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Family home
Although his grand-
patents had been
slaves on a farm, King
grew up in a comfor-
table house in the
state of Georgia.
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Christian hero
Martin Luther was a
German monk.He
thought people had
forgotten the true
teachings of Jesus, so
he started a new
church called the
Lutherans.
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Black in a white world

One afternoon in 1934, in a black neighbourhood of
Atlanta, a young boy stood in front of a mirror. Although
he was only five, he was filled with a sense of pride and
honour. Earlier that day, he had been baptized and given
a new name — Martin Luther King Junior.

Like his father before him, the boy had originally been
named Michael King. Now he would bear the name of a
great hero of the Christian faith. It was an important day
for the child , although he could never have guessed that
one day the whole world would know his name.

The boy’s baptism had been carried out by his father,
Martin Luther King Senior. He was the pastor of the
Ebenezer Street Baptist Church, and an influential
member of the black community. The family lived in a
two-storey house in Auburn Avenue, which belonged to
young Martin’s grandparents.

In this prosperous black neighbourhood, many of the
residents worked for banks, insurance companies an
newspapers. But not all blacks in Atlanta lived in streets
like Auburn Avenue, enjoying a good standard of living.
By contrast, the majority lived in city ghettos where life
was hard and brutal, and food was hard to find.

Despite these great differences in income and lifestyle,
however, neither group could escape the terrible racism
in the southern United States. The two groups of blacks
may have been divided by wealth, but they had one thing
in common — the colour of their skin.
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Slave ships

Many slaves died on
the journey to
America. They were
chained and crowded

below deck.
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For sale

The slaves were sold at
markets. Families were
separated when
members were sold to
different owners.
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Martin Luther King Jr. was born in Atlanta, Georgia,
on January 15, 1929. In those days it was difficult being
black in America, especially in the southern states where
the King family lived. White people thought they were
superior to black people.

Only seventy years earlier, there had been black slaves
in the South. Their ancestors had been captured and forced
to leave their villages in Africa. Crowded into ships and
forced to travel in terrible conditions, many thousands died
on the journey to America. The survivors were sold to
white people to work on their farms. They never saw their
homeland or their families again. They had no rights,
because they were slaves.

Writing from prison in 1963, King spoke of the debt
owed to black Americans:

“For more than two centuries our foreparents laboured
in this country without wages; they made cotton king; and
they built the homes of their masters in the midst of brutal
injustice and shameful humiliation - and yet out of a
bottomless vitality they continued to thrive and develop.”

As a child, King experienced the racism that was part
of life in the South. The “Whites only” signs were
everywhere. There were swimming pools and playgrounds
that blacks could not go into, and seats in cinemas and
buses in which they could not sit. They were not allowed
to play in the same parks or eat in the same restaurants.
They could not use the same shops, snack bars, public
toilets, or even churches. In other words, black people were
segregated from whites.
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The southern states of the US are shown in dark green. Some people in
the bordering states, such as Virginia, also supported slavery. This map
also shows places of importance in King’s life.
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When King was six, his friendship with two white boys
was ended by their parents. King’s mother said to him at
the time, “Don’t let it make you feel you’re not as good as
white people. You're as good as anyone else, and don’t you
forget it! ”

Segregation was part of everyday life in southern towns.
Despite the fact that slavery had been abolished in the
southem states in 1865, white people still treated the black
population as inferior human beings.

On one occasion, however, when King was a teenager,
he worked in the North on a tobacco farm during the
summer vacation. For the first time in his life, he felt a
great sense of freedom because there was no segregation.

TEA B S TIAE A B EULZ BTN T2
BEM R PELESTTAT 7. i, SR BUE ARRERHRE
PAZ, AEELE. WEROETA -FIE"

JE R, RN BT B R ml%E WA R
18654 X [E R I schi |-CLEHERR T BURAIE A AR
AL %% AR 1

BRI, fedr T ISR . (A — kBB LR

WA BT IR R, 2ATR K
33 513 32 ) [ MR R SUAE

Chice 120 Wiashington DC2!

sel;,;awfmgmmr\

Chester, -
= (CrozéerCollege)

FNORTH GAROLINA
SOUTH ¢AROLINA
lanta g

GEORGA

HLORIDA

Freedom for all
President Abraham
Lincoln signed the
Emancipation Procla-
mation in 1863. This
led to the abolition of
slavery in the US.
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Church leader

King’s father was the
pastor of the Ebenezer
Street Baptist Church
in Atlanta. More black
Americans belong to
the Baptist church
than any other.
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Top fighter

Cassius Clay was one
of the most famous
black boxers of all
time, and was heavy-
weight champion of
the world. He changed
his name to Muham-

mad Ali.
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The young Martin Luther King started elementary
school at the age of six. He worked hard and always got
good marks. At the age of eight, he got a job delivering
newspapers early in the morning. By thirteen, he was the
youngest assistant manager of an Atanta Journal delivery
station. Then, in 1942, he became a student at the Booker
T. Washington High School.

All through these early years, King thought about the
future and what he might do. He was determined to have
a successful career. Maybe he could get to the top by
becoming a boxer. After all, he was extremely strong, even
though he was not very tall. Black men often achieved
success through boxing.

King was also very good at speaking in public. He had
a strong voice that made people listen. While at high
school, he took part in a public speaking competition and
won first prize. In his speech about “The Negro and the
Constitution”, he impressed the judges with his skilful use
of language.

After the competition, King was feeling proud and
happy. On the way home, he and his teacher got on a bus
and sat down on some empty seats. Gradually the bus filled
up with passengers, until there were no seats left. When
the white driver saw the black boy and his teacher, he
ordered them to get up. At first, King refused, but the
teacher whispered in his ear, “Remember, whites before
blacks.” King got up .Years later he said, “That night I was
the angriest I've ever been in my life!” The experience
strengthened his determination to fight against injustice.
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Most of all, however, King wanted a job that would
improve the lives of black people. He thought about
becoming a lawyer or a doctor. Then he began to under-
stand the important part religion played in black American
life. The church could comfort people in their suffering,
and help them feel part of a caring community.

When he entered Morehouse College, Atlanta, King
began to see his future more clearly. [t was 1944 and he
was only fifteen. Morehouse was an all-black, all-male
college, known as “the Negro Harvard”.

Now, for the first time, he could freely discuss segre-
gation and its effects on black Americans. After four years
of study, in February 1948, he became an assistant pastor
to his father at Ebenezer Street Baptist Church.
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Second best

Black people had to
give way to whites
throughout life. Paul
Rabeson was a lawyer,
but his colour lost him
work . So he became
an actor, instead.
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Christianity

All Christians believe
in the teachings of
Jesus Christ. But there
are different types of
Christianity. About
25 per cent are
Protestants. The
Baptists are one of
many Protestant
churches.
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Some wuniversities
accepted black and white
students.
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In September 1948, King won a scholarship to Crozer
Theological Seminary, Chester, Pennsylvania. A third of
his class black, but the rest of the students were white.
This was his first experience of being a student in an inte-
grated environment. King developed fast. He studied
Christian ethics, social philosophy and the psychology of
relgion. He rose to the top of his class, and became the
first black elected president of the student organization.

While at Crozer College King was introduced to the
idea of the “social gospel” in a-book called Christianity and
the Social Crisis, by Walter Rauschenbusch. It was all about
social justice and how religion could help improve people’s
lives. This book was very important to King.
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Another likely influence on King at this time was the
life and work of Mahatma Gandhi. It is certainly true that
King thought deeply about the Indian politician’s belief
in “passive resistance”. Gandhi had shown it was possible
to fight against injustice with non-violent methods. He
had led the struggle for Indian independence from Britain,
by refusing to fight.

Gandhi's ideas appealed to King when he was at Crozer
College, which was mainly for Gandhi’s peaceful approach
would be the best way to fight racism. His fellow students
generally liked him, although he still met with a lot of
discrimination. This meant that when he met white people,
they treated him as if he was inferior.

In June 1951, King graduated from Crozer College as
a Bachelor of Divinity, taking first prize as the best student
of his year. His father showed how pleased he was by giving
him a car. Then, in September of that year, King entered
Boston University, where he began work for a doctoral
degree in theology.

While studying in Boston, King met his future wife,
Coretta Scatt. She came from a wealthy family in Alabama,
and was studying to become a concert singer. The couple
were married on 18 June, 1953.

After finishing his studies, King decided to look fora
job as a preacher. Coretta wanted to live in the North to
escape segregation, but her husband felt he should stay in
the South. So, in October 1954, King became pastor of
Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama.
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Mahatma Gandhi
(Mahatma means
“great soul”).
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Independent

The flag of India
shows a spinning
wheel. It was Gandhi’s
symbol of personal
independence-if
everyone could spin,
he thought, they
could look after
themselves.
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Coretta Scott

This country girl from
Alabama was training
to be a shinger when
she met Martin Luther
KingJr.
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Family life

Martin and Coretta
married in 1953. After
their wedding, they
stayed with a friend
because hotels did not
take black couples.
They were married for
15 years and had four
children
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Bus ride to fame

King settled down happily in Montgomery, making
new friends and finding out how he could serve the black
community. He joined the Montgomery branch of the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), knowing that this organization might
play a central role in the Civil Rights Movement.

As King was a pastor, he had to give sermons. This
regular practice in public speaking was making him an even
better orator than before. In his preaching, he encouraged
people to imagine how life might be in a fairer, more equal
society. But the world was far from equal. If anything, life
was getting more and more difficult for black communities
in southern America. All over the South, in the summer
of 1955, black people were being attacked by groups of
white racists.

In the middle of all this unrest, in November 1955,
Yolande was born — the Kings' first child. But, just after
the baby’s arrival, something happened in Montgome-
ry that marked the beginning of
King’s involvement in the “Civil
Rights Movement”: the bus boycott.

The cause of the boycott was
segregation on buses. Unlike whites,
black people did not have automatic
rights to seats on buses. Despite the
fact that more than three quarters
of all passengers were black, they still
had to give up their seats to white
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White passengers had special seats at the front
of buses, but blacks sat at the back, or had to stand
if the white places were full.

On 1 December, 1955, a woman called Rosa
Parks refused to give up her seat to a white
passenger. She was tired and her feet ached. She
simply didn’t see why she should stand just because
of the colour of her skin. The driver called the
police, who arrested her for breaking the
segreation laws.

Rosa was charged with breaking “whites first”
bus laws. It was a definite charge to fight against,
instead of the usual “disorderly conduct” (bad
behaviour) when blacks refused to give up their seats.
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Rosa Parks
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“Whites first”

The segregation laws
kept blacks and whites
apart on buses. They
were very unfair, as
there were more black
passengers than white,
and there were often
not enough seats for
them.
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On the buses
Before the boycott, 70
per cent of bus pas-
sengers were black, but
there were no black
bus drivers.
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Men at the top

The Civil Rights
Movement had other
leaders who worked
with King. These in-
cluded the Reverend
Ralph Abernathy,
King’s main supporter
and friend.
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When the black community heard about Rosa Parks,

@ they were enraged. Already some black people were collecting

weapons to fight against whites. But King knew that violence
was not the answer.

King had a lot of sympathy for Rosa Parks. Her arrest
reminded him of the time when a driver had forced him to
stand on the night he won his speaking prize. Knowing how

= she must have felt, he called a meeting at his church. “People

must reject violence,” he said. “They should simply refuse
to use the buses.” If this strategy worked, the bus company
would lose money. Perhaps then they would change the
“whites first” policy.

The black leaders at the meeting called for a one-day
bus boycott on Monday, 5 December. They asked the bus
company to end segregation on buses, and to stop racist abuse
from drivers. In addition, because all the drivers were white,
they asked the bus company to employ black drivers.

King and others distributed thousands of leaflets about
the boycott, asking people to support it. They also organized
cars with black drivers to provide transport for black
passengers. Even a few whites gave lifts to their black workers.

On the Monday morning, King and his wife watched
from their window as the buses passed. They were empty,
apart from a few white passengers. The boycott seemed to
be working. Over 17,500 people were supporting the action.

Later that day, the boycott leaders formed the Mont-
gomery Improvement Association (MIA), and they elected
King as president.
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