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ABC lauding Dr. King's 'Dream'
By ED BARK

    Televised in colorblind black and white, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.'s undying "I Have a Dream" speech has reached its 40th anniversary.

    Its import, glory and context will be vividly revisited Thursday night in an exemplary ABC documentary with scant chance of attracting more than a miniscule percentage of younger viewers.

    In part that's because it's scheduled opposite a Dallas Cowboys preseason football game and the MTV Video Music Awards, which are being hosted by Chris Rock. Then again, Dr. King surely would smile upon the power and popularity enjoyed by the cutting-edge comedian. His vision of a "free at last" America in part was built upon this rock.

    It's ample reason for area teachers to unite in taping the one-hour program for future classroom viewing. The subject matter has become ancient history to today's schoolchildren and some of their parents as well. Peter Jennings 

Reporting - I Have a Dream (let's just forgive the him-first title) brings Dr. King and his cause back into sharp focus.

    TV's key supporting role during the turbulent summer of 1963 also can be re-appreciated. Evening newscast footage of young blacks being hosed and beaten in Birmingham, Ala., reportedly sickened President Kennedy at a time when he had "done almost nothing about civil rights," Mr. Jennings says.

    "Those horrible pictures coming out forced this government to do things that it really didn't want to do, and it wouldn't have done," says longtime activist Dick Gregory.

    I Have a Dream interviews many of the principal eyewitnesses to Dr. King's crusade, which finally hit home to millions of Americans on the day of the Aug. 28, 1963, march on Washington, D.C. An estimated quarter of a million supporters gathered on the Washington Mall to hear Dr. King articulate his dream for a future in which his four children would "not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character." ABC, CBS and NBC all covered the speech live. In pre-cable times, that virtually accounted for the entire TV landscape.

    News footage shows that a Harry Belafonte-led contingent of celebrities included Joan Baez, Paul Newman, James Garner, Burt Lancaster, Sidney Poitier, Marlon Brando, Ossie Davis and, yes, Charlton Heston.

    "It was as if he [Dr. King] was sharing with us a story," Mr. Davis remembers. "And we knew as much about it as he did."

    "The clarity of it was astounding," Mr. Belafonte says.

    Delivered in front of the Lincoln Memorial, the "I Have a Dream" speech at first went by the book.

    "Dr. King was nervous, looking down repeatedly at what he had written," Mr. Jennings says. "Some people thought at first that he was not his preacher self that day. He followed his prepared text closely."

    But the crowd's overwhelmingly enthusiastic response eventually prompted Dr. King to wing it. His "Let freedom ring!" litany built to a thrilling departure from the script.

    "This was no longer a speech. This was a Baptist sermon," Mr. Jennings says.

    It is now a national monument to truth, justice and what all along was supposed to be the American way.

    "We have come to our nation's capital to cash a check," Dr. King said 40 years ago today in a passage reread by ally and friend Andrew Young. "When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir."

    Say it loud. Say it proud.
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