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1. Growing Up Black

1929-1944

“Don'’t let this thing make you feel you’re not as good
as white people. You're as good as anyone else,
and don’t you forget it.”

— Alberta King

/i ARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., CAME QUIETLY INTO THE
% & world on a cold, cloudy Saturday morning, January 15, 1929.
When the second child of Alberta and Martin Luther King, Sr., was born,
he lay so still [ that the doctor thought he would not live. But after
several vigorous slaps on his bottom, the baby cried. No one knew it
then, but this newborn child would one day lead the way from unjust
treatment that was a kind of slavery to a way of life that offered freedom,
justice, and dignity for all people.

The King family lived in a gray and white frame house at 501 Auburn
Avenue. From Peachtree Street, then a street for white people, Auburn
sloped ! down in one direction toward the bustling '*! black business dis-
trict in downtown Atlanta, Georgia. In the opposite direction, it rose on a
hill to a community of houses and fine churches. Martin’s family was
respected in the black community. His father was a minister, and from the
pulpit he preached about the worth of black people, telling them to be
strong and brave. He tried to protect his daughter and two sons from the
insults and abuses of the white population, but it was

not always possible. When Martin Luther King was
growing up, many things happened to black
people in the South that were not only unjust,
but also confusing and frightening.

H
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1. Growing Up Black

On one bright, sunny day, Martin skipped !"! across the street to play
with his friends, sons of the neighborhood grocer. After he knocked, it
seemed to take longer than usual for anyone to open the door. When it
was opened finally, his friend’s mother seemed to be looking at him in a
strange way, and her voice had a slightly different tone. “You boys are
old enough for school now,” she said. “You can’t play here anymore.”

Bewildered by the sudden change in the way his friend’s mother
treated him, Martin hurried home to his own mother. “Why can’t I play
over there anymore?” he asked.

His mother knelt down and held him close. She knew that what she
had to say would hurt her son, and it hurt her to have to tell him. She
pressed ! her cheek against his and tried to explain. “You are black.
Your friend is white.” Then, holding him even tighter, she said, “Don’t let
this thing impress you. 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.”

Martin was too young to understand completely the meaning of her
words, but the message they gave him was clear: Blacks were different
from whites, and he was black.

Martin soon learned to read signs that said NO COLORED
ALLOWED. WHITES ONLY. Sometimes he looked down at his hands
and exarmined them. He wondered what was wrong with being black.

Black people could not eat where white people ate or attend the same
movie theaters. They had to eat at “colored” restaurants, and they had to
go to the shabby “colored” theaters, where faded films fluttered ¥ on the
screen. Black children had to attend schools that were run-down ¥ and

-t % poorly equipped. They could not drink from the same

Ay g water fountains as whites or buy Cokes where
S ;. white children bought theirs. And black people

S .~ had to ride in the back of the bus. Sometimes
"1 they could not ride on a bus at all. Martin had
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heard about one frightening bus incident.

When a small black child tried to get on a bus, the driver told him to
drop his money in the box. The child did as he was told. Then he was
ordered to go to the back of the bus.

The small boy jumped down from the bus to go around to the back
door. He ran as fast as he could, but before he could reach the door, the
wheels of the bus spun in the gravel, and it took off without him. The
small, would-be passenger had lost both his pennies and his ride.

The bus system brought unhappiness to black people, and shop-
ping was no better. One day when Martin and his mother were in a
department store, he looked across the room and saw an elevator with
fancy I trim and shiny buttons to push. “Why don’t we ride over there?
” he asked. “Shush!” his mother said as she took his arm. “Those el-
evators are for white people. We must ride here.” Martin’s eyes filled
with tears. The freight elevator that they had to ride was not nearly as
exciting as those across the room. Another time, a white woman
screamed, “That little nigger stepped on my toe!” and she slapped
Martin across the face. More and more, the safe, orderly life Martin
had known as a very small child began to crumble’ ', and it no longer
seemed so secure.

Although anger began to build up inside Martin, his father worked
diligently to set a positive example of self-esteem. On one occasion when
Martin was riding in the car with his father, a policeman signaled them
to putl over ' | “All right, boy,” the officer said in a menacing tone.
Without (linching!!, the pastor said,“T’m no boy.” Pointing to Martin,
he said, “This is a boy. I am a man.”

Not long afterward, Martin and his father went
into a shoe store and sat in chairs near the door.
“What do you think you’re doing?” the angry

~ clerk asked. ““You know you can’t sit there.”
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Martin felt uncomfortable. He lowered his eyes and fiddled with
his fingers.

“I see nothing wrong with these seats,” Martin’s father answered.

The clerk’s lips began to quiver!’!. “It’s a rule! The colored sit at the
back!”

“We’ll buy shoes sitting here,” Rev. King said, “or we won’t buy
shoes at all.” He took Martin by the hand, and they left.

Even though Martin was learning his “place” as a black child in
Atlanta, Georgia, there was also a good side to his life. He lived in a
middle-class family. He never suffered from hunger or cold. He had
plenty of warm clothes and nourishing "' food. He lived in a nice house.
And, best of all, the grandmother he loved so much lived with them.

Martin also loved Ebenezer Baptist Church, where his father
preached and where Martin learned the Scriptures. During church
services, he sat in the family pew with his grandmother, his older sister,
Christine, and his brother, Alfred Daniel (called A.D.). From there, Mar-
tin looked up at his father, who occupied a tall wooden chair in front of
a gold-cross. Just over to the side, his mother sat at the organ and played
music for the service. The worship service was loud and lively, with
people singing, clapping hands, and dancing in the aisles. When his fa-
ther spoke, it was with a passion that caused tears to flow from the eyes
of parishioners. Their excited voices chanted, “Amen! Yes! That’s right,
brother!”

After the worship service, Sunday dinner was held at the church.
Tables were filled with fried chicken, ham, black-eyed peas, and

- watermelon. When Martin was only six, he sang hymns

at these gatherings. He stood on a table and
bellowed, “I want to be more like * Jesus.”

R People who knew Martin came to realize

that he was not an ordinary child. “He’s
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brilliant,” church members would whisper ! to one another. “Have you
noticed how he talks? Such big words!” And Martin did not disappoint
his admirers.

He began reading at an early age. His favorite books were about
black history and the people who made it. He read about Frederick
Douglass and Harriet Tubman, slaves who escaped to freedom. He read
about Booker T. Washington, who founded the first college for blacks.
And he learned how George Washington Carver, through his research,
developed many products from peanuts. Stretched out on his bed, Mar-
tin read stories of Paul Robeson, the singer, Joe Louis, the boxer, and
Jesse Owens, the Olympic gold-medal winner. Martin was such a good
student that he skipped ninth grade and caught up with ! his sister,
Christine, who was a year older.

When World War II started, so many young men went into the army
and navy that colleges didn’t have enough students to fill the classrooms.
They needed to build their enrollment. Some schools decided to solve the
problem by admitting exceptional high school students. When Martin was
only 15, he passed a college entrance exam, and, in September 1944, he
followed a family tradition by entering Morehouse College in Atlanta.

In many ways he was a typical teenager. He was so fond of clothes
that his friends nicknamed ' him “Tweed.”

“How do I look?” he asked his friends, as he strutted ' in front of
them. ‘

They laughed and told him, “You’re okay, Tweed.”

He liked girls and loved loud music. He also liked to dance, and
this ultimately brought him trouble. When his father,

who didn’t approve of dancing, learned that his
son had been attending dances, he made Mar-
tin apologize in front of the entire church

G D S, A congregation.




