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			Preface

			This book started with a clue from my father.

			We were sitting on a porch in Minneapolis, trying to make up for lost time. Prostate cancer had left him thin and tired, but his mind was still sharp. He knew I was in the early stages of researching a book about the Vietnam War, and our conversation eventually turned to his memories of the era.

			He told me that after graduating from Minneapolis Central High School in 1965, he had been recruited to run track at the Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs. He seriously considered going—until something came up during the physical.

			“After that,” he said, “the military didn’t come looking for me, and I sure as hell didn’t go looking for them.”

			He went on to talk about friends and classmates who were drafted and served. I thought of his friend Tony, who sometimes visited when I was young. I wasn’t allowed to play certain video games or make loud noises when Tony was around. I didn’t understand why at the time, but looking back, it was my first lesson about the war.

			After sharing these memories, my dad grew quiet. We sat there in silence, swatting mosquitoes in the warm June air, as he searched for other stories.

			“Then there was this brother from Chicago or Detroit who was my same age,” he said finally. “He earned the Medal of Honor, but they got him when he came back home.”

			He did not remember the soldier’s name or many details, but the story had clearly stayed with him. The afternoon slipped into evening. It was the last time I spoke with my dad.

			When I returned home, I did what historians do: I started researching.

			It didn’t take long to realize my dad had been remembering the story of Dwight “Skip” Johnson, a tank driver who earned the Medal of Honor for fighting his way out of an ambush in Vietnam. His life received national attention in the late 1960s and early 1970s. He was hailed as a hero by President Lyndon Johnson and attended the first inauguration of President Richard Nixon. General William Westmoreland, Michigan Governor William Milliken, and Detroit Mayor Jerome Cavanagh all spoke at dinners in his honor. There were stage plays and even a movie about his life. Poets and psychologists looked to his story to help make sense of the experiences of Vietnam veterans—both heroic and traumatic.

			More than eight million Americans served in the armed forces during the Vietnam era, with about three million deployed in Southeast Asia. For a time, Skip Johnson was one of the most well-known among them. He came to symbolize the complicated legacy of a generation.

			But his story, as I found it in the archives, was frustratingly incomplete. Most coverage focused on two moments: the ambush near Dak To that earned him the Medal of Honor, and the attempted robbery in Detroit that ended his life. “Vietnam Hero Collapses Under Glory Strain,” read one typical newspaper headline.

			Time and again, Skip was reduced to the two worst days in his life.

			He deserved better.

			I set out to tell a fuller story. Friends, classmates, teachers, and his former pastor described an inquisitive and kind young man with a rich singing voice. I spoke with a dozen veterans from his unit, the Sixty-Ninth Armor, who remembered his laugh, his selflessness, and the tight bonds formed in four-man tank crews.

			With every new perspective, Skip’s story came into clearer focus.

			But I knew I was still missing an important piece of the puzzle. To tell Skip’s story fully, I needed to speak with the person who had loved him most. So I booked a flight to Detroit to meet his widow, Katrina May.

			As I drove my rental car to Starter’s Bar & Grill in Southfield, Michigan, it struck me: I wasn’t sure I would recognize her. We had spoken several times on the phone, but the only photos I had seen were more than fifty years old. I was relieved when she waved to me outside the restaurant.

			“I recognized you from the picture on your book,” she said. “And the cross-body bag gave away that you are a professor.”

			Katrina was a spirited septuagenarian, dressed in navy slacks and a gray cardigan. From our phone conversations, I already knew she was matter-of-fact and funny. (“I could never have been a preacher’s wife—I couldn’t hold my tongue long enough,” she once told me.) In person, she had a warm smile and eyes that sparkled with mischief.

			We found a table near the back, and I opened the recording app on my phone, unsure what the mic would pick up over the nineties R&B pulsing through the speakers. Katrina told me her son, Christopher, would join us later—and that he was the spitting image of his father.

			“God must have listened when he said, ‘I want a boy who looks just like me,’ ” she said, recalling what Skip had told her when Christopher was born.

			She described how, when they were teenagers, Skip had flirted with her for months before she finally agreed to go out with him. During his deployment, they wrote letters back and forth, making each other laugh and falling in love through the mail—a kind of epistolary romance, like a Jane Austen novel set in Detroit.

			Katrina stood by him when he returned home, through moments of celebration and spirals of despair. She spoke of a young man who had his whole life ahead of him—until he didn’t anymore.

			As Katrina filled in details from our earlier phone conversations, I found myself reflecting on how much Skip’s story echoed the experiences of so many American GIs. The US Army was filled with young men like Skip—poor and working-class guys drawn from Detroit, South Boston, Watts, and thousands of small towns across the country’s heartland. The more I learned about what made Skip’s story unique, the more I saw how emblematic it was of a generation shaped—and forever changed—by the Vietnam War.

			Like so many others, Skip began basic training just months after graduating high school. During my research, I had come across a copy of Skip’s 1966 high school yearbook—the Norwester, from Detroit’s Northwestern High School—on eBay. After lunch, I gave it to Katrina.

			She ran her finger along a photo of Skip in the Glee Club, a teenager in a white shirt and black tie, smiling.

			“He looks so young,” she said, chuckling softly. “We were so young.”

			

			—

			Coretta Scott King never met Skip Johnson, but she fought for him.

			From her days as a student activist at Antioch College in Yellow Springs, Ohio, Coretta raised her voice against war, racism, and poverty. She envisioned a country where soldiers, veterans, their families—and all citizens—had equitable access to jobs, housing, health care, and education. She saw peace and justice as inseparable, and she worked to unite the civil rights and antiwar movements.

			The Coretta Scott King you will meet in this book was a fierce and visionary leader—far more dynamic and dangerous than the demure helpmate the media so often portrayed. Though proud to be Mrs. Martin Luther King Jr., Coretta bristled at being reduced to a supporting role, often “made to sound like an attachment to a vacuum cleaner, the wife of Martin, then the widow of Martin, all of which I was proud to be,” she said. “I was never just a wife, nor a widow. I was always more than a label.”

			Coretta spoke out against the Vietnam War earlier and more forcefully than Martin did, and he consistently praised her activism. When the television interviewer Arnold Michaelis arrived at the King family home in Atlanta on December 1, 1965, Martin was in the middle of a whirlwind year. Michaelis noted Coretta’s growing visibility in the peace movement, including her speech at a major rally in Washington, DC, just days earlier.

			“Did you educate your wife on activism?” Michaelis asked.

			“Well, it may have been the other way around,” Martin replied. “I think at many points she educated me.”

			Michaelis paused, caught off guard. Martin went on, recalling the early years of their relationship, Coretta’s deep commitment to racial and economic justice—and to pacifism.

			“I wish I could say to satisfy my masculine ego that I led her down this path,” Martin said, “but I must say we went down together, because she was as actively involved when we met as she is now.”

			From the summer of 1965 until the end of his life, the timing and tone of Martin’s public statements on Vietnam bore the imprint of Coretta’s influence. She challenged him—not only privately, but publicly—to stand with her.

			At a time when most politicians and civic leaders were reluctant to speak out against US military actions in Vietnam, Coretta forcefully confronted presidents, congressmen, and her fellow Americans with the moral and economic costs of the war. “What kind of country can spend billions of dollars on an unjust and immoral war in Vietnam,” she asked in an August 1969 speech in Philadelphia, “but can only spend a pittance to fight a war against poverty?”

			In the late 1960s, Coretta became the most visible and influential figure in the antiwar movement. She spoke at nearly every major protest rally of the era, inspiring audiences—and worrying the FBI.

			In both her civil rights and antiwar activism, Coretta came to understand the quiet power of presence. “She came to help uplift our wages, to lift us up,” recalled Annie Hall, a hospital worker who heard her speak at a labor rally in Baltimore. People drew strength from simply seeing Coretta—at a podium, in a protest march, standing beside workers or soldiers’ families. Her name, her story, and her presence carried weight.

			And each appearance was a chance to grow the movement—to bring more people into the coalition fighting against war, racism, and poverty.

			“Sometimes we win just by showing up,” she wrote.

			Both Coretta and Martin helped broaden the appeal of the antiwar movement. After Martin delivered his “Beyond Vietnam” speech at Riverside Church in the spring of 1967, he began appearing more frequently as a headliner at peace rallies. One organizer told the journalist David Halberstam that King was “a good umbrella”—someone who could draw in labor unions, church groups, middle-aged Americans, and “good-hearted” citizens who might otherwise be nervous about public protests.

			“Look here, we’ve got King, and it makes them all breathe easier,” the activist said. “They think, ‘Why it’s King, it’s all right, it’s safe.’ ”

			Coretta played a similar role before, during, and after Martin’s final year as an outspoken critic of the war. She helped transform private doubt into public protest. She made it possible for millions of people to be brave together.

			Coretta’s critique of the Vietnam War was multifaceted. She argued that it siphoned vital resources from domestic needs, turning attention and funding away from programs that could improve the lives of American citizens. She also believed that the Cold War had narrowed the imagination of US leaders, drawing them ever deeper into a proxy battle with the Soviet Union and China. At the root of this entanglement was the domino theory—first articulated by President Dwight Eisenhower in 1954—which warned that a Communist victory in one nation, like South Vietnam, would trigger a cascade across neighboring countries.

			Coretta urged Americans to look beyond that logic. Rather than focusing on the spread of communism, she emphasized the legacy of colonialism—how Britain, France, Japan, and the United States had carved up the globe, and how, in the decades after World War II, nations in Asia and Africa were fighting for independence. When she and Martin attended Ghana’s independence ceremony in 1957, she was overwhelmed with emotion as thousands of Ghanaians cheered the swearing-in of President Kwame Nkrumah. “We had never seen this happen before,” she recalled, marveling at the birth of an independent Black nation.

			Where the foreign policy establishment saw peril, Coretta saw possibility. On the same map that triggered fears of communism, she saw dozens of newly sovereign nations struggling to define themselves in the shadow of global superpowers. She acknowledged the complexity of the geopolitical moment—but believed it could be explained in ways that resonated with everyday Americans.

			Her antiwar activism, and the wave of solidarity she inspired, had real impact. Despite their differences, both President Johnson and President Nixon paid close attention to public sentiment around Vietnam. Each weighed decisions about troop commitments, bombing campaigns, and peace negotiations against the size and visibility of organized opposition.

			It was easy for the White House to dismiss fringe radicals as unrepresentative of mainstream opinion. But it was far harder to ignore a movement that spanned every demographic—and was led by someone with Coretta’s gravitas.

			In protesting the war, Coretta urged Americans to remember the nation’s revolutionary heritage—and to side against colonialism, exploitation, and dictatorship.

			“No one reading the Declaration of Independence can deny the divine inspiration of our founding fathers,” she said during the many Freedom Concerts she performed in the 1960s to raise money for the civil rights movement. She saw that same dream of freedom alive in the dozens of countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America that had “won their independence from colonial yokes.”

			She read widely on the history of French and American military involvement in Southeast Asia and understood the Vietnam War as part of a larger “worldwide revolution”—one that echoed America’s own founding ideals.

			“I don’t know about you,” she told her Freedom Concert audiences, “but as for me, I choose to join with that great American patriot who said, ‘Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased by the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, almighty God! I know not what course others may take, but as for me, give me liberty or give me death.’ ”

			

			—

			In November 1968, as Coretta prepared for the family’s first Thanksgiving without Martin, news broke that Skip Johnson had been awarded the Medal of Honor. The story appeared in her hometown papers—The Atlanta Constitution, The Atlanta Journal, and the Atlanta Daily World—as well as in newspapers across the country.

			“We really had been a generation of one war after another,” she told an interviewer that fall, reflecting on how World War II, the Korean War, the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Vietnam War, and the Cold War had shaped her adult life. She worried about what that meant for returning veterans.

			“Many of our young men, particularly our black men, were affected by the wars,” she said. “They would go to fight the war, and they’d come back and conditions at home had not changed for them. They suffered discrimination. Many of them went to war—went into the service because they couldn’t find employment in their communities, and they were drafted because they couldn’t go on to college.”

			Coretta dedicated her life to building a better America for working-class and poor families—people who grew up in neighborhoods like Skip’s in Detroit. She wanted students at schools like Northwestern High School, Skip’s alma mater, to graduate to opportunity, not dead ends. She believed veterans should return to jobs and health care, not unemployment and neglect. She believed women like Katrina deserved support as they juggled work and parenthood. And she believed children like Christopher deserved more than food and shelter—they deserved to grow up in a country free from violence.

			When Coretta called for a nonviolent society that prioritized peace and equality over war and racism, she wasn’t speaking in abstractions. She was thinking of real people who animated her appeals.

			Through the linked stories of Skip Johnson and Coretta Scott King, and those who loved them and fought at their sides, this book offers a history of the Vietnam era that is both intimate in its details and expansive in its themes. Skip and Coretta were singular, iconic figures, but their stories also reflect the lives of millions of Americans: those who fought abroad and returned to a nation unwilling to support them, and those who fought at home for peace, only to be labeled “un-American” for doing so.

			This book is a story about what the Vietnam War meant for Americans. It is the story of Martin Luther King Jr.’s breaking his silence about a war he believed was devastating the country—only to be attacked by fellow civil rights leaders. It is the story of the grassroots activist and Georgia state representative Julian Bond and the Detroit congressman John Conyers Jr., who risked their political futures to oppose the war. It is the story of Dagmar Wilson, an artist and children’s book illustrator, who founded Women Strike for Peace, leading thousands of mothers, grandmothers, and other women to publicly challenge US foreign policy. It is the story of the war correspondent and Howard University professor Bernard Fall, whose dispatches on the French war in Indochina offered warnings that too few American leaders were willing to hear. It is the story of the psychiatrists Robert Jay Lifton and Chaim Shatan, who used Skip’s case to help develop the diagnosis for what we now know as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). And it is the story of the everyday soldiers, veterans, and activists whose lives were shaped by the Vietnam War.

			Both Skip and Coretta fought for America. Their stories challenge us to think more boldly about how we define patriotism. They call us to embrace a definition of patriotism that places the well-being of actual veterans and their families above symbolic tributes at sporting events. A patriotism where love for one’s country is strengthened—not diminished—by dissent. A patriotism rooted in an honest reckoning with our nation’s history, not in comforting myths about the past.

			“We love America,” Coretta told a group of Black college students in 1965. “Our job is to save the soul of America.”

			The title of this book comes from a speech Coretta gave three weeks after her husband was assassinated. Dressed in black and standing before eighty thousand people in New York’s Central Park, she vowed to carry on the work of peace “until the last gun is silent.” That call remains as urgent today as it was more than five decades ago.
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				Coretta

			
			By the end of the night, Coretta Scott King would become one of the nation’s most visible—and, to some, most dangerous—critics of America’s rapidly expanding war in Vietnam.

			Standing before a crowd of eighteen thousand people inside New York’s Madison Square Garden on a warm June night in 1965, at the “Emergency Rally on Vietnam,” she had every reason to feel uneasy. She knew the FBI was watching. Civil rights activists like her were under constant surveillance, and whatever she said would end up in a government file. Outside, right-wing demonstrators picketed the rally, accusing anyone who opposed the war of being a Communist or a Communist sympathizer.

			And Coretta was the only woman invited to speak that night. She would take the stage alongside US Senator Wayne Morse, the political scientist Hans Morgenthau, the pediatrician and bestselling author Benjamin Spock, the civil rights organizer Bayard Rustin, and the Pulitzer Prize–winning poet Robert Lowell, who received a standing ovation for his recent refusal to visit the White House in protest of the war.

			As she waited for the actor and activist Ossie Davis, her dear friend, to introduce her, Coretta gently thumbed through her notes, making sure the pages were in order. She had spent years thinking, organizing, and marching alongside her husband. Now she was eager to use her own voice to speak for peace.

			The ads for the rally billed her as “Mrs. Martin Luther King,” following the custom of the era. But if anyone in the crowd expected her to be demure, she quickly set them straight.

			“Have you often wondered,” she began, “why it is that the same President Johnson who speaks so eloquently for civil rights and who has been so moved by the struggle for the right to vote and the anguish of the poor can be so callous about the Vietnamese, and so apparently thoughtless on foreign policy?”

			She let the question hang in the air.

			In the three months leading up to the rally, the number of American troops in Vietnam had more than doubled—to fifty-two thousand. On the day of the event, the State Department confirmed that President Johnson had authorized US ground forces to engage in combat if requested by the South Vietnamese Army.

			Many in the arena had voted for Johnson over the Republican Barry Goldwater just the year before. Now they were openly criticizing the president’s decision to commit the nation to a land war in Asia.

			Coretta asked the crowd to consider the human cost of that policy.

			Earlier in the evening, the father of Lt. Joe Thorne, a twenty-four-year-old from South Dakota, had taken the stage. His voice cracked as he read the telegram from the air force informing him that his son had been killed when his helicopter was shot down. He also shared one of Joe’s final letters, in which the young pilot confided that he believed the war was a “hopeless operation.” Thorne was one of nearly a thousand US service members to die in Vietnam in the first six months of 1965. It was painfully clear he would not be the last.

			On the day of the rally, the front page of The New York Times detailed the US aerial bombardment campaign against North Vietnam, launched four months earlier. US Ambassador to South Vietnam Maxwell Taylor—former chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and one of the architects of the war—stated he was “completely opposed” to ending the air strikes.

			For Coretta, the daily bombings were not distant policy—they were personal.

			“Where my husband and I have lived and where we have worked, poverty and bombing are not abstractions,” she told the crowd. “They are a part of the struggle of life from one day to another.”

			She spoke not only as a peace activist, but as a mother. How could she explain to their seven-year-old son that the federal government was on the side of civil rights marchers, she asked, “only to have him watch on the television and see the very same troops we welcomed in Alabama, throwing bombs in Vietnam?”

			Casting her eyes to the second tier of Madison Square Garden, ringed with American flags and patriotic bunting, Coretta closed with a theme she would return to again and again in the years ahead.

			“Ultimately, there can be no peace without justice, and no justice without peace,” she said.

			Calling peace and human rights the “two great moral issues of our time,” she urged the audience to educate their neighbors and bring enough people “into the streets” to make the president understand that Americans favored peace over war.

			“Too many men have died in Vietnam while the country grows poorer, the people starve, and democracy is stifled,” she concluded. “We must begin negotiating now.”

			As Coretta stepped away from the podium to thunderous applause, Bayard Rustin embraced her. A committed pacifist and conscientious objector during World War II, Rustin had organized the rally on behalf of the National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy (SANE). Coretta had first met him when he spoke to her ninth-grade class in Alabama about India’s independence movement, and later when he visited her college in Ohio. He introduced her to pacifism in her teens, and she watched as he helped bring Gandhi’s nonviolent resistance strategies into the heart of the civil rights movement. Rustin knew as well as anyone how much it meant for Coretta to step into the spotlight as an activist.

			He picked up on one of the themes from her speech to close the rally.

			“The time is so late, the danger so great,” he bellowed, “that I call upon all of the forces that believe in peace to take a lesson from the labor movement, and the women, and the civil rights movement, and stop meeting indoors, but go into these streets until we get peace!”

			The crowd rose to its feet, clapping and shouting in approval.

			With that rousing call to action, more than two thousand people followed Rustin, Coretta, and the other speakers out of the Garden for a midnight march to United Nations Plaza. The line of demonstrators stretched for eight blocks, lining Broadway as curious theatergoers looked on. Freedom songs and chants of “End the war in Vietnam” and “Bring the troops home” echoed off buildings, then slowly faded into the summer night.

			

			—

			The seeds of Coretta Scott King’s antiwar activism were planted in the fertile soil of Alabama. Her parents, Bernice McMurry and Obie Scott, were born and raised in Perry County, where their families had lived since the end of slavery. McMurry was the first Black woman in the area to drive a car and taught herself to cut hair so she could work alongside her husband in the barbershop they ran out of their home. Scott was the only Black man in town with a truck, which he used to move logs. The work put him in direct competition with local white men, who threatened him whenever he delivered lumber to the train station. He was routinely stopped on the road, cursed at, and threatened at gunpoint—but he never backed down. He began carrying a revolver, kept in plain sight in his truck, a warning to anyone who might think he was an easy target.

			“If you look a white man straight in the eyes, he can’t harm you,” he told Coretta.

			The Scotts were third-generation landowners, but even landownership did not shield them from racism and violence. On Thanksgiving night in 1942, when Coretta was fifteen, white vigilantes burned their house to the ground. The family survived, but nearly everything they owned was destroyed—Coretta’s favorite dresses, books, photographs, and record albums all gone.

			“The postcard from hell was my first taste of evil,” she remembered, “the kind that shows up at your door in such a way that you can never forget its smell, its taste, its sting.”

			A few years later, Scott saved enough money to buy a sawmill. Two weeks after the purchase, when he refused to sell to a white logger, the mill was burned to the ground. The arsonists were never identified.

			Throughout it all, Obie Scott never showed fear, even though Coretta and her siblings spent many nights worrying if he would make it home alive.

			“He had the ability to deny people with ugly agendas the power to chase him from his mission,” she recalled. “Fortunately, I learned early how to live with fear for the people I loved…. When fear rushed in, I learned how to hear my heart racing, but refused to allow my feelings to sway me.”

			She was also not afraid to play rough. A self-described tomboy, she climbed trees and wrestled with siblings, cousins, and friends.

			“If another child angered me, I would fight, real hard,” she remembered. “I used to fight my sister and brother when they did anything that I didn’t like, so they used to call me mean.”

			When Coretta graduated as valedictorian of her high school in 1945, she knew she wanted to leave the South. That fall, she enrolled at Antioch College, where her older sister, Edythe, had matriculated two years earlier. She majored in music and education—the first was her passion, the second practical.

			At Antioch, she felt most at home among student activists.

			“Hearing young people…give their firm convictions and conceptions concerning certain public issues was astonishing,” she wrote. She joined the campus NAACP, race relations committee, and a newly formed peace group. They organized rallies in support of students who were conscientious objectors.

			“Pacifism felt right to me,” she said, “it accorded with what I had been taught as a Christian: to love thy neighbor as thyself.”

			But even at a progressive institution like Antioch, Coretta encountered the quiet betrayal of liberal hypocrisy. When she was barred from completing a required student teaching rotation at the all-white Yellow Springs public school, no professor, administrator, or classmate spoke up on her behalf. She fumed at the contradiction between the school’s values and its silence. The same “glib advocates of Democracy,” she wrote, tolerated racism in their own backyard.

			“Do you then wonder why America as a leader among nations in the world today cannot command more respect among the common people who make up the majority of the citizens of the world?” she asked in her senior essay. From then on, she vowed to seek out people whose actions aligned with their ideals.

			Coretta’s pacifism and support for civil rights led her to join the local chapter of the Progressive Party and attend its national convention in July 1948 as a student delegate. When she arrived in Philadelphia that summer, she was electrified by the atmosphere. More than twenty-five thousand people crowded into Shibe Park, including throngs of young people who made the gathering feel more like a festival than a political convention. At twenty-one, Coretta was one of thousands of students The Pittsburgh Courier described as “free souls who were unfettered by customs or accepted routines.”

			While the Progressive Party nominated Henry Wallace—President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s former vice president, who had been replaced on the 1944 ticket by Senator Harry Truman—Coretta was especially struck by the prominent role played by Black delegates and speakers. She heard fiery speeches from Edgar Brown, a founder of the National Negro Council, the Philadelphia teacher Goldie Watson, and John E. T. Camper, a Baltimore physician and World War I veteran.

			“What do we want?” asked the playwright, composer, and activist Shirley Graham in her keynote. “That our children may dwell in peace. PEACE without battleships, atomic bombs and lynch ropes; PEACE without murderers masked as statesmen; PEACE without military conscriptions and mangled, torn bodies lingering on in veterans’ hospitals; PEACE in which to work and build.”

			Peace, she emphasized, was not simply the absence of war—it was a question of national priorities. Why, she asked, was the United States backing the French war in Indochina? Why pour resources into the “hell of war,” when that same money could be used for health care, housing, food, and education?

			As Graham concluded to a standing ovation, Coretta joined the crowd chanting, “Jim Crow must go.”

			Building on Graham’s speech, the Iowa attorney and newspaper publisher Charles P. Howard delivered a sharp critique of US foreign policy. Howard, who had served as a second lieutenant with the Ninety-Second Division, 366th Infantry in France during World War I, accused President Truman of using the Cold War to justify a sweeping peacetime expansion of America’s global military footprint.

			“We are told that warships in the Mediterranean are necessary; that bomber bases in Africa are necessary,” Howard said. “We are told that there is a dire threat to our security, and that we must arm to the teeth to protect ourselves from the Soviet Union.”

			Coretta was struck by how Howard, who at one point waved a stalk of Iowa corn to rally the crowd, used homespun pragmatism to challenge the basic assumptions of national security.

			But within the Progressive Party, the person who most influenced her was Paul Robeson. That summer, she had the chance to perform on the same program as the pioneering singer, actor, and activist at a meeting of the party’s Ohio chapter. After the concert, Robeson praised her singing and urged her to continue her training. Coretta was deeply moved—by his encouragement, but also by the figure he cut onstage, combining song with searing political commentary.

			“After watching Robeson’s performance, I tucked it away in my memory,” she later wrote. “When I began my freedom concerts to raise funds for the movement, I patterned my concerts after his performances.”

			For many years, Coretta avoided discussing her affiliation with the Progressive Party.

			“The party was often accused of having links to communism,” she later explained, “and I did not want to besmirch my reputation.”

			But in the summer of 1948, she was alive to new political visions for America—and inspired by the possibility that art, activism, and global justice could be part of the same fight.

			

			—

			After she graduated from Antioch, Coretta’s dream of a singing career led her to Boston, where she enrolled at the New England Conservatory of Music in 1951. She arrived in the city with just fifteen dollars in her pocket, living on peanut butter, graham crackers, and the occasional piece of fruit until she found work as a domestic helper in the home of an Antioch alum.

			In her second semester, a classmate asked if she would be interested in going on a date with a promising young minister from Atlanta who was studying for his PhD at Boston University’s School of Theology. At first, Coretta was not interested. She could not imagine herself as a minister’s wife. But her friend, eager to play matchmaker, gave her phone number to the young man anyway. He introduced himself as M. L. King Jr.

			“He doesn’t look like much,” Coretta recalled thinking when they first met. “But when he talked, he just radiated so much charm he became much better looking as he talked.”

			She laughed at his typical male smoothness—what she later called his “intellectual jive.” She recalled him saying, “You know, every Napoleon had his Waterloo. And you know, I’m like Napoleon. I’m at my Waterloo and I’m on my knees.”

			On their first date, they talked about peace, war, and racial and economic justice. Coretta had the distinct sense he was testing her, probing her thinking. She admired his intellect and maturity but was caught off guard when, as he was driving her home, he declared, “You have everything I ever wanted in a wife.”

			“Martin showed every sign of someone falling in love at first sight,” she remembered. “But for me, it was an overload, too much to handle at one time.”

			Still, with each date, she found more to like. He was a good dancer, compassionate, and shared her love of concert music. They spoke deeply about religion, philosophy, and politics.

			“I saw that my views were more global and pacifist, while his were more focused on direct action to change the oppressive structures of black America,” she said.

			During their courtship, Coretta fell deeply in love but still wrestled with the idea of giving up her concert career to become a minister’s wife.

			Coretta and Martin were married on June 18, 1953, on the lawn of the Scott family home in Marion, Alabama, in a ceremony officiated by Martin’s father, Daddy King. She wore a pastel-blue dress and, asserting her independence, told her imposing father-in-law that she would not recite the traditional marriage vow to “obey” and “submit” to her husband.

			“The language made me feel too much like an indentured servant,” she said.

			After the wedding, they returned to Boston to complete their coursework. In August 1954, they moved to Montgomery, Alabama, where Martin became the pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. Montgomery was home to a vibrant network of Black organizers and activists, including Jo Ann Robinson, president of the Women’s Political Council, and E. D. Nixon, head of the local NAACP chapter. These groups were working to register Black voters and to challenge the daily humiliations of Jim Crow segregation. One of their most urgent targets was the city’s bus system, where Black riders were routinely threatened and harassed by white drivers.

			“The system was operated so as to make blacks feel less than human,” Coretta recalled. “Imagine what it was like to get on a Montgomery bus with your children.”

			The dam burst on December 1, 1955, when Rosa Parks—a lifelong activist and secretary of the local NAACP—was arrested for refusing to give up her seat to a white passenger. In the days that followed, E. D. Nixon and other leaders recruited Martin to head a newly formed organization, the Montgomery Improvement Association, which launched a citywide boycott of the bus system. Over the next thirteen months, more than forty thousand Black residents took part. They walked miles to work, organized massive carpool networks, and held the line.

			The Montgomery bus boycott propelled Martin into the national spotlight, where he would remain for the rest of his life.

			Life was changing quickly for Coretta too. During their first year in Montgomery, she sang in the church choir, taught Sunday school, and helped Martin with his sermons—listening, offering critiques, typing drafts. It was a practice they would continue in the years to come.
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					Coretta Scott King concert program, 1956

				
			
			Martin doted on her during her first pregnancy. Their daughter Yolanda—nicknamed Yoki—was born on November 17, 1955, just before the bus boycott started.

			What had started as Coretta’s effort to be a “good minister’s wife” had become a collaborative partnership.

			“I felt very much involved in what he was doing,” she remembered.

			As the civil rights movement gained momentum, Coretta’s national profile grew as well.

			In 1957, she helped launch SANE to raise awareness about the dangers of nuclear testing. She performed in fundraising concerts and often stood in for Martin at public events. By 1962, the couple had three young children—Martin Luther King III was born in 1957, Dexter in 1961—and Martin had mixed feelings about Coretta’s growing national presence. He was uneasy with her traveling the country for singing and speaking engagements, and hesitant about her taking on a larger role in the movement.

			During one tense exchange, he told her, “You see, I am called by God, and you aren’t.”

			“I have always felt that I have a call on my life, too,” Coretta replied. “I’ve been called by God, too, to do something. You may not understand it, but I have a sense of a calling too.”

			Martin seemed unconvinced. He countered, “Well, somebody has to take care of the kids.”

			“No problem, I will do that,” Coretta retorted.

			She saw that he looked crestfallen. “You aren’t totally happy being my wife and the mother of my children, are you?” he asked.

			“I love being your wife and the mother of your children,” she said. “But if that’s all I am to do, I’ll go crazy.”

			Coretta knew she was an activist and a leader in her own right. Soon, others would recognize her stature as well.

			

			—

			Coretta was heartened when Martin encouraged her to accept an invitation from Women Strike for Peace (WSP) to travel to Geneva, Switzerland, in March 1962, as part of an international effort to ban atomic testing.

			Founded in 1961 by the children’s book illustrator Dagmar Wilson and the lawyer Bella Abzug, WSP was a loose network of mostly middle-class women who rallied against nuclear weapons and war.

			“We decided it was up to the women because the men are trapped in the course of daily events,” Wilson said, after an estimated fifty thousand women joined marches in sixty cities on November 1, 1961, calling for an “End to the Arms Race—Not the Human Race.” She led fifteen hundred demonstrators to the base of the Washington Monument, while President Kennedy watched from a White House window.

			Most of the protesters were housewives and mothers. Some were new to activism; others had long been involved with peace groups such as SANE and the International League for Peace and Freedom. Wilson, who planned the protest with friends in the backyard of her Washington, DC, home, was stunned by the turnout.

			“The girls are only beginning to feel their power,” she said. “Let’s face it, wars can no longer be won; wars are antediluvian. We simply have to abolish them.”

			Coretta welcomed the opportunity to travel with women who shared her passion for peace. On April 1, 1962, she was one of fifty women who boarded a Swissair flight from New York’s Idlewild airport to attend the United Nations disarmament conference in Geneva. Among them was a woman who had survived Nazi repression in Poland, and another who had lived through the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. Two other Black women joined Coretta on the trip: the newspaper columnist Valena Williams and Dr. Uvee Mdodana, an activist deeply involved in women’s groups and religious organizations.

			The New York Times featured a photo of Coretta with other protesters at the airport, describing her as one of the “women known through their husbands’ reputations.” Still, she was the only woman quoted in that article—and in several others—marking her as the group’s highest-profile participant.

			“I go to Geneva because I am concerned that disarmament and suspension of nuclear tests may well be mankind’s last chance for survival,” she told The Pittsburgh Courier before the trip. “No sober minded person can ignore the possible ominous effects of a continuation of the arms race and atmospheric tests. Not only will this increase the possibilities of an accidental war, but it will lead to a poisoning of the atmosphere that will be ruinous to generations yet unborn.”

			For a generation that had already lived through World War II and the Korean War—and was now living through the Cold War—the fear of nuclear holocaust was palpable.

			In the years leading up to her trip to Switzerland, Coretta had accompanied Martin on journeys to Ghana, Nigeria, London, Paris, Rome, Greece, Lebanon, and Egypt. She was better traveled and more worldly than President Johnson and many members of Congress. Foreign dignitaries and press often treated Martin as the de facto ambassador of Black America—and Coretta as its First Lady. In India, they dined with Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, and Coretta sang spirituals at several stops during their tour.
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					Coretta Scott King, Richard Nixon, and Martin Luther King Jr. in Ghana, 1957

				
			
			But this trip felt different.

			Though no stranger to international travel, Coretta arrived in Geneva with a sense that she was beginning to establish an identity—and an agenda—distinct from her husband’s. She and the US delegation joined women from Scandinavia, England, Australia, and the Soviet Union in a march to the Palace of Nations, home of the United Nations office in Geneva. Together, they delivered a petition with fifty thousand signatures to the US negotiator Arthur Dean and Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister Valerian Zorin, the cochairs of the seventeen-nation disarmament conference.

			Dean received the women icily. He insisted that there were complex foreign policy considerations and technical details about fissionable materials that they could not possibly understand.

			“It’s all rather reminiscent of some of the games our 6-year-olds play,” Wilson said of the Geneva talks. “They make the rules as they go along and when they are not winning they change them…. The men in Geneva are not 6-year-olds. They are grown men and are entrusted with the greatest responsibility—the destiny of the human race.”

			When the women returned to New York after their weeklong trip, Coretta spoke on their behalf: “The women are disappointed that we did not achieve our purposes in Geneva, but we will not give up our fight for peace.”

			Always a voracious reader, Coretta followed reports about America’s growing military presence in Vietnam with mounting concern. In The New York Times that November, the journalist David Halberstam described how nearly eight thousand US troops were engaged in a “private war, with its endless debate over the rules as to when to shoot the enemy, when not to shoot the enemy, and what constitutes the enemy.” The accompanying photographs—showing US Special Forces advising Vietnamese soldiers—made it hard to believe the United States was not already at war.

			Coretta’s role with Women Strike for Peace quickly drew the attention of the FBI, which believed the group’s leaders were influenced by the Communist Party. Similar suspicions had long fueled the bureau’s surveillance of Martin. The FBI had been monitoring him since the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955. By the end of 1963, Attorney General Robert Kennedy had authorized wiretaps on the Kings’ home phone, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) offices in Atlanta, and the office of Stanley Levison, one of Martin’s closest advisers.

			J. Edgar Hoover provided Robert Kennedy with regular reports on Martin and other civil rights leaders. Just weeks after Coretta returned from Switzerland, Hoover received a field report titled “Coretta Scott King, aka Mrs. Martin Luther King, Jr. INFORMATION CONCERNING (SUBVERSIVE CONTROL).” The memo stated that the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) had requested passport files on all fifty women who had traveled to Geneva. Coretta’s photograph and her parents’ names were forwarded to the FBI field offices in Atlanta and New York, along with the physical description from her passport application:

			
				Height: 5’4½’’

				Hair: Black

				Eyes: Brown

				Marks: None

				Occupation: Housewife

			

			The report is a chilling reminder of the official surveillance Coretta, like Martin, endured.

			Although Coretta didn’t see the classified FBI memo at the time, the suspicions some government officials held about WSP were no secret. In December 1962, HUAC subpoenaed a dozen WSP members to testify in an investigation into Communist infiltration of the peace movement. More than a hundred women packed the hearing room, cheering Dagmar Wilson as she declared that the group welcomed anyone who opposed nuclear war, regardless of their political affiliation. Outside, dozens more women marched in freezing temperatures, carrying signs that read “Peace is American.”

			Congressman Clyde Doyle, a Democrat from California, accused the women of offering “strong encouragement to the Communists in this country to continue their infiltration of ‘Women Strike for Peace.’ ”

			With HUAC attacking her fellow activists and the FBI hounding her husband, Coretta doubled down on her commitment to the peace movement. In May 1963, she published a half-page ad in The California Eagle calling on other Black women to join the cause.

			“Peace Among Nations and Peace in Birmingham Ala. Cannot Be Separated!” she wrote.

			

			—

			Coretta was unable to attend the Women Strike for Peace rally in Washington, DC, that May. She had given birth in March to the couple’s fourth child, Bernice Albertine King, named after her grandmothers.

			It had been a difficult pregnancy. Hip pain made it nearly impossible for Coretta to walk down the stairs, and her doctor ordered bed rest during the final weeks. The postpartum period brought new challenges as well: Just one day after Bernice’s birth, Martin left to lead a massive civil rights campaign in Birmingham.

			On April 12, he was arrested and taken to jail. Coretta, caring for the children at home, had no way of contacting him. She feared for his safety.

			Alone for a week in a Birmingham cell, Martin penned what would become one of the most important statements of the civil rights era—a letter defending nonviolent protest as a patriotic call to conscience. The movement, he wrote, was “bringing our nation back to these great wells of democracy which were dug deep by the founding fathers in their formulation of the Constitution and Declaration of Independence.”

			He returned to that same patriotic theme on June 23, 1963, in Detroit, where more than 125,000 people marched down Woodward Avenue to protest racism and inequality. Speaking at Cobo Hall, he declared: “I have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream.”

			He repeated the phrase again and again—condemning the murders of Emmett Till and Medgar Evers, invoking the words of Abraham Lincoln and Thomas Jefferson, and offering a vision of justice that resonated deeply with the crowd. He tapped the aspirations of many of those in the audience: “I have a dream this afternoon that one day right here in Detroit, Negroes will be able to buy a house or rent a house anywhere that their money will carry them and they will be able to get a job.”

			Applause thundered through the arena. Coretta, who had stayed home with the children, listened to a recording of the speech later, as she often did, and offered Martin feedback on which parts struck her as most powerful.

			Two months later, Coretta and Martin traveled together to Washington, DC, for the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. She was up into the early morning hours of August 28, watching and listening as Martin worked on the final draft of his speech. When she awoke near sunrise, she found him gazing out the hotel window, anxious about how many people would show up. Organizers had hoped for a hundred thousand. Commentators expected far fewer.

			As the couple made the short walk from the Willard Hotel to the National Mall, the growing crowd buoyed their spirits. Chartered buses and trains had delivered waves of people into the capital. By the afternoon, as many as 250,000 stood along the reflecting pool stretching before the Lincoln Memorial. Millions more watched on television.

			Coretta was awed by the grandeur of the moment—but also deeply disappointed. Despite the vital roles women had played in building the movement and organizing the march, they were dismissed and disrespected by its leadership. When she asked to join the main procession down Constitution Avenue, Martin replied curtly, “The wives are not going to march.”

			There was no seat reserved for her on the platform. No women were permitted to deliver a major address.

			“This was very upsetting to me,” she later recalled, “especially when there were so many battle-weary female veterans who deserved the opportunity to speak.”

			She thought of Ella Baker, Daisy Bates, Fannie Lou Hamer, Diane Nash Bevel, Rosa Parks—women who had helped give life to the movement.

			“The list was endless,” she said. “But that’s how chauvinistic the leadership was at that time.”

			Still, when Martin rose to speak, Coretta recognized the phrases she had heard him worrying over the night before. As a trained singer, she noticed how the crowd lifted him, how his voice took on a “strong and beautifully resonant tone.”

			When he said, “I still have a dream,” she knew he had left the prepared speech behind. He was returning to the theme he had first sounded that summer in Detroit. The words were not written on the page, she said. They were “tucked inside him.”

			It was the most iconic speech Martin would ever give—and one of the most famous speeches in American history.

			After the march, Coretta joined Martin in a limousine to the White House. Top civil rights leaders—including NAACP Executive Secretary Roy Wilkins, Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) Chairman John Lewis, and A. Philip Randolph, who had first envisioned the March on Washington two decades earlier—were scheduled to meet with President Kennedy and Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson.

			“I’d like to go,” Coretta told Martin.

			She had spoken with President Kennedy by phone several times and thought she might never have another opportunity to meet a sitting president. She wanted to thank him for his support when Martin had been jailed, and to commend him for a recent step toward peace: The United States had
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