
CLASSROOM  |  9-12 Lessons  :  

JFK, A. PHILIP RANDOLPH AND THE MARCH ON WASHINGTON 
 
 
In the spring of 1963, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was in the midst of a campaign to force the 
desegregation of the downtown department stores of Birmingham, Alabama. The goal was 
narrowly focused: persuade the city fathers to act by applying pressure through boycotts and 
public demonstrations. Response to that pressure, King understood, would bring a strong 
reaction from Eugene “Bull” Connor, the police commissioner in Birmingham. That in turn 
would bring national news attention, and had the possibility of bringing federal government 
intervention in the ongoing civil rights struggle in the South. By May in Birmingham, King 
made a controversial decision to use children in demonstrations. Determined not to yield to 
the demands of blacks taking to the streets, Connor used German shepherds and fire hoses 
to keep them under control. Television cameras rolled, as young demonstrators skittered 
under the force of hoses equipped with “monitor nozzles” capable of, as one fire depart-
ment advertised, “knocking bricks loose from mortar . . . at a distance of one hundred feet.” 
German shepherds dug their teeth into the flesh of protesters, and Americans saw it all on 
the evening news.1 President John F. Kennedy was sickened by the images, telling an audi-
ence in mid-May that the “shameful scenes” in Birmingham were “so much more eloquently 
reported by the news cameras than by any number of explanatory words.”2 People across 
the nation and the world were horrified: was this a “just” punishment for black Americans 
demanding the right to buy a hamburger at a local lunch counter?

Blacks were mobilized by the scenes from Birmingham as well. No longer were protests lim-
ited to college campuses or the actions of a few dedicated activists. Throughout the South, 
African Americans marched with a kind of unity of purpose that could not be denied. Taking 
note of the new intensity, Martin Luther King believed it was the right time to bring the civil 
rights movement to a new level. He began talking with other civil rights leaders about his 
sense that the movement was at a breakthrough point. It was time for “a mass protest,” he 
told them, something that would take advantage of the momentum of Birmingham. It was 
vital to step up the pressure on the federal government. A civil rights bill was needed, and 
many black leaders believed that President Kennedy was on the verge of introducing such 
legislation. “We need the President to do crusading work for us,” King had said.3

With the urging of some young staff members in the Southern Christian Leadership Confer-
ence (SCLC), King began to talk about a massive demonstration in Washington. He would
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black determination to end the crippling effects of racial discrimination. In a May 1963 
meeting, King told other civil rights planners, “Contact A. Philip Randolph.” As the head 
of the Negro American Labor Council, the seventy-four-year-old black leader was still hard 
at work on civil rights issues. He was very busy planning his own march on Washington to 
dramatize the need for jobs; it was scheduled for October. As King considered the possibility 
of a much larger march, he wondered if Randolph could be persuaded to merge his October 
march for jobs with an August march for freedom. “Something dramatic must be done,” King 
said, to support a civil rights bill once Kennedy introduced it in Congress. Without pressure 
from blacks through some impressive public action, King didn’t believe the bill had a chance 
of becoming law.4

But first President John F. Kennedy had to act and send a bill to Capitol Hill. In that early 
summer of 1963, events in another area of Alabama would act as a catalyst for that action. 
For weeks Alabama’s Governor George Wallace had threatened to “stand in the schoolhouse 
door” to prevent two black students from entering the state’s all-white university. The pres-
ident’s brother, Robert Kennedy, the attorney general, along with his deputy, Nicholas Kat-
zenbach, were in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, with federal marshals, protecting the two Negroes. 
Wallace had said he would keep his inauguration pledge of “Segregation now! Segregation 
tomorrow! Segregation forever!” by resisting a federal court order to admit the students 
on June 11. That day had arrived, its 100-degree heat a match for the building tension, and 
Wallace was poised. The president kept informed through a chain of phone calls from Robert 
Kennedy’s office. At 11:00 a.m., Katzenbach walked up the steps to the university and told 
the governor, who stood at the door, that in the name of the president of the United States 
he was ordered to “to cease and desist.”5 Wallace railed out against the “illegal, unwelcomed, 
and unwarranted intrusion” by the federal government. When he saw Wallace would not 
move, Katenzbach withdrew. By afternoon, Thirty-First Infantry General Henry Graham was 
on the scene: “Governor Wallace, it is my sad duty to inform you that the National Guard 
has been federalized. Please stand aside so that the order of the court can be accomplished.” 
Wallace moved aside, saluted, and left “in the flashing lights of a motorcade.”6 Soon one 
hundred U.S. National Guardsman would be on campus to protect the two students.
 
That very morning at breakfast Kennedy had heard Mike Mansfield, the leader of the Sen-
ate Democrats, tell him, as they discussed the Alabama crisis, “There has to be a bill–a civil 
rights bill.”7 The president told Mansfield he was working on it, but it wasn’t that easy. He 
didn’t want southerners to oppose his tax bill and the rest of his legislative package because 
they were riled up over civil rights. That same afternoon as events unfolded dramatically 
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in Alabama, Kennedy sat in the Oval Office reading a telegram from King urging him to do 
something about the fire-hose, nightstick brutality the police were using against protest-
ers in Danville, Virginia. King told Kennedy, “The Negro’s endurance may be at a break-
ing point.”8 There was an even stronger message from King on the front page of the New 
York Times. An article highlighted King’s judgment that passage of a promised civil rights 
bill would never happen if the president just sent it to Congress. It would require “the total 
weight of the President and his prestige.”9 He said supporters of such a bill would stage a 
march on Washington if need be.

In the late afternoon, the words of both Mansfield and King fresh on his memory, the presi-
dent watched a television rerun of the Wallace confrontation at the University of Alabama. 
He made a decision: this would be the day he would address the nation on the subject of 
civil rights. He asked for fifteen minutes of television airtime at 8:00 p.m. and gathered his 
political advisors to get ideas for the speech. By 7:00 p.m. the president’s speechwriter, Ted 
Sorensen, was in the White House Cabinet Room with Robert Kennedy and Burke Marshall 
piecing together a speech. He and the president were still making changes in it until four 
minutes before airtime. By 8:00 p.m., Kennedy still had no finished text but went before the 
cameras anyway.10 He talked to the American people about the racial crisis, beginning with 
the struggle in Alabama to admit two black students, telling his television audience:

This is not a sectional issue. . . . Nor is this a partisan issue. . . . This is not even a legal or 
legislative issue alone. . . . We are confronted primarily with a moral issue. It is as old as the 
Scriptures and as clear as the American Constitution. 
 
If an American, because his skin is dark, cannot eat lunch in a restaurant open to the public, 
if he cannot send his children to the best public schools available, if he cannot vote for the 
public officials who represent him . . . then who among us would be content to have the color 
of his skin changed? Who among us would then be content with counsels of patience and 
delay? 
 
 
The president got specific: 

 
I am, therefore, asking the Congress to enact legislation giving all Americans the right to be 
served in facilities which are open to the public–hotels, restaurants, theaters, retail stores 
and similar establishments. . . . I am also asking Congress to authorize the Federal govern-
ment to participate more fully in lawsuits designed to end segregation in public education. . . 
. Other features will also be requested, including greater protection for the right to vote.11

As Richard Reeves said in President Kennedy, “This was it. Legislation would follow, but, 
at, last, the President of the United States had chosen sides.” Soon a great army of 250,000 
Americans would arrive in Washington to punctuate their desire that this historic piece of 
legislation be signed into law.12 
 
Kennedy had taken the crucial step. Now plans for the march went into full swing. A. Philip 
Randolph would lead the 1963 version of the March on Washington. Combining the eco-
nomic need for jobs with the personal and constitutional right to freedom, the march soon
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had its duel focus. Securing the passage of Kennedy’s proposed civil rights legislation framed 
the timing of the event. The marchers would come to Washington during the week a Sen-
ate filibuster was planned against the bill. Randolph took to the task readily, explaining to 
organizers in the initial meeting, “I’ve been planning this for twenty years.” He chose for 
his chief deputy Bayard Rustin, a brilliant but controversial organizer, and the work began. 
The orderly systems that Rustin and other leaders began to refine for the March stood out in 
contrast to recent violence against “soldiers” of the movement. The slaying of Medgar Evers, 
field secretary of the NAACP in Jackson, Mississippi, on June 11 chillingly dramatized the 
danger inherent to those who sought to overthrow deeply established patterns of racism in 
the South.

Collaboration 
 
The death of the NAACP field secretary, Medgar Evers, weighed on President Kennedy. It 
seemed cruelly ironic that the young black leader was gunned down by a sniper on the very 
night the president had made his civil rights speech to the nation. Shot as he was returning 
home from a civil rights strategy session, Evers had died on his own driveway, a pile of “Jim 
Crow Must Go” t-shirts still clutched in his arm.13 Kennedy was shocked, telling a Demo-
cratic congressional leader, “You know, it’s like they shoot this guy in Mississippi . . . I mean, 
it’s just in everything. I mean, this has become everything.”14 After a springtime of brutal 
racial confrontations, Kennedy sought solutions. He called a series of White House meetings 
with groups of American leaders from across the country–clergyman, lawyers, labor leaders, 
educators, chain-store executives–people with a whole range of statuses. He hoped that this 
cross-section of the nation’s diverse interests might generate creative methods for solving 
civil rights problems. At the last meeting of this series, on June 21, 1963, A. Philip Randolph, 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and other black civil rights leaders were present. Randolph 
chose that occasion to announce that they were organizing a mass March on Washington for 
Jobs and Freedom, and it was scheduled for August 28.15 Understanding the importance of 
such an announcement, the president asked to meet with the civil rights leaders specifically 
about this proposed march on the following day. 
 
The next morning in the White House Cabinet Room, Kennedy welcomed the civil rights 
leaders. John Lewis, very young and representing the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC) remembered the president’s big smile and the “choppy ‘Hello, hello, 
hello’ as he hurriedly shook hands around the table.”16 After some rather stiff introductions, 
the president began by emphasizing the need for a strong partnership in support of the new 
civil rights bill. Historian Taylor Branch describes how Kennedy told the leaders that the 
problem now was to get the bill through Congress and launched into details about the ob-
stacles–”the tangled committees, the sectional and personal complications of key legislators, 
the formidable muck of the Southern filibuster in the Senate.”17 The president reminded the 
assembled leaders that since he had taken the strong stand on civil rights, his approval rat-
ing in the polls had dropped from 60 to 47 percent and that he might very well lose the next 
election because of his public commitment. He needed their help, he told them, in getting 
the bill passed. The civil rights leaders’ initial awkwardness disappeared, and they began to 
offer suggestions.
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The Negroes Are Already in the Streets 
 
Whitney Young of the National Urban League asked Kennedy at one point in the exchange 
of ideas if he was opposed to the March on Washington. Kennedy told him he thought it was 
a big mistake to announce the march before the bill had even been sent to committee, then 
added, “We want success in the Congress, not a big show on the Capitol.”18 A. Philip Ran-
dolph took the other side, telling him, “The Negroes are already in the streets,” referring to 
more militant black groups who were less inclined to embrace the nonviolent strategies of 
seasoned leaders. “If they are bound to be in the streets in any case is it not better that they 
be led by organizations dedicated to civil rights and disciplined by struggle rather than to 
leave them to other leaders who care neither about civil rights nor non-violence?” he asked. 
Then he added, rather ominously, “If the civil rights leadership were to call the Negroes off 
the streets, it is problematic whether they would come.”19 Vice President Lyndon Johnson, 
also present at the meeting, argued that the most effective approach was “deal-making, 
flesh-hammering corridor politics.”20 Finally, nearing the end of the two-hour meeting, 
King spoke, saying that the march and traditional politics were “not antagonistic alterna-
tives,” they could actually be complementary. Apply pressure, he said, both in traditional 
ways and through marches, which dramatized the civil rights problems to great effect. 
Kennedy held out for his position that the march might hurt the leaders’ overall civil rights 
cause. The black leaders stressed to the president that they could have problems among 
their own organizations if they called off the march. Kennedy told them, “You have your 
problems, I have my problems.”21 Finally ending the meeting by saying they should help 
each other and keep in touch, Kennedy told the group he had a plane to catch. He was on 
his way by helicopter to Camp David and thence to Germany by the time civil rights leaders 
were speaking to the press in the Rose Garden. King told the news media that the president 
had not explicitly opposed the march and stated unequivocally that, “If there is a filibuster in 
Washington, we will have a nonviolent peaceful demonstration in Washington.”22

Mobilizing an Army of Marchers 
 
By the time the August 28 date of the March on Washington had been decided, A. Philip 
Randolph and Bayard Rustin were fully involved in planning and organizing an event of 
enormous magnitude. By early July, the march leaders had formed an interracial coalition of 
ten civil rights groups, religious associations, and labor organizations, including Randoph’s 
Negro American Labor Council, the NAACP, the National Urban League, the Student Non-
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violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). The 
National Council of Churches was participating as well, along with the American Jewish 
Congress.23 In the early stages, the first priority was getting the word of the march to the 
people: staffs of black and white volunteers sent out copies of pamphlets, handbills, let-
ters, and organizational manuals. Money was an issue. To help cover costs, Rustin helped 
raise money by selling march buttons, featuring a strong black and white handshake, to civil 
rights organizations. Traveling to Washington for the event was problematic to those who 
had few resources, so marchers who were better off financially were encouraged to finance 
the trip of three others who had less. Sponsoring groups were urged to declare Wednesday, 
August 28, Freedom Day, so workers could get the day off without threat of penalty.24

As time passed, the focus shifted to other organizational problems. Attention to detail was 
crucial. As Rustin said, “Assume that everybody is absolutely stupid. And assume that you 
yourself–that you’re stupid.”25 To avoid traffic congestion, groups were asked to raise 
money for buses. Each bus was to be equipped with first aid supplies and extra water. Two 
hundred volunteers provided similar services on the Mall: twenty-one drinking fountains, 
twenty-four first-aid stations, even a check-cashing facility. Most Washington restaurants 
would be closed on the day of the march, so marchers had to bring their own food. Planning 
for Washington’s blistering August heat, organizers listed menus for lunches that would 
not spoil in the hot sun. Volunteer groups helped provide food. On the last evening before 
the march, volunteers at New York’s Riverside Church worked in shifts to prepare 80,000 
cheese sandwich bag lunches to transport to Washington by bus.26 
 
Nonviolence was essential to the success of the March, and the organizers thought of every 
detail. All marchers would be under the leadership of locally appointed captains who would 
account for their safety and discipline. Two thousand marchers were trained for “internal 
marshaling.” They would wear white shirts and dark trousers and strive to create an atmo-
sphere of “passive, peaceful, non-violent behavior.”27 To minimize the risk of confrontation 
with hostile groups, the march was planned as a one-day, Wednesday event. With no week-
end on either side of the march day, most workers would need to get back home. Ceremo-
nies would last no later than 4:00 p.m., so the buses could be loaded and out of town before 
darkness fell. The organizers would work hand in hand with government agencies as well. 
 
In fact, once President Kennedy accepted that the March on Washington would take place 
despite his misgivings, he made sure the attorney general, Robert Kennedy, and his assis-
tant, Burke Marshall, were in constant contact with the march organizers so that no security 
question was left to chance. As early as six weeks prior to the date of the march, representa-
tives of the attorney general met with Randolph and Rustin specifically, and they worked 
through each relevant decision together. Of great importance was the site of the rally. The 
Lincoln Memorial was the perfect spot. Blacks had used the monument, dedicated in 1922, 
as a symbol of freedom, linking their struggle against discrimination with the memory of the 
Great Emancipator.28 It was virtually hallowed ground–not a setting likely to stir anger and 
violence. To ensure better control, the march would take place within a narrow range of less 
than a mile–between the Washington Monument and the memorial. As time for the event 
neared and problems of logistics arose, Attorney General Kennedy and his deputy Marshall 
continued to offer the full range of government resources. One of the president’s advance 
organizers, and an expert on crowd control, even thought of what to do if speakers at the 
rally stirred the audience to dangerous levels. Should that happen, from his position behind 
Lincoln’s statue he could flip a special switch that would cut the power on the public address 
system.29
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Furthermore, if internal crowd controls put in place by Rustin did not work, the government 
was prepared. On the day of the March, all leave was cancelled for Washington’s 2,900 po-
lice and for 1,000 police in the nearby suburbs.30 The city banned liquor sales, and Wash-
ington hospitals canceled elective surgery for the day in case any injuries put extra demands 
on the facility. Several thousand U.S. troops were standing by in Maryland and Virginia to 
be called into service if needed. Some thought all of this preparation “overkill.” The black 
comedian Dick Gregory told Burke Marshall, “I know these senators and congressmen are 
scared of what’s going to happen. I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. It’s going to be a great 
big Sunday picnic.”31

Before the Sunday Picnic 
 
In the meeting with civil rights leaders that June 22, Kennedy had told King, “We’re in this 
up to our necks.”32 As the momentum for the march began to build, the president was 
keenly aware that its success was by no means guaranteed. The potential for negative politi-
cal fallout was great, and Kennedy moved cautiously, holding back. He declined to speak at 
the Lincoln Memorial rally, since he could not think of a speech that would satisfy the crowd 
there and those watching it on television. He wouldn’t meet with Randolph and King just 
before the event to avoid photographs that might embarrass him if the things went badly. 
Finally, he didn’t want civil rights leaders making demands on him and then denouncing 
him at the rally for not meeting them.33 He had sent the bill to the Congress, had invited 
the leaders to the White House, and was providing every government resource to assure the 
marchers’ safety. For the moment, that was about as far as he would go. 
 
The potential for political fallout became crystal clear when the White House got a copy of 
the speech that John Lewis, the young president of the increasingly militant SNCC, planned 
to give at the Lincoln Memorial rally. The sentence that bothered Kennedy was “In good 
conscience, we cannot support the administration’s civil rights bill, for it is too little too 
late.”34 Primarily Lewis opposed the fact that the bill did not protect blacks from violence 
or guarantee the right to vote, but the statement seemed a clear denial of the link between 
the march and the Kennedy’s efforts to secure passage of this act. Others were offended by 
Lewis’s speech as well. The Roman Catholic Archbishop Patrick O’Boyle was troubled by the 
phrase, “Patience is a dirty and nasty word,” and the militancy of the lines: “We will march 
through the South, through the heart of Dixie, the way Sherman did. We shall pursue our 
own ‘scorched earth’ policy and burn Jim Crow to the ground non-violently.”35 A man who
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Civil rights leaders at the Lincoln Memo-
rial. Seated in center, A. Philip Ran-
dolph; to Randolph’s left is John Lewis of 
SNCC. National Archives
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had worked tirelessly as a civil rights activist for many years, O’Boyle said that if the “Sher-
man” part wasn’t changed he wouldn’t deliver the invocation the next day. On the day before 
the March, when Lewis met with Rustin and others and raised O’Boyle’s criticism, Lewis 
agreed to change only one small line. Rustin told him there would be more criticism the 
next day as march leaders read copies of his prepared remarks. Lewis remembered that, “By 
the time I got back to the room, I was incensed. This was a good speech, maybe a great one. 
That’s how everyone who had seen it felt–everyone with SNCC.” Lewis told Rustin he would 
listen to the others but would make no promises.36

By late morning on the day of the march, Lewis and several other SNCC leaders were 
huddled together with march leaders in a security guard’s office behind Lincoln’s statue 
still debating various edited revisions of the speech. At one point a last-minute version of 
the speech edited by the president himself was delivered by deputy attorney general, Burke 
Marshall, who had rushed over in the sidecar of a police motorcycle.37 Angry words were 
exchanged, and rumors flew. Finally, Bayard Rustin brought a truce committee: A. Philip 
Randolph, Martin Luther King, and Reverend Eugene Blake of the National Council of 
Churches–the March’s only white speaker. By this time Courtland Cox and James Forman 
of SNCC had worked their way back to the tiny office, telling the committee any changes to 
the speech would be over their dead bodies. At some point during the course of the harsh 
discussions, Randolph told them, “I’ve waited twenty-two years for this. Would you young 
men please accommodate an old man? Please don’t ruin it.”38 Describing the event later, 
Lewis said that Randolph turned to him and said, “John, we’ve come this far together. Let 
us stay together.” “This was as close to a plea as a man as dignified as he could come,” Lewis 
concluded. “How could I say no? It would be like saying no to Mother Teresa.”39 Lewis said 
he would fix the speech. James Forman began to work furiously on a portable typewriter, 
typing and deleting words as he and Lewis went over the speech line by line. Finally, perhaps 
to preserve the spirit of unity and out of respect for the long struggle of a venerable leader, a 
salvaged agreement was made. Despite the changes in wording, Lewis’s speech was the most 
militant of the day. Telling an audience who interrupted his speech with applause fourteen 
times that “the revolution is at hand,” his strident, impassioned language was a harbinger of 
a separate movement to come.40

Civil rights march in Washington, August 28, 
1963. National Archives

A demonstrator joins the march on Washing-
ton, August 28, 1963. National Archives
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Glory Day 
 
Now was the time for Dick Gregory’s promised Sunday school picnic. August 28, 1963 
dawned bright and sunny in Washington, D.C., a good sign. At first, in the early morning, 
march lieutenants were worried as they drove around the main avenues of the city and found 
them almost deserted. For a while they imagined that the enormous efforts of the previous 
months would not bear fruit. But soon the word began to filter in. By 8:00 a.m. someone re-
ported that buses were pouring south through the Baltimore tunnel 45 miles away at the rate 
of one hundred per hour. Before midmorning, organizers reported that twenty-one charter 
trains had pulled into Washington’s Union Station, and over 1,500 buses had arrived in the 
city and were parked in their specially designated spots.41 The civil rights leaders were elat-
ed as they saw more and more news commentators setting up to report the story. All told, 
more than three thousand reporters from all over the world were in Washington to cover the 
event. By 11:30 a.m., all three networks began live coverage. A CBS camera positioned in the 
Washington Monument showed television viewers a “thick carpet of people on both sides of 
the half-mile reflecting pool and all around the base of the Memorial.”42 President Kennedy 
watched on TV while sitting in the Oval Office with his brother and Burke Marshall. At noon 
he began shuttling between the TV set and a meeting about Vietnam in the Cabinet Room.43 
Kennedy watched as the camera panned the streets of the Mall. One thing was clear: people 
were coming in droves, and from the looks of it, they were in a fine mood. 
 
By the time marchers began their mile walk from the Washington Monument to the Lincoln 
Memorial, at least a quarter million people had gathered. Leading the march with a long line 
of distinguished notables was A. Philip Randolph. His dream of the March on Washington 
Movement was at last a reality. Appropriately, he was the first speaker of the day. With the 
seated figure of Abraham Lincoln as a background, Randolph’s rich voice boomed out over 
the microphones, “Let the nation know the meaning of our numbers! We are the advanced 
guard of a massive revolution for jobs and freedom.” He ended his message with the theme 
that had defined his life’s work. Blacks would continue to apply pressure until they received 
full citizenship:

 
We here today are only the first wave. When we leave, it will be to carry the civil rights revo-
lution home with us into every nook and cranny of the land, and we shall return again and 
again to Washington in ever growing numbers until total freedom is ours.44 
 
 
The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was the last speaker of the rally. The day had been 
full, the people were tired, but with the promise of King’s remarks, they began to stir again. 
The black gospel singer Mahalia Jackson warmed up the faltering crowd for his speech, sing-
ing the old spiritual, born of the slave experience, “I Been ‘Buked and I Been Scorned.”45 
The speech would be historic, and its refrains repeated for years to come. Biographer Taylor 
Branch describes how Dr. King’s “dream” metaphor built to a dramatic ending:

 
As King tolled the freedom bells from New Hampshire to California and back across Mis-
sissippi, his solid, square frame shook and his stateliness barely contained the push to an 
end that was old to King but new to the world: ‘And when this happens . . . we will be able 
to speed up that day when all God’s children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, 
Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro 
spiritual, ‘Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!’”46 
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The president was watching on TV in the living quarters of the White House as King spoke. 
Realizing he had never heard an entire speech of the civil rights leader, Kennedy was mes-
merized. All he could say was, “He’s good! He’s damn good!” The president had invited 
the leaders of the March on Washington for a meeting at the White House after the rally 
ended. When they filed into the Cabinet Room, virtually glowing in triumph, Kennedy 
greeted King with a smiling, “I have a dream.” As Taylor Branch notes, it was “as a fellow 
speechmaker who valued a good line.”47 The president and the march leaders settled into 
a serious discussion of how the civil rights bill could be strengthened. Kennedy wanted to 
talk numbers and told the leaders state by state how many votes had been secured in each 
House, and which representatives might be won over in the future. Finally, Randolph said to 
the president, “It’s obvious it’s going to take a crusade to win approval for these civil rights 
measures.” Kennedy said he certainly thought it would be helpful. Then Randolph told him, 
“It’s going to be a crusade then. And I think that nobody can lead this crusade but you, Mr. 
President.” The meeting with Kennedy ended cordially, with him promising to keep in touch 
on the head counts.48 Not a person present could have imagined that this young leader 
would be felled by an assassin’s bullet just three months hence. It would be the work of his 
successor, Lyndon Baines Johnson, who would get the necessary head count to pass the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964. 
 
 
A Whirlwind 
 
Ralph Abernathy of SCLC aptly described the sense of accomplishment that almost every 
march leader felt at the end of that long and eventful day when he said, “I went back to the 
grounds about six or seven o’clock that evening. There was nothing but the wind blowing 
across the reflection pool, moving and blowing and keeping music. We were so proud that 
no violence had taken place that day. We were so pleased. This beautiful scene of the wind 
dancing on the sands of the Lincoln Memorial I will never forget.”49 A. Philip Randolph 
would not forget it either, calling August 28, 1963, the “most glorious day of my life.” He had 
made a call for marchers in 1941, “You possess power,” he told them then, “great power.” It 
had been a rising wind. Now it had become a whirlwind.


