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40 YEARS ON, ABC SHOWS REALITY OF FAMED TALK

By Hal Boedeker, Sentinel Television Critic

On the night before the biggest speech of his life, Martin Luther King Jr. struggled with the words. When he started to deliver the address, he seemed nervous and frequently looked down. But then he put aside the text, drew inspiration from the crowd and entered the pantheon of great speeches with "I have a dream."

The beauty of Peter Jennings' superb special I Have a Dream is that it explains the dramatic details leading up to a turning point in U.S. history. King summed up the aspirations of those gathered for the March on Washington in 1963 and elevated the civil-rights movement. 

The 40th-anniversary special will air at 10 tonight on ABC in most areas. But a Tampa Bay-Houston exhibition football game will push the hourlong show to 12:01 a.m. Monday on WFTV-Channel 9.

This, a top program of the summer, is worth seeking out, no matter the time slot. (PBS' The NewsHour With Jim Lehrer will air the full King speech at 7 tonight on WMFE-Channel 24.)

The Jennings special puts the speech in the context of uneasy, bloody times. King's movement had stalled until the children of Birmingham, Ala., joined the protest against segregation, helping the country see the injustices of the Jim Crow system.

President John Kennedy had done almost nothing about civil rights by 1963 when the movement's leaders agreed to consolidate their efforts in the March on Washington. The nervous administration initially tried to dissuade the movement, then joined the march and worked to make sure white faces were in the crowd.

Shortly after the speech, a church bombing in Birmingham killed four little girls. Jennings calls that a brutal omen of the years to come, with the assassinations of King, Kennedy and Robert Kennedy.

Despite the tragedies, the King speech delivered on Aug. 28, 1963, in front of the Lincoln Memorial, continues to reverberate as a hopeful moment. The march attracted a crowd of 250,000, including actors Charlton Heston, Marlon Brando, Sidney Poitier and Paul Newman.

The capital had feared unrest from the march. But Hedrick Smith, a former reporter for The New York Times, says the peaceful event was surprising for its state-fair mood and became "a moment of discovery for lots of ordinary people all across the country."

The day helped change the civil-rights movement into one that "was indefatigable, was determined and was respectable," says Roger Mudd, a former reporter for CBS News.

The beautifully produced special features many notable speakers, including actors Ossie Davis and Harry Belafonte, comedian Dick Gregory, U.S. Rep. John Lewis, Andrew Young and author Taylor Branch.

The information that's bound to stick with you is how King came to the speech's pivotal moment. He had tried to link his words with Abraham Lincoln and the Declaration of Independence. King used imagery of cashing a check to make white America see the chasm between the races.

But he realized that the prepared text wasn't enough and so he brought up the theme of the dream, something he had talked of many times.

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

President Kennedy, who had never heard him talk, was impressed and said, "He's damn good." That was one of many surprises for Jennings in preparing the special.

"It's interesting to be reminded how little the Kennedy administration was interested in the civil-rights movement," Jennings says in a phone interview. "The interest for me is to be able to go back and put things into context."

Jennings notes that it was the first time the three television networks -- ABC, CBS and NBC -- had offered live coverage of a black man's speech. Understanding the times can be a valuable teaching tool.

"If you're speaking to the young today, it is quite stunning for them to realize only 40 years ago, when their parents were young, blacks had no civil rights," Jennings says. "King, whose speech they learn in school, was an unknown, struggling, civil-rights figure."

King never fully explained what happened to him during the speech, but Jennings offers a theory. King had been warned that it was not a parish speech to be delivered in front of 3,000 in a hall. But he ultimately ignored that advice.

"When you encounter an audience, you go to what you know works," Jennings says. "He went to the 'I Have a Dream' portion because it stood for what he wanted to say. He must have known it moved audiences."

It still does today, and knowing the context helps explain why. For that reason, the ABC special is worth making every attempt to see.


