
By Kerri A. Shadid*

The day of April 4, 1968, had a profound effect on
people of all races across America. It was the day that noted civil
rights activist Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was shot to death in
Memphis, Tennessee. The facts were quickly known around the
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world—that a white man had murdered the thirty-nine-year-old
Baptist minister, a Nobel Peace Prize winner, an advocate of nonvio-
lent direct action, and an African American, as he stood on the sec-
ond-floor balcony at the Lorraine Motel. King had been preparing to
lead a protest march against racial discrimination by the City of
Memphis against its garbage department workers.

Many black and white Oklahomans had met King, or at least had
become aware of his support for civil rights in the state, when he
had visited Oklahoma City in July 1960. He had come to the city to
encourage a proposed boycott of downtown businesses whose ser-
vices were segregated. At that time he delivered a lengthy address
at the Calvary Baptist Church to the members of the Oklahoma
City Negro Baptist Ministers Association. Supporters of the civil
rights movement continued to exert pressure in Oklahoma, holding
numerous sit-ins and protests at businesses and restaurants in Tulsa,
Oklahoma City, and other communities. The Civil Rights Act of 1964
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 came about in part because of wide-
spread, nonviolent protest actions.
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Protest at Bishop’s Restaurant, Oklahoma City, June 1963 (Photo by
Johnny Melton, courtesy OHS Research Division).



Eight years later, in April 1968 the local newspapers used their
own discretion in reporting the news of King’s assassination to the
general public. The people of Oklahoma, like others across the na-
tion, faced the challenge of deciding how to respond to the shocking
and tragic event. Over the next few days the state’s newspapers
documented the ways in which black and white Oklahomans chose
to react to King’s murder. The members of the fourth estate solic-
ited and reported thousands of personal opinions that now form a
vital, although perhaps nonstandard, part of the historical record.
This record reveals that African Americans and white Americans in
Oklahoma shared many similar opinions about the terrible murder.
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Actor Charlton Heston (center) joined a civil rights
protest march in Oklahoma City in May 1961 (OHS
Research Division photo).



But the attitudes of members of each group were by no means uni-
form, and a number of reactions emerged, not only among blacks
and whites, but also within both black and white communities.
Opinions among white Oklahomans, especially those who spoke to
the press, were generally different from the views that were offered
in black newspapers in the state.

Shock was a common initial reaction among white Oklahomans
after King’s death.1 The day after King’s murder the Oklahoma City
Times ran an article entitled “Death Shocks State Figures.”2 The
terse headline sums up the first feelings of many citizens of the
Sooner State. Whether whites were supporters of King or not, shock
came as a natural reaction. An article in the Enid Morning News re-
ported that “Enid residents both in favor of Dr. King’s work and
those against his movement were stunned to hear of his death.”3

The same article indicated that civil rights leaders in Enid were as
shocked by King’s shooting as Americans had been after the assas-
sination of President John F. Kennedy in November 1963.4 Politi-
cians were quick to call King’s death a tragedy, likely both from a
desire to court black voters as well as from a sense that King, as a
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President Lyndon Johnson and Martin Luther King, Jr., in a March 1966 discus-
sion of civil rights in the United States (Courtesy Lyndon Baines Johnson Library
and Museum, Austin, Texas, photo by Yoichi Okamoto).



nonviolent moderate, was more politically attractive than the grow-
ing Black Power movement. From Washington, D.C., Senator Fred
Harris articulated a common opinion when he called King’s assassi-
nation “‘an American tragedy.’”5 Senator A. S. “Mike” Monroney also
said, “‘It is a tremendous tragedy that a moderate leader should
have died under such circumstances in a country where he fought
so valiantly to preserve order and equal rights for all Americans.’”6

Surprise and a sense of tragedy were expressed in numerous white
newspapers7 in the days following April 4.

White newspapers also revealed another widespread reaction,
respect for King. The vast majority of whites quoted in Oklahoma
newspapers recognized him as an American leader and expressed a
desire to remember him. White citizens, speaking through their lo-
cal press, responded to King’s death by praising his importance to
the civil rights movement and, by extension, to the entire nation.
Former Oklahoma Governor Henry L. Bellmon sent a sympathetic
telegram to Mrs. King to say that her husband’s “‘barbaric’” murder
was “‘regretted and resented by civilized men and women every-
where.’”8 Further, an article in the Enid Morning News said it was
“beyond question” that King had “accomplished much good.”9

However, it is important to keep in mind that in Oklahoma soci-
ety public respect was expected after King’s death. Editors or inter-
viewees may have harbored different personal opinions but may
have felt that it would have been unfeeling to express them at that
moment. Still, as an editorial in the Tulsa Daily World stated, “As
readers of this page well know, we have not always seen him [King]
as the demigod that others have pictured. His death does not change
that. At the same time, no one can deny that he was a great leader,
an eloquent speaker and a fearless believer in his cause.”10 This edi-
torial suggests that King’s murder might have encouraged the pre-
dominantly white newspapers that did not always praise King dur-
ing his life to temper their criticisms.

As a way of showing respect many whites in Oklahoma attended
memorial services dedicated to the slain leader. A good number at-
tended such a gathering in Hobart on the Sunday after the murder.
Reverend C. W. Hurrington, the presiding pastor, noted that every-
one who was there sincerely respected King’s teachings and that
the whites in the city were in accord with the blacks.11 At the Uni-
versity of Oklahoma (OU) approximately a thousand students,
many of them white, came together for a memorial service dedi-
cated to the fallen civil rights leader.12 Other Oklahoma cities such
as El Reno and Tulsa also held memorial marches.13 White newspa-
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pers throughout the state frequently printed notices of services to
show respect for King and to commemorate his life and work. These
events, which the newspapers described as being attended by whites,
show that a large number of whites in the state did “pay their re-
spects” to King, regardless of whatever personal reasons called them
to the services.

In addition to these broadly held views of King’s death, some
whites expressed a higher level of empathy. In their speeches some
leaders looked beyond King’s call for nonviolence and recognized
his broader message of love and equality. A statement issued by a
local clergyman and printed in the El Reno Daily Tribune said, “‘We
join with millions of other people in mourning his death, and in
committing ourselves to the Christian ideals of freedom and equal-
ity for all people for which he lived and died. We call the people of
our community to this commitment.’”14 Former Governor Bellmon
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Governor Dewey Bartlett reads from I Corinthians at the memorial service held for
Martin Luther King, Jr., at St. Paul's Cathedral in Oklahoma City (Photo by Paul
Derby, copyright 1968, The Oklahoma Publishing Company).



also pledged his personal efforts to realizing the “‘goals of equality
and justice’” for which King lived.15 In another example, Oklahoma
Governor Dewey F. Bartlett, in a memorial at the Capitol, called on
Oklahomans to “‘stretch out our hand . . . a friendly, sincere hand . . .
a hand of love.’”16 These three white men eulogized King’s ideals
more than was typical in the state’s white newspapers.

Giving a speech in Oklahoma, Mrs. Hubert H. Humphrey, the wife
of the vice president, sincerely articulated her complete agreement
with the goals that had guided King’s life. She encouraged her fel-
low Americans to “‘rededicate ourselves to the task of healing the
torment of our poor and hungry, our deprived and illiterate.’”17 Thus,
she legitimized King’s broader message of social change, which was
not always popular among whites of the day. While these white poli-
ticians may well have been looking for support among black voters
and creating an attractive, caring image, their words are still signif-
icant in a decade when many white leaders were openly hostile to
blacks in the South. These white Oklahomans, along with Mrs.
Humphrey while she was in the state, went beyond simply support-
ing King after his death to confirming, at least rhetorically, that
they would personally act in accordance with King’s message.

Some white leaders even advocated self-reflection among white
Oklahomans. Senator Fred Harris, as a member of the President’s
National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, stated that the
commission’s report was an “‘indictment of the white community’”
for the widening division among blacks and whites in America.18 In
making such a statement Senator Harris seemed genuinely to be
encouraging whites to take responsibility for the plight of blacks in
America. This was an unusual idea to find in the newspapers of the
white community in Oklahoma, even after King’s murder. President
George Lynn Cross and President-designate Herbert Holloman of
the University of Oklahoma encouraged students and teachers to
observe Sunday “‘as a day of restoration devoted to our personal
and spiritual renewal.’”19 With this call, these two men encouraged
their fellow whites to respond individually to King’s death. This mes-
sage was more powerful than the sincere but psychologically dis-
tant and removed words of sympathy expressed by many whites in
local newspapers. Holloman went on during the memorial to say,
“‘We have nothing to fear from King’s death and the depravity it re-
veals except our own failure. It is our own failure which is ravaging
Memphis and each of us at this moment.’”20

In another case, an editorial in the Broken Arrow Ledger gave
King credit for bringing dignity to blacks in America. However, the
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writer noted that both physical and mental ghettos remained, and
that people must work to make “‘both ghettos fall together.’”21 He
recognized that whites should share in the responsibility to change
black Americans’ living conditions. These white Oklahomans num-
bered among relatively few who were quoted as seeing King’s death
as a reason for personal action or reflection, not just sympathy. Soci-
etal pressures did exist for whites to praise King, and Cross and
Holloman may have wanted to appease black students at OU. But
at the same time, such strong commitments to social change go be-
yond political requirements and suggest that these whites were sin-
cere in their calls for change.
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Protestors at Green’s Department Store in Oklahoma City, 1964–65
(OHS Research Division photo).



However, the number of whites who lamented King’s death and
sympathized with blacks, without apparent regard to their own in-
terests, was small. Instead, many whites focused on their own fear of
retaliatory violence in Oklahoma. Even progressive Senator Fred
Harris admitted that violence was possible and added that Oklahoma
was no different from other states in its vulnerability to riots.22

However, Harris did temper his prediction, saying that “‘just as that
white man who struck down Martin Luther King doesn’t represent
all white men, neither do the rioters represent all Negroes.’”23 This
fear was also evident in the many front-page newspaper articles
about rioting blacks throughout the nation. The Hugo Daily News
ran a front-page article entitled “Trouble Flairs after King’s Death:
Urgent Talks Slated.”24 Further, the day after King’s death the
Durant Daily Democrat ran a front-page piece entitled “Race Vio-
lence Unleashed: Orgy of Destruction Hits Over 80 Cities.”25 On
that same page the journal printed an article under the headline
“Angry Negroes Burn, Loot, Fight Police in Many Cities.”26 Interest-
ingly, the Democrat made a strong editorial statement by printing
these two articles on the first page. However, on April 5 the paper
also printed a number of nationally syndicated, pro-King articles.
These were intended to evoke fear in readers, especially whites. By
using such strong language on the front page, the two local papers
emphasized the risk of racial violence above sympathy to King’s
murder. The menacing possibility of mass lawlessness was much
more threatening to many white readers than the fact that King
was dead.

Perhaps in part as a result of this fear, whites emphasized the
need to continue King’s legacy of nonviolence. Senator Harris cor-
roborated his own apprehension of social disturbances by calling for
a rededication to the principle of nonviolence after King’s death.27

Whites quoted in Oklahoma newspapers typically did not mention
King’s fight for equality or desire for world peace, but instead
stressed his call to blacks to avoid racial violence. As an article in
the Enid Morning News concluded, “The greatest monument to
King’s memory is that the nation and its people respect and follow
his example of non-violence in resolving problems.”28 King’s devo-
tion to peaceful direct action was praiseworthy, but to insist so
strongly that it was his greatest legacy deemphasizes his many con-
tributions to the struggle for equality. In addition, doing so suggests
that the author may have been, at least subconsciously, more con-
cerned about preventing violence in Oklahoma than in actually im-
proving the condition of blacks in the state.
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In an article appearing in the Daily Ardmoreite Oklahoma City
Mayor James Norick was quoted as congratulating his citizens for
their “‘concern for each other and each other’s property in maintain-
ing a calm and peaceful observance.’”29 This statement acknowl-
edged neither the pain that King’s assassination had caused people
throughout the nation nor the man’s greatness. Instead, the mayor
focused his comments on community security. He followed up by
saying, “‘I urge everyone to continue their calm and orderly concern
during this period of national tragedy.’”30 His attention was cen-
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The past agitation for civil rights in the United States made
some white Americans apprehensive after King's death
(Library of Congress photo, LC-USZ62-122985).



tered on his desire to avoid racial violence, which was evident in his
policeman-like choice of words. Mayor Norick revealed a nervous
desire for peace that was mirrored in many white newspapers around
Oklahoma but was rarely so openly stated.

The norm in the state’s white newspapers was either a sincere
recognition of King’s contribution to society or a focus on maintain-
ing King’s ideal of nonviolence. However, as in any southern state, a
few whites and a few newspapers showed no concern for the civil
rights leader’s demise. Further, rather than exhibiting outright hos-
tility, some local journals simply ignored the event. The Edmond
Sun did not run a single article about it, nor did the Wagner County
Record-Democrat, even though the latter was based in a historically
black part of the state. It should be mentioned that these were both
weekly newspapers and that April 11 was the first issue to go to
press after King’s death. Perhaps these papers simply assumed that
their readers would learn about the event through other sources.
However, other weekly newspapers did write about King, and the
absence of commentary suggests an editorial decision to intention-
ally disregard King’s demise.

Going a step further, a small number of whites and newspapers
in Oklahoma showed open hostility to King and a callous attitude
toward his death. On April 11 the Poteau News printed a letter from
a number of Le Flore County’s citizens who lamented a column that
had been printed the previous week. It had expressed hostile views
toward King. The letter’s author, Reverend David Iven, wrote that
“‘in our own county I read only criticism of Dr. King and his work on
behalf of his fellow man.’” He added that “‘I fear that presently your
critical remarks reflect the thinking of many people [in this
area].’”31 It is encouraging that this man wrote to deplore the racist
attitude expressed in Poteau’s newspaper and that thirty-two peo-
ple signed his letter. It is also interesting that next to this letter ap-
peared an advertisement purchased by the Le Flore County Branch
of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) praising King’s dream.32 But neither of these facts can
meliorate what Reverend Iven said—that a large number of people
in that southeastern Oklahoma county did not like King. Although
the Poteau News did not publish hostile articles immediately after
King’s death, it seemed to have had no qualms about disparaging
the man before his assassination.

While white racism did exist in Oklahoma, it was not voiced in
white newspapers as often as was genuine sympathy and respect.
One example of white hostility toward King appeared in a letter to
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the editor of the Enid Morning News. A person going by the title “A
Christian Patriot” spoke out against the government programs for
which King had fought.33 He, or she, wrote, “‘But, because a demented
individual has done this dastardly deed, should we, the citizens of
free America, allow our legislators to bow to the will of a radical,
militant minority—relinquish our God-given rights of life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness?’”34 “A Christian Patriot” went on to
urge Oklahomans to let their legislators know that they “‘are ex-
pected to work and vote for the rights of the majority.’”35 This indi-
vidual did not consider the rights of blacks in his or her polemic.
The “Patriot” expressed views that were hostile toward blacks in
the state and toward King’s memory. However, such expressions
were the clear exception to the rule in white newspapers. Reverend
T. A. Chick of Enid opposed King’s actions but seems to have repre-
sented the opinion of whites who expressed sorrow for the man’s
death and agreed that killing a leader was certainly not the an-
swer.36 One would expect this attitude to be more common among
whites who disapproved of King’s goals but felt no aggression to-
ward the slain leader.

As might be expected, black citizens in Oklahoma were much
more affected and moved by King’s death than whites. This is ap-
parent in the way black newspapers responded to the assassina-
tion. Many blacks believed that this tragic murder required them to
show active mourning and devotion to King, not just hollow words
of sympathy. The reaction was natural, because blacks, much more
than whites, could directly trace their improving standards of living
to the civil rights movement and Martin Luther King, Jr. In a letter
to the editor of the Oklahoma Eagle, a black man named Chester
Shaw wrote, “‘If you could not sacrifice 4 or 8 hours for a man that
gave his life for us to be free than you should never open your
mouth about anything whether its peace or violence, for you are like
a lost boat in the middle of the sea on a no return voyage.’”37 To
Shaw, King was not only a great American leader, he was also a
driving force for good in his personal life. Shaw called on all blacks
to recognize the very real debt they owed to the ideals and the leg-
acy of King, which required action and reflection to respect his
memory. In this same vein, the Committee Action Program of
Oklahoma City and County, in a letter to the editor of the Black Dis-
patch, pledged “‘the will and effort of the staff and program partici-
pants’” to maintaining King’s dream of peace and nonviolence.38

Some black Oklahomans also felt a need to dedicate their actions to
King. Shaw closed his letter with the sentence, “‘Tulsa, Oklahoma,
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wake up, for you are asleep, the time for sleeping is no more, time is
of the essence face reality.’”39 Blacks in Oklahoma felt an urgency to
commemorate King. To remember him with respect would be to sig-
nify that the black community was proud and was itself worthy of
respect. Thus, black newspapers in Oklahoma expressed a stronger
desire to actively praise his legacy and to give King the accolades
that he deserved.

A small number of blacks, like many whites in the state, did ex-
press a fear that there would be violent rioting. A black legislator,
Representative Curtis Lawson of Tulsa, said, “‘This may be the
spark that sets off another revolution.’” He continued by saying,
“‘It’s unfortunate, but the shots have been called and I don’t see any
way around it.’”40 Nevertheless, it is worth noting that as a state
representative with legislative power Lawson was unique among
blacks in the state. While the fear of social upheaval was wide-
spread among whites in the state, in the black press it was only
voiced by a member of the upper class. Perhaps that was because
blacks like Lawson, who were integrated into white institutions,
had the most to lose if racial violence broke out. However, Represen-
tative Lawson had nothing to fear. Blacks in Oklahoma did not turn
to violence in response to the brutal tragedy, although many cities
in America exploded in riots. As the Daily Ardmoreite stated, King’s
murder, which stimulated violence in other parts of the nation, “was
observed in quiet solemnity in Oklahoma [on] Saturday.”41 It is also
worth noting that black newspapers did not devote their front
pages to articles about racial violence in other areas of the nation.

Many black citizens, like whites mentioned above, also stressed
in their newspapers the importance of King’s devotion to nonvio-
lence. The Enid Morning News on April 7 asked six black men,
“What is your opinion of the violence following the death of Dr. Mar-
tin Luther King?” All six either condemned the violence, stressed
their own devotion to nonviolence, or called for a period of peaceful
mourning. Not one said that he condoned or even sympathized with
rioting blacks in other parts of the nation, and none of them ques-
tioned the effectiveness of nonviolence.42 Their opinions suggest
that many of Oklahoma’s black residents agreed that violence was
not the answer. This is partly explained by the fact that King him-
self urged the abandonment of violence and hate. Amos T. Hall,
president of the NAACP’s Tulsa chapter, said in a Muskogee Daily
Phoenix article, “‘I think the majority of people feel just like Martin
Luther King—that militancy and violence are not the solution to
the problem.’”43 Although belief in the power of nonviolence was
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widely expressed in black newspapers in the state, perhaps other
aspects of black culture in Oklahoma played a role in keeping the
peace.

Many blacks in Oklahoma, as in other states in the South, were
very religious. A large number emphasized the Christian aspect of
King’s message when discussing his life and death. It is noteworthy
that in the Enid Morning News interview of six black men, half of
them were ministers.44 The ministers all verbalized their support
for nonviolence, and most of them based their belief not only on
King’s message, but on the message of nonviolence in the Christian
Bible. Reverend Billy Mucker said, “‘I don’t believe in violence. . . .
The only way now is through Christ—for the nation—the whole
world.’”45 Reverend Loren Jones agreed with this sentiment, saying,
“‘I believe in non-violence. . . . There will be no peace until we learn
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NAACP youth advisor Clara Luper and Governor Bartlett accept a donation from
an unidentified woman at a King memorial held as a fund-raiser for the
Oklahoma City Freedom Center (Photo by Robert Taylor, copyright 1968, The
Oklahoma Publishing Company).



to love one another as Christ would have us to do.’”46 These men saw
a direct connection between what King preached and Jesus’s teach-
ings. In fact, King, a minister himself, stressed that Jesus’s sermons
were the basis for his call to nonviolence. The black ministers of
Enid, Oklahoma, were likely devoted to nonviolence in part because
they were devout Christians and felt a deep belief in the source of
King’s moral condemnation of violence. Perhaps these men were
chosen by a mainstream newspaper as ideal members of the black
community, and they may not be representative of the whole, but it
is significant that those who were interviewed in black newspapers
also praised King’s peacefulness, and the whole black community
did refrain from violence.

Another example of religious devotion among blacks was the ten-
dency in black newspapers to compare the life of Martin Luther
King, Jr., with that of the biblical Jesus. Elmer L. Davis, a staff
writer for the Oklahoma Eagle, wrote an article paralleling the
lives of Jesus and King. The reporter noted numerous similarities
between the two. Both men were in their thirties, and both
preached “peace and nonviolence” and “would be crucified.”47 Also
like Jesus, King bore the cross of a cruel world and sacrificed him-
self for the ideals he advocated. Davis, urging his readers to live in
peace and nonviolence, wrote, “DO NOT DESECRATE THE NAME
OF THIS HOLY MAN!”48 He insisted that King should be followed
as people follow Jesus. This parallel emanated a powerful message
for the strongly Christian community of black Oklahoma. Certainly,
King was a powerful figure for black society in his own right, but his
similarities to Jesus, as stressed in the black press, seemed to en-
hance the importance and poignancy of his life.

Similarly, many blacks in the state saw King as a martyr. Odell
Davis, interviewed in Enid, said, “‘I feel that he died for a cause. He
predicted that even if he did die, he would live on in his work.’”49

This assessment of his death, whether conscious or unconscious,
draws a parallel between King and Jesus as men who sacrificed
themselves for the greater good of their work and their teachings.
Reverend Frank Mabee, the pastor of an Enid church, recalled that
Reverend Andrew Young, visiting in Enid two years earlier, had
said, “‘Dr. King felt he would have to die for his cause before he
could open some people’s eyes.’”50 This view of King as a martyr was
much more prevalent among Oklahoma’s black citizens than among
their white counterparts.

But analogies among black newspapers between King’s teach-
ings and Christianity did not stop with a similarity to Jesus. Some
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blacks in Oklahoma took the thought a step further to include other
figures from the Bible. Reverend Billy Mucker, interviewed in the
“Inquiring Reporter,” said that he thought King was another Mo-
ses.51 This comparison is logical, because each man was seen to have
led his own people to freedom. Miriam F. VanDeMark, the author of
an article in the Black Dispatch, also saw additional similarities be-
tween King and biblical figures. He likened King’s peaceful march-
ing to Joshua’s walk around Jericho, after which the walls tumbled
down.52 Like Joshua, King had faced a violent and powerful nemesis
in racism, and he had defeated it, using only his voice and his legs.
VanDeMark reinforced his argument that King was divinely in-
spired by pointing out that God was the author of the freedom for
which King fought.53 He equated King’s message with the very foun-
dation of the Judeo-Christian tradition. Through many references
to Christian theology black newspapers connected the memory of
Martin Luther King, Jr., to religion for black individuals.
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Martin Luther King, Jr., was originally buried in Atlanta South View Cemetery but
was reinterred at the Martin Luther King, Jr., National Historic Site in 1980
(Courtesy photo).



Articles in black newspapers also showed an educated black pop-
ulation who believed they could influence Oklahoma society. This
suggests that black Oklahomans believed they had other, better
outlets for their frustration and grief than rioting. For instance, an
article in the Muskogee Daily Phoenix included an interview with
Dr. Frederick D. Smith, a black dentist and a newly elected member
of the city council. Smith said, “‘I join the rest of the fair-thinking
people in saying we all need to get together, use our common sense,
and continue the nonviolent attitude.’”54 This statement gives cre-
dence to the idea that black citizens saw the opportunity for peace-
ful outlets of change in their state, rather than only expecting
change through violence. In fact, Smith said, “‘I feel the City Coun-
cil, composed of sound-thinking people, is intelligent enough to
work out our problems around a conference table, and make sure
that the ingredients of riots won’t be present in our city.’” In the
same article Maurice Jones echoed this idea when he stated, “‘It’s
better sometimes to sit down at a conference table and talk these
things out rather than pursue an avenue that might create un-
rest.’”55 Jones probably would not have made such a statement if he
did not believe that blacks would be represented in decision mak-
ing. These well-educated individuals felt that they could integrate
into Oklahoma society and pursue their interests from within the
system instead of fighting the establishment.

Nevertheless, some black residents still wondered whether there
was a place for them in the state’s white-dominated political and so-
cial life. J. J. Simons, president of the Oklahoma Chapter of the
NAACP, noted that “‘the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King
bespeaks in the loudest voice the great amount of bigotry and hy-
pocrisy that prevails in municipal and state government through-
out America and particularly in the southland area.’”56 However,
relatively few blacks expressed disenchantment with their place in
Oklahoma society. For the most part, the voices in black newspa-
pers in mid-April 1968 did not shout with anger or even dissatisfac-
tion but spoke with hope for the future.

The most striking aspect of the commemorative reporting by the
black newspapers was their use of artistic expression. While the de-
sire to celebrate a fallen leader through poetry and other art forms
was an exception among whites, it was almost the rule among
blacks. All across the state adults and students wrote with emotion
and creativity about the life of Martin Luther King, Jr. The Black
Dispatch published a beautiful poem by Theresa Williams Abram
on its front page. By using poetry Abram was able to express a
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deeper emotional connection to King than she could have in a more
straightforward article. She wrote such stirring lines as “‘Dr. King
is dead!/Cut down mercilessly by the hand of/Tumultuous hate.’”
And “‘Yet, with tear stained eyes, . . . Mourn sorrowfully/For a sol-
dier who was crucified/On Love’s Hill top, Elevated on a cruel cross
of hatred.’”57 Her words are much more moving to read than many
of the sincere but less emotional memorials to King in white news-
papers. Ruth F. Price also chose poetry to praise King’s dedication to
freedom. In “Because of Him,” she recalled a number of activities
that she, as a black woman, was allowed to do because of King’s suc-
cess in fighting for civil rights.58 That she thought she could best ex-
press her gratefulness to him through poetry shows a belief in the
power of art. Black youths also felt the urge to remember King in
verse. Cheryl Williams, a tenth grader at Tulsa’s Booker T. Wash-
ington High School, wrote an expressive and eloquent poem dedi-
cated to the King’s life.59 The overwhelming prevalence of poetry in
black newspapers suggests that blacks, unlike most whites, saw art
as a stronger outlet for their pain after the tragedy.

Commemorative artistic expression was not confined to poetry.
Even the wording and phrasing chosen by black authors, more so
than white authors, tried to connect King to beauty in the world. In
an article in the Black Dispatch Miriam VanDeMark wrote of King,
“He was a herald of freedom and a lover of peace. Is it any wonder
that God should [choose] a man like him?”60 This passage reveals
heartfelt emotion, even though it is a newspaper article and not a
poem. In addition, on April 11 the Oklahoma Eagle announced that
the Black Arts Festival would honor King. In the text of the article a
festival spokesperson said that the participants wanted to “‘help all
people, black and white, to realize that black is beautiful!’”61 Per-
haps blacks focused so much more on art to memorialize King be-
cause they wanted to express not only their pain but also their own
inner admiration of black culture in Oklahoma.

The state’s newspapers, whether black or white in constituency,
actively sought out public opinions and attitudes on King’s life and
shocking, tragic murder. The reporters and the respondents told
much more than just their thoughts on Martin Luther King, Jr.
They also revealed something about the natures of the writers and
interviewees, about the natures of the black and white communi-
ties. The two groups based their views of King on different back-
grounds and emotions. Very few white Oklahomans seemed to feel
an intimate connection to King’s life, but blacks did, and they said
so. Moreover, black residents of the state were more disposed to ex-
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press in religious tones their reverence for the fallen civil rights
champion. Yet for all of these differences, a number of similarities
appeared in the way blacks and whites chose to remember him. The
parallels were deeper than belief in nonviolence or shock after his
death. They indicated that Martin Luther King, Jr., had made a pow-
erful impact on the minds and lives of both blacks and whites in
Oklahoma.
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