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As we revisit the pivotal early months of 1968, we are privileged to be able to consult the 

Memphis World, a Black newspaper published in Memphis and available through the Rhodes 

digital archives. Every week, we’ll share the issue of the Memphis World from 50 years ago as it 

documented a city, nation and globe in transition. Not only does it give us a glimpse into the 

history that produced the Sanitation Strike and brought Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. to our 

city, but it demonstrates that these world-changing moments were part of much longer and 

broader contexts. As we reckon with the #MLK50 moment and beyond, the Memphis World 

offers us a critical resource.  

 

 

April 13, 1968 

 
A week later, a new story of loss fills the front page. In the issue dated April 13th, the Memphis 

World understandably devotes much of its coverage to the assassination of Dr. King in Memphis 

at the Lorraine Motel. Given its weekly publication, the World didn’t have to immediately react 

to the killing, but could instead provide a local, national and even international perspective on 

the mourning that followed. Mostly ignoring the rebellions that arose in cities across the country 

(including Memphis), the World instead spotlights the commemorations of King, from large 

public events – Dr. King’s Atlanta funeral, the Coretta Scott King-led memorial march in 

Memphis – and more specific gestures, like the creation of scholarship funds at King’s alma 

mater Morehouse or tributes at Memphis’s own celebrated historically-Black institutions 

Lemoyne and Owen Colleges. King’s memory has already become an inspiration for many of 

the World’s editorial writers, who implore their readers to remember King’s words and actions as 

they proceed. (Even then, and even in the pages of an African American newspaper, there is 

more than a touch of the common distortion that turns King’s legacy from a radical crusader for 

justice into a kindly figure of peace.) As Memphis, the world, and the Memphis World reckoned 

with a post-King world and a city that bore the weight of his murder, what was revealed was the 

deep and powerful community that supported King’s work and, in many ways, created the 

opportunity for his brilliant career. 
  
The tragic and unintentional pairing of Larry Payne and Martin Luther King in these issues 

reveals the intersections between local people and national icons, between place-specific 

circumstances and deeper questions of freedom, that fueled the Sanitation Workers’ Strike and 

the Memphis movement. Even at its moments of its greatest pain, the beloved community in 

Memphis and around the nation demonstrated the resilience to continue the struggle until its 

completion. 
  
One struggle in particular galvanized Memphis’s attention. Because the Sanitation Strike wasn’t 

over yet. 
 


