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History 304
Dr. King®s Mayrch On lemvhis

On Thursday March 28, 1968 a mass march was held in Memdhis,
Tenn, in suvdort of the striking sanitation vorkers, Dr, Martin
Luther King had been 1n tovn carlier and had called for a general
vork stonpage on the day of the mareh, He urged all Negroes and
whites in su2vort of the strike should stay off fron vork in sune
port of the strizing vorkers, The march had been originally schew
duled for the prewvious Friday but had been cancellod bocausc of
a snovstorm,

On the day of the mareh this writer boarded a bus headed dorne
torm to the mareh, Hamilton high school hapnens to be on the bus
route and vhat this writer observed at the school turnecd out to
be only an indication of what would haonegt later on in the day.

There was a sizable group of students outside the school tut
at this particular time this writer observed no significant inci-
dents of disorder anong the students., When the bus came to a halt
at the bus stop two girls atteunted to board the bus, As they
vere loading a wvoice from outside the bus shouted "Hey donft ride'
we're all marching dovm.® The girls then turned around and got
off the bus, As the bus started off asain there were between
ten to fifteen patrol cars on the sceme and they were blocking
off‘and detoﬁring traffic heading back toward the school, The
bus nroceeded to the location of the march without further 4ine
cident,

Vithin two blocls of the loeation of the narch traffie began
to conest and this uvriter left the bus and walked the rest of the
route to the startings noint of the mareh,
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It wog 2about 9315 A,ll, vhen I reached tho starting »oint of



the march. I wont to wick up a comera fron ny uncle®s studio which
is not gqrito two hloeks avay from the noint where the nareh vas
schedulcd to start,

From about 9:30 %o 10:30 I busicd ayself by takiﬁg eandied

shots { the crowd, Everyone secmed %o be in a gay mood, During

peop.¢ standing on tho sldewvalks and ailling around in the front
of ho marchers to fall in line behind the organized marchers,
Th leaders of the march never acecomplished this goal for even
@ ter the beginning of the march there were those on the sideltves
‘ad ia fromt of even the leaders, This fact gave the imnressien
“hat the entire march was out of order which was not the case,
This writer is not an oxperienced crowd estimator but it is my
opinion and the opdnion of those witneseses I have interviewed that
the size of the erowd for exceeded the five or six thousand given
i the papers., One reporter I asked gave an estlamate ten to fifteon
Ltlousand veople however I have ¥Yet to see this estinate in the
PAPErs,

Pr. King arrived at approximately 10345, It was at this point
“hat there was a good indication that cvents would not procecd as
well as nlanned, The people who had been Billing around swvarmed
around Dr, King'’s car and it vas a good ten nminutes bhefore Dr, King
vas able to get out of the car, When he finally did get out of the
car he never was able to got akead of those two or throe hundred
marechers wh$ refused to fall into the ranks of the crowd,

A8 the march turned on Beale I ram to get im front of Dr.Xing
in order to take some pictures of the leaders of the march, About
a Block and a half up Beale street I heard tho first window braak,
It 1o inrossible at this tiae for anvone to Give an overall nicture
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c¢f wvhat happened beoeause s0 much was hawuoening at once that one could fff“;\



only observe a saall nortion of vhat was han»ening, Peco»nle were
trying to walk auch too fast for a crovd of that size, Dr, King
was,being-pushed and people were wallking on each otherisz hecls,

This fact only adved to the confusion that was ranidly building

up, As they nrocecded up Beale Sts windows continued to brealk

in rapid suecession, T was later told that this was vhen nost of
the looting was done, As T try to remember bock on the narch a
factor which I did not pay much attention to was the absonce of
police fronm the starting noint of the mareh and even on Beale Streoto

As the proces-ion turned onto ilain Strect I sought to stay ahead
of the mareh, The sound of windows breaking could still be heard,
It is a rather short block from the corner of Beale and Main to
where Main is intersccted by McCall Street, By the time the nareh
reached MeCall a groun of the narade marshalls formed a line across
Main St, to stop the march, At this tine I only thought.it vas a
temporary halt in an effort to restore order, It was only after
I heard Dr, Ral»h Jackson telling the peopls that the narch waSs
over and that they should roturn to tho chureh that I realized that
the "March On Memphis" had officially come to a halt,

However £f the mareh was over auch of the confusion was just
beginning, I looked down lain and saw a line of nolicemen sirethhsd
across fain Streoct, Some of the policemen were wearding gas masks,
As the policemen cane forward nass confusion broke loose poople
startéd rqnniﬁg, Wwomen and children were erying and those on the
gidelines were continuing to brealk windows and loot the stores,

It was at this point that, what is in ny ooinion, the nost signie
filcant event of the whole aftornoon occurred, When the windows
were first broXken and those feow involved began looting nost neonle

in the march wore sadiened and dispusted at the outbreaks of violence,
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hate that in ny opinion was precivitated by the aects of WMomnhis
Finest, " the Memphis Police Deparitment,

For ac the solicemen sought to push the narch wackwards, they
turned not on the looters in narticular but on the~m&rch9rs and
Hegroes in general, They did this with such onthusinsm and with
such utter disregard of justice that nany weonle began to encourage
the forr who started the window breaking and began to take »art in
the looting themselves,

48 the march was nushed back to Main and Beale some marcheors
went down iain and othere went down Beale, I was one of the ones
that went down Maim Street. However as ¥ walked on 3 noticed 2
cloud of white smoke that was precedod by what resombled a shotgun

blast, Immediately those people in front of me turned and started

back toward mo, I suddenly realized that they were running from
tear gas. I did not immediately panic however ag I thoqght that
Il was too far away to become affectod by the gas, ‘Fhree seconds
later I knew I was wrong, My syes suddenly seemed as 17 they werc

en iire, I was blinded by my own toars and I also started to run

baclt dovm Beale Street, I couldn’t roally sec wiere I was goingo_
All of @ sudden I felt somecone grad me. I inmediately turned
and tensed up because I thought it was the police, As I opened
my eyes wider I realized that it was my fether who had beon taking
pictures also, He wanted to know vwhat I was running for but before
I could answer he knew for the effect of the toar 5as on ny eyes
suddenly nade his eyes start to run,

As we walked on to ny uncle’s Studio we noticed the incidents
taling place the looting and the actions of the police toward thosc
who were not even involved,

One Inecident involved a lepro man who like nost neovle were
paritlculay officer

noving along as the policemen advanced, %o ono
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however it seoms that the man vas not moving fast cnough, The
officer took a portable can of mace and oreceeded to swray it in
the man’s face for about a half a block, The man refused Lo ™un
howvever and this zemed to only further anger the officero

My fatlier ard I looked across the streot and observed threec or
four poliremen sivancing on a beardsdéd white nan who had becn in the
protest. The min vas wallking backvards away from the officers. As
the of’/icers a‘vanced however one of them reached out and clubbed
the san with his riot aticks The other officers inpediately joined
ir and also beat the nman, iy camera was out of film at this and I
“eew that I dare not ston to relead as one officer had previously
tried to saaiceh oy canera from around my neck,

¥nen we f£inaliy roached the studio which is ioccated o Linden
near Hornando policemen wers scattering pecvle and running them in
all directions, Some of them sought refuge on the porch of the stﬁm
dlo, My uncle was standing on the norch taking pictures, Suddenly
two or three officers ran on the porch and began to push everyone
off. People fled into our door, When told that %his was our placse
of businesc one officer replied®Well get the hell inzide then,¥ As
ve wenl inside one officer nade a remark that they should- talke ocur
caneras however we closed the door and they weni avay. Throughout
the day we ecould soo acrose the street and soe people throwing
bricks and bottles and police offfcers giving chase, I went to the
darkioon to develon the f£ilm in the cameras, At thoat time tho davie
roon was ﬁrobably the quistest and the safest place in town, I

deed it had been a long day.



