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I Have a Dream.  A BC RECALLS WHEN KING MADE HISTORY

By Suzanne C. Ryan

 It's been 40 years since Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his "I Have a Dream " speech during the March on Washington, a civil rights demonstration now viewed as a pivotal moment in American history. Tonight, in a documentary that tries to summon the spirit of that occasion, ABC News will explore the racial discord of the 1960s that led to the famous speech and the high-stakes, behind-the-scenes pressures King faced, including requests from the White House to call off the march. The one-hour film airs on WCVB-TV (Channel 5) at 10.

   Narrated by ABC anchor Peter Jennings, "Peter Jennings Reporting - I Have a 

Dream" includes compelling recollections from a number of civil rights leaders of that era, including Andrew Young, the Rev. Walter Fauntroy, and activist and comedian Dick Gregory, as well as journalists such as former CBS News reporter Roger Mudd.  Assisted by powerful archival news footage, these eyewitnesses bring context to a speech that is now familiar even to the schoolchildren who study it.

      The documentary is the first of four films that will be produced this year for ABC News by Jennings's independent film company, PJ Productions.

   The film begins in Birmingham, Ala.  Notorious segregationist Eugene "Bull" Connor, the city's commissioner of public safety, was intimidating the black community with daily arrests of civil rights protesters, most of whom knew very well that Connor's allies in the Ku Klux Klan were behind the nighttime dynamite attacks that explained the city's nickname "Bombingham." Faced with dwindling crowds at his daily rallies, King made the controversial decision to allow younger people to participate in the protests.

   It was a smart strategy. The images of children being attacked by dogs and hit with blasts of water from fire hoses were broadcast nationwide - and eventually worldwide - via the news media.

   An ad hoc leadership group of civil rights activists decided the time was right for a march on Washington, D.C.

   The film picks up momentum as it describes how the Kennedy administration tried to talk King out of the march because it had just submitted a civil rights bill to Congress and didn't want protesters massing in the capital's streets. Unable to stop the event, the administration sent an official to the march who sat by a switch that would have turned off the sound if any speaker incited violence.

   Recognizing the event as the national forum blacks had been waiting for since the end of slavery, King was nervous the night before the march, Young recalls. When King got up to speak at about 3:40 p.m. on that famous day, the crowd of more than 250,000 people hushed, Gregory said. It would be the first time many white Americans would hear King and be exposed to the movement, said activist Ron Lewis. What they heard were words that resonate today.

   The turbulent history of the civil rights movement makes it clear that the "I Have a Dream" speech in 1963 didn't change anything overnight - indeed, the documentary takes note of the violence and assassinations of ensuing days and years. But it ends with the recognition that King's speech lives in the national memory as a sign of the determination that brought epochal social change.

   Suzanne Ryan can be reached at sryan@globe.com
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