                            A Thank You Letter to Mrs. King

February 2018
[In this month in which we acknowledge and celebrate all of the many contributions that African Americans have made to the United States from before its birth to the present, I share this letter which I wrote twelve years ago, to communicate as clearly as possible, my respect and appreciation for the life of Mrs. Coretta Scott King.
  I wrote this letter to Mrs. King on the day she was buried.  It feels appropriate to recognize her again this month.]
Dear Mrs. King:

My introduction to life as an African American child, through a world of racial bigotry and segregation, coupled with your example in the civil rights movement, a movement dedicated to righting those wrongs, were among my very first inspirations that resulted in one of my primary passions. It was a burning passion to grow up to do something to bring understanding and compassion to the world. It was a yearning to do something to make the world a better place than that into which I was born.
I was born in New Orleans, in 1953. As you know, the Civil Rights Act was signed by President Johnson eleven years later, in July of 1964, two months before I entered Jr. High School.  I remember, as if it were yesterday, my childhood - all of my elementary school years - in what was the very segregated city of New Orleans.......using the “Colored” restroom, which was sometimes the third of a three restroom lineup consisting of “Men”, “Women”, and “Colored”.  I remember how badly I wanted to ride the roller coaster at Pontchartrain Beach; to go into the Howard Johnson’s Ice Cream Parlor that we passed every day on our way home from school to sample one of the 34 flavors of ice cream; to be able to sit at the lunch counter when my mother and I got a hot dog at Schwegmann’s Supermarket, instead of having to order on the side of the counter and then either stand or sit on the nearby staircase to eat, and I remember that we were prohibited from doing all of those things. 
I remember that as we waited for my great uncle Marshall’s train to arrive from New York City for his annual summer family visit, I sat with my parents on the Colored side of Union Station.  The Colored side was smaller and not nearly as nice as the “White Only” side. 
  I remember drinking from “Colored” water fountains in city parks.  They were often low, porcelain, and white, and the water that they dispensed, often just a trickle, was almost always warm-to-hot. They were also many times right next to the “White” fountains which were usually tall, metal, and gray, and judging from the frost that accumulated on the dispenser, the water that they dispensed was icy cold. 
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I remember 4th of July family picnics on the Lake Pontchartrain lakefront, with my family sharing the small and very crowded area between Seabrook and Franklin Avenue with all of the other picnicking African-American families.  The entire rest of the lakefront, from Franklin Avenue, all the way to its end, (i.e. to the site of the very segregated Southern Yacht Club), perhaps three-quarters of the entire lakefront, was White Only. 
I remember the enormous fear that I felt riding home with my schoolmates on the Broad Avenue city bus from Rivers Frederick Junior High School as a 7th grader in the Fall and Winter of 1964.  Every single day, for months after the passage of the Civil Rights Act, the senior-high school white boys from Cor Jesu Catholic Boys’ High, (later changed to “Brother Martin High School”), would harass us unmercifully for sitting in the front of the bus, which due to the passage of the Act, we were allowed to do for the first time.   It was the very first time that we had ever sat in the front of the bus, and conversely, it was the very first time that white New Orleanians had ever seen us sitting in the front of the bus. Those white boys yelled in our ears, every day, “Niggah, you think you as good as a white man just ‘cause you can sit in the front of the bus now?! You still a niggah! You ain’t nothing but a monkey. Get up lil niggah and let a white boy sit down!”  We didn’t, of course.  We just sat there stoically.  Then…..when the first white finger was pushed into the side of the head of one of our boys, a fight would unfailingly ensue.  The boys, black and white, fought every day. Our boys always lost, of course, because they were junior high school boys, and thus younger and much smaller than the boys from Cor Jesu Senior High.  All the girls (we were all black since there were no girls at Cor Jesu), always ran to the back of the bus, and when we got off, gave Kleenex to our boys who exited the bus, every day, with black eyes, bloody noses, and bloody mouths.   We were twelve and thirteen-year-old kids.  It was terrifying. 
Segregation in all public accommodations was, however, only one of many forms of discrimination of which as African Americans, we were the recipients at that time.  Discrimination in education, in employment, in housing, and in finance were also a part of our daily lives. [That fact can and often has resulted in very spirited debates on the subject of reparations for African Americans.] 


So, this is a heartfelt “thank you, Mrs. King”. This is a thank you for your sacrifice. Indeed, this is a very sincere thank you for your life. Thank you for all of the times you were on the front line of an often-dangerous freedom march alongside Dr. King, marching with the many other thousands of civil rights demonstrators, both black and white. Thank you for your tremendous courage in being on those front lines, knowing, as you did, that if both you and Dr. King were killed, your children would be orphaned.  Thank you for continuing your unwavering support of Dr. King’s work even after your home was fire bombed with you and your infant daughter Yolanda in it. For continuing to believe in the power of non-violence even after the vicious attack on the peaceful demonstrators on the Edmunds Pettus Bridge during that fateful March 7, 1965 march from Selma to Montgomery on that very “Bloody Sunday”, thank you. Thank you for being the model of poise and elegance that without exception, you exemplified throughout all of the trials and tribulations that you faced as you protected your children and feared for your husband’s life over the course of the movement.
Mrs. King, thank you for your remarkable grace and exquisite dignity in the days and months following Dr. King’s violent death. Thank you for continuing for nearly another forty years thereafter, to be a shining example of what millions of African-American women of your generation were-----women of great dignity, great courage, great maturity and incredible compassion. My own mother was such a woman. It is for that reason that I KNOW WHO YOU WERE, Mrs. King. You used words such as "expecting" (never pregnant).  When in conversation with your children, in referencing one of the other women in the community, you did so using their title and last name. In my community, it was Mrs. Hawkins, Mrs. Bridges, Mrs. Acox, Mrs. Snead, Mrs. Gonzales, Mrs. Morial, Mrs. Rubion, and so many others. You taught your children that love is greater than hate. You taught them about the power of non-violence to change the world. You taught them, (as I was taught growing up in Pontchartrain Park, a beautiful, middle-class African-American community of single-family homes that surrounded an 18-hole golf course), that their "having a little more than other children" didn't mean that they were any better than other children. You taught them that all people are created equal, that they must never hate white people, and not only the many, thousands of white people of conscience and integrity who supported and actively participated in the movement, but also those who hated us, for they were simply unaware - unaware of their "God-like-ness." You taught them that they were wonderful, smart, good kids, no matter what societal messages they received about the inferiority of blackness. You taught them that if they “applied” themselves, there was nothing that they could not accomplish, despite crippling discrimination.
Mrs. King, I know that you taught Yolanda, Martin III, Dexter and Bernice all of those things because those were the very same things that my mother Mrs. Selina Gray Joichin, taught me and that her mother, my grandmother, Mrs. Victoria Edward Gray, taught her. They were the things that millions of African-American women of your generation taught their children. And we, those children, are the infinitely blessed beneficiaries of all of those inspiring lessons. We are the beneficiaries of watching you live those lessons, of having you as exceptionally powerful role models. We are the beneficiaries of watching you respond to painful indignities with a wisdom, strength and a poise that in my fifty-two years of life thus far, I have seen only in African-American women of your generation. The wisdom, strength and poise of Dr. Maya Angelou, of Ms. Cicely Tyson, of Mrs. Rosa Parks......and of my mother. You and all of the many, many women like you, of your generation, were extraordinary role models for us. As children, we watched you work responsibly at your jobs as secretaries and teachers and file clerks and nurses and elementary school principals. We watched you during the Civil Rights Movement, standing not behind, but right beside the men in our communities as you courageously took a stand against discrimination by among things, (and despite the resulting hardship), supporting boycotts of retail establishments that engaged in discriminatory employment practices. We watched you as active members of church committees. We watched you attend and greatly contribute to community and civic meetings that were organized around issues of discrimination. And we watched you simultaneously attend with so much pride, our piano recitals, dance concerts, and sports games.  We watched you be amazing examples of both strength and tenderness ....... AND YOU LOVED US. Yours was a mother’s love that defies all verbal description, a love that is truly understood only through experience.

Mrs. King, I am, of course, deeply grateful to you for the amazing difference that your work made in my life. I know that I would not have been hired as Assistant Dean of Admissions at Wesleyan University at 21 years old, right out of my Master’s Degree Program, (and only eleven years after I drank from Colored water fountains), and then gone on to enjoy all of the other incredible advantages that I have enjoyed throughout the rest of my life, had it not been for your work, that of Dr. King, and of the movement’s  thousands of dedicated volunteers. I am grateful that your work and that of countless others in the movement, opened those same doors of opportunity for millions of us in my generation as well as the present generation of 20 and 30-year old’s who have come after us.
[I also fully acknowledge the millions of African Americans whose lives do not reflect the gains of the Civil Rights Movement, those who were born into, grew up in and continue to live in poverty. Identifying and addressing the very complex reasons that the movement did not appreciably improve the economic lives of that population of African Americans is among our country’s most critical contemporary social challenges, carrying with it an undeniable moral imperative.]
But on a more personal level, Mrs. King, I am tremendously grateful for the work that you did with Dr. King and the movement’s thousands of volunteers because that work allowed my mother, who died in 1969 at the young age of forty-four, to have five years of dignity before she died. That work gave my mother the dignity of being able to go to any New Orleans restaurant of her choice to have lunch with a colleague from work, of being able to try on a hat or a dress at Sears, of being able to go into the restroom with the door that was marked, “Ladies”. That work, Mrs. King, allowed my mother to have five years of freedom before her departure from the Earth. For that, I am eternally grateful to you, and I am so proud to be a daughter of your generation of African-  Americanmothers.

So Mrs. King, as you are laid to rest today, I-------THANK-------YOU. I thank you for demonstrating to the entire world, exactly who so many African-American women of your generation were. I thank you for being Dr. King’s unwavering support in the movement which he led, for that movement showed our nation for the very first time, and the entire world, for the second time, the true power of non-violence as a tremendous force for goodness and righteousness on the planet.
 I thank you, Mrs. King, for being a major contributor to my passion, a major contributor to my deep understanding of what is possible for us as human beings. Your strength moved mountains. Your example inspired a generation of little black girls.  
I pray that your wisdom, your strength, your grace, your poise, your courage, your morality and your abiding faith in non-violence, continue to inspire us all, the world over, irrespective of our race, our sex, our abilities, our spiritual beliefs, our sexual orientations, and all other differences. We are forever in your debt.
My heart goes out to Yolanda, Martin III, Dexter, and Bernice, for I have resided in the pit of deep grief, the pit of indescribable pain, upon losing your mother.  I know their sorrow. 
Farewell Mrs. King.  Yours was a job exceedingly well done. Yours was a life extraordinarily well-lived. Thank you.
.
While this photo may not have been taken in New Orleans, it is representative of many water fountains in the city during my childhood.








� I have changed/updated the letter by changing my reference to African Americans from “Black Americans” to “African Americans”, and adding Footnotes 2, 3 and 4.





� Although Jim Crow laws required all public accommodations to be separate but equal, while they were always separate, they were never equal. 


� Much more detail about my childhood in segregated New Orleans is available in my book, RACE:  My Story & Humanity’s Bottom Line, available both personally from the author (signed) and online.


� India’s movement for independence led by Mahatma Gandhi, Dr. King’s mentor, was the world’s first successful non-violent change movement. 
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