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Reliving King's 'Dream' at 40

By Verne Gay. STAFF WRITER


 In the civil rights movement, Martin Luther King Jr.'s speech on Aug. 28, 1963, was, is and always will be sacred text. "I Have a Dream" are among the most famous words in American history - even though, when pressed, most people can probably only recall those four.

There is a reason for that: the King estate, based in Atlanta, has been fiercely protective of the landmark speech (as well as many others by King). You want to use lengthy portions of it on TV or in a video? Then you must pay for it, the King estate has long insisted (and in fact, sued CBS News in 1996 over copyright infringement; the case was settled three years ago). That's a big reason why most TV viewers usually see only little snippets on anniversaries like today (and typically just the thundering climax). The King estate provides that gratis, and TV likes free stuff just like everyone. 

This is exactly why ABC's fine "Peter Jennings Reporting: I Have a Dream" special tonight (WABC/7, 10) is a worthwhile addition to the long and rich tradition on civil rights journalism. Viewers not only see why this speech changed history, they also see the speech, because Jennings' production company paid for the 40-year-old footage.

Though it may seem peculiar that a major piece of history has a for-sale sign on it, Robert Vickers, manager of communications at the King Center, said the speech is intellectual property and that Jennings' company paid "a standard rate, just like anybody else." (He added that he was "not at liberty to discuss" the price.)

"Our goal," says Tom Yellin, executive producer of tonight's report, "is to make sure people get the message of the whole speech," adding: "That's consistent with the goal of the King Center, so we had a good relationship from the beginning."

What will viewers learn tonight? Among several things, that King departed from the text of his speech, and the powerful "I have a dream" passage seemed to emerge in the moment. After it was all over, actor Ossie Davis tells ABC, "something had changed" and that a "part of our past was dead."
