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 Just before midnight on August 27, 1963, I boarded a special train to Washington 
at Pittsburgh’s Pennsylvania Station.  The mostly black passengers were all headed to the 
March on Washington called for the next day.  I was home on leave from the Air Force.  I 
had 30 days between my new assignment in Japan and the tech school I had left at 
Goodfellow Air Force Base near the dusty little West Texas town of San Angelo.  I was 
18. 
 As I walked through the cars of the train, I recognized friends, neighbors, my 
favorite uncle Bob, and some of Pittsburgh’s more prominent black citizens.  Many of the 
men wore coats and ties; the women wore print dresses.  Their attire seemed impractical 
for a march and a day-long rally in Washington’s summer heat and humidity, but the 
people on this train were on their way to conduct serious business. 
 They were presenting themselves at the seat of our government to seek redress for 
350 years of racism and injustice.  The June murder of Mississippi civil rights leader 
Medgar Evers was still fresh in their minds.  We had all seen the televised images of 
young demonstrators and freedom marchers being brutalized by white mobs and the 
police.  For me, taking that train to the march seemed to be the right thing to do.   

I had a personal reason too.  Earlier that year, unaware that San Angelo was 
segregated, I had entered a restaurant in the town only to be refused service because of 
my color.  The indignity of the experience was bad enough, but it was the height of the 
Cold War, and I was part of a military force that was poised to defend the Free World 
from the oppressive yoke of communism.  This was what I was told in all of my Air 
Force training, and I believed it.  Yet in this bastion of democracy, no one was coming 
forward to defend my right to sit down in a restaurant, anywhere in my own country and 
have a sandwich – something that every white person took for granted. 
 Searching for a seat on the crowded train, I saw a man from my neighborhood 
whom I hadn’t seen since before I’d enlisted in the Air Force.  About the same age as my 
father, he was one of the adults who played tennis at Ammon Recreation Center, the 
location of the sole tennis court in the Hill District, Pittsburgh’s largest black community.  
Growing up in that working-class neighborhood, there was always a struggle between 
youngsters and adults for court time.  I remember this man as on of the more generous 
adults.  On the train, he was wearing a gray suit, white shirt, and knit tie; a gray straw hat 
with a matching band rested in his lap as he sat there in silence.  He recognized me, and I 
asked if I could sit in the empty seat beside him. 
 After catching up with each other’s lives, I asked him why he was going to the 
march.  He paused a moment.  Then he began to tell me about a time when he was in the 
Army and stationed in the rural South during World War II.  Dressed in his khaki 
uniform, he had taken a bus one day to go into the nearest town and sat in the back of the 
bus, as all black people did in the segregated south in the ‘40s.  After a while, the bus 
stopped and picked up another black soldier, also in uniform.  The soldier didn’t move to 
the back of the bus, but sat in the front of the vehicle.  The white driver ordered him to sit 



in the back.  The soldier refused.  The driver cursed the soldier; and again the soldier 
refused to move. 
 The driver, flushed with anger, returned to the wheel and started the bus back on 
its route.  Riders came and went, and finally the black soldier in the front of the bus rose 
to get off at a stop that was little more than a crossroad.  As he descended, the driver 
produced a revolver and shot him in the back.  The driver closed the door, walked back to 
my neighbor, pushed the gun in his face and said, “Now, what you gonna do about it 
nigga?”  My neighbor sat as still as he could and replied, “Nothing.”  As the bus pulled 
away, he looked back and caught a glimpse of the soldier’s motionless body lying on the 
side of the road. 
 My neighbor paused.  By this time, the lights in the train had been turned off, and 
most of the others in the car were asleep.  The only sound I could hear was that of the 
wheels rushing over the breaks in the tracks—click clack, click clack.  Then my neighbor 
said softly, “I didn’t know if he was dead.  He looked dead.  He was just left there.”  He 
paused again.  “I’ve never been able to do anything about that.  Now I can.  That’s why 
I’m going to the march.” 
 We pulled into Washington’s Union Station early on the 28th.  The sky was sunny 
and blue.  The younger people from the train, including myself, decided not to wait for 
the special shuttle buses to take us to the Mall where the march was to be held—we 
walked.  As all the marchers assembled, I was astounded at the number who had come 
from all across the nation.  I had never seen so many black people in my life. 
 I heard the folk group Peter, Paul and Mary sing “Blowing in the Wind.”  I saw 
entertainers Harry Belafonte, Paul Newman, Marlon Brando, and Burt Lancaster.  Union 
activists mixed with Catholic nuns in their habits.  I saw the front line of the march.  
There I stood about 20 feet from Martin Luther King, Jr. and A. Philip Randolph who 
conceived the march in 1941.  There were other black leaders as well: Roy Wilkins of the 
NAACP, Whitney Young of the National Urban League, James Farmer of the Congress 
of Racial Equality, and John Lewis, the young Freedom Rider we’d all heard so much 
about, who was head of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. Also in the 
front line was Walter Reuther, the president of the United Auto Workers.  I knew at that 
moment that I was standing at the center of a pivotal point in our nation’s history. 
 After the march proceeded down Constitution Avenue, those slated to speak 
settled in at the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.  Perhaps 300,000 people lined the sides of 
the Reflecting Pool in the heat of that August day.  Sound systems back then weren’t 
what they are today, and I was so far away form the Memorial steps that I could barely 
hear the speeches.  Although I’m still deeply moved when I hear King’s “I Have a 
Dream” speech, I must confess that I couldn’t make out much of it when I heard it live. 
 When it was all over, I walked back to Union Station with the afterglow of having 
taken part in something very important.  I couldn’t find the gentle man in the gray suit I 
rode down with.  But his recollection of a black soldier shot in the back on a lonely 
southern crossroad remains my most vivid memory of the march.  He stood up for that 
soldier at the march.  We all did.  Other black men and women in the racist South faced 
daily slights and insults, were beaten, and even killed.  We stood up for them too. 
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