DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. COMMEMORATIVE EDITION

PAGE 10

JANUARY, 2021

By Chris B. Bennett
The Seattle Medium v

The next time you ride down
Martin Luther King, Jr. Way in Seattle
take time to really appreciate it for what
it is. Not only is it symbolic in that it
pays tribute to a man who has meant so
much to civil rights and life as we know
it today, but this street also represents
the hard work, desire, and persistence
of a community to honor Dr. King
regardless of what obstacles they had to
overcome.

After two years, two lawsuits,
numerous protests and demonstrations,
and countless hostile, harassing, and
life threatening phone calls later, 127
brganizations — that had come together
to change the name of the street from
Empire Way to Martin Luther King, Jr.
Way — stood tall after the Washington
State -Supreme Court gave the name
change its final approval and ended the
struggle to honor Dr. King in Seattle.

The effort to rename Empire Way
to Martin Luther  King, Jr. Way
stemmed from a radio interview on
KYAC, a now defunct Black radio
station in Seattle, by former talk-show
host and community activist Eddie Rye,

Jr. on Jan. 11, 1981.

Jesse Jackson of operation PUSH, and
I did an interview on their attempts to
organize a meeting in Washington, D.C.
lobbying to make Martin Luther King,
Jr.’s birthday a national holiday,”
recalled Rye.

“I had commented on the distance
that Washington, D.C. was from
Seattle, Washington, and how a lot of
people out here would like to be
involved in the effort,” said Rye. “Jesse
then suggested that the people could do
something here like create a monurnent
to honor Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and
I immediately began to think about a
street (Empire Way) that could be
changed to Manin Luther King, Jr.
Way.”

Once the street was identified, Rye
-and his growing group of supporters
needed to present the initiative to the
Board of Public Works, which met in
April, for their approval. ;

The initiative was met with
opposition and many people wanted to
gename only a portion of the street, the
first suggestion was to only renamed
five blocks of the 8-mile stretch.

‘According to Rye, the board
initially wasn’t very receptive to the
idea, and Walter Hundley, director of
the Parks Dept. at the time, came up
with the idea of naming half of the
street, from Madison to Rainier, to get
the issue moved. The board approved

Community activist Eddie Rye, Jr. spearheaded the fight to rename a
~“My guest on that day was Rev.street that runs through Central and Southeast Seattle in honor of Rey.

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. The name change was met with opposition
from South Seattle merchants, which led to a two year battle that
ultimately ended with Empire Way being officially renamed to Martin

Luther King, Jr. Way.

the measure and now the issue was in
the hands of the City of Seattle
Transportation Committee.

“They said that if you cut it off here
(at Rainier Ave.), then you won’t have
the merchants on the other side of the
street (South of Rainier Ave.)
incensed,” said Rye.

“I said well on the other side of the
street is Rainier Vista and Holly Park,”
said Rye. “How could we have a street
named in honor of Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr. that would eliminate having
the least of these left out of living on a
street, so at least they’d have something
to remember him by every day.”

According to Rye, 23 people
testified for the whole street and only 8
testified for only part of the street to be

renamed at a hearing held by the

Transportation Committee in June of
1981. The Transportation Committee
recommended to the City Council that

. the entire street be renamed, and in

April of 1982 the Seattle City Council
voted unanimously for the entire street
to be named for Dr. King.

The ordinance was formally passed
by the council in June of 1982, and was
signed by Seattle Mayor Charles Royer

in July. But shortly after, the metrchants

on Empire-Way got together and filed

an injunction in King County Superior
Court to block the name from being
changed.

“At first, they sa1d that it was
because of the cost, and they eventually
changed that to talk about how the city
could take the money and feed poor
people in Rainier Valley,” said Rye.
“The documentation and the research
that was done substantiated the fact that
it was not going to cost that much
money and the reasons for the
opposition were other than financial.”

“Money really wasn’t really the
issue or they wouldn’t have appealed to
the State Supreme Court or hired a
professional public relations firm,”
added Rye.

. The Coalition for Respect headed
by Rye, along with other organizations
supporting the name change picketed
some of the merchants on Empire Way,
and several widely publicized
confrontations between picketers and
merchants occurred.

“The police were called once when
drunks came out of a tavern and began
to harass us,” recalled Rye. “One of

—these businesses,
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them had to be forcefully arrested. We
even had to call the liquor board in
because we felt the owners of that
tavern was violating the state liquor
law. There were a few other times that
we could have had a dangerous
confrontation.”

-On  another occasion, Rye
explained a White protestor went into a
hardware store with a picture of Dr.

~ King and had a rifle pulled on him by

the store owner and another incident in
which a drunk woman came out of a
tavern and slapped the glasses off of a
White protestor and called him a “n—
a lover,” which led to the Justice Dept.
coming out to monitor the peaceful,
non-violent demonstrations of dissatis-
faction with the merchants.

“Here we are in the Northwest,
having all these types of problems so
far from Dixie; but in reality it turned
out that we were just up Dixie,” said
Rye. “They were insensitive at least and
racist at worst.”

One thing that the merchants didn’t
take into account was the economic
impact that their opposition to the name
change would have on their business.

" Blacks, who accounted for over fifty

percent of the clientele for many of
stopped doing
business with™ the merchants who

opposed the change, and other people &

sympathetic to the cause followed suit.

“Even progressive Whites stopped
doing business with these people (the
merchants)  because of their
insensitivity,” Rye added. Thoe
picketing - continued for about two
months, but was stopped in September
of 1982 when a superior court judge
ruled that the city had the legal right to
change the name of the street.

But the battle wasn’t over yet, as
the  merchants filed for personal
damages because of the name change,
and the matter was on it’s way to the
Supreme Court on a final ruling on
whether or not the actions of the city
were constitutional.

In lieu of theses legal actions,
Mayor Royer would not allow the city
to put up the new “Martin Luther King,
Jr. Way” signs to rename the street, until
the legal dispute was resolved.

On Jan. 15, 1983, Over 10,000
people turned out and marched along
the 8-mile stretch to protest the legal
challenge of the merchants, and Mayor
Royer for not putting up the signs.

“We were tired of waiting, and we
didn’t feel that the mayor made a proper
decision in delaying this (putting up the
signs) because it really encouraged a lot
of people who were in opposition to act
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