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Involving the common man
Grassroot News, N . IF .— In  Port­

land, Ronnie Herndon, co-chair o f  
the Black United Front, (peak* out 
against racism, exploitation and op­
pression in the same manner as D r. 
M a rtin  L u th e r K in g , J r. In  this 
unique in terv iew  H erndon gives a 
p o lit ic a l analysis o f  D r. K in g ’ s 
movement.

Q : D r. M a rtin  Luther King, Jr., 
was am ong the centerpieces o f  
m ovem ent th a t spanned tw o  de­
cades. W hat should he be rem em ­
bered fo r?

H e rn d o n : I  th ink i t ’s im portant 
to remember the effect King had on 
the com m on people. I t  was K ing  
who told everyday people that they 
had to act, to be persistent and con­
sistent. That was a valuable contri­
bution in the struggle for the libera­
tion o f Black people. Everybody can 
bem oan our p ligh t but i t ’ s much 
more when you say that you must 
co n fro n t in justices s tra teg ica lly , 
tactfully and intelligently. King was 
the past master o f that.

Q .: What k ind o f  appeal did King 
have with common everyday people 
that got them to move?

H erndon: A ll King did was to say 
to Black people that what was hap­
pening to us was unjust. H ere are  
some things that we feel will work in 
combatting injustices. When you go 
back to the M ontgom ery bus boy­
cott (he fact that B lack people  
w ould  have to give th e ir seats up 
when the bus filled up was unjust.

The thing about our struggle is 
that things that are unjust about the 
way we are treated are easily under­
stood. But what frightens B lack  
people is co n fro n tin g  in justice . 
Throughout our history we’ ve a l­
ways responded to someone whom  
we think is sincere and who speaks 
to the basic needs o f the people.

Q .:  K in g 's  message was trans­
m itte d  during  the ‘50s and  '60s. 
What was im portant about that era 
in history?

H erndon: One o f the things that 
m any people d o n ’ t realize is un til 
the m ovem ent that B lack people  
brought to a feverish pitch in this 
country , there wasn’ t much going 
on in terms o f  progressive m ove­
ments. The movement occurred at 
the end o f  the M c C a rth y  era in 
which a lot o f people had been hurt, 
lost their jobs and been frightened.
It was the Black m ovem ent that 
brought the whole country out into  
the streets to  dem onstrate . The  
Korean W ar had ended and Black 
men were coming home saying that 
they were being killed and maimed

to come home where they couldn’t 
even buy a ham burger where they 
wanted to.

A t this same p o in t in h istory  
many African nations were demand­
ing their freedom. The same move­
ment was fe lt in m any C aribbean  
nations. I t ’s important to make this 
international connection. King was 
just a part o f it.

D.-. H o w  d id  King respond to the 
segregation o f  the South vs. the dis­
crimination in the North?

H a rn d o n : W hen the struggle  
really began to  heat up, as Blacks 
were dem onstrating fo r basic hu­
man rights, many newspapers, poli­
ticians and leaders in the N o rth  
found it convenient to point their 
fingers at the S outh . W hen King  
talked about moving the struggle up 
N o rth  he found  that m any o f  the  
same people who praised him, now 
were criticizing him. The tactic* that 
were used in the South were no long­
er useful in the N o rth . K ing  said 
himself that the violence he ran into 
in New York was more extreme than 
anyth ing  he encountered in the 
South.

Racism is something that’s preva­
lent a ll over A m erica. W hen King  
moved up the Mason-Dixon Line he 
became a source o f embarrassment 
fo r w hite  libera ls . They  could  no 
longer say that racism was an aber­
ra tio n  o f  the South . K ing asked 
what were they going to do about 
the racism in their own back yard. 
The answer he got from most people 
was, “ N othing.’ ’

Q .: In  the homes o f  many Black 
fa m ilie s  is the p ic tu re  o f  R o b ert 
Kennedy, M a rtin  Luther King. Jr., 
and John F. Kennedy. What was the 
true relationship between the Ken­
nedys and King?

H a rn d o n : M an y  people th ink  
that the Kennedys did a lot o f things 
to  help Black people. I f  you ex­
amine the record carefully you will 
find out that this is not true. John 
Kennedy was a clever enough politi­
cian that when King got arrested he 
called o ffic ia ls  in the South along 
w ith K in g ’ s w ife . This was p u b li­
cized all over the country and Black 
people loved Kennedy. The Black 
vote which was so overwhelming in 
favo r o f  Kennedy determ ined his 
victory over N ixon. A fte r Kennedy 
was elected and m aking promises 
and not progress, King questioned 
him. Kennedy responded that they 
were moving too fast and that this 
wasn t the right time. King was very 
d isappoin ted . A t the same tim e  
when Kennedy was making broken 
promises to B lack A m ericans, he

was trying to overthrow the govern­
ment in the Congo.

Q .: Isn ’t It ironic that I I  was Rob­
ert ''B obby”  Kennedy who author­
ized a wiretap o f  D r. King?

H a rn d o n : W hen John Kennedy 
was president, Robert Kennedy was 
Attorney General. He not only wire­
tapped King’s phone but where King 
went as w ell. N o w , here was the  
same man whom  they said was 
O .K . as long as he stayed in the  
South, but now they were w iretap­
ping King as i f  he were a crim inal. 
W e need to do a lot more research 
and look at the Kennedys a lot more 
carefully, because we give the Ken­
nedys a lot more praise than they de­
serve.

Q .: King's philosophy matured as 
he began to speak out against the 
Vietnam War. H o w  d id  this affect 
the movement?

H arndon: King saw the war as an 
unjust war. It  was another case in 
which W hite Am erica was destroy­
ing people o f color. H e said it just 
like that. Here you have poor, yel­
low  people that were being op ­
pressed and now the U nited States 
was supporting a d ic ta to r . This  
country hated King for speaking out 
against the w ar. The  N ew  York  
Times came out attacking King, say­
ing he had no right ta lk in g  about 
matters concerning foreign affa irs . 
Here you have a man who earned a 
P h .D . and was considered one o f  
the sharpest men in the co un try . 
King recognized that whatever hap­
pens in the w orld  effects Black  
people here in A m erica . A n d  we 
should be in form ed. M an y  people 
say that King was assassinated be­
cause he had spoken out against the 
Vietnam W ar.

Q .: Whenever you  say " K in g ,"  
the topic o f  nonviolence is not f a r  
behind. W hat do you  th ink K in g ‘s 
nonviolent philosophy was?

H erndon: In the beginning most 
o f the confrontations they had were 
nonviolent. This means that when 
they had a dem onstra tion  and 
whites came up to  them  to th row  
eggs, hit and beat them , they were 
not going to strike back. For a long 
time many people tried to go along 
w ith  it . But a fte r a w h ile  m any  
Blacks involved in the demonstra 
tions said later fo r that. This shift 
came about through organizations  
like SNCC, different college organi­
zation' and young people.

M a n y  people believe, and I in ­
cluded, that King took a tactic and 
made it a principle. Peaceful dem­
onstrations are a tactic. When they

w ork you use th em . N o t when 
you’re involved in a peaceful dem­
onstration and you get attacked and 
do nothing to protect yourself. Near 
the end o f his life as he was organiz­
ing the March on Washington, i f  it 
wasn’ t e ffec tive , he was going to  
turn everyth ing over to  the m ili­
tants.

I f  the country  was faced w ith
M a rtin  Lu ther K ing  saying th a t, 
what younger leaders were te lling  
you was correct: i f  they became 
united in a program  it would hurt 
the power brokers in this country. 
Rather than facing that, they killed  
him.

Q .: Ronnie, in Portland you con­
fro n t as much as King did. Does the 
possibility o f  being assassinated fo r  
speaking out ever concern you?

H a rn d o n : E veryo ne , at some 
point in th e ir lives, th inks  about 
death. N o  one wants to  check out 
any sooner than we think we should. 
For me I know  how this coun try  
treats Black people who speak out 
against injustices. But it gets down 
to, are you going to allow yourself, 
your fam ily and com m unity, to be 
treated like dogs? A re you going to 
sit by and let your children go to a 
no-good school? T o  see businesses 
set up in your com m unity and not 
even hire you? To have your women 
walk down the streets and treated  
like  prostitutes? W hen you see all 
the injustices that we’re faced with, 
like drugs, bad housing, and police 
brutality, i f  you have any concept o f  
yourself as a man or a woman, then 
you have to speak out and do some­
thing against it. I f  you are not, then 
act like a dog.

I would much ra ther have m y  
tim e spent on the p lanet fig h tin g  
against these injustices that beset 
our com m unity and people. I can’ t 
th ink o f  a more im portant way o f  
spending your life.
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•Premium fuel oil at low cost 
•Furnace repairs 

•Furnace cleaning 
•New furnace sales & installations

NATE HARTLEY FUEL
COMPANY

, 2330 N.E. Alberta
Portland, Oregon 97211

Open: Monday-Friday 8 am-B pm Sat. 8 am-1 pm
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