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T the nidst of organizing his Poor People’s Caonpuign, Dr. King
wits reluctant to teavel to Memphis when fiest approached by Lawson
e e February, Reve Andrew Yonng, in 1968 the exeenlive viee-
president of SCLC, told the commitioe that (he SCLC stadl inilially
apposed a King trip to Memphis, D, King eventually agreed, how-
ever, to ke an initial teip inoan attempl (o discourage further
violenee reareanging his sehedule and flying to Memphis on Marely 18,
BIGE. Tle saw the poorly paid, hadly orgnnized, mostly Black galmge
wirkers as epitomizing the problems of the poor in the United States,

On the evening of Mareh 18, Dr. King gave a well-reccived address
Lo n throng of 17,000 strikers and their supporters. Bnconraged by
his veception, he annonneed he would head n citywide demonstration
and sympathy strike of other workers on Friday, March 22, As the
result. of a recordbreaking snowstorm, the marvel was rescheduled for
Thursiduny, Mareh 25, Tn the meantime, efforts to settle the strike fuiled
as Mayor Loeh tenacionsly eontinued to reject union demands,

At about 11w on Marvch 28, 2 hours after the mareh had origi-
il ly been seheduled (o beging Dr, King arrived nt the Clayborn Tem-
ple in Memphis to lend the demonst rtors, By this time, (he inpatient
and tense crowd of about 6,000 persons had heard rumors that police
had wsed clubs and mace to prevent a group of high school students
lrom joining the demonstration.

The mareh, led by Dr, King and Reverend Abernathy, began short ly
alter 1L As it procecded along Beale Street toward Main, several
Bluck vouths broke store windows with signpost elubs. Police, elad in
s nasks and viot gear, bloeked Main Street, Abernathy aml D, King
were somewhere in the middle of the procession, not at its head, when
they heard the shatiering of glass. Some teenagers at the rear of the
maeeh began hreaking windows and looting stores. When violence
appenred imminent, Do King asked Reverend Lawson (o eancel {he
marel SCLC aides commanidecred aprivate automobile, and Dy, King
wirs hinstled away to salety af the Holiday Inn-Rivermont. Hotel.

As Lawson pleaded with {he mavehers (o veturn to Clayborn T'emple,
pelice moved toward Main and Beale where youths met them with
preket signs and rocks, Tear gas was lived into the mob of young Blacks
and strgrglers who were unnhle to minke their way ek (o the starting
pomt. Poliee dispersed the erowd with nightsticks, maee and finally
s L the ensuing melee, 60 persons were injured, snd Lavry Payne,
a 16 yenpr-old Black youth, was killed by police gunfire. Much of the
violenee was attribated to the Invaders, a gronp of young Black mili-
fants. A curfew way ordered following the viot, and Tennessee (fov.
Buford KHington enlled ont 3,500 National Guard troo)s.

Dre King was upset and deeply depressed by the bloady march,
Never before had demonstrators led by Dr. King perpotrated violence,
avcording to Abernathy. The press excorinted Dr, King for inciting the
Fraggie con frontation, even thongh he was quick to state that his staff
had not. planned the march and it had been poorly monitored, The
Memphis debacle was labeled a failure of nonviolence direct welion.

Three members of the militant Invaders visited Dr. King on the
morning following the violence, Friday, Mareh 29, They acknowledged
their role in ineiting the disturhance but explained that they merely
wanted womeaningful vole in the strike. Dr. King said he would do
what T conld, It stated emphatieally that he could not support a
group that condoned violence, At a press conference Inter that morn-
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