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Tracey Peake (00:00):
Hello and welcome to NC State's Audio Abstract. I'm your host, Tracey Peake. A couple of years ago, I spoke with Jason Miller, distinguished professor of English here at State, about an overlooked piece of history that took place on campus, a speech by Martin Luther King Jr. But King's North Carolina connections go much deeper. Did you know that King's first ever use of the phrase, "I have a dream," was in a speech given in Rocky Mount nine months before the march on Washington? We're speaking with Jason today about a new full-length documentary he's produced on the origin and evolution of MLK's most famous speech. Welcome back, Jason.
Jason Miller (00:45):
Thank you, Tracey. It's great to see you again.
Tracey Peake (00:47):
I'm very happy to talk about this again. I enjoyed it so much last time. So, let's start from the beginning. How exactly did you find out that MLK used the phrasing in a speech here and what inspired you to dig deeper?
Jason Miller (01:01):
Well, once you think you're finished, you're really only half done. So, I just completed a book manuscript documenting every connection between Poet Langston Hughes and the Great Dr. King. And I had a list of five to-dos. Before I finished up the book, I need to do these things. Someone had mentioned that Dr. King had come to Rocky Mount. Now, I had just been out to Yale University, Atlanta University, Boston University, going through all the archives. I'd never seen any mention of Dr. King in the City of Rocky Mount, North Carolina. And so, I ended up in the state archives going through a manila folder about why they put up a historical marker there, and there was a reference to a transcript of Dr. King speaking. The minute I saw that reference to a transcript, I said, "Somebody has a recording because you can't write down that long of a speech live when it's that old." And so, we were able to find the recording that had been circulating throughout the city, but it ended up in the local library without anybody knowing how it got there.
(02:00):
And once we found that audio tape, it was 1.4 millimeter acetate. I was worried. The reel was cracked. The edge of the tape was frayed and the box actually had rust all over it. The person I spoke to had no idea if it even had anything on it. We were able to get that audio tape to the most trusted person on the East Coast, a man named George Blood who wrote the book for the Library of Congress on how to digitize materials. And imagine my feeling sitting there in this huge room in Philadelphia with him adjusting levels, slowing pieces of that tape down, and speeding others up, and all of a sudden we hear, "I have a dream." It was shocking.
Tracey Peake (02:37):
Wow. Okay. So, from that point, I guess, what were your next steps? It was like, okay, so this phrase is appearing as his most iconic phrase from his most iconic speech and here he is using it in a little teeny tiny town of Rocky Mount. What next?
Jason Miller (02:56):
That's right. Well, the first thing I had to do, Tracey, is to go back and write a new chapter for the book.
Tracey Peake (03:00):
Oh, yeah.
Jason Miller (03:02):
And so, that was a very mundane aspect of getting all the details right. But the next step was, I knew at the time that this was the most famous speech in American history. And so, something like this about its origins, where it began was going to be really important. So, the actual step after writing the chapter was creating an accurate transcript. And I can't emphasize this enough. If you just moved it from the tape to digital format, the transcript still would have been full of question marks and guess words. It literally had to be like CSI level stuff of restoring the audio. Once we did that, we had the full tape and then we started a longer process. But the thing that clicked in my mind was, if I can write the book out with the full argument, I think people would want to see and hear this because the medium of the audio changed the movement from not only a book, but also a documentary film.
Tracey Peake (03:52):
Okay. And yeah, that was my next question is like, how does this go from like scholarly paper situation to a whole documentary? What is that process like?
Jason Miller (04:03):
It's an education and it started in 2012, so that'll give you an idea of how long of a process it was. But the first person I had to locate was somebody that was trustworthy of telling these stories. And so, I located Rebecca Cerise who had told the story of the February 1st sit-ins in Greensborough. Her documentary film airs every February 1st all across the nation. And so, I knew we had a local storyteller that was really good at this stuff and knew these things. So, that was a sit down meeting. And her response was, "Jay said you're not thinking big enough." I just wanted to tell the story of King in Rocky Mount. She said, "This connection to Langston Hughes is really big, too. We need to tell both those things." And so, it became then a long collaborative process of, who can we talk to? How can we talk to them? How can we get people on camera?
(04:51):
But it started with local citizens of Rocky Mount because we knew being only an hour away from NC State University, we had a tremendous resource of people that would have attended the speech, the gymnasium still stands to this day, and we also knew that there'd be a lot of local history and great stories that would come out of the people of Rocky Mount. And so, my idea of just telling their story ended up getting combined with also telling the history of Dr. King's development. So, we weave those two threads together. Why King and Rocky Mount? The very first notion of I have a dream and then how that connects to Langston Hughes because they really overlap.
Tracey Peake (05:26):
So, yeah, tell me a little bit about that. What stood out about the evolution of the speech itself? Because you have, I guess, a prototype, like not to compare a big historical figure to a comedian, but you know how comedians will test out new material before we take it in front of people on the Tonight Show. This is that same feel. It was like he was finding his footing and figuring out what works and how to be inspirational and say what you need to say. So, what stood out to you about that process?
Jason Miller (05:58):
There were two big moments that stood out to me. If you stood back and you said, Martin Luther King's a preacher, his dreams probably got to be biblical in nature. There's got to be some other preacher he heard. There's got to be some Old Testament prophet he's contacting. The thing that stuck out to me was two moments. One, this idea of envisioning a better world actually went all the way back to 1956. It wasn't just a few years before the march on Washington or a few months. He actually delivered a speech on August 11th, 1956 in which he completely rewrote a poem by Langston Hughes called I Dream a World. At that time, Dr. King wasn't committed to the metaphor of dreaming, he was envisioning a better world and so, he stuck on that part.
(06:37):
The second part was startling. We always think of Dr. King being optimistic, hopeful, positive. But the first time he actually gave a speech about dreams, he said, "Who here today is not the victim of shattered dreams and blasted hopes?"
Tracey Peake (06:52):
Wow.
Jason Miller (06:52):
He was talking about dreams in the negative sense, how none of our dreams come true. That was stunning.
Tracey Peake (06:57):
The second iteration would make me a lot more hopeful.
Jason Miller (07:05):
That's right. That's right.
Tracey Peake (07:05):
So, you were a first time documentarian. You've never done this before. Beyond figuring out what you want to do, what are some of the material challenges involved in creating a documentary?
Jason Miller (07:25):
It's such a high learning curve and it's so funny to hear that word used because I've never even thought of myself dwindled in that category of expertise. So, probably because I'm not an expert and we were feeling our way. There's so many little things that stand in your way, Tracey. And as somebody that lives in the world of media and sound, none of these surprise you, but hopefully, your listeners. We wanted to do a lot of the interviews in the gymnasium where Dr. King actually spoke. So, we get into the building, and that was an ordeal where if somebody was supposed to meet us wasn't even there, a custodian finally just on trust let us in. So, we start setting up, we're talking to Herbert Tillman, one of the people that actually was at the speech, and we're six or seven minutes in, and all of a sudden, this gigantic fan starts blowing.
(08:08):
And it's one of those gymnasium fans. And so, we're like, "Hold it, stop." And we didn't even find a person to actually let us in, so there's no way we're just... So, 16 straight minutes are waiting for the fan to stop. Then we go again back and forth. And so, those things happen all the time. There's one other one that's really startling. And we're getting ready to interview Ambassador Andrew Young. It was the biggest interview the camera people had ever done. And so, they're double checking everything. The wires, we got double recording. We got three cameras instead of two. They're there 40 minutes early, everything. Right in the middle of the interview, his mic goes out because the batteries die. And of course, they're just sweating like not Andrew Young, not Andrew Young, right?
Tracey Peake (08:49):
Right.
Jason Miller (08:50):
Somebody else. Andrew Young puts his chin on his chest and takes about a four-minute power nap. When we come back with the batteries, he shoots up and he picks up right where he left off. He was such a pro. He'd been through it all by that time and he had no qualms about dealing with us. And so, moments like that one after another.
Tracey Peake (09:13):
Yeah. This was what I also wanted to know. You have a number of experts and folks involved in the documentary. Were there any other fun behind the scenes moments that you want to share? Oh, yes. Okay, good. Let's do it.
Jason Miller (09:28):
Absolutely. One of the most exciting ones was we were able to bring actor Danny Glover and Felix Justice to campus. They had been intrinsically making this connection between King and Hughes. And so they'd done this thing called An Evening with Martin and Langston. And so, these folks had picked up on the idea, there was a connection without doing the research, without knowing a lot of things. So, I sat down with Danny Glover right before he went on stage. So, we filled up Stewart Theater. and I'm talking to him about this one Langston News poem because here's a guy that really loves Langston News. And I'm saying, you know, the original end line of this poem was, of such I dream my world, but Langston News revised it and he ended up saying, of such I dream our world, by the end.
(10:13):
And Danny Glovers, he's half listing. I'm like, "What am I doing trying to tell this guy?" Well, we leave, I go off and when he delivers to the crowd, he changes the end of the poem to say, "Of such, I dream my world, of such, I dream your world, of such, I dream our world." So, he actually took that personal off camera moment and integrated in his performances. And it was so cool because here's an artist performer that realized, "That's something I can use and that's something that goes from the world of scholarship to active performance," and that was a really fun moment.
Tracey Peake (10:47):
That is really cool. So, this is nifty and I don't want to give away too much. So, I'll move on to my ubiquitous question that I ask every single person who comes here, which is, what is the coolest thing that you either learned or experienced or took away from this process?
Jason Miller (11:08):
Well, the coolest thing I took away was that as a scholar, and here we are at an institution that just values research. In my field, that research usually takes place in books, journal articles, or often, in archives. But this process taught me there's an incredible wealth of knowledge that people have that lives in their hearts, in their minds, in their attics, their basements, in their closets, under their staircases, because the people in Rocky Mount had history that I couldn't find anywhere else. Now, I'm a trained scholar and professional like all your hosts you have on here, but to get access to these folks telling us exactly how Dr. King got there, bringing up letters about the connection, telling stories about what happened when he was in town, and of course, giving personal testimony about what they heard when they were there in that gym, that's a real education for somebody that thinks they know their craft in their field.
(12:04):
Research and scholarship and history lives in a whole variety of places and these people had it in spades taking photographs from their personal family albums, inviting me in their homes, telling me about actually serving meals to Dr. King. It was remarkable how ready Rocky Mount was for Dr. King and how much they preserved that moment in their history. And it lived in their minds and their hearts and their homes, and that was really cool.
Tracey Peake (12:31):
That is really cool. So, finally, finally, let us know what is the title of the documentary again and where might people be able to view it?
Jason Miller (12:43):
So, it's very exciting. The film is entitled Origin of the Dream and the documentary film is exactly 56 minutes and 46 seconds long, so it can air on PBS. But folks that are listening to this will be able to see it in the City of Rocky Mount. They'll be able to come to the campus on January 22nd at the Hunt Library Auditorium. And if they're in the Washington DC area, they can join us at Bus Boys and Poets on February 1st. And if they can wait a little bit, we'll be out at the MLK Institute out at Stanford University. They just had a major million-dollar renovation, so we're excited about that. And of course, we're in early days before it's even premiered, so there'll be many other opportunities for that. But anybody that's too anxious and can't wait for the film, we release the audio and the entire history of the actual speech on kingsfirstream.com.
(13:31):
I know you're well aware of this, but folks can listen to the speech and learn just the history of Rocky Mount by going onto that site, but the film will be very much in the atmosphere. Again, William Barber, MLK Pulitzer Prize winning David Garrow. It's going to be a really exciting event here on campus, January 22nd.
Tracey Peake (13:51):
Well, that sounds really exciting and I'm looking very forward to it. Thank you again for being here, Jason.
Jason Miller (13:56):
Thank you very much, Tracey.
Tracey Peake (13:58):
We've been speaking today with Jason Miller, distinguished professor of English here at NC State. This has been Audio Abstract, I'm your host, Tracey Peake. Thank you so much for listening.
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