THE TALK OF THE TOWN

COMMENT
THE PRESIDENT’S HERO

A couple of decades ago, when Ba-
rack Obama was on a break from
Harvard Law School and visiting friends
in Chicago, he carried around a copy of
“Parting the Waters,” the first volume of
Taylor Branch’s magnificent trilogy
about Martin Luther King, Jr., and
the rise of the civil-rights movement.
Obama was staying with Jerry Kellman,
his mentor during his three years as a
community organizer on the South
Side. Kellman said that he greatly ad-
mired Branch’s book. Obama bright-
ened and said, “Yes, it’s 72y story.”
Mind reading is a decidedly low
form of journalism. Yet it is not hard to
imagine that as Obama emerged into
the noonday light last Tuesday to re-
ceive the oath of office, as he left the
Capitol's warm interior and saw before
him the carpet of humanity stretching
down Capitol Hill to the monuments
miles distant, that he made a mental
_ leap to Marian Anderson’s defiant con-
£ cert at the Lincoln Memorial in 1939,
2 to the March on Washington that King
O led twenty-four years later, to the entire
2 story of a struggle that he was too young
S to join but came to claim as his own.
After absorbing the thudding roar
from the Mall, Obama glanced to his
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right. He spotted there on the steps, a
few feet away, John Lewis—squat, bald,
hatless—the eleven-term representative
of Georgia’s fifth congressional district
and the only one of the speakers at the
March on Washington still among the
living. Obama bent to embrace him.

“Congratulations, Mr. President,”
Lewis whispered in his ear.

Obama smiled at the sound of that
and said, “T’hank you, John. I'll need
your prayers.”

“You'll have them, Mr. President.
That, and all my support.”

At the March on Washington,
King’s speech was the most eloquent,
Lewis’s the most radical. Lewis was just
twenty-three at the time, the leader of

the Student Nonviolent Coérdinating
Committee. In the original draft of his
speech, the demand for racial justice
and “serious revolution” was so fear-
less that, in the last minutes before the
program began, Dr. King, Bayard Rus-
tin, Roy Wilkins, and other movement
organizers negotiated with him to re-
move any phrases that might offend
the Kennedy Administration. Lewis
planned to say, “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—nonvi-
olently. We shall fragment the South
into a thousand pieces and put them
back together in the image of democ-
racy.” He had to lose the bit about
Sherman’s army, but the rest of the text,
capped by its final warning—We will
not be patient!”—left no doubt about
Lewis or about the audacious genera-
tion he represented.

Two years later, in Selma, Lewis led
a march across the Edmund Pettus
Bridge straight into a blockade set up by
Alabama state troopers. The first night-
stick came down on Lewis’s skull. The
troopers used whips, horses, a hose
wrapped in barbed wire. Along with
Lewis, ninety demonstrators were in-
jured. At the White House, Lyndon
Johnson watched it all on television and
deepened his resolve to push the Voting
Rights Act. The day before Obama’s
Inauguration, which marked what
would have been King’s eightieth birth-
day, Lewis told a visitor at his office in
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‘Need anything from the bank?”

the Cannon House Office Building,

“Barack Obama is what comes at the
end of that bridge in Selma.”

I naugural weekend was “bewildering”
to John Lewis. “It is almost too
much, too emotional,” he said. Preach-
ing at the Shiloh Baptist Church on
Ninth Street N.W., Lewis had told pa-
rishioners that he would have thought
that only a “crazy” person would predict
the election of an African-American
President in his lifetime, but now he
was sure that the masses on the Mall
would be joined by the “saints and an-
gels”: by Harriet Tubman and Carter
G. Woodson, Marcus Garvey and W.
E. B. Du Bois, Nat Turner and Fred-
erick Douglass, John Brown and So-
journer Truth.

For hours, Lewis greeted constituents
at his office and handed out inaugural
tickets. Then he set off to visit the Mall,
moving, it seemed, in a daze of unreality.
He could not quite believe the size of the
crowds gathering so early—especially the
great numbers of African-Americans,
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young and old, many of them from dis-
tant places.

Lewis grew up in Pike County, Ala-
bama—the Jim Crow South. His par-
ents picked cotton, peanuts, and corn;
the children left school at harvest time
to join them. Their small house had no
electricity or running water. Their lives,
according to the dictates of Alabama
law after the collapse of Reconstruction,
were stripped of democratic rights and
human possibility.

Lewis read his Bible and on Sundays
tuned in to WRIMA, the gospel station
out of Montgomery, to hear the Soul
Stirrers and the Five Blind Boys of Mis-
sissippi. Lewis was a soulful, intelligent,
and eccentric child. When religious feel-
ing washed over him, he began visiting
the henhouse out back to preach to the
Dominiques and the Rhode Island
Reds. The chickens composed his min-
istry: Lewis baptized new chicks; he
raised and fed them; he buried the dead
under a mound of wildflowers. As Lewis
wrote many years later in his autobiog-

raphy, “Walking with the Wind,” he

was a lonely searcher learning compas-
sion for God’s creatures.

One Sunday morning in 1955, when
he was fifteen, Lewis listened to a sermon
on WRMA called “Paul’s Letter to the
American Christians.” The story was of
Paul’s call to brotherhood. The preacher
was a young Baptist in Atlanta named
Martin Luther King. Two years later,
Lewis made contact with King and his or-
ganization, the Southern Christian Lead-
ership Conference, and, in no time, King
became his mentor and his friend. As a
teen-age seminarian in Nashville, Lewis
attended nonviolence workshops, orga-
nized lunch-counter sit-ins, and took part
in the first Freedom Rides, constantly
risking arrests, harassment, and beatings.

As Lewis walked around the Mall last
week, shaking hands, posing for hundreds
of photographs, a young African-Ameri-
can introduced himself as the police chief
of Rock Hill, South Carolina. “Imagine
that,” Lewis said. “I was beaten near to
death at the Rock Hill Greyhound bus
terminal during the Freedom Rides in
1961. Now the police chief is black.”

At the beginning of the 2008 cam-
paign, Lewis, a Clinton-family loyalist,
sided with Hillary—as did the majority of
African-Americans. By February, how-
ever, when it became clear to him and to
so many others that Obama was not run-
ning a symbolic race, that he represented
“a movement” and could win, Lewis had
switched.

“Barack has lifted people,” Lewis
said, as he posed for pictures with some
women from D.C. “Old people, young
people, children, black and white. Look
out on the Mall here. You can see it in
their walk, can’t you?”

One teen-age boy sweetly asked,
“Mr. Lewis, my mama says you marched
with Dr. King. Is that true?” Like an old
fighter who is not displeased to recount
ancient combat, Lewis nodded and said,
well, yes he had, and perhaps for the five
thousandth time he sketched the jour-
ney from Selma to Montgomery.

“Barack was born long before he could
experience or understand the movement,”
Lewis said, heading back to the Capitol.
“He had to move foward it in his own
time, but it is so clear that he digested it,
the spirit and the language of the move-
ment. The way he made it his own re-
minds me of a trip I made to South Af-
rica in March, 1994, before the



post-apartheid elections. We met with a
tew leaders of the African National Con-
gress—young people—and despite their
age they knew everything about the late
fifties and sixties in the American South,
the birth of the civil-rights movement.
They were using the same rhetoric, they
had the same emotional force. One young
South African actor got up and recited a
poem by a black slave woman from Geor-
gia! And that is the way it is with Barack.
He has absorbed the lessons and spirit of
the civil-rights movement. But, at the
same time, he doesn’t have the scars of the
movement, because of how he grew up.
He has not been knocked around as much
by the past.”

Obama’s promise to shut down Guan-
tinamo, to outlaw torture and begin re-
versing immediately some of the most
egregious policies of the Bush era, gave
Lewis hope that “the movement” had
finally come to the White House.

“People have been afraid to hope
again, to believe again,” he said. “We
have lost great leaders: John F. Kennedy,
Martin, Robert Kennedy. And so people
might have questioned whether or not to
place their full faith in a symbol and a
leader. The danger of disappointment is
immense, the problems are so big. None
of them can be solved in a day or a year.
And that's the way it was with the civil-
rights movement. This is the struggle of
a lifetime. We play our part and fulfill
our role.”

At the luncheon following the swear-
ing-in ceremony, Lewis approached
Obama with a commemorative photo-
graph and asked him to sign it. The
President wrote, “Because of you, John.
Barack Obama.”

—David Remnick

DEPT. OF HOOPLA
GREEN CARPET

he carpet outside last Monday’s

Hip-Hop Inaugural Ball was not
red but green, in honor of Heineken, one
of the event’s sponsors. The green also
could have stood for the price of the
ticket—five hundred dollars for general
admission, twenty-five hundred for “Sky

Level.” The proceeds were promised to
Russell Simmons’s Hip-Hop Summit
Action Network, a group that has spo-
ken out about everything from ending
the Rockefeller drug laws to defending
hip-hop lyrics before the F.C.C. The
ball was held at the Harman Center for
the Arts, on F Street, where heated
white tents had been erected to contain
the green carpet and any overflow. Nick
Cannon, a long white scarf around his
neck, shook hands outside the main
lobby. On the green carpet, Don King,
in rhinestone-studded denim, posed in
profile for the paparazzi. A few feet
away, Simmons, the co-founder of Def
Jam records, took questions. He wore a
long dark jacket, a black Yankees cap,
white shell-top Adidas, and a pin-striped
shirt buttoned to the collar with no tie.
Upstairs, the V.I.P. area was called
the Hennessy Lounge. African-Ameri-
cans reportedly purchase as much as
eighty per cent of the Cognac imported
to the United States. Hennessy, knowing
its customer, was premiéring a limited-
edition bottle “in honor of our 44th pres-
ident,” with a portion of the proceeds
going to the Thurgood Marshall College
Fund. Smiling women in black blouses
served cocktails engineered with the
Presidential hooch. A flat screen flashed
images of the bottle. A row of models of
indeterminable race, wearing black
dresses, stood oft to the side having their
photographs taken with various guests.
Simmons ambled in with a small en-
tourage, and the room got tighter. He
pulled aside the rapper T.I. and talked
to him about the importance of mentor-
ship. In March, TI. is expected to go to
jail on federal weapons charges. He was
to be honored at the ball for “bringing
an awareness to this election season,”
according to his Web site. He intro-
duced Simmons to a teen-age boy from
Georgia whom he'd taken on as a men-
tee, along with a few others. “This is just
one of them,” he told Simmons.
Simmons had flown in from Utah,
where he'd been screening a new movie
about Run-DMCs late d.j., Jam Mas-
ter Jay, and marketing SpongeBob dia-
monds, part of a jewelry line that he and
his ex-wife had helped start. He stood
next to a display of Hennessy 44 bottles
and did a series of TV interviews, rat-
tling oft several packaged points. He
called Obama’s election a “shift in con-

sciousness.” He mentioned his own
work on three elections. He talked up
the environment and compared Obama’s
rise to Run-DMC’s. “Nobody from the
black congress believed,” Simmons said.
“I remember when Run-DMC was on
MTYV. Nobody else black was on there
but Michael Jackson.”

When he was done, he mentioned that
Obama’s security team had come by ear-
lier to check the place out. “T don’t think
he’s going to show up,” Simmons said.
But, he added, “I wouldn’t expect John
Kerry to come.” Ushered onward by a
handler, Simmons began making his way
out. At nearly every step, he was stopped
by an admirer and was asked to pose fora
picture. He was tired, and his smile was
work—the mouth forced to spread, the

Russell Simmons, T.1.

eyebrows at half-mast. Once outside the
lounge, he darted down several flights of
stairs, past different ballrooms with
different d.j.s playing different music,
until he was in the basement. He went
through a door with his name taped to the
front, into a makeshift dressing room, and
introduced an Abercrombie & Fitch
model named Katie Rost, his date. “She’s
smart and she writes,” he said. “She went
to Boston University and got a degree in
journalism.” (Later, on her blog, Rost
quoted from T.Is acceptance speech at
the ball: “So 'mma thank Him for every-
thing. . . . 'mma thank Him for making
me sell crack. 'mma thank Him for mak-
ing me have shoot-outs. 'mma thank him
for allowing me to watch my partners die
in my arms, so I'd be fearful enough for
my life and paranoid enough to go out
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