued to increase on a daily basis.  In the months that followed, 

Graetz often found himself trailed throughout town by angry whites, refused services at 

many “whites only” establishments, and forced to endure two bombings of his home.125  

Yet despite the initial belief that Greatz was at the helm of the protest, Fields noted that 

the assertion of King’s leadership in the January 12th article seemed to provide adequate 

proof to Montgomery’s white population that the boycott did not rely on white 

management to function successfully.  After all, Field’s added, “black leaders as well as 

most black people knew that King was the chief leader because they had made him the 

chief leader.” 126  However, it had taken the words of a white newspaper editor, reporter, 

and minister to convince Montgomery’s white citizens of this fact.  Moreover, not only 

were white citizens forced to struggle with that realization, but also that the African 

American population had chosen a strong black leader they could look to for guidance.   

Several days later, on January 30, 1956, King’s residence, the Dexter Avenue 

Baptist Church parsonage, was bombed.  King’s was not the only house of an MIA 
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Executive Board member to be bombed that week, for three days later Nixon’s residence 

also shared in a similar fate three days later.  Nevertheless, press coverage of the two 

events was vastly different in scope and size.  The damage to Nixon’s house was reported 

in both a Montgomery Advertiser article on February 3rd, as well as the front page of the 

February 11th edition of the Baltimore Afro-American.  In both articles, it was noted that 

Nixon’s house received very little damage, yet the two greatly differed in their 

descriptions of the MIA Treasurer.  In the Montgomery Advertiser article, written by 

Steve Lesher, Nixon was mentioned as having “been prominent in the bus boycott since 

its inception of December 5th,” and that he had appeared aside Rosa Parks when she 

convicted in a Montgomery court for violation of the segregation ordinance.127  In the 

Baltimore Afro-American article, coincidentally the same newspaper that barely two 

months beforehand labeled him as the man that “[kept] the boycott going,” Nixon’s 

participation in the protest was scaled down to one sentence in which he was reported to 

have “remained in the background in the bus fight, although the boycott has his 

support.”128   

Conversely, the press coverage of the King parsonage bombing also found its way 

into the front pages of the local newspapers almost instantly.  In Azbell’s Montgomery 

Advertiser article the following day, King’s entire speech to the crowd of people that 

surrounded his house was reprinted, which included his request that everyone present 

continue to “love [their] enemies” and forgo any acts of retaliation.  In addition, Azbell 
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also noted King’s insistence that “I did not start this boycott. I was asked by you to serve 

as your spokesman. I want it to be known the length and breadth of this land that if I am 

stopped this movement will not stop.”129  For King’s friends and close associates, such 

words after a life-threatening attack did not seem out of character for the minister.  In his 

retrospective of the boycott, Fred Gray noted that King’s “innate abilities enabled him to 

be a true advocate of nonviolence and social change,” and that “he talked it, slept it, 

preached it, and lived it.”130  Graetz relayed in a recent interview about the incident that 

King’s actions and words that night remains one of the most impressive feats of courage 

he has ever witnessed.131  Yet Robinson’s recollection of the incident provided a telling 

example of the growing fascination with King that even Azbell had not yet fully 

ascertained, but, along with countless members of the visiting black and white press, 

would help spread on a national level in the months to come.   

Robinson noted that “the followers of Dr. King” refused to leave until he told 

them to do so.  Furthermore, she added that “these new Black Americans were not 

afraid,” but instead “had defiantly stood there,” and “moved only when Dr. King, 

assuring them that he and his family were safe, bade them move.”132  In this manner, 

despite King’s affirmation that the movement was fully capable of successful 

continuation with or without him, it appeared that his popularity and respect among the 

majority of Montgomery’s black community had reached a new height.  In a similar 
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fashion, King’s repeated requests for peace in spite of such a violent act perpetrated 

against him and his family impressed many of the reporters in attendance that evening.  

In an interview given years later, Azbell remarked that “that night King made a believer 

out of me,” for “if he had not spoken as he had, violence would have erupted.”133  In an 

interview given to Baltimore Afro-American editor Al Sweeney, Azbell made the 

enormous claim that he owed his life to King.  Azbell, who had stood amongst the 

hundreds of onlookers in King’s front yard the night of the parsonage bombing noted that 

the desire to retaliate against whites was quite evident in the eyes and faces of the black 

citizens that evening, and only after King’s statements about peace and love did the angry 

mob turn towards their homes.  Furthermore, Azbell also claimed that while most whites 

in Montgomery labeled King as a radical, he had begun to see the minister as a “different 

form of radical.”134 

However, in spite of King’s doctrine of non-violence and the boycotter’s 

continued adherence to this ideology, in February 1956 a grand jury indicted the minister, 

along with 115 other boycott participants, for violation of an anti-boycott statute.  In 

terms of the impact this event had on both the boycotters and the city officials of 

Montgomery, Roberts and Klibanoff noted that “from the moment the indictments came 

down…the Montgomery bus boycott grew to a national news story, and King became the 

journalistic touchstone for what suddenly was being recognized as a civil rights 

movement.”135  It must be noted that this was certainly not the first time outside press 
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reporters were alerted to the incidents in Montgomery, as Nixon had worked to spread the 

word through the power of his Pullman Porter contacts, and several African American 

newspapers had regularly provided its readers with updates from the boycott since its 

inception two months prior.  However, the size and scope of the indictments seemed to be 

enough to convince the editors of several major newspapers, such as the New York Times 

and the Washington Post, to step up their coverage of the boycott.  

 Furthermore, Roberts and Klibanoff explained that reporters sent to Montgomery 

kept the boycott story “on the front page with the angle that Emory Jackson had 

developed weeks before: the movement’s roots in Gandhian principles of passive 

resistance.”136  As random acts of violence continued in and around Montgomery’s black 

churches and the homes of boycott leaders, Burns explained that several leaders within 

the MIA saw these incidents as an opportunity to capitalize on King’s growing fame.  He 

explained that King “relied increasingly” on the inner circle of ministers within the MIA 

Executive Board for strength and advice.  One particular suggestion to which King 

readily adhered was to allow the young spokesman to control “the movement’s flow of 

information to the outside world.”  In this manner, “the board decided that only King 

could speak to reporters,” and that MIA leaders outside of Montgomery were required to 

meet certain guidelines in their speeches set down by the Executive Committee.137  Such 

actions were partly motivated by fears of outside interference by unfavorable 

organizations or associations the MIA refused to ally with.  However, they also appeared 
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rooted in the belief that King would continue to impress reporters, who would in turn 

write articles that favored the boycotters’ positions and reiterate the influence of non-

violent tactics on the movement’s day to day operations. 

Indeed, as the movement continued, both the African American newspapers and 

the mainstream national periodicals increased their focus on King, his positive influence 

on the boycott, and the impact of non-violent tactics on Montgomery’s white leaders.  

Moreover, even the reporters who wrote for the Montgomery Advertiser and the Alabama 

Journal classified the charismatic preacher as the movement’s most significant 

participant.  In an essay in which Aldon D. Morris provided a sociological analysis of 

King’s style of leadership, he noted that the young minister’s “personal leadership was 

what journalists call “good copy.”  In this manner, King was “exciting, controversial, 

interesting, dynamic, different, and refreshing…yet as a personality King was calm, 

sincere, dignified, eloquent, and elegant,” which provided “a combination that made him 

extremely attractive to the media.”138  Furthermore, these qualities, in association with 

his continued references to passive resistance in his public speeches and interviews, 

resulted in King’s “coronation as emperor of the moveme

Conversely, just as King’s popularity with the media skyrocketed, the amount of 

coverage afforded to other MIA Executive Board members, such as Nixon, decreased.  

Such a drop off in press attention was not completely unwarranted. Nixon had, afterall, 

spent most of his time on the road collecting donations for the financial sustainment of 
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the boycott.  Yet even though he had once been viewed by most local reporters as the best 

source of information from within the black community, Nixon, who was not highly 

educated and did possess masterful speaking qualities, did not seem to possess the right 

combination of qualities needed to be labeled “good copy” by most reporters.   

Nor did Nixon, or anyone else, seem to captivate reporters in such a way as King.  

They not only dedicated entire articles to King’s application of Gandhian non-violent 

tactics in Montgomery, but also started to label the young minister as the next Gandhi 

himself.  In a March 3, 1956 Baltimore Afro-American article, King was described as 

“America’s version of Mahatma Gandhi,” despite writer Al Sweeney’s reminder that 86 

other boycott participants were also scheduled to stand trial for violation of the anti-

boycott law. 140  Similarly, in the March 10, 1956 edition of the Afro-American, St. Johns 

AME minister, Reverend R. W. Wilson, was quoted stating that King’s “passive 

resistance movement” had transformed the bus boycott into a greater “spiritual 

movement” for the black citizens of Montgomery.141  Wilson, who was one of the 

twenty-five ministers indicted alongside King, was certainly among a large group of 

boycott leaders who spoke of King in such a saintly light.  In an interview found in Fred 

Gray’s collection of oral histories, entitled “Montgomery Voices,” Mrs. Johnnie Carr, 

who served on the MIA Executive Board and now currently serves as its President, talked 

of King as a “Moses” sent by God “to lead our people.”142 

 
140 Al Sweeney, “’Not Worried,’ Says Alabama’s Gandhi,” Baltimore Afro-American Statesman, 3 March, 
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At the same time as King’s press coverage began to label him as the savior of 

Montgomery’s black citizens, support from African American civil rights organizations 

and progressive white citizens increased significantly.  In the March 1956 edition of the 

NAACP’s official organ The Crisis, Inez J. Baskin referred to King as “a symbol of good 

leadership to the colored citizens of Montgomery.”  Furthermore, she noted that as a 

young, educated minister, King had “all the qualifications necessary to voice the 

grievances of his people,” and that he served “as a guiding light to the weak and a 

sustenance to the strong in their belief that they are right in the bus strike and that their 

cause will ultimately triumph.”143  Additionally, as an effort to ally themselves with the 

boycotters of Montgomery, the NAACP pledged “full support” in the protest.  In a 

telegram sent to King, and reported in the April edition of The Crisis, Roy Wilkins stated 

that “all our people over the nations and millions of friends stand with you and your 

courageous fellow citizens as you answer the indictment of the grand jury.”  The April 

issue also printed a statement of agreement from Thurgood Marshall, who applauded the 

“Negroes of Montgomery,” who “stood their ground and refused to spend their money on 

buses which continued to discriminate against them.”144  National demonstrations on 

behalf of the boycotters also appeared in cities throughout the nation, which included a 

special prayer service held in the historic old North Church of Boston, and a “National 

Deliverance Day of Prayer” led by United States Representative Adam Clayton Powell of 

New York.   
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In a speech given to over 5,000 people in the Manhattan Center, Powell explained 

that King’s doctrine of “massive passive resistance” was meant to stretch beyond the 

confines of Montgomery.  Rather, it served as proof that “if Gandhi could do it India, 

then the omnipotent God can do it anywhere in the world.”145   Meanwhile, as King’s 

trial continued, the Montgomery Advertiser and the Alabama Journal provided day to 

coverage of the events, while visiting correspondents from around the nation continued to 

wire back news of King’s actions to their respective editors.  In the March 22, 1956 

edition of the Alabama Journal, a lengthy article that described the week’s events ran a 

detailed account of King’s testimony before the Montgomery court, and also reiterated 

that King “urged his people repeatedly to refrain from violence.”146  At the same time, 

newspapers such as the New York Times, The Washington Post, and popular 

newsmagazines such as Time and Newsweek all ran front page stories and biographies of 

King in their latest editions.  That all eyes seemed to be on King and the protest seemed 

to surprise many of the white leaders in town, but Roberts and Klibanoff explained that 

“Montgomery had not been such an important dateline since Jefferson Davis had been 

inaugurated as president of the Confederacy ninety-five years earlier.”147 

While such significant amounts of press coverage did indeed result in an increase 

in public support for the boycotters, King’s conviction in the Montgomery Circuit Court 

also seemed to strengthen his support among most of the visiting reporters sent to cover 

the situation.  Simultaneously, in the wake of the grand jury’s indictments against the 
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boycotters, Attorney Fred Gray filed suit in U.S. District Court to “declare the 

segregation statutes unconstitutional and to issue an injunction enjoining officials from 

enforcing the segregation statutes.”148  In the wake of Brown v. Board of Education and 

the NAACP-led battles to integrate Southern schools and Universities, King’s conviction 

seemed to serve as yet another reminder to most outside reporters that the South was 

indeed culturally backwards.  Although King had only been charged with a misdemeanor, 

the Circuit Court’s ruling, in association with the young minister’s calm and steady 

reaction to the result only cemented his popularity among many members of the press.  

Furthermore, although few explicitly said so in their articles, early King biographer L.D. 

Reddick explained that “the sympathies of the working newsmen were definitely with the 

boycotters” regardless.149  

In a Baltimore Afro-American article entitled “Reverend King is ‘King’ in 

Montgomery,” reporter Art Carter latched onto King’s ministerial image and painted the 

spokesman in an almost saintly light.  Referenced as “an aspiring leader who builds his 

progressive program on prayer, love, and nonviolence,” Carter described King as the 

“spearhead of the nonviolent bus protest,” which he referred to as the “greatest movement 

in the South since Reconstruction days.”150  Furthermore, as the boycott entered into the 

summer months, threats against King and his family by unknown white detractors 

continued to pour in.  In an April 25, 1956 edition of the Montgomery Advertiser, a report 

over the contents of a telegram sent from King to Mississippi Governor J. P. Coleman 
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seemed to reiterate the young minister’s bravery in the face of pressure.  In a telegram 

sent by Coleman, King was warned not to attend a speaking engagement in Jackson, 

Mississippi.  The article also added that Coleman had noted that ‘“in view of [King’s] 

record,”’ his visit to Mississippi would ‘“be a great injustice to Negro people.”’  King’s 

response to telegram, which contained a tone of acerbic wit not usually referenced by the 

press, thanked Coleman for his ‘“most cautious warning,”’ and added that he was ‘“quite 

gratified” to hear from Coleman’s wire that ‘“racial conditions [were] more peaceful in 

Mississippi than ever before.”’  King then went on to finish his telegram by asking the 

Mississippi Governor to realize that ‘”the absence of negative force” did not serve as an 

adequate indicator of peace, but instead, “’the presence of positive force-love, justice, and 

goodwill,”’ was needed above all else.151   

As the boycott neared its six month mark, it was clear that because many 

members of the visiting press had become so impressed with his leadership skills and his 

advocacy of passive resistance despite repeated threats against his life, most newspaper 

headlines gave King the majority of credit for the movement’s success.  In addition, in 

the eyes of many visiting reporters, proof of the boycott’s justness was handed down with 

U.S. District Judge Frank M Johnson’s decision in Browder v. Gayle, which declared 

segregation on city buses unconstitutional.  However, as Montgomery’s local papers were 

apt to do, reports of the ruling mainly focused on the reactions of white city leaders.  In 

the June 5, 1956 edition of the Montgomery Advertiser, members of the Montgomery 

City Commission, the President of the Alabama Service Commission, and Circuit Court 

Judge Walter B. Jones were all quoted as being extremely disappointed with the decision, 
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while only two sentences were afforded to the reactions of King and the boycotters.  It 

was noted that King was happy to hear the decision and believed it to be “a great victory 

for democracy and justice.”152  Yet despite the one-sided coverage the Montgomery 

Advertiser afforded the Court ruling, as the summer went on reporters continued to flock 

to Montgomery in greater numbers than ever before.   

Further still, following the U.S. District Court’s decision to strike down 

segregation on public buses, it seemed that such a decision by a Federal Justice, as 

opposed to Southern judges many visiting reporters considered biased and backwards, 

convinced those who had not covered the Montgomery story before that not only was the 

boycott a just protest, but that King represented the future of the civil rights movement.  

In The Race Beat, Roberts and Klibanoff further explained this when they noted that “by 

the end of the summer of 1956, the King story, well on the path to legend, was reaching 

into an altogether different and potent market.”  They went on to explain that even the 

newsmagazine Redbook, which catered to middle class white women, printed an article 

on King titled “Our Weapon is Love,” in their August 1956 edition.153  By summers end, 

despite continued attempts by white detractors, the boycott’s successes seemed to far 

outweigh any of its negative aspects, even though Montgomery’s African American 

population had paid a heavy price.  On November 13, 1956, the United States Supreme 

Court upheld the decision of Federal Judge Frank Johnson Jr. in Browder v. Gale.  

Almost a month later, on December 20th, Montgomery city officials accepted the 
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decision, and at a meeting held later that evening at the Holt Street Baptist Church, King 

officially announced that the boycott had come to and end.   

Despite the knowledge that the exhausting boycott had ended, Jo Ann Robison 

noted in her memoir that “the victory…brought no open festivities, no public rejoicing in 

the streets, no crowds milling around on corners or around the leaders’ homes.”  She 

added that “too many people had suffered too much to rejoice.  Too many people had lost 

their jobs.”154  For E. D. Nixon, the victory could be added to the list of other 

accomplishments he had obtained in his fight for Montgomery’s black community.  After 

all, it was Nixon who had called together Montgomery’s African American ministers for 

a meeting about a boycott, it was Nixon who had bailed Rosa Parks out of jail, and it was 

Nixon who had raised almost $450,000 in order for the year-long protest to continue.  

However, what was perhaps Nixon’s greatest accomplishment, to harness the power of 

the press in order to gain publicity for the boycott, also created within him feelings of 

resentment as he aged.  Thanks in part to the mass amounts of press coverage he had 

received, by the end of 1956 King was hailed not only as the unequivocal leader of the 

boycott by most people in Montgomery, but had also gained a foothold that allowed him 

to take his ideas of non-violent resistance and apply them to a greater national civil rights 

movement.   

Even Rosa Parks, who herself had been labeled “the mother of the civil rights 

movement” by many Americans, exclaimed in later years that “in the late stages of the 

protest, the boycott became a media event,” and that as the national press converged upon 

the city, it focused the majority of its attention on “the MIA and King, the spokesman for 
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the organization.”  Azbell, who was also asked about Nixon’s legacy following the 25th 

Anniversary Celebration of the Montgomery Bus Boycott noted that without Nixon, King 

would never have risen to prominence.  Azbell added that “[Nixon] was the spark,” and 

that “the spark became a flame.  King grabbed the torch and said “this is my torch.  But 

he never said where the spark came from.”155  Similarly, in the last few interviews given 

in the years before his death on February 27, 1986, Nixon continued to maintain that, if 

not for his hard work and keen judgment of people, King might have remained 

anonymous.  Whether such a statement is indeed true, what is clear is that without the aid 

of the press, who anointed him not only the “Savior of Montgomery,” but the spiritual 

and moral leader of the entire civil rights movement, King’s future crusades against 

racism might not have materialized so quickly. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

“LONG LIVE THE KING” 
 
 
 

 As he sat at his office desk on the afternoon of February 21, 1956, Montgomery 

Advertiser editor Grover C. Hall fumed.  Earlier in the day, as a Montgomery grand jury 

issued indictments to ninety-eight boycotters, Hall had looked on with a partial mix of 

disbelief and annoyance.  In Hall’s opinion, the issuing of mass indictments represented a 

step backwards for the city’s white leaders in their defense of segregation, for not only 

would a public trial result in an increased amount of outside press coverage, but such 

publicity would garner King and the boycotters additional support from people around 

the nation.  Calling the decision “the dumbest thing that that bunch of half-assed 

politicians [had] ever done,” Hall went on to explain that “the trials will drag on for 

weeks, maybe months, and every piece of dirty laundry that the city has ever soiled will 

be hung out to dry by every snot-nosed journalist from Hoboken to Honolulu.”156  In the 

month that followed, Hall’s fears materialized as mainstream newspapers across the 

country moved articles about the boycott to the front pages.  Further still, as Burns noted, 

the decision by Montgomery city officials to put King on trial first “meant that media 

coverage of his trial would magnify his leadership mystique and emerging role as 

preeminent national symbol of black advance.”157    

During the trial and in the aftermath of King’s conviction, it seemed that readers 

who had learned of the bus boycott from periodicals were better informed about the 
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particulars of Alabama’s racist social system.  At the same time, as the mainstream press 

continued to cultivate images of King as an “American Gandhi” and “moral compass” of 

a new civil rights movement, many readers also began to view the Alabama minister in 

such a light.  In an effort to directly express their shock and disbelief directly to the man 

who had rendered the decision in The State of Alabama v. M.L. King, several people from 

around the nation sent postcards, telegrams, and letters to the Montgomery District Court 

House.  Although letters of support for Carter occasionally made their way to his desk, 

during the winter of 1956 the collection of letters received at the Court House were not 

supportive of his decision or of the actions taken by Montgomery’s white leaders.  

Rather, the correspondence was highly condemnatory in tone and substance.   

In a letter written on March 19, 1956, Margaret Dodge of East Stanwood, 

Washington, admonished Carter for his decision to convict King.  Basing her opposition 

to the conviction on religious and moral grounds, Dodge noted that all people had “one 

Creator in common,” and recommended that the Judge pray for guidance, as he was 

“sitting in the chair of judgment.”158  In a March 23, 1956 letter, L.V. Strylser of 

Baltimore, Maryland, also rebuked Judge Carter’s verdict on religious and moral 

grounds.  Outraged that such a racist decision had been made by Carter, Strylser chided 

the religious faith of racist Southern whites by asking “what good are the white churches 

filled with white hypocrites?”159  Another letter, written by an anonymous sender from 

South Bend, Indiana, simply requested that Judge “Little Caesar” Carter and the rest of 
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Montgomery’s white citizens “read your Bible and think.”160 In addition to 

correspondence that defended King and the boycotters on religious and moral grounds, a 

number of letters alluded to the negative impact Carter’s decision had on America’s 

international image, while others accused the State Circuit Court of blatant bigotry 

towards blacks.  One letter sent by Leo M. Rappaport of Indianapolis, Indiana, expressed 

disbelief that such a mockery of justice could occur in the United States.   

Having noted that he had followed the story in the Indianapolis Star, Rappaport 

explained that the trial outcome caused him “to [rub] my eyes to be sure that I was not 

dreaming, and that this had actually occurred in a nation that prides itself on the freedom 

of its citizens.”  Rappaport went on to note that not only did Alabama’s fight against 

desegregation indicate that the South was a culturally backward place, but that such 

blatant displays of racism provided “ample argument for Communists to claim that so-

called American freedom is fictional rather than real.”161  D.E. Wills of Los Angeles, 

California, who sent a postcard attached to a Los Angeles Times news article about 

King’s conviction, simply stated in one-line that “All America [is] shocked by your 

decision.”162  While it is impossible to determine how Carter reacted to these letters (as 

no such record appears to exist), it is probably safe to assume that, in the wake of the 

increased media attention afforded to the boycott, he was probably not surprised to 

receive correspondence in reference to the situation.  What may have come as a surprise 

 
160 Anonymous Sender to Judge Eugene Carter, date unknown, Judge Eugene Carter Papers, ADAH. 
 
161 Leo M. Rappaport to the Indianapolis Star and Judge Eugene Carter, March 23, 1956, Judge Eugene 
Carter Papers, ADAH. 
 
162 D.E. Wills to Judge Eugene Carter, March 23, 1956, Judge Eugene Carter Papers, ADAH. 



Texas Tech University, Kristin R. Henze, August 2007 

  82

ican 

                                                

to Carter, however, was that a substantial number of letters sent in response to King’s 

conviction were written by whites. 

In his famous sociological study of race in America some fifteen years prior to the 

Montgomery bus boycott, Gunner Myrdal had attested that “the future of race 

relations…rested largely in the hands of the American press.” 163  For Myrdal, the key to 

ensuring the success of Negro protest against racism and discrimination was to convince 

whites outside of the South that “segregation, white supremacy, and black 

disenfranchisement” were “at odds with the American conscience.”  In order to do this, 

“the mainstream press – the white press – would have to discover racial discrimination 

and write about it so candidly and so repeatedly that white Americans outside the South 

could no longer look the other way.” 164  By the early 1950s, as the NAACP took the 

fight against school segregation to the Supreme Court and greater numbers of Afr

Americans in the South sought to challenge their condition in society through community 

action and voter registration drives, it seemed as though the press had more than enough 

opportunity to write about American race relations.  Even the murder of fourteen year old 

African American in Mississippi grabbed headlines nationwide.  As Roberts and 

Klibanoff noted, the death of Emmett Till had “brought white reporters into the Deep 

South in unprecedented numbers to cover a racial story.”165   

But despite the existence of such a landmark Supreme Court decision and highly 

publicized murder case, mainstream newspapers such as the New York Times and the 
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Washington Post had rarely printed “race stories” on their front pages.  Moreover, if they 

did print such stories, they labeled widespread racism and segregation as mainly Southern 

problems.  As a result, the majority of Northern white news readers remained virtually 

uneducated about the state of race relations in America.  However, in the case of the 

Montgomery bus boycott, something was different.  In the process of reporting the story, 

many members of the mainstream press were drawn to King’s style of leadership.  As 

Carl T. Rowan explained, King was “a great communicator who spoke the white man’s 

language magnificently.”  Well spoken and neatly dressed, King “knew how to use 

words, symbols, rhetoric, to provoke guilt among Americans who liked to think of 

themselves as religious, decent, unbigoted.”166 After King was found guilty, reporters 

drawn to King because they believed he possessed the characteristics of an “ideal leader” 

not only continued to label him the “spiritual and ideological head” of the boycott, but 

also furnished him status as a martyr for the greater cause of justice.   

Consequentially, as the mainstream press spread these images of King across the 

country, white readers, no longer able to ignore the situation in Montgomery, took notice.  

In much the same way white reporters had been influenced by Myrdal’s statements about 

the state of race relations in America, and, subsequently, were taken with King’s 

leadership characteristics, so too were white readers impressed with King’s personal 

story, high level of education, and noteworthy oratory skills.  At the same time, King’s 

desire to anchor his anti-segregation campaign in the Negro church appealed to the 

religious sentiments of many white readers, while others were attracted to the press-

constructed image of King as an “American Gandhi,” whose passive resistance approach 
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to desegregation and racial equality appealed to their sense of democratic liberty and 

justice.  Even many white readers from Southern states were impacted by these 

widespread images of King, as worries about how the conviction of a pacifistic black 

minister would negatively impact America’s international image.  Yet no matter what 

particular representation resonated most with white readers, the letters to Carter provided 

some of the earliest evidence that mainstream press coverage of the boycott influenced 

the way white Americans viewed King and, subsequently, the movement to end racism in 

America.   

Over the years, as newspapers and magazines continued to print articles and news 

stories that labeled King as the “leader” and “savior” of the Montgomery movement, the 

“Great Man” images spread by the press were cemented into collective public memory.  

Moreover, these representations of King were also bolstered by the distribution of 

memoirs written after King’s death by individuals such as Robinson, Gray, and other 

boycott participants, who praised King as a leader and, much like the press had claimed, 

as a martyr for the cause of freedom and justice.  As a result, even though other civil 

rights activists, such as Nixon, continued to fight against racism and discrimination in the 

South long after King’s death, the story of the civil rights movement as one led by King 

and other educated, charismatic ministers became the “dominant narrative” of the 

movement.167 

As Roberts and Klibanoff explained in The Race Beat, from the moment King 

was indicted on February 21, 1956, the bus boycott “grew to a national news story” and 

the young minister “became the journalistic touchstone for what was suddenly being 
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recognized as a civil rights movement.”168  In the wake of Montgomery officials’ 

decision to place King on trial before the other indicted protestors, the March 21, 1956 

edition of The New York Times ran a biographical article on the boycott spokesman 

entitled “Battle Against Tradition.”  In the article, King was described as soft-spoken, 

mature, well-dressed, and “particularly well read in Kant and Hegel…and the concepts of 

struggle as a law of growth.”  Also noted was King’s style of speaking, which the author 

explained was rooted in the “great southern tradition of resounding, repetitive rhetoric,” 

in which he could “build to his climax with a crescendo of impassioned pulpit-pounding 

that overwhelms the listener with the depth of his convictions.”  The article, which went 

on to note King’s belief that the bus boycott was only “one aspect of a world-wide revolt 

of oppressed peoples,” also noted that he “[headed] an upper-class group of Negro 

Baptists with dignity and restraint.” 169   

Two days later, the Times ran another article detailing the events surrounding 

King’s conviction in court.  Having followed the trial closely, Times reporter Wayne 

Phillips quoted King as reaffirming his devotion to the boycott and stating that he and the 

other protestors were determined to continue on in “the same spirit of non-violence and 

passive resistance, using the weapon of love.”170  In an article printed that same day in 

the Los Angeles Times, it was noted that although King was convicted for violation o

“seldom-used anti-boycott law,” Carter “decided on a lesser penalty” (than a fine of 

$1000 or a six-month jail sentence) because “the minister used his influence throughout 
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the mass bus protest to urge his people to refrain from violence.”171  Similarly, in the 

February 24, 1956 edition of the Christian Science Monitor, an article on King’s 

conviction quoted the minister as remarking that “we must have compassion and 

understanding for those who hate us,” and maintained that “many have noted the 

resemblance of this developing movement to the passive resistance of the followers of 

Mohandas K. Gandhi in India.”172    

As was indicative in their letters to Carter, a number of sympathetic whites, 

having been introduced to King through articles in papers such as the New York Times, 

Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, and Chicago Daily Tribune, and influenced by the 

images of King as the new “American Gandhi” and the highly educated, benevolent 

minister expressed their discontent with the situation from a religious and moral 

perspective.  Just as many socially progressive news reporters had been impressed with 

King’s advocacy of passive resistance in the name of love, justice, and Christian 

brotherhood, many white news readers were also drawn to such a platform.  In an effort 

to explain the sizeable appeal of passive resistance both inside and outside of the black 

community, Burns noted that “mass nonviolent power fused physical with psychological, 

moral, and spiritual force: the Godlike power of moral absolutes, certitudes, and 

commandments, fueled by fervent faith.”  Moreover, “the grace of goodwill,” of which 

King often encouraged the boycotters to demonstrate, “not only rendered righteousness a 

power that could be wielded safely by mortal beings,” but “it also magnified this power 
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by making it a force for personal conversion and transformation, for realizing one’s 

higher self.” 173   

Just as King sought to spur Montgomery’s boycotter’s onward in their struggle 

through his claim that the movement to end racism in America “was a spiritual one,” such 

imagery also resonated among many whites who considered themselves religious (though 

not necessarily Christian).  For example, in the same letter in which she had reminded 

Carter that all people were of one creator, Margaret Dodge explained that “Jesus never 

expressed racial prejudice in his attitude and he was perfect.”174  For some other white 

readers, King’s desire to lead a “spiritual movement” based on the principle of love 

cemented his status as a “Christ-like figure,” or “Moses” for his people.  In a letter 

written to Carter on March 26, 1956, Chester A. Smith, a white man who described 

himself as a Lay Leader of the First Methodist Church in Peekskill, New York, seemed to 

best echo this religious metaphor.  Noting that “it was not really King who was on trial, 

but our so-called white Christian civilization,” Smith called King “the spiritual successor 

of Simon of Cyrene, for he has volunteered to carry the cross of his people today in their 

struggle against the iniquitous doctrine of segregation and for equal rights” in 

America.175  Another letter, sent by an anonymous man who claimed he was “asha

be a citizen,” simply could not believe that Carter “had the audacity to sentence a priest”

for leading a peaceful protest.17
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While not all of the letters that condemned Carter’s decision on religious grounds 

symbolized King as the “Moses” of his people, others spoke of the hypocrisy of Southern 

white Christianity.  In the February 24, 1956 Christian Science Monitor article it was 

noted that at a White Citizen’s Council rally in Montgomery, “a council leader appealed 

all to join who believe in ‘segregation and the divinity of Christianity.’”177  In addition, in 

a March 25, 1956 New York Times article, New York City Rabbi William F. Rosenblum 

not only maintained that King’s conviction was a travesty of American justice, but also 

related to readers that “the judge who imposed the sentence upon this fine Christian 

minister is himself a Christian Bible class teacher, a Mason and a member of the 

American Legion.”178  In the wake of these and other similar comments printed in news 

articles, white readers used their letters to Carter to express their disgust with pro-

segregationists who claimed to be Christian but oppressed and exploited African 

Americans.  Mary E. Payne, of Detroit, Michigan, told Judge Carter he “cannot try 

anyone for a Boycott, because you are boycotting one of the Ten Commandments.”179  

In a more vitriolic letter, Paul Thomas of Washington D.C., a self described white 

man “on his last limb” with anger, not only claimed that Carter “took advantage of King 

and the boycotters,” but that the Southern white man was “the dirtiest, commonest [thing] 

on Earth,” who thought nothing of raping black women but was quick to lynch a black 

man for even “[looking] hard at white women.”  For such actions, Thomas believed, God 
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would surely decree a harsh punishment on Carter and Montgomery’s white officials.180  

In a similar response to Carter’s decision, two white students studying at the University 

of Hawaii wrote “all you pro-segregationists are about the lowest form of human beings 

on this earth.”181  According to other whites who wrote to Carter, King’s verdict was 

representative of the South’s cultural backwardness.  Moreover, some letter writers took 

the opportunity to capitalize on stereotypes commonly associated with the Deep South.  

“I watched the [boycott case,] it stinks,” wrote an unnamed New Yorker who also 

claimed that the “pretty female queens of Alabama must feel pretty lonely” since they no 

longer had Negroes on their buses to bow to them.  Noting that America would be a 

wonderful country if not for Alabama and Mississippi, this “disgusted citizen” claimed 

that the two states were “a disgrace and should vanish from the face of the earth.”182   

In other letters, clear class biases were present, as white Southerners were referred 

to as hillbillies, inbred, and idiotic.  In other words, not only did many of the whites who 

wrote letters to Carter appear to consider themselves progressive, liberal thinkers, they 

deemed such social views to be on par with their middle and upper class values.  

Moreover, King’s doctrine of integration fit well into such a progressive ideology, for 

while he had called for an end to racial segregation, in the minds of these liberal whites, 

he had not asked for any rights Northern blacks did not already have.  Conversely, 

because many white Southerners defended their system of racial segregation, they were, 

in effect, acting like lower class, poor whites.  In her letter, Emily Dale Mandeville 
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echoed this sentiment when she stated that “this morning’s paper contained the finale of 

the trial of the Negro Minister…and my revulsion at the outcome almost makes me regret 

that I am a white person.”  Moreover, Mandeville noted “this travesty of justice (so-

called) in Alabama courts and in other places in the poor-white states is a disgrace to this 

country.”183   

Several other letter writers also took the opportunity to mention that outside of the 

Deep South, in places like California or anywhere in the North, whites had peacefully 

accepted integration.  In one such letter, Mrs. John Jamar, who noted in her letter that she 

had read about the decision of Montgomery officials to “fine Mrs. Rosa Parks and about 

the jailing of nine Negro ministers,” claimed that “the ‘white’ people of Montgomery, 

Alabama are a minority group when all the other white citizens of the United States, and 

their desires for integration, are considered.”184  Mrs. Jamar’s statement, of course, was 

widely off base.  While African American residents of California, where she resided, 

were certainly not subjected to a system of white oppression as outwardly severe as 

blacks in the Deep South, they were nevertheless still the victims of racial discrimination.  

However, because the Southern system of race relations was so institutionalized and 

overt, many whites like Mrs. Jamar believed that in comparison to the backwards South, 

the system of race relations in California or in the Northern states was excessively liberal.  

Another Northern critic, who was also quick to note that she was not a Negro, even 

explained to Carter that she was not surprised most white Alabamians were blind with 

prejudice, as that was typical of the backwards South.  What shocked this writer, 
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however, was that a state circuit court judge, “could stoop to such actions” as Carter had 

in his verdict.185   

As Montgomery’s African American citizens were well aware, the Southern 

social system benefited whites only.  Furthermore, if and when they went on trial for 

crimes in Southern courts, all-white juries or biased judges almost never found in favor of 

black defendants.  In the case of the bus boycott in particular, Nixon and Rosa Parks’ 

lawyers knew, even before they stepped foot in a courtroom, that Judge John B. Scott 

would find her guilty of disorderly conduct.  As he argued her case before the judge that 

afternoon, Fred Gray noted in his memoirs that he had already begun drafting a plan of 

appeal in order to reach the Supreme Court.186  In a similar fashion, as King emerged 

from the Montgomery County Courthouse after his own conviction, the young minister 

told reporters that he “was optimistic enough to hope for the best but realistic enough to 

prepare for the worst.”187  Yet as King’s words spread across the nation in newspapers 

and other periodicals, white readers seemed genuinely amazed that a judge, sworn to 

make decisions based on the rule of law, had ruled against King.  While many whites 

believed it was one thing to expect racist white Southerners to treat blacks so harshly, for 

a State Circuit Court judge to do so was unfathomable.  After all, many believed, Carter 

was a representative of the American Judicial system, and such a branch of government 

had been created in order to protect against egregious forms of injustice.   
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Furthermore, less than a year prior to Rosa Parks’ arrest, the United States 

Supreme Court had ruled in Brown v. Board of Education that enforced racial segregation 

in public schools was inherently unequal.  In this manner, many whites struggled to 

understand how such a case did not create a precedent for the desegregation of city buses 

and other public facilities. Furthermore, was criminalizing a highly educated, well-

spoken black minister, who was guilty of nothing more than encouraging other African 

Americans not to ride on public transportation where they were commonly discriminated 

against, not also unjust?  In a March 23, 1956 to Carter, Leota Cox, a white woman from 

Santa Clara, California, wondered how such an act of injustice came to be.  Noting that 

she thought “it was time someone protested in the name of humanity,” Cox added that “if 

I didn’t want to ride a bus, I would like to see anyone make me.”188   

 In his in-depth analysis of King and his vision of the “American dream,” James H. 

Cone explained that just as King believed that the “moral sensitivity” of whites would 

prevent them from violating “the moral vision of the Jewish and Christian faiths,” he also 

believed it would not allow them to “violate the ideals of democracy.”189  In interviews 

given to visiting reporters, King often explained that in his desire to procure freedom and 

justice for the black citizens of Montgomery, he was not only fighting for African 

American rights, but to live as full citizens under a constitution that he greatly admired.  

Consequently, as members of the mainstream press wired updates from Montgomery 

back to their editors, their articles and reports fostered the image of King as a fighter for 
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freedom and democracy for all races.  Such an exemplification was found in a March 26, 

1956 New York Times article written by author Stanley Rowland, Jr.  Rowland, who 

heard King speak at a Brooklyn rally in support of the bus boycott, wrote that King stated 

“this isn’t just a fight for Negroes, it is a fight for justice and democracy.”190  Similarly, 

the Christian Science Monitor quoted King as saying that the bus boycott was “not a 

conflict between the white race and the Negro race,” but instead was “a conflict between 

justice and injustice.”191   

Just as the images of King as an “American Gandhi” and “moral compass” of the 

Montgomery protest had moved many whites to view him as both the foremost leader of 

a new civil rights movement and speak out against the Southern system of segregation, 

the image of King as a defender of American democracy and liberty also seemed to 

resonate among white readers of mainstream periodicals.  In addition, press accounts that 

noted Judge Carter’s decision to only fine King $500, as opposed to sentence him to a six 

month jail sentence, angered several white readers.  Not only questioning what type of 

“honor” such a decision actually entailed, several letter writers, familiar with the legal 

process, also condemned Carter’s verdict from a legal and constitutional standpoint.  In 

one such letter, Mr. Lieb from Wenatchee, Washington sarcastically suggested that save 

time, Judge Carter could line up the other 90 victims, “find them guilty, fine them each 

$500, and tell them if they dare to avail themselves of their Constitutional rights of 
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appeal, they will be sentenced to 386 days in jail instead.”192  In a comparable tone, in 

her letter Emily Dale Mandeville stated “your verdicts are predetermined and my surprise

is that you even go through the motions of a trial.”  Moreover, she exclaimed “I coul

predict these verdicts from this distance without hearing a word of your trials.”193   

Other letter writers noted having followed the trial in newspapers such as the New 

York Times and Washington Post.   Chester A. Smith of Peekskill, New York explained 

in his letter that he had followed King’s trial in the New York Times.  Furthermore, Smith 

noted “as I read the account of the trial and other articles, it seemed to me that the 

Negroes had ‘just cause’ to refuse to patronize the bus company,” and that there was 

sufficient evidence to have justified Carter finding in King’s favor.194  For others, the 

newspaper accounts of the trials had not only succeeded in opening their eyes to the 

mishandling of justice by Carter, but at the same time, indicated that Montgomery and 

Alabama’s white officials cared more about the sustainment of white supremacy rather 

than freedom and democracy.  Many also alluded to the Brown decision as precedent in 

King’s case, and lambasted the statements of Alabama officials who defended states 

rights.   

 In reference to both the Brown decision and the constitutionality of King’s 

actions, one letter writer, perhaps in an effort to explain things in a manner easier for a 

“southerner” to understand, equated the Supreme Court with a baseball umpire.  “The 

Constitution of the U.S. being the Supreme Law of the land and the Constitution 
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necessarily being what the Supreme Court says it is,” he wrote, was “just like the 

decision of a Chief Umpire in a baseball game” deciding who was out or safe.  “No 

matter how outraged the player who is adversely affected,” he continued, “an 

unconstitutional law…is no law.”195  Other writers, though they did not rely on such 

metaphors to get their points across, nevertheless made similar arguments.  “In the first 

place,” wrote C. Williams of Baltimore, Maryland, “if the Constitution is just, every 

government official is obligated to honor and uphold it.”  In addition, Williams explained 

that Montgomery’s bus drivers were “the products of states rights laws, willful disregard 

of the Constitution, as well as false pride, [and] racial prejudice.”196  Similarly, in the 

same letter where she lambasted the South for being socially and culturally backwards, 

Mrs. John Jamar stated it was “a shame that you find it necessary to ignore the Supreme 

Court ruling.” 197   

   For many of the letter writers, however, anger over Carter’s decision was not 

solely contingent on its undemocratic nature alone.  Rather, the most prevalent complaint 

among whites who wrote to Carter concerned the impact King’s conviction had on the 

America’s international image.  At a period in history where anti-communist hysteria 

permeated every aspect of United States culture, any individuals or organizations who 

spoke out against racism were labeled anti-American.  As Carol Anderson noted, in the 

post World War II era, groups such as the NAACP, under pressure by a number of 

governmental, economic, and social forces, “retreated from the struggle for human 
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rights” and instead fought for civil rights.  Such a shift, while it significantly narrowed 

the scope of the organizational platform, “carried the protection of being firmly rooted in 

American tradition and the Bill of Rights.”198  In spite of the devastating impact this 

decision had on the black community’s struggle for equality in America, it did serve to 

assuage the fears of many moderate whites outside of the South, who, unwilling to 

support the platform of any organization considered “communist” in nature, were more 

disposed to help blacks fight for civil rights within the established American 

governmental system.  At the same time, moderate whites were also more willing to 

support King’s nonviolent, Gandhian tactics because they provided a moderate 

alternative to what they perceived as more radical forms of protest.   

 The irony in all this, of course, was that “Gandhian” methods of protest were in 

and of themselves “radical” as mass resistance to government policies during the Cold 

War was certainly not considered very pro-American.  Furthermore, King had not been 

the first African American civil rights advocate to champion such techniques.  A. Philip 

Randolph had employed Gandhian tactics in his march on Washington movement during 

World War II, and had even planned a one-week program of “civil disobedience” that 

included encouraging black people not to ride segregated buses.199  Yet Randolph’s 

crusade received very little attention from the white press, who were more concerned 

with the status of the war overseas, even though it eventually resulted in President 

Roosevelt’s decision to pass Executive Order 8802, which desegregated the national 
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defense industries.200  Moreover, as Anderson noted, in the wake of Cold War fears over 

the spread of communism, the federal government had been compelled “to make several 

grudging but key concessions on the civil rights front to quell mounting international 

criticism.”201  In a similar vein, while a bus boycott was decidedly smaller in scale than a 

massive march of thousands of African American men down the streets of Washington 

D.C., which was a significant enough story to raise fears over it landing in international 

newspapers. Therefore, many Northern and other progressive whites believed that by 

repealing Southern segregation laws, rather than convicting King and the boycotters in a 

court of law, African Americans would not only receive the equal rights they deserved 

under the Constitution, but the United States would be rid of an ugly stain on its 

international reputation.   

 “I used to think that ‘trials’ like Rev. King was forced to submit to could only 

happen in Russia, but I was mistaken” wrote Mr. Lieb from Wenatchee, Washington.  “I 

have been reading these articles by Jim Bishop in the Seattle, P.I.” he continued.  “They 

dramatize the depths some would be Americans can sink to. You may be sure that the 
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Communist[s] in Russia are giving them a good play.”202  Leo M. Rappaport echoed this 

sentiment in his letter when he claimed: “conduct such as that displayed in Montgomery, 

Alabama, will provide ample argument for Communists to claim that so-called American 

freedom is fictional rather than real.”203  “The entire question of segregation,” wrote an 

anonymous writer who identified himself as white, “has caused more damage to the 

reputation of the United States and its so called democratic ideals than money can ever 

buy.”204  Another anonymous letter stated the issue more succinctly.  “Your Southern 

system,” it read, “is worse than Hitler or Stalin had.”205 

 Richard L. Day, of Forest Hills, New York, expressed in his letter to Carter that, 

regardless of the Southern whites’ argument that claimed blacks and whites were happier 

under segregation, the “world” knew that this was not the case.  Further still, he implied 

that the biggest threat to American peace and tranquility was communism, and that a 

segregationist defense of separate bus seating paled in comparison.  “The world is 

watching you,” he noted, and “just now, our reputation in the eyes of the world is 

seriously worsened because of what is happening in your city, in your own church and in 

your court.”206  Another message, sent on a postcard from New York City, even turned 

the tables on white Southerners by accusing them of being communists, rather than the 
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black bus boycotters.  “You must be a communist!” the postcard stated, for Carter’s 

actions proved “you are not American.”207   

 By analyzing these responses, it is clear that for many of these “concerned 

citizens,” the threat to America’s international image was the most significant issue.  

Several were also quick to include quotations about freedom and liberty and references to 

the story of the American Revolution.  One man even equated Carter with King George 

III.208  To live in a nation where race relations were not perfect was a common 

predicament, many believed, for most other countries in the world were faced with 

certain divisions and tensions within their respective populations.  America’s treatment of 

its black population was nothing to be proud about, but the majority of the problem 

anyway, many other whites believed, was rooted in the culture of the backwards South.  

The system of racial segregation, many noted, had to change, but there was certainly 

nothing wrong with it happening gradually.  However, when that system was put on 

display around the world for all to see, gradual change was no longer sufficient.  

Furthermore, to sentence a well spoken, educated Negro minister who did not even fit the 

white Northern stereotype of the typical uneducated, poor black Southerner, was even 

more deplorable. 

 Even letters from whites who lived in other Southern states arrived on Carter’s 

desk, asking him to rethink his decision for the sake of the United States’ international 

image.  Concerned more with this image than with the ideological position of the 

boycotters, William C. Shaw of Lawton, Oklahoma wrote that King’s conviction “says to 
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those who do not reside in the territorial limits of the United States that the “American 

Way” is far from being exemplary,” and “to those nations who must forever occupy a 

minority status in the U.N. that American leadership is not likely to result in their well 

being.”  Furthermore, he wrote, “it gives ‘Communism’ a boost before a billion people, 

who must decide between Democracy and Communism.”  In this manner, he concluded, 

“you are not deciding the fate of the Negro, you are deciding the fate of a nation.”209  

Another white Oklahoma resident, who chose to remain anonymous, was concerned that 

Judge Carter’s decision would cause “a revolution to start that you can’t stop,” in which 

case “then you’ll want the whites from other states to help.”210  Yet aside from those that 

focused on preventing an internal, African American revolution, the majority of the letter 

writers that issued concerns over America’s international image also noted their respect 

for King as a leader.  Moreover, in light of what demands Montgomery’s blacks could 

have made, many whites felt that simply asking for fair treatment on city buses was not 

only a reasonable and moderate request, but also guaranteed under the Constitution.    

By the time the boycott ended in January 1957, King’s name was nationally 

known.  As Williams and Greenhaw pointed out, “King was hailed throughout the nation 

as a great leader,” and in the months and years to come, “he spoke to overflowing crowds 

from Miami to New York, and from Seattle to Washington D.C.”211  Moreover, as King’s 

popularity among members of the mainstream press continued to grow, so to do is 

popularity grow among white and black newsreaders around the nation.  In February of 
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that year, King graced the cover of Time magazine.  In the inside article, entitled “Attack 

on the Conscience,” the boycott’s success was attributed not to the steadfast 

determination of Montgomery’s black population, but to the leadership of King.  “In 

Montgomery, Negroes are riding side by side with whites on integrated buses for the first 

time in history,” the article stated.  “They won this right by court order.  But their 

presence is accepted, however reluctantly, by the majority of Montgomery's white 

citizens because of Martin King and the way he conducted a year-long boycott of the 

transit system.”212 

 Such statements about King, which both attributed the boycott victory to his 

leadership and all but branded him as “America’s conscience,” received mixed reviews 

back in Montgomery.  In his study of King, Garrow noted that there was much 

“resentment and jealousy” among other MIA leaders, who felt that the article “gave too 

much credit” to King and not to themselves.  Nixon, he noted, was also upset.  However, 

at the time it appeared Nixon’s concerns about the article stemmed more from his belief 

that all of the MIA’s ministers, and in particular King’s inner circle, were 

misappropriating funds while they went off and became famous.213  Nevertheless, the 

article was quite clear in its direction and tone.  In a little over one year, King had gone 

from an unknown black minister in the segregated South to the face of the civil rights 

movement in America.  Furthermore, in so doing, the black masses in Montgomery, who 

had stood together against the forces of white economic oppression and threats of 

physical attacks, remained anonymous to the majority of Americans.   

 
212 “Attack on the Conscience,” Time, 18 February 1957. 
 
213 Garrow, Bearing the Cross, 90. 
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 In later years, after King’s life had been quelled by an assassin’s bullet, 

individuals such as Robinson, Fields, Gray, Graetz, and even Coretta Scott King penned 

memoirs of their experiences in the movement.  In the minds of these original boycott 

participants, the desire to tell the “real story,” the story that told how the black masses as 

a whole had secured a victory, had led them to write.  In the introduction to her memoir, 

which were first published in 1987, Robinson stated that “the memory of the thousands of 

boycotters, walking in hot and cold weather, in rain, sleet, and sunshine, for thirteen long 

months, makes me feel ever so humble.”  Furthermore, she continued, “these are the 

people who sacrificed.  The people did it!”214  Similarly, Gray, who published his 

memoir, Bus Ride to Justice in 1995, noted that the success of the Montgomery 

movement was based on “the joining of forces of every possible segment of the African 

American community.”  Three years later, Gray followed up his memoir with the 

publishing of book in which he collaborated with historians Willy S. Leventhal, Frank 

Sikora, and J. Mills Thornton III.  The book, which was dedicated to Nixon and was 

meant to give voice to the previously unknown boycott participants, contained several 

interviews and snippets of all four author’s previous works.  For Gray, however, the main 

reason for the book was to leave “an accurate, historical account of the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott, its origin, its perpetuation, what it has meant to this country, and what it still 

means to the nation and world even as we enter into the twenty-first century.”215 

 
214 Robinson, The Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It, 3. 
 
215 Gray, Bus Ride to Justice, 3, and Gray, Leventhal, Sikora, and Thornton III, The Children Coming On, 
15. 
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 Yet despite these intentions, the majority of the memoirs written by boycott 

participants continued to not only downplay the social and economic impact of class 

consciousness in Montgomery’s black community but also continued to focus on the 

“leadership style” of King and the other MIA ministers as the overall key for success.  

After all, as Robinson claimed, “the ministers gave themselves, their time, their 

contributions, their minds, their prayers, and their leadership, all of which set examples 

for the laymen to follow.”216 In other words, while the boycott was successful in part 

because the black citizens of Montgomery worked together, without the ministers to lead 

them, the end result might have been much different.  Other participants, such as Graetz, 

were quick to note that neither King nor the other ministers were the only individuals to 

play an important role in the boycott.  However, with the exception of his focus on 

Nixon, with whom he shared a lasting friendship, Graetz’s memoir also fell into the 

category of those that presented the movement from a “top-down” perspective. 

 For Fields, the pressure to conform to a more “traditional” interpretation of the 

bus boycott and redeem some level of credibility among many of his fellow middle class 

boycott leaders seemed to affect the publishing of his second memoir in 2002.  Having 

particularly accused King and the other ministers of excessive greed and power 

mongering in his 1974 memoir, his later book was exceptionally tame in comparison.  

But even though he toned down his accusatory rhetoric, Fields attacked the notion that 

King was “the leader who contributed most to the advancement of black people in 

America.”217  Nonetheless, the majority of his memoir focused on not only telling the 

 
216 Robinson, The Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It, 54. 
 
217 Fields, Inside the Montgomery Bus Boycott, 17. 
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truth about his own role in the protest, but, in his own words, “presents people who were 

involved in directing and promoting the bus boycott.”218  In Field’s interpretation, the 

largest and most influential group of boycott leaders were the ministers within the MIA.  

Therefore, while he lambasted many of these individuals for their leadership styles, he 

nevertheless continued to promote the dominant narrative of the boycott. 

 In this vein, while the writers of these memoirs determined to give the most 

“accurate” accounts of the boycott, their top-down interpretations nevertheless sustained 

the public images of King as an “American Gandhi” and great uniting factor in 

Montgomery.  As a result, the “dominant narrative” of the civil rights movement, in 

which King was seen as its main leader and moral compass, continued on in American 

collective memory. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

 

On the corner of Montgomery Avenue and Lee Street, in the downtown section of 

Montgomery, stands a museum named for Rosa Parks.  Dedicated to Montgomery’s 

African American community, it stands in honor of their defiant protest against Southern 

institutionalized racism.  After entering into the Rosa Parks Library and Museum, visitors 

are led into a media room, equipped with several large television screens, photographs, 

and walls laden with snippets of interviews from many of the original bus boycott 

participants.  Following a short film presentation that provides a ten minute summary of 

the city-wide mass protest, a pair of tall, heavy doors open into a much larger room, 

dimly lit for dramatic emphasis, and constructed in the manner of the former bus stop 

where the new building now stands. As the doors automatically close behind them, 

visitors are drawn to the room’s central attraction, a replica of Montgomery Municipal 

Lines bus number 2857, painted and detailed in the very colors the actual vehicle 

displayed the day Rosa Parks sat down in one of the front seats of its “colored” 

section.219 As the self-guided tour continues, the bus windows, which have been replaced 

with video screens, display a reenactment of the moments when Parks boarded the bus 

until she was escorted off by police officers and arrested.  As visitors continue their walk

through the room, they are led past a mimeograph machine and stack of replica

pamphlets announcing Park’s arrest and subsequent boycott.  When visitors prepare 

 
219 Rescued from obscurity and disintegration in a field outside of the city, the actual bus Parks rode the day 
she was arrested was bought and restored by the Henry Ford Museum, where it now resides.  This 
information was taken from a photograph and caption in Williams, The Thunder of Angels, picture insert.   
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exit the media room, they are able to listen to the speech Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 

gave from the pulpit of Holt Street Baptist Church on the night of the bus boycotter’s 

mass mee

A few miles away, in another section of downtown stands the Civil Rights 

Memorial Center.  Located across the street from the Southern Poverty Law Center, it 

features the Civil Rights Memorial, designed by famed architect Maya Lin.  Made of 

sleek black granite, the memorial features a quote by King above a waterfall that ascends 

down into a pool below.  In the center of the pool stands a smaller monument, engraved 

with the names of forty men and women who lost their lives in the struggle for civil 

rights between 1954, the year of the Brown v. Board decision, and 1968, the year of 

King’s assassination.  Yet perhaps the most indelible characteristic of this monument is 

its accessibility, for visitors are encouraged to run their hands over the names engraved 

on the monument as water flow across the flat surface.  During the dedication in 1989, 

Maya Lin noted her surprise “when people started to cry.”  She went to note that, 

“Emmett Till’s mother was touching his name beneath the water and crying, and I 

realized her tears were becoming part of the memorial.”220 

Such emotion-laden reactions are part and parcel of civil rights memorials and 

museums around the nation, and, while Lin seemed surprised that her design brought 

tears to the eyes of one civil rights movement participant, other architects and designers 

intend for their designs to evoke powerful emotions.  Birmingham’s Kelly Ingram Park 

was redesigned in 1992 to include a “freedom walk,” which, as Romano and Raiford 

explain, is filled with “forebodingly dark sculptures of iconic figures from the 
 

220 This information and interview with Maya Lin was taken from the official website of the Southern 
Poverty Law Center, http://www.splcenter.org/crm/lin.jsp.   
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[Birmingham] protest,” meant to bring attention to the city’s civil rights history in a 

startling way.221  Yet memorials such as these, which serve to preserve the history of the 

civil rights movement as a mass movement, are small in number.  Memorials, museums, 

and other public commemoration of Martin Luther King, however, are not.  In Atlanta, 

the King Center stands as both a gravesite for the slain minister, a memorial, and research 

facility.  Another museum, located in Memphis, stands at the sight of his assassination, 

where visitors can even glance into the room where King spent his last hours.  Other 

memorials exist in Selma and Birmingham, and a national memorial dedicated to King 

and his vision for equality and freedom in America, while still in its planning stages, will 

eventually be erected on the National Mall in Washington D.C.222   

So many memorials to one man are, as Romano and Raiford explain, further 

evidence that “the ‘Great Man’ paradigm of history dominates the retelling of the civil 

rights movement.”223  Further still, as these memorials center on King, they 

simultaneously shift their focus away from the nameless faces that worked to bring the 

movement to fruition.  As Owen J. Dwyer explained, “in complex ways, civil rights 

memorials simultaneously contradict and confirm the conventions that characterize 

American commemoration.”  In this manner, “while they contradict longstanding 

practices that naturalized and excused racism, they simultaneously confirm customary 

 
221 Romano and Raiford, The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory, 8.  
 
222 Information taken from the official website of the Martin Luther King, Jr. National Memorial, 
http://www.mlkmemorial.org/site/c.hkIUL9MVJxE/b.1286621/k.BD3C/Home.htm 
 
223 Romano and Raiford, The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory, 10. 
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occlusions and assumptions about how history is made.”224  In the case of the National 

Martin Luther King, Jr. memorial, such “customary occlusions” are blatantly evident.  In 

other words, even though King was, in reality, not the sole leader, religious minister, or 

even the only martyr of the civil rights movement, because his story remains the 

“dominant narrative” of the movement, his face, and not the faces of others just as 

deserving, will grace the stone façade on the National Mall. 

As for the Montgomery Civil Rights Memorial and the Rosa Parks Museum, the 

attempts by their designers to promote a vision of the civil rights movement, (and at the 

Rosa Parks museum, the Montgomery Bus Boycott in particular), as a mass movement 

made up of thousands of African Americans rather than just a few select leaders, have 

generally succeeded.  Yet for all of their determination to “tell the accurate story,” these 

museums and memorials still fall short.  For one thing, while Maya Lin’s monument is 

beautiful and, at the same time, heartbreaking in its simplicity, her decision to only 

include events that occurred between the Brown decision and King’s assassination has 

resulted in the complete exclusion of earlier labor and human rights advocates, like 

Nixon, who paved the way for civil rights activists.  Moreover, while the Rosa Parks 

museum provides visitors with a wealth of information on a number of bus boycott 

leaders, the voices of thousands of other Montgomery blacks, aside from an audio 

recording of “We Shall Overcome” that plays during the tour, remain muted.   

It is, of course, virtually impossible to collect information from or interview 

everyone involved in the civil rights movement, and funding issues aside, museums and 

memorials are forced to make decisions regarding their displays based on limited space 
 

224 Owen J. Dwyer, “Interpreting the Civil Rights Movement: Contradiction, Confirmation, and the Cultural 
Landscape,” in Romano and Raiford, The Civil Rights Movement in American Memory, 7. 
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as often as they are based on limited amounts of information.  Yet museums and public 

memorials only represent part of the challenge social historians are faced with today.  

The greater challenge remains centered in the combination of popular images, history, 

and social memory.  Until more historians study the movement from the “bottom up,” as 

opposed to the “top down” and alter the way in which Americans view social history, the 

dominant civil rights narrative will remain focused on “Great Man” imagery. 

Subsequently, consensus memory will continue to exclude the stories of those individuals 

and groups who not only laid the groundwork for the black freedom movement, but 

served as the foot soldiers in the boycotts, sit-ins, mass marches, and other protests. 

Furthermore, men like Nixon, who devoted his life to the fight against racism, 

discrimination, and economic inequality, will remain generally anonymous.   

As Nixon asserted in a 1975 interview with Willy S. Leventhal, “the Montgomery 

Improvement Association or the Montgomery Bus Boycott was the big thing in the 

history of a whole lot of people’s lives…and it ought to be a true story about it.”  Though 

by the time of his interview with Leventhal he was almost seventy-six years old, Nixon 

showed no signs that his advanced age had diminished his desire to tell “the true story” 

about the Bus Boycott. “They say that Mrs. Parks is the lady that sat down on the bus and 

then they want to start talking about what happened December 5, “he continued, “but that 

leaves a whole lot of folks out and ignores a lot of what was done over a long period of 

time to set the stage.”  “I mean the point is,” Nixon concluded, “I am talking about the 
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record for the children coming on behind us that ought to know the truth about it.  And 

that’s what’s important.”225   

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
225 Willy S. Leventhal interview with E.D. Nixon, 1975, in Gray, Leventhal, Sikora, and Thornton III, The 
Children Coming On…,11. 
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