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SERIES FOREWORD

In response to high school and public library needs, Greenwood devel-
oped this distinguished series of full-length biographies specifically for
student use. Prepared by field experts and professionals, these engaging
biographies are tailored for high school students who need challenging
yet accessible biographies. Ideal for secondary school assignments, the
length, format and subject areas are designed to meet educators’ require-
ments and students’ interests.

Greenwood offers an extensive selection of biographies spanning all
curriculum related subject areas including social studies, the sciences,
literature and the arts, history and politics, as well as popular culture,
covering public figures and famous personalities from all time periods
and backgrounds, both historic and contemporary, who have made an
impact on American and/or world culture. Greenwood biographies were
chosen based on comprehensive feedback from librarians and educators.
Consideration was given to both curriculum relevance and inherent
interest. The result is an intriguing mix of the well known and the
unexpected, the saints and sinners from long-ago history and contemporary
pop culture. Readers will find a wide array of subject choices from fasci-
nating crime figures like Al Capone to inspiring pioneers like Margaret
Mead, from the greatest minds of our time like Stephen Hawking to the
most amazing success stories of our day like J. K. Rowling.

While the emphasis is on fact, not glorification, the books are meant
to be fun to read. Each volume provides in-depth information about the
subject’s life from birth through childhood, the teen years, and adulthood.
A thorough account relates family background and education, traces
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personal and professional influences, and explores struggles, accomplish-
ments, and contributions. A timeline highlights the most significant life
events against a historical perspective. Bibliographies supplement the
reference value of each volume.



INTRODUCTION

On August 28, 1963, under a sizzling hot sun in Washington, D.C., more
than 200,000 people engulfed the area around the Lincoln Memorial—
blacks and whites, young and old, the largest reform demonstration in
American history.

On the steps a short distance from the great, brooding statue of the
nation’s sixteenth president, the “Great Emancipator,” the last speaker of
the day stepped to the microphone to address the mammoth crowd and
a television and radio audience that reached into the millions. Short,
stocky, dressed in a black suit, he was the son and grandson of preachers,
descendants of slaves freed in the time of Lincoln and the Civil War. He
was the man around whom much of the Civil Rights movement in the
United States had turned—Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

His road to this moment had not been long; after all, he was only 34
years old. But it had been one of momentous times that tugged at the
limits of both human cruelty and heroism. It was a time when once again
the people of the United States came face to face with its age-old problem
of race relations. If human slavery as an institution had been crushed
by the Civil War, many legal and social freedoms of black individuals
had not yet been achieved. This enormous crowd over which King now
looked was here to proclaim that the time had come.

If fateful occurrences had not intervened, he would likely have
followed his father as a long-term pastor at a church. Or, more likely,
given his intellectual bent, he might have accepted a teaching position
at a major university. But the young preacher from Atlanta, Georgia, who
was beginning a pastorate in Montgomery, Alabama, was in history’s path
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in 1955. When local civil rights advocates looked for a leader to head a
boycott of Montgomery’s bus system, King accepted their calling.

With the gifts of dynamic oratory, energy, imagination, and a sense of
mission, King led marches and demonstrations and boycotts across the
South. The thousands who marched with him faced legal impediments,
violence, and hatred. Through it all, they persevered. They overcame.
And now, King, along with fellow civil rights leaders and an extraordi-
nary gathering of people from across the country, were saying yes to this
movement for human rights and liberties.

Wandering from his prepared text into the language that he had
used in countless churches and auditoriums, King eloquently spoke of a
dream:

[ have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the
true meaning of its creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident,
that all men are created equal.”

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons
of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to
sit down together at the table of brotherhood.... I have a dream that
my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will
not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their
character.

[ have a dream today.!

To this dream and this cause, he would commit his life.

NOTE

1. “200,000 March for Civil Rights in Orderly Washington Rally; President
Sees Gain for Negroes,” New York Times, August 29, 1963.



TIMELINE OF EVENTS IN

THE LIFE OF

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.

January 15, 1929

1944

February 25, 1948

June 8, 1948
September 14, 1948
May 1951
September 1951
June 18, 1953

1954

June 5, 1955

Michael King, Jr. is born in Atlanta, Georgia, the
son of Michael and Alberta King. The boy will be
called M. L. King and then Martin Luther King, Jr.
Leaves Booker T. Washington High School after
completing eleventh grade and is admitted to
Morehouse College in Atlanta at the age of 15.

Is ordained into the Baptist ministry at age 19
and appointed to serve as the associate pastor at
Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta.

Graduates from Morehouse with a Bachelor of
Arts degree in sociology.

Enters Crozer Theological Seminary in Chester,
Pennsylvania.

Graduates from Crozer with a bachelor of divinity
degree.

Begins studying systematic theology as a graduate
student at Boston University.

Marries Coretta Scott at her parents’ home in
Marion, Alabama.

[s appointed pastor of the Dexter Avenue Baptist
Church in Montgomery, Alabama.

Receives Doctorate of Philosophy in Systematic
Theology from Boston University, Boston,
Massachusetts.



xii

November 17, 1955

December 1, 1955

December 5, 1955

November 13, 1956

December 21, 1956

January 1957

May 17, 1957
October 23, 1957
June 23, 1958
February 1959

February 1960

1960

October 19, 1960
January 31, 1961
1961

October 16, 1961
July 27, 1962

March 28, 1963
April 12, 1963

TIMELINE

Yolanda Denise, King’s first child, is born.

Rosa Parks, a seamstress, is arrested in Montgomery,
Alabama for refusing to give her seat on a bus to
a white passenger in violation of local segregation
laws.

Blacks begin bus boycott and King is elected
president of the Montgomery Improvement
Association, an organization created to run the
boycott.

U.S. Supreme Court rules that bus segregation is
illegal.

Montgomery buses are desegregated.

Forms and becomes president of the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) to fight
segregation and achieve civil rights.

Speaks to a crowd of 15,000 in Washington, D.C.
Second child, Martin Luther King III, is born.
Meets with President Dwight D. Eisenhower.
Visits India for a month to study Mohandas
Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence.

Resigns from Dexter Baptist Church and moves
with family to Atlanta to serve as co-pastor with
his father at Ebenezer Baptist Church and to
continue as head of SCLC at its home office.
Lunch counter sit-ins begin in Greensboro, North
Carolina.

[s arrested at a sit-in in Atlanta.

Third child, Dexter, is born.

Congress on Racial Equality (CORE) begins first
“Freedom Ride” through the South to protest
segregated bus facilities.

Meets with President John E Kennedy to gain his
support for the civil rights movement.

During protest movement in Albany, Georgia,
King is arrested and jailed.

Fourth child, Bernice Albertine, is born.

Is arrested in Birmingham, Alabama by Police
Commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor for dem-
onstrating without a permit. While incarcerated
he writes “Letter from a Birmingham Jail.” Arrest
marks beginning of desegregation movement in



May 10, 1963
June 23, 1963

August 28, 1963

January 3, 1964
July 2, 1964
December 10, 1964
February 2, 1965
January 22, 1966

June 7, 1966

July 10, 1966

March 17-25, 1967
April 4, 1967

November 27, 1967

March 28, 1968

TIMELINE xiii

Birmingham that gathers worldwide publicity of
the force and violence marshaled against the
protestors.

Agreement is reached in Birmingham to desegre-
gate stores, restaurants, and schools.

Leads 125,000 people on a “Freedom Walk” in
Detroit, Michigan.

Speaks at the March on Washington for Jobs
and Freedom at the Lincoln Memorial, where he
delivers to a quarter of a million people his famous
“I Have a Dream” speech.

Appears on the cover of Time magazine as its Man
of the Year.

Attends the signing ceremony of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 at the White House.

At age 35, is awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, the
youngest person to be given the award.

[s arrested in Selma, Alabama, during a voting
rights demonstration.

Moves into a Chicago slum tenement to attract
attention to the living conditions of the poor.
After civil rights leader James Meredith is
shot and wounded, joins Floyd McKissick and
Stokely Carmichael to resume Meridith’s “March
Against Fear” from Memphis to Jackson,
Mississippi.

After addressing more than 50,000 people at
Soldier Field in Chicago, leads the marchers to City
Hall, where he posts demands on the door of Mayor
Richard ]. Daley for an end to discrimination in
housing, employment, and schools in the city.
Leads march from Selma, Alabama, to Montgomery
for voting rights.

At New York City’s Riverside Church, makes pas-
sionate statement against the Vietnam War.
Announces the inception of the Poor People’s
Campaign, focusing on jobs and freedom for the
poor of all races.

Leads striking sanitation workers in a march
in Memphis, Tennessee. The march erupts in
violence.
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April 3, 1968 Leads another march with sanitation workers; at
a rally at Mason Temple, King delivers his last
speech, “I've Been to the Mountaintop.”

April 4, 1968 While standing on the balcony of the Lorraine
Motel in Memphis, is shot and killed.

April 9, 1968 Funeral in Atlanta.



Chapter 1
SWEET AUBURN

Martin Luther King, Jr. once noted that his father and brother were both
preachers and that his grandfather and great-grandfather on his mother’s
side of the family had also been preachers. Preaching, he mused, seemed
to be his life’s only course.

He was born on January 15, 1929 in an upstairs room of a modest,
middle-class home on Atlanta’s Auburn Avenue, a short distance from
one of the most respected and influential churches in the black commu-
nity—Ebenezer Baptist Church.

He was the second child and first son of Michael King, Sr. and Alberta
Christine Williams King. The couple named the boy after the father, but
throughout his youth he was simply called “M. L.” by the family. Later, both
the father and the son changed their names, adopting “Martin Luther”
after the German religious leader whose writings and work launched the
Protestant Reformation, the great religious revolt of the sixteenth century.

A LINEAGE OF PREACHING

In Martin Luther King, Jr.’s veins flowed the blood of generations of
fiery black preachers, figures around whom congregations turned for word
of redemption, the affirmation that the crosses of injustice and prejudice
that plagued their days would be made right by God’s power. The family’s
strong religious roots were from rural Georgia, and its preachers went as
far back as the days of slavery before the Civil War.

Willis Williams, Martin Luther King’s great-grandfather, was a slave
and a fire-and-brimstone preacher in the Shiloh Baptist Church in
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Greene County, Georgia, about 70 miles east of Atlanta. Shiloh’s con-
gregation in the 1840s numbered nearly 80 members, of which more than
20 were slaves. After the Civil War, the Williams family and other blacks
organized their own Baptist church, as did many other black families and
communities across the South.

Influenced by the powerful oratory of his father, A. D. Williams,
King’s grandfather, learned the cadences and rhythms of black preaching,
learned how to turn the stories and parables of the Scripture into personal
lessons, and learned how to whip up the emotions of his listeners into a
feverish common connection with the Almighty.

A. D. Williams began his own itinerant ministry in the late 1880s and
early 1890s. With other many rural natives of Georgia, Williams migrated
to a growing civic center of black life—Atlanta. By 1894, Williams had
made such a mark on the black community that he was asked to be the
pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church, then one of the many very small black
churches in the city.

His charismatic oratory drew a steadily growing congregation of poor
and working class black Atlantans. Foremost a preacher, Williams was
also a proponent of social change and active politically in various reli-
gious and activist organizations such as the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). He was also involved in
establishing the high school that his grandson would later attend.

Under his able leadership, Ebenezer grew to nearly 750 members by
1913. After changing the location of the church on two separate occa-
sions, Williams persuaded the congregation to purchase a lot on the
corner of Auburn Avenue and Jackson Street and announced plans to
raise funds for a new building that would include seats for more than
1,000 worshippers. The main part of the building was completed in 1922.
From a congregation of 13 black individuals at the time of its founding
in 1886, Ebenezer Baptist Church was now poised to become a major
religious and social force in the middle of a burgeoning population of
blacks in Atlanta

At the same time A. D. Williams was establishing Ebenezer Baptist
Church as one of the most influential in Atlanta’s black community, his
only child, Alberta, was achieving an impressive education. A graduate
of Atlanta’s Spelman Seminary, she also attended Hampton Normal and
Industrial Institute in Virginia, where she received a teaching certificate
in 1924. When she returned to Atlanta from Virginia, Alberta began to
see regularly a young, aspiring preacher. His name was Michael King.

The eldest of nine children, son of a sharecropper, and a member of the

Floyd Chapel Baptist Church, King, like Alberta’s father, also harbored
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burning passions about racial injustice. King had watched his father and
mother work the fields for little pay and no respect. Increasingly, the work
left them physically debilitated and relatively powerless to do anything
to improve their lives. He watched the insults and the harsh treatment of
his family and others living a hardscrabble life and saw the frustration and
anger take a terrible toll on their lives. He later talked about a lynching
in his neighborhood and talked about his own father living in the woods
for a time on the run from a vigilante group bent on stringing him up.

When he listened intently to preachers and activists in Atlanta decry
the legal and social subjugation under which the black community
existed, he gained an increasing determination to break out of the pov-
erty and discrimination that he saw all around him and to make a dif-
ference. Gradually, throughout his teenage years, Michael King decided
to become a minister. Despite his lack of educational opportunities, the
barely literate King gained assistance toward his goal from the ministers
in his church. Recognizing his zeal and passion, they encouraged him in
his reading, encouraged him to seek an education, and helped him hone
his natural talent of speaking before the congregation.

And now, during his courtship of Alberta, the Williams family enthu-
siastically supported Michael’s ministerial aspirations. They helped him
begin studies at Bryant Preparatory School. After his work at Bryant and
after serving as pastor of several small churches in Atlanta, King began a
three-year degree program at the Morehouse School of Religion in 1926.

In June of that year Michael and Alberta announced their engage-
ment at a Sunday service at Ebenezer Church and on Thanksgiving Day
1926 they exchanged wedding vows. After the marriage, the two moved
into the Williams home on Auburn Avenue, the main street of Atlanta’s
African American business district. It was in this home that Martin
Luther King, Jr., along with his brother Alfred Daniel (A. D.) and sister
Willie Christine were born.

In 1926, Williams asked his new son-in-law and young preacher to
serve as an assistant pastor at Ebenezer. A large man well over 200 pounds,
a dynamic speaker with a commanding presence, known throughout
most of his life as “Daddy King,” King, Sr. made an increasingly strong
impression and developed close relationships with the congregation at
Ebenezer.

When Williams passed away in 1931, King, Sr. replaced him as pastor
of Ebenezer. Not only did King grow the membership of the church sub-
stantially in the coming years, he became in his own right an influential
preacher. Later in his life, Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke of his father as
a dynamic influence in his life, a man radiating strength and confidence,
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unafraid of facing tough challenges, especially in his dealings with the
white community. It was his father, King, Jr., said, who urged him at an
early age not to accept lamely the unjust prejudices and social and legal
conventions that held down the black race in America. In a 1940 address
to a Baptist gathering, King, Sr. challenged the religious community to
stand up for true Christian democracy, the Christianity that taught love
and equality, not division and discord, the Christianity that called for
inclusion not alienation.

The younger King was amazed throughout his life that his father had
not been attacked physically. As president of the NAACP in Atlanta and
as a strong proponent of social reform, he was certainly an obvious target
for violence. Many social reform advocates and fellow preachers had been
victims of racial assaults over the years; some had lost their lives. Yet,
this strong and challenging voice from the pulpit at Ebenezer continued
to stoke the growing restlessness in the black community for change and
continued to serve as an example to his family.

A BOYHOOD ON AUBURN AVENUE

“Sweet Auburn” it was called, the one-mile long, and two-block wide
area where thousands of blacks, many former slaves and their descendants,
had settled in downtown Atlanta. The growth of the area was hastened
after a violent city-wide race riot shortly after the turn of the century. In
late September 1906, sparked by unsubstantiated rumors against blacks,
large crowds of whites assaulted blacks in several Atlanta neighborhoods.
Fearing for their lives, large numbers of blacks fled the city; others gath-
ered together in the Auburn Avenue area as a means of self-protection,
attempting to isolate themselves from the racial hatred and violence
in the security of their own race. Much like the self-contained area of
Harlem in New York, it became over the years a kind of safe haven and
cultural entity for thousands of blacks.

John Wesley Dobbs, a black civic leader in the city, reputedly coined
the name “Sweet Auburn.” Considered by many the “Godfather of black
business” in Atlanta, Dobbs started the Atlanta Negro Voters league and
helped increase the number of black voters from less than 2,000 in 1940
to more than 22,000 in the early 1950%. He lived with his wife and six
daughters on Auburn Avenue, a few blocks from the home of the Kings.
Martin Luther King, Jr. could often be found in his young days playing
Monopoly on the kitchen floor of Dobbs’s home with some of the Dobbs
clan. Dobbs’s grandson, Maynard Jackson, Jr., would in 1970 become the
city’s first elected black mayor.
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Sweet Auburn was a place where blacks could own businesses, get
a good education at nearby black colleges, and prosper. The neighbor-
hood was electric, alive with black-owned nightclubs such as the Royal
Peacock and the Top Hat Club, where musical greats such as Cab
Calloway, Bessie Smith, Ray Charles, and Duke Ellington performed.
There were big churches, fancy restaurants, clean hotels, the Prince Hall
Masonic Building, and a string of businesses, from beauty salons to funeral
parlors to the Sweet Auburn Curb Market.

In the early 1920s, Sweet Auburn boasted over 100 black-owned
enterprises. A quick stroll throughout the neighborhood would take
you past the large and the small, from mom-and-pop eateries such as
Hawk’s Dinette and Ma Sutton’s to the giant Atlanta Life Insurance
Corporation, the first black-owned life insurance company. It was home
to the first black daily newspaper, the Atlanta Daily World, and the first
black-owned radio station in the United States, WERD.

In this dynamic community, mostly devoid of the super-rich or the
extremely poor, an area of relatively low crime where most citizens were
closely connected to their churches and their families, Martin Luther
King, Jr. spent his early years. Beginning his education in 1935 at the
Yonge Street Elementary School and then at the David T. Howard
Elementary School through the sixth grade, he was not a precocious
youngster academically, although he seemed to appreciate the power
of language. After hearing the especially effective oratorical talents of
a visiting minister, Martin announced to his family that one day he
would employ big words. Indeed, he began to practice, at times star-
tling his teachers with such word concoctions as “Cogitating with the
cosmic universe, I surmise that my physical equilibrium is organically
quiescent.”!

As a minister’s son, King’s life, not surprisingly, revolved almost exclu-
sively around the church. He grew up in a household where all members
regularly read the Bible, sang hymns, and prayed aloud. Along with his
brother and sister, Martin was expected to memorize Bible verses and
recite them.

Not only was his father a minister of a growing and influential church,
his mother trained the Ebenezer Choir and was the church’s organist. So
talented was Alberta King that various Baptist groups in Georgia asked
her to perform and she began organizing annual musical performances of
Ebenezer’s choirs. His mother encouraged Martin as early as age four to
sing with various church groups.

“The church has always been a second home for me,” he later wrote.
“As far back as I can remember, I was in church every Sunday.... My best
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friends were in Sunday School, and it was the Sunday School that helped
me to build my capacity for getting along with people.”

As Martin listened not only to his father but other preachers at
Ebenezer, he could feel the emotionalism at work among the congrega-
tion, moved as it was by the rhythms of the gospel belted out in thun-
derous beats, with the clapping and shouting at the preacher to raise
the pulsating level on to even greater heights. At Ebenezer, as at many
other black churches across the country, this was a religion that was
mountain-moving, tough, in which every member of the congregation,
calling out “Amen” and, swinging to the spirit, had a part, regardless
of their everyday circumstances. In the church pews was a democracy
before God and it had nothing to do with rich or poor. King could see
the passion; he could recognize its spirit, but he was uncomfortable with
it. To the boy, it seemed vaguely disturbing, the masses in the crowd
giving themselves over to an enthusiasm that he did not quite under-
stand. He admitted some time later that much of the emotionalism
embarrassed him.

King joined the church at the age of five when a guest evangelist from
Virginia encouraged converts to come forward. When his sister made her
move to join, Martin was not far behind. Later, when thinking back on
this moment and also on the time he was baptized, he admitted that the
rituals had little to do with his religious belief or conviction but almost
everything to do with keeping up with his sister.

Later in his life, King talked about the gnawing doubts about religious
messages and impulses that were part of his everyday life. With the con-
stant expectations, not only by his family but others in the community,
that he assume the proper role of the religious son, instead he found him-
self increasingly dubious about some of the biblical stories and churchly
practices. “I guess I accepted biblical studies uncritically until I was about
twelve years old,” King wrote. “But this uncritical attitude could not last
long, for it was contrary to the very nature of my being. I had always been
the questioning and precocious type. At the age of thirteen, I shocked my
Sunday school class by denying the bodily resurrection of Jesus. Doubts
began to spring forth unrelentingly.”

King later looked back on his childhood with much fondness—a rela-
tively comfortable middle-class existence within a caring and responsible
family and constant personal encouragement and support. King’s father
tended to be a strong disciplinarian, occasionally whipping Martin and
his brother, A. D. Nevertheless, the father’s stern discipline was tempered
by his wife’s more gentle nature. “We talked a lot about the future of the
kids,” King, Sr. later said, “and she was able to understand that even when
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[ got very upset with them, it was only because [ wanted them to be strong
and able and happy.”™

His parents rarely argued, and the boy could see the strong bonds that
united them. Because of the congenial, if busy, atmosphere in his home,
he said later, he tended to see the world in more optimistic ways and to
value human relationships.

On May 18, 1941, during a Woman’s Day program at Ebenezer, Jennie
Williams, Martin’s grandmother, died of a heart attack. The death of
his grandmother occurred while young Martin, against the wishes of his
parents, had sneaked off to watch a parade. An avalanche of guilt swept
over the young boy, startling in intensity and length. So upset did the 12-
year-old King become over the death and the connection that he made
in his mind with his attendance at the parade, that he became increas-
ingly moody and depressed. If he had not gone to the parade, he believed,
his beloved grandmother would not have died. Burdened by grief and
remorse, King, at one point, leaped out of the second-floor window of
his house.

During the weeks following the death of his grandmother and his trau-
matic reaction, both his father and mother patiently spoke with him at
length about personal immortality. It was at this time, he said later, that
he became a strong believer in an afterlife.

His parents did not isolate the youngster. He took a number of part-time
jobs, delivering the Atlanta Jowrnal as young as eight years old, and taking
on other odd jobs and manual labor well into his teens. In September
1940, following his grade school years, he entered the Laboratory High
School of Atlanta University, a progressive private school that appealed
to black residents who could afford the cost and who wished to keep their
children out of the extremely crowded public schools. Martin completed
two years, after which the school closed in 1942. His grades were gener-
ally good, although he did fail social studies.

He continued his studies at the public Booker T. Washington High
School. In his second year, he won an oratory contest that gave him the
opportunity to represent the school in a statewide contest in Dublin,
Georgia. The 14-year-old boy was now beginning to display the skills in pub-
lic speaking that would later propel him into his future career and work.

[t was on the way back from the Dublin speaking contest that King
experienced first-hand the kind of senseless, painful humiliation against
which his father and grandfather and others in his family had been
speaking out against for many years. The white bus driver cursed King
and his fellow black students for attempting to sit in seats reserved
for white passengers. Faced with a difficult situation, the speech coach
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asked the students to give in to the demand to avoid retaliation. Years
later, King was still haunted by the injustice. In an interview in 1965,
he said that those moments on the bus made him the angriest he had
ever been.

The speech that the youngster delivered in Dublin, Georgia was
entitled “The Negro and the Constitution.” In it he said, “We cannot be
truly Christian people so long as we flaunt the central teachings of Jesus:
brotherly love and the Golden Rule.”

THE ISSUE OF COLOR

In Martin Luther King’s youth, black Americans still had a long climb
toward equality. Even though several generations had passed since the
Civil War, a large segment of the population, because of their color,
remained isolated, poor, and with opportunities so limited as to stifle even
the most energetic and talented.

For the black community in Atlanta, as with black communities across
the country, much of American society was off limits. Housing in the
better-developed sections of town was impossible. Schools and churches
had either white or black congregations. If a black individual went down-
town, the restaurants and lunch counters in department stores were off-
limits, as were theaters and even public libraries.

On public conveyances such as buses and trains, blacks were separated
from whites, as they were in public courtrooms and other official build-
ings. Even more dispiriting and degrading were the signs at water foun-
tains and swimming pools, elevators, and other public places indicating
“Whites Only.” Blacks had to pay taxes but in many cases did not have
the right to vote. From the earliest days of his childhood, Martin learned
limitations rather than possibilities. When he was six years old, a white
friend suddenly vanished from his life, prohibited by his family from
socializing any longer with a black boy. He recognized, even at a very
early age, that the social system was overpowering and unfair.

He later remembered not being able to go swimming until the YMCA
built a segregated pool. He remembered not being able to enter most of
the public parks, or eat at a downtown lunch counter, or attend most
movie theaters, or go to any of the best schools.

Nevertheless, unlike many other black youths, King had throughout
his young life watched his father refuse to be muscled into acceptance
of the degrading system. He might have been forced to endure it; but he
never accepted it. In his emerging views on racial discrimination, young
Martin had a role model.
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Daddy King talked over many dinners about the need to challenge
the system. He went out of his way to ride in “Whites Only” elevators.
The young Martin remembered an incident in a shoe store when his
father refused to move to the back of the room to be served. “This was
the first time I had seen Dad so furious,” King later wrote. “That experi-
ence revealed to me at a very early age that my father had not adjusted
to the system, and he played a great part in shaping my conscience. I still
remember walking down the street beside him as he muttered, ‘I don’t
care how long I have to live with this system, I will never accept it.” ”¢

He refused to allow his children to attend theaters that were segre-
gated, with blacks sitting in the rear. He refused to ride city buses after
witnessing a brutal attack on several blacks. In 1939, fed up with politi-
cal discrimination, he led several hundred Atlanta Negroes on a voting
rights march to City Hall. When the elder King was stopped for a traffic
violation on one occasion, the policeman referred to him as a “boy.”
Indignant, the strapping King, Sr. pointed to Martin and said, “This is a
boy. I’'m a man, and until you call me one, I will not listen to you.”?

With his social and political influence growing as the pastor of a
respected church, King never skirted the issues of racial equality; indeed,
he headed the Atlanta Civic and Political League and the Atlanta Baptist
Ministers Union, organizations that worked vigorously to register eligible
black voters and to help in other civic causes. King, Sr. also became a
leading figure in the Atlanta branch of the NAACP, which won a legal
battle to equalize the salaries of white and black teachers.

Young Martin also remembered the patient guidance of his mother in
confronting the evils of segregation. She talked to him about the history
of slavery and the painful attempts by blacks throughout the years to
assert their rights. She told him about the evolving system of segregation
that stood defiantly in the way of progress for the black race. She told him
that that most important force in his life must be his own sense of self,
the image of his own person as one of equality and importance—that his
life mattered as much as any other.

Following his completion of the eleventh grade in Booker T. Washington
High School in the spring of 1944, King had an opportunity to skip the
twelfth grade and to enroll in Morehouse College, the institution from
which both his grandfather and father had graduated. With large num-
bers of young black men serving in the armed forces during World War
II, Morehouse lacked the usual numbers of incoming freshmen. The
school opened its doors to aspiring students who had completed the elev-
enth grade and who were able to pass a special entrance examination.
Although King’s grades throughout grade school and high school had not
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been exemplary, he did manage to pass the test. Encouraged by his family,
King decided to enroll.

In the summer of 1944, King traveled to Simsbury, Connecticut, with
about 100 other students to work on a tobacco farm for the summer to
help pay college expenses. It was the first time the 15-year-old King had
left Atlanta and his family for any extended length of time.

From the Connecticut tobacco farm, King wrote to his father in June
1944 that he was having a good time, working hard, eating well, and that he
had become the religious leader of the young group in the Sunday religious
service. He also talked about race. “On our way here,” he wrote, “we saw
some things | had never anticipated to see. After we passed Washington
there was no discrimination at all and the white people here are very nice.
We go to any place we want to and sit any where we want to.”

On his return trip by train to Atlanta, King later remembered the
feelings of anger and humiliation he felt when he arrived in Washington,
D.C. It was there that blacks on the train had to congregate on a segre-
gated car for the ride into the South. The trip to Connecticut reinforced
in the youngster’s mind all that his family, his friends, and his own eyes
had taught him in Altanta—that segregation was an affront to the dignity
of the black race and must be overcome.
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Chapter 2
LEARNING YEARS

MOREHOUSE

In September 1944, Martin Luther King, Jr., age 15, entered Morehouse
College, one of the preeminent black institutions of higher education
in the South. The roots of the school went back to the early days after
the Civil War when a group of former slaves formed a group called the
Augusta Institute. From its founding, the school’s purpose was to prepare
black men for the ministry and teaching.

[t was at Morehouse that King would meet one of the individuals whose
influence on his life was monumental—Benjamin Mays. Mays had become
president of the college in 1940 and had already made a strong mark.

The son of former slaves in South Carolina, Mays had, through grit
and determination, overcome innumerable hurdles of class and race.
From his beginnings as a dirt-poor laborer picking cotton, he had man-
aged to find his way to the state of Maine, where he worked his way
through Bates College to graduate with honors. His educational road
led to Chicago, where he was awarded a Ph.D. in the University of
Chicago’s School of Religion. Mays taught for a time at Morehouse and
at South Carolina State College and, from 1934 to 1940, he served as
dean of the Howard University School of Religion. Under his leadership
Howard rose to a position of distinction among schools of religion.

In professional stature one of the towering black educators in the
United States, Mays challenged Morehouse students to refuse the sta-
tus quo, to fight for the rights of the poor and disenfranchised, and to
use their knowledge gained at Morehouse to struggle for the dignity of
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the black community. Mays traveled to Europe and Asia on a number
of occasions and once spoke personally with Mohandas Gandhi in
India. A powerful speaker and a man of unrelenting drive, Mays also
published a number of books on religion and social change. As King
progressed through Morehouse, Mays, in both his personal bearing and
his philosophical beliefs, would help shape the life of the youngster from
Sweet Auburn.

One of the first classmates King encountered, Walter McCall, was
as poor as Martin was relatively privileged. To keep afloat financially,
he worked as a barber in the basement of one of Morehouse’s student
halls, cutting hair for a dime. Even though King himself had little money
at Morehouse, McCall had far less and, on one occasion, when King
received a haircut and realized he did not have a dime on him, McCall
exploded. The two wrestled on the grass outside, drawing a crowd.
Although smaller, King earned McCall’s respect in the skirmish and the
two became close friends. Others began to call them “Mac and Mike.”

Mac was as skeptical of some religious beliefs and trappings as King
was, and when they attended church together they sat in the balcony,
as if to emphasize their divergent beliefs. By this time King had decided
not to become a minister. He felt no calling for it. His inner drive told
him to rebel against the strong wishes of his family, especially his father,
that he must follow in the foosteps of his preacher forbearers. By the time
he had settled into his classroom routine at Morehouse, he had made a
tenetative decision to become a lawyer.

King lived at home during his school years at Morehouse and did not
join a fraternity. But he gained many new friends and had a lively social
life, at the expense of studious attention to his classes. The chunky, five-
foot seven-inch tall King loved to dance and was inclined early on to
mingle easily with girls. He joined a number of campus groups including
the sociology club, glee club, ministers’ union, and the Morehouse chap-
ter of the NAACEP, and he played basketball at the Butler Street YMCA.
Not surprisingly, his natural aptitude for public speaking assured his place
as a member of the debating club. During his sophomore year, he won
second prize in an oratorical contest. He also became a member of the
student council.

King was exhilarated by the give and take at Morehouse, by the
freedom to get some of his ideas that he had suppressed at home out in
the open. Although protected and nurtured in the family, he had also, as
the son of a minister, felt trapped by convention and by expectation. He
later looked back on the experience as opening up a new world. “There
was a freer atmosphere at Morehouse,” King said.
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May’s sermons excited King almost immediately. Angular-faced, with
touches of silver at his temples, the schoolmaster exuded enthusiasm
for learning, especially when he gathered the boys of Morehouse for his
lectures on most Tuesdays. One of his students later remembered: “Mays
got to us through those Tuesday chapel sessions. He told us, ‘Yes, there
is segregation, but your mind is free. Your job is to cultivate your mind
to its fullest extent. Now segregation is a reality, but it is not an excuse.
What is important is to make your mind work.” "2

Mays once wrote that from his earliest days in the cotton fields of
South Carolina he had a searing desire to learn, ‘vaguely, yet ardently, I
longed to know, for I sensed that knowledge could set me free.”

And now, from Mays, the young King began to see what Mays had
seen—the power of learning and the practical strength of ideas. Through
education was liberation.

At Morehouse, King also admired a young professor and friend of the
King family who had recently received his doctorate from Yale University.
George E. Kelsey, a professor of religion, later remembered King as a
student whose eagerness increased as the subject matter became challeng-
ing and controversial. When he talked in his class about the problem of
race as the greatest moral dilemma confronting the United States, Kelsey
saw King’s eyes light up and a smile begin to crease his face.

In closely tying religious teaching to social problems and obligations,
in relieving King from the rigors of dealing with a strict Baptist fundam-
entalism and freeing his mind to explore alternative notions to his earlier
religious training, Morehouse led King through an intellectual journey.
The journey would have an ending that even he might not have foreseen.
This was a religion with a social purpose, and the young student increas-
ingly saw himself at the pulpit. The more he heard teachers such as Mays
and Kelsey, the more he began to reconsider his rebellious reatreat from
his preaching forbearers.

In July 1946, the issue of race exploded in nightmarish incidents
near Atlanta following a local election. A man named Macio Snipes, a
World War II veteran and the only black individual to cast a vote in his
district in Taylor County, Georgia, was surrounded the following day by
four white men and shot to death. Shortly thereafter, two black couples
driving in their cars near Monroe, Georgia, were stopped and shot by a
contingent of 20 men. When King read about the murders in the Atlanta
Constitution he was not only outraged by the senseless and murderous
rage against black people but also angered by the stance taken by the
newspaper. While lamenting the loss of life, the newspaper’s editorial-
ists maintained their opposition to any legislation that would place such
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mob violence under the jurisdiction of the federal government. The state,
insisted the editorialists, was fully equipped to deal with any matters of
law and order at the local level.

King was incensed by the situation. Ready to begin his junior year,
the Morehouse student fired off a letter to the Constitution. The paper
published it on August 6, 1946. King opened with an attack on those
who roar the loudest about racial purity and the dangers of race mixing.
Those attacks, King insisted, were simply dust kicked up to obscure the
real motivations behind such violence—race prejudice. He wrote, “We
want and are entitled to the basic rights and opportunities of American
citizens: The right to earn a living at work for which we are fitted by
training and ability; equal opportunities in education, health, recreation,
and similar public services; the right to vote; equality before the law;
some of the same courtesy and good manners that we ourselves bring to
all human relations.”

King’s father said later that it was not until the Atlanta Constitution
published the letter that either he or Martin’s mother had an indication
that Martin was headed for greatness. When the boy took the indepen-
dent step to channel his beliefs and frustrations about the race issue
directly to the public, it now became clear that their son at Morehouse
was no ordinary college junior.

The elder King had always wanted both of his sons to follow his own
steps in the ministry, perhaps even joining him at Ebenezer. Martin’s
brother, A. D. made a short effort to attend Morehouse but soon dropped
out, although he did later follow a ministerial career. Martin’s early
aspirations while in college to become either a physician or a lawyer must
have hurt King, Sr., but he also accepted the counsel of his wife that
the children must be free to make their own choices. King’s older sister,
Christine, was also on an academic path, studying economics at Spelman
College. She would later enter Columbia University for graduate work.

By the time King was 17, during his junior year at Morehouse, he made
the critical decision—he would become a minister. Looking back years
later, he remembered the decision as something other than a lightening
bolt of inspiration or a heavenly hand that had suddenly rested on his
shoulder; he remembered it, rather, as “an inner urge to serve humanity.”
Still with an aversion to the joyously riotous style of worship he had seen
in most black churches, he strove toward a “rational” approach, he said,
to be a minister whose power would be “a respectable force for ideas, even
social protest.”

Although uncomfortable with some of literal beliefs held so firmly
by most members of the black church, King’s roots in the traditions and



LEARNING YEARS 15

forms of the church held fast. He loved the music and was himself an
able singer. He admired the history of those who had created out of the
experience of slavery a community of people who struggled together. He
admired the leadership of many of the religious figures, from his father to
men such as the Reverend William Holmes Borders of Atlanta’s Wheat
Street Church, a powerful speaker with impressive academic credentials,
who became the first black preacher in Atlanta to host a radio program.
As a young teenager, King often sat with his ear pressed to the radio
speaker listening to the oratory of Reverend Borders. Yes, he would
become a preacher, one who would try to make a social and political
difference.

When he told his parents his decision, his overjoyed father seized
the moment and immediately told the Ebenezer congregation of the
news, that his son had been called to pastoral service. In the tradition
of Ebenezer and other black Baptist clergy, Reverend King scheduled an
immediate trial sermon to be delivered by his son at the church.

On a Sunday afternoon, lines of Ebenezer members began to fill the
church basement where such introductory sermons were usually held.
[t was clear early on that the space was not nearly adequate to hear the
preacher’s son make his inaugural sermon in the church that had already
been so much a part of his life. Reverend King hurriedly directed the
hundreds upstairs to the main sanctuary.

In preparing for the sermon, King took much of the text from a
published sermon of Harry Emerson Fosdick of Riverside Church in
New York. With the congregation in rapt attention, Martin stood at
the pulpit where both his grandfather and father had been revered.
Without the commanding physical presence of his strapping father, the
son, nevertheless, filled the hall with his surprisingly mellifluent voice,
his cadences and word command seeming like those of a much older
and more experienced preacher, his baritone voice clear, powerful, and
reassuring. The platform was his and he soared.

Following the service, the congregation, at the call of Reverend King,
took steps necessary to license young Martin as an Ebenezer preacher. He
became officially an associate pastor of the church. And then, in February
1948, during his final year at Morehouse, he was ordained as a minister.

His senior year at Morehouse seemed almost triumphant. King was
now already a minister, something of a campus celebrity. He became a
member of an interracial group from the various white and black col-
leges in the Atlanta area that met monthly to discuss social issues. It was
this group that enabled King to test his mantle in a setting outside black
circles. It was this group that helped scramble King’s natural tendency to
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hate all whites. He later said that these encounters were invaluable in
softening his resentment and looking to a spirit of cooperation, rather
than total confrontation. He began to see himself playing a part in
breaking down the antipathy between the races and seeking ways to find
common ground.

He graduated with a degree in sociology in June 1948. On the same day,
his sister Christine received her own bachelor’s degree from Spelman.

Although King’s father did not encourage Martin to continue his
education toward a graduate degree, the young preacher decided to leave
Atlanta for a time and to enroll in Crozer Theological Seminary in
Pennsylvania. Life now was exciting and rewarding. At 19, he had much
more to learn, many young girls to date, and much living ahead before
settling down as a minister. In the fall of 1948, King traveled north to the
small industrial town of Chester, Pennsylania.

CROZER

Crozer Theological Seminary traced its beginnings to the period of the
Civil War. Near Philadelphia, the main building, originally constructed
in 1857, served as a United States army hospital during the war. A large
proportion of the nearly 100 students at Crozer were white.

At 19 years old, King was younger than most of his classmates.
Although his father was not particularly pleased that his son had decided
to attend a school over 800 miles north made up mostly of whites, he was
determined to do what he could to help ease the transition. He contacted
an old friend named ]. Pious Barbour, the pastor of Calvary Baptist
Church. When King arrived in Chester, Barbour was there to greet him.

A large, barrel-chested man, Barbour was very much like King, Sr. in
both appearance and bearing. King was a frequent guest for dinner in the
Barbour home from his earliest days in Chester. There, along with the
home cooking of Mrs. Olee Barbour, King enjoyed much conversation
about not only the courses he was taking at Crozer but about activities
in the black community and church. Barbour often invited other blacks
in King’s class to join in the conversations.

In an early letter home to his mother, King talked about his studies and
about meeting a girl he used to date in Atlanta. He wrote: “Also I met
a fine chick in Phila who has gone wild over the old boy. Since Barbor
[sic] told the members of his church that my family was rich, the girls are
running me down. Of course, I don’t ever think about them I am to [sic]
busy studying. I eat dinner at the Barbors home quite often. He is full of
fun, and he has one of the best minds of anybody I have ever met.”®
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Through Barbour, King maintained his connections with the black
church. He taught Sunday School at Calvary Baptist, and, on occasion,
preached. Thus, as King began to study closely the great philosophers and
theologians, Barbour and his church helped forge a continuity in King’s
evolving view of the world. King would accept much of the teaching to
which he was exposed at Crozer, but he would also cling to the traditions
and spirit of his preacher forbearers.

Crozer was the first school attended by King that was not segre-
gated. When Walter McCall joined King at Crozer to begin the second
semester, he was astonished at the change in his friend’s work habits.
Here at Crozer, King felt a challenge to compete with the white students
that was compelling; many nights he got little sleep, reading with great
purpose. Here, the carefree, haphazard routines were gone; now, there
was a regimen. As he read the works of Plato, John Locke, Emanuel
Kant, Reinhold Niebuhr, and those of his namesake, Martin Luther, he
geared up to take whatever Crozer was able to deal out. The mediocre
grades at Morehouse gave way to marks that would propel him to the head
of the class.

When he first began work at Crozer, King felt burdened by self-
consciousness, sensing more than ever before the need to impress the
majority white population. He was acutely careful of being on time for
his classes, kept himself impeccably groomed and dressed and his room
spotless, and affected a degree of seriousness that was not naturally at his
core. As he developed friendships and became much more at ease, the
affectations wore away. He could laugh and party with ease. At times he
drank beer, smoked, and played pool.

He dated often. One of the young women with whom he developed
a strong attachment was a white girl of German background whose
mother worked for Crozer. As the bond became increasingly serious,
Reverend Barbour felt obliged to speak to King about the difficulties that
would undoubtedly arise if he persisted in an interracial relationship.
How could he possibly return to the South and carry on his duties as a
minister while engaged in such a romantic relationship? Although prac-
tical, Barbour’s advice stunned King. Once again, this question of color
plagued his life. Reluctantly, King and the young woman drifted apart.

Much of King’s written academic work was shoddy. His papers lacked
originality; indeed, much of his writing was merely the compilation of
ideas and words taken from books and articles that he failed to identify.
In the world of theology, lifting sections of writing from the speeches and
sermons of other ministers, both contemporary and long deceased, was a
tradition. Ministers heard speeches and read tracts of other writers and
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ministers and used them freely. This kind of plagiarism in the world of
practicing ministers was one thing; in an academic setting it was certainly
another.

Nevertheless, King was such an affable and eager student that teach-
ers either looked the other way or did not carefully check his work. The
young student continued to receive high marks. Much of the inclination
of the faculty to ignore the egregious lack of originality in his written
work was unquestionably due to the growing expectation that King was a
student of great promise, destined to make a difference.

It was also due to his enormous gift of oratory. So enamored of his
speaking did members of the student body become that they filled the
chapel to hear his sermons. When word skipped around campus that
King was to give a speech, the turnout was always impressive. Here, these
students could see early on the characteristics and small details that mil-
lions around the world would at a later time see on display—the tucking
away of the prepared speech as he reached the podium, as if to say that
for him such props were totally unnecessary; the formal, rounded speech
pattern with touches of humor; the flourishes of word combinations;
the rising and falling of the volume for emphasis, and the increasing
crescendo reaching the end.

King became president of the senior class and delivered the valedic-
tory address. He also won an award for the most outstanding student and
received a cash fellowship for further graduate study at a university of his
choice. He received his Bachelor of Divinity degree.

But King was still not ready to settle down as a minister in Georgia.
Sensing that a doctorate degree from a major university would set him
apart from most other black ministers, and still flushed with enthusiasm
from his successes at Crozer, King decided to use the fellowship and seek
a Ph.D. Accepted by several programs including Yale, and Edinburgh in
Scotland, he chose the School of Theology at Boston University.

Crozer had awakened his intellectual curiosity and yearning, had given
him the impetus to make the crucial decision of his life—to become a
minister. Crozer also introduced him to an influence that would shape

his social and religious philosophy—the life and ideas of Mohandas
Gandhi.

GANDHI AND NONVIOLENT PROTEST

King’s father was once asked whether he had seen evidence early on
that his son would achieve great distinction. “Heavens no,” King, Sr.
responded. “He drifted until he connected Christianity to Gandhi.””
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Born in Gujarat, India in 1869 into a business community family,
Mohandas Gandhi studied law in England. At the end of the nineteenth
century, he arrived in South Africa on behalf of a client. Gandhi dressed
in typical British attire. Nevertheless, while once attempting to travel
in the first-class compartment of a train reserved for whites only, he was
forcibly removed for violating the segregation policies of the railroad.

Gandhi responded to such injustices by launching a movement for
civil rights in South Africa and succeeded in changing some of the laws.
When he returned to India in 1915, it was to a hero’s welcome. While
in South Africa, Gandhi had developed a philosophy for challenging the
social and political order through nonviolent protest, a concept of “Soul
Force”—nonviolent resistance of conquering through love.

He began to challenge fellow Indians to adopt similar methods to con-
front their own political and social subjugation by the British in India. In
1920 Gandhi became the leader of the Indian National Congress.

He began to live an ascetic life of prayer, fasting, and meditation. No
longer did the studious lawyer dress in the style of whites; he now put on
the simple, plain loincloths and robes of an Indian farmer and subsisted
on vegetables, fruit juices, and goat’s milk. He built an ashram in which
everyone in it undertook all of the different jobs, even cleaning the toilet,
which according to Indian customs was the job reserved only for the low-
est of classes. Even when traveling back to England as head of the Indian
National Congress, he continued to wear the plain garments. He drew
astonished attention from his diplomatic counterparts and extensive
comment from the British press, much of it derisive.

Nevertheless, he did have their attention and he began to speak of the
injustices endured by the lower classes of Indian society and the subservient
role into which Indian peoples had been reduced by British rule. His call
was for Indians to resist British control through nonviolent opposition.
Nothing could be gained by forceful revolution, he said, but the yoke
of oppression could be lifted by large-scale noncooperation by a united
Indian society. He advised Indians to boycott British-made garments. He
told them not to attend British universities, as he had done. He told them
to refuse to follow customs. The goal was to hurt the British occupiers
economically and to overwhelm military might by the sheer force of the
numbers of resisters. Through nonviolent protest, Gandhi held, the British
would eventually consider violence useless and would eventually leave
India. Gandhi became the international symbol of a free India.

As he read of Gandhi’s life and philosophy, King was particularly
struck by the power that could be unleashed by nonviolent protest. In
1930 Gandhi had called on the Indian population to refuse to pay taxes,
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particularly the tax on salt. He organized a massive, 24-day march to the
sea, in which thousands of Indians followed Gandhi from Ahmedabad to
the Arabian Sea. There, he made salt by evaporating seawater. Once again
arrested, he was released in 1931 with the British making concessions on
their taxing policies.

His “Quit India” crusade helped lead to Indian independence in 1947.
He was assassinated a year later by a political enemy.

[t was at a lecture at Crozer by A. ]J. Muste, a well-known American
pacifist, where King received his first exposure to the ideas of Gandhi.
Much of it resonated positively in his mind as he thought about the racial
divide separating his own country, although at first he was skeptical about
the possibility of adapting the techniques in the American South.

In 1950 King traveled to Philadelphia to hear a talk given by Mordecai
Johnson, president of Howard University. After returning from a visit to
India, Johnson spoke admiringly of Gandhi’s tactics. His was not a passive
philosophy; this was active, loud, disruptive noncooperation. King was
beginning to see that boycotts, strikes, protest marches, all grounded in a
spirit of justice and love for the oppressor, might actually be effective in
challenging racial barriers. So caught up in the speech was King that he
bought several books on Gandhi.

He later wrote that Gandhi, by cutting the chain of hatred, lifted the
love ethic of Christ to an effective social force. “The Gandhian philoso-
phy of nonviolence,” he said, “is the only logical and moral approach to
the solution of the race problem in the United States.”

At the time of King’s death years later, his wallet contained among its
contents a small, torn, and fading piece of paper. The handwritten note
contained a quote from Gandhi: “In the midst of death, life persists.... In
the midst of darkness, light persists.” Martin Luther King, in the spirit of
Gandhi, was determined to say yes to life and to light.”?
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Chapter 3
BOSTON AND CORETTA

In early September 1951, King packed his clothes, stepped into a new
green Chevrolet that his father had presented him as a graduation gift,
and headed north to continue his education. He entered graduate school
at Boston University’s School of Theology. Raymond Bean, one of King’s
favorite professors at Crozer, had graduated from Boston University and
told the young student that the school was unusually hospitable to black
students.

Nevertheless, if King had temporarily left the segregationist South,
he had not in Boston left behind the constant reminders of his race. “I
remember very well trying to find a place to live,” he said later. “I went
into place after place where there were signs that rooms were for rent.
They were for rent until they found out I was a Negro, and suddenly they
had just been rented.”!

King finally settled in an apartment near the intersection of
Massachusetts and Columbus Avenues, in the heart of a vibrant black
area of Boston. It was there that well-dressed patrons gathered in restau-
rants and jazz halls and where a parade of world-class entertainers played
to enthusiastic audiences. “The South End was a different place back
then, I must admit,” said Myra McAdoo, who befriended King in Boston.
“You had Wally’s, you had Slades’, the Savoy, and the beautiful art deco
Hi-Hat jazz club right on the corner. Everyone came there—Count Basie,
Duke Ellington, everyone—and people of all backgrounds came from
everywhere to hear them. It was, actually, a very progressive area.””

John Cartwright, a fellow graduate student, remembered King as “a
struggling doctoral student who was a normal guy—even a bit of a



24 MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.

playboy. He joked around, he dated—he was a man about town with a
new Chevy.”

In his studies at Boston University, King was deeply influenced by
Dean Walter Muelder and Professor Allen Knight Chalmers, both of
whom held strong pacifist beliefs and a fighting spirit for social justice.
King did most of his graduate work under L. Harold DeWolf, with
whom he developed a strong friendship. He also studied under Edgar
S. Brightman. Both DeWolf and Brightman were proponents of a phi-
losophy called “Personalism,” an approach to religious philosophy that
emphasized that humans were active coworkers with God, a relationship
that demonstrated the dignity and worth of all human personality.

“In 1954 I ended my formal training with divergent intellectual forces
converging into a positive social philosophy,” King wrote later. “One of
the main tenets of this philosophy was the conviction that nonviolent
resistance was one of the most potent weapons available to oppressed
people in their quest for social justice. Interestingly enough, at this
time [ had merely an intellectual understanding and appreciation of the
position, with no firm determination to organize it in a socially effective
situation.”™

King received satisfactory grades at Boston University, even though
his papers displayed little originality. Many of King’s essays, as well as his
dissertation, relied upon words and ideas that he had lifted from other
sources without providing citations. As had been the case at Crozer, his
teachers, dazzled by his enormous skills in oratory and impressed by his
classroom behavior, did not detect the incidents of plagiarism.

King was quickly gaining considerable notice not only within the
confines of the university but in numerous outside activities. He orga-
nized a Dialectical Society consisting of a dozen theological students
who met monthly to discuss philosophical and theological ideas and
their application to the racial situation in the United States. King also
delivered sermons at local churches, particularly the Twelfth Baptist
Church in Roxbury.

As he plunged into the tangled intricacies of philosophical and religious
writings and the belief systems of Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, and
Mohammedanism, and as he considered the philosophical stances of
such writers as Hegel, Marx, and Niebuhr, and the outlines of capitalism,
communism, and other political philosophies, King emerged with a solid-
ified respect for Gandhi’s nonviolent methods of social protest. Pacifism,
he believed, was anything but passive, but an active strike against evil by
the power of love. Such nonviolent resistance, King was convinced, was
both courageous and morally consistent.



BOSTON AND CORETTA 25

King reveled in the bachelor life in Boston, skipping on the weekends
from one jazz club to another, hopping from one romance to another. One
of his friends sent a friendly warning note to King about his “gallivanting”
around town, reminding his friend that he and the others expected big
things from him and that the only “element to restrain our expectations
bearing fruit” would be King himself.’

But the whirl of gallivanting, for which King found time in the midst
of his studies, would take a new turn. King’s friend John Cartwright later
recalled a favorite source for the girls they befriended: “I can’t tell you
how quickly we all found the New England Conservatory of Music,” said
Cartwright. “We’d never seen so many talented women in one place.”®

King met one of those women at the Conservatory. Her name was
Coretta Scott and she would change his life.

MARRYING CORETTA

Born on April 27, 1927 in Marion, Alabama, Coretta Scott spent her
young years on the farm of her parents, Obie Leonard Scott and Bernice
McMurray Scott. Coretta’s maternal grandfather was part American
Indian with straight black hair and fair features, much like those of Coretta
herself. Her paternal grandfather, Jeff Scott, a farmer, became a prominent
figure in the rural black community, especially in church affairs.

Among the most successful black figures in Marion, Obie Scott was the
first man in the town to own a truck, which he used for a lumber hauling
business. He maintained his small farm, learned the barbering trade, and
tirelessly pressed to achieve whatever independence was possible under
the racial conditions that surrounded him.

Overcoming long odds, Obie and Bernice Scott managed to acquire
enough money to be able to encourage their children to fight for a college
education, which had been impossible for the two of them.

Along with the rest of her family, including her sister Edythe and
brother Obie, Jr., Coretta was always fearful of possible violence against
her father. Retribution against blacks who challenged white supremacy in
the South was commonplace. Never one to grovel at the feet of whites,
Obie Scott stood his ground, often incurring racial insults and threats.
One of Coretta’s great-uncles was lynched.

“In 1942, our family home burned down Thanksgiving weekend, and
we suspected arson,” Coretta later remembered. “But in the racial and
political climate of the 1940’s, we had no recourse. Daddy simply kept
working, eventually built us a new house, and even saved up enough
money to buy a sawmill. When he refused to sell his mill to a White man,
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he was threatened; two weeks later Daddy found his sawmill burned to a
pile of ashes. Again, there was nothing for him to do but to go back to
work hauling lumber for other people.”?

After graduating from Lincoln High School, a private black institution
with an integrated faculty, Coretta followed her sister into Antioch
College in Yellow Springs, Ohio, a liberal arts school that traced it roots
to 1853. Its first president, Horace Mann, a champion of public schools in
the United States, was attracted to Antioch by the decision of its trustees
that the school become the first institution of higher learning in the
nation to admit women as degree candidates on the same footing as men.
Through the years, Antioch developed a reputation as a center for artistic
and cultural activity and high academic achievement.

Majoring in both education and music, she was deeply disappointed to
find out that she would not be able to teach in a public school because of
her race. She soon became involved with a number of civil rights groups,
including the Antioch chapter of the NAACP, as well as the Young
Progressives, and she attended the Progressive Party convention in 1948
as a student delegate. She received her B.A. in music and elementary
education from Antioch in 1949.

Because of her extraordinary musical talent, her teachers suggested she
further her education at a music conservatory. In 1951, with the help of
a grant from the Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation, she enrolled at Boston’s
New England Conservatory of Music, eventually earning a Mus.B. in
voice.

[t was through a mutual friend, Mary Powell, that Martin met Coretta.
At first, Coretta was reluctant to meet the young theology student. “The
moment Mary told me the young man was a minister, I lost interest,
for I began to think of the stereotypes of ministers I had known—
fundamentalists in their thinking, very narrow, and overly pious.”® In
addition, as a first-year student at the conservatory, Coretta saw an
education and a career in music in her immediate future; she did not see
ahead a relationship with a preacher.

But Mary Powell persisted, telling Coretta about the King family
and the Twelfth Baptist Church in Roxbury where Martin sometimes
preached. She decided to see him. After their first phone conversation,
Martin told her, “I'm coming from Boston University. [ usually make it
in 10 minutes, but tomorrow, I'll make it in 7.” They agreed to meet at
Sharaf’s restaurant on Massachusetts Avenue.’

“This young man became increasingly better-looking as he talked, so
strongly and convincingly,” she said later. “In our discussion I must have
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made some reasonably intelligent comments, for he said, ‘Oh, I see you
know more about some other things besides music.””°

“This guy had a sensitivity, intelligence and seriousness of purpose
that you didn’t find in other young men his age,” Coretta wrote. “He
was a good dancer too. He had a wonderful sense of humor and a way of
making everyone he came into contact with feel very special, including
me.”!!

King was immediately taken by her charm, personality, and striking
looks. Early on, his thoughts turned toward marriage. Her took her to
a party. When other young women fawned over him, he maintained a
calm, assured presence, carefully attentive to her. He took her to Boston
Symphony Hall to hear the eminent pianist Artur Rubinstein. They went
ice-skating and talked philosophy. They went to the shore, bought clams,
and walked along the ocean.

He talked about preaching and about the fact that his father had
hoped he would marry a girl King knew in Atlanta and would settle
down at Ebenezer to preach with him. And then he told her that he had
no intention of marrying the girl in Atlanta. They talked about their
ideas of marriage. King strongly believed that the wife should care for the
children at home and not hand off that responsibility to others. But he
emphasized that the last thing he sought in a wife was someone with no
independence and ideas of her own. He wanted someone with whom he
could share dreams and tackle social issues, and someone who would be
not only a lover but also a partner. Finally, he asked her to be his wife.

Although she had reservations over the differences in their backgrounds
and although her own aspirations for a career in music would be jeopar-
dized by a marriage with King, she accepted the proposal from the young
minister.

The two were married on the lawn of the Scott family home on June
18, 1953, by Martin Luther King Sr. Edythe Bagley, Mrs. King’s sister,
served as maid of honor, and the Reverend A. D. King, Martin Luther
King, Jr.’s brother, as the best man.

They spent their first night of marriage in the home of a Scott family
friend who was an undertaker. Later, King would joke, “Do you know we
spent our honeymoon at a funeral parlor?”’!?

“If Martin hadn’t come to Boston, he would have never met her,”
said John Cartwright. “If he hadn’t met someone of her character, of her
intelligence, he might never have led the life he did.”"

They would have four children: Yolanda Denise, born November 17,
1955 in Montgomery, Alabama; Martin Luther III, born October 23,
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1957 in Montgomery; Dexter Scott, born January 30, 1961 in Atlanta,
Georgia; and Bernice Albertine, born March 28, 1963 in Atlanta.

DEXTER AVENUE BAPTIST CHURCH

King and his young wife moved into a four-room apartment and
continued their studies. As he neared the end of his class requirements
and began to write his doctoral dissertation, he began seriously to con-
sider what type of employment he might first accept to begin his career.
Although some of his advisors encouraged him to seek an academic or
administrative appointment in a college or university, King decided to
follow his ultimate career path toward the ministry.

As King finished his work at Boston University, Dexter Avenue Bap-
tist Church in Montgomery, Alabama was without a pastor. Its latest,
Vernon Johns, had been a man on a mission to turn Dexter into an activ-
ist church, a congregation that would not turn the other cheek to racism
and second-class citizenship, an institution that would spark a social
reform movement against segregation and discrimination. Flamboyant
and eccentric, Johns began to antagonize many members of his flock
with such sermons as “It’s Safe to Murder Negroes in Montgomery” and
“Segregation after Death.”

For much of the black community of Montgomery, Alabama, Dexter
Avenue Baptist Church held a kind of defiant symbolism. The church
had stood for over a century amidst a number of impressive buildings near
the center of town, including the Alabama State Capitol. It was here at
the Capitol in January 1861 that Jefferson Davis of Mississippi had taken
his oath as president of the Confederate States of America. It was here
that the first Confederate flag waved. This was, indeed, “The Cradle of
the Confederacy.”

The red brick church across from the Capitol traced its lineage to a hall
on Market Place where a group of black citizens first gathered soon after
the Civil War to form the congregation. The hall had once been the site
of a slave pen, where thousands of blacks over the years had been bought
and sold. In 1889, worshippers first gathered in the new sanctuary.

Although most members of the church likely agreed with the general
beliefs espoused by Johns, they began to chafe under his increasingly
vehement demands that they join a social revolution. He began to sell pro-
duce at church functions to encourage parishioners to boycott white-owned
businesses. He led a number of black passengers off a bus in Montgomery
to demonstrate the evils of segregated seating. A growing number of the
congregation came to believe that Johns was an embarrassment to the
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church. In September 1952, Vernon Johns’s stormy leadership of Dexter
ended. The church looked for new, less raucous leadership.

Dexter had tended to go through ministers quickly. Robert D. Nesbitt,
who had headed several pulpit committees to seek out replacements, was
again on the job after the departure of Johns.

While visiting Atlanta on business, Nesbitt mentioned to a friend
the vacancy at Dexter. The friend had an immediate suggestion—young
King, son of Martin Luther King, Sr., pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church,
two blocks away. Could this new search be as simple as this? Nesbitt
arranged to visit King, who was on holiday from school. He found the
young preacher in the dinning room finishing some pork chops. Nesbitt’s
conversation with King led to an invitation to preach.

In the spring of 1954, King drove to Montgomery to preach. Dexter was
not as large as Ebenezer, seating around 400 people. In Ebenezer, King had
preached to congregations of over 700. Although small, Dexter attracted a
relatively affluent congregation within the black community. Many of its
members had college degrees, and many were successful business leaders,
physicians, and teachers. Lower-class blacks in Montgomery referred to
it as the “big people’s church.” King was impressed with the church and
its people.

They were also impressed with him. In the summer, King received an
offer to become Dexter’s twentieth pastor.

“I think he liked what he saw, and we liked what we saw,” said Nesbitt.
“However, there were one or two old-timers who said, ‘That little boy
can’t preach to us.”” Looking back, Nesbitt said, “I firmly believe I was in
the right place at the right time and God had a purpose for this man.”!*
Although he considered other offers from churches to be their pastor and
three offers for administrative and teaching positions at colleges, King,
after preaching twice at Dexter, accepted the church’s call.

Coretta King later wrote: “After graduating from the conservatory |
had gone to stay with Mamma and Daddy King in Atlanta while Martin
remained in Boston to finish his dissertation. That July weekend, on
his trip to Montgomery, he took me with him to meet his new congre-
gation. Dexter was a fine, solid, Victorian brick church, standing on
Montgomery’s handsome public square.... The ‘official’ white southern
square was an odd place for a Negro Church, but Dexter had been built
in Reconstruction days, when Negroes were enjoying their brief freedom
after the Civil War. At that time blacks owned various properties in
downtown Montgomery, but they were all eventually pushed out.”"®

Because he had not yet completed his doctoral dissertation, King was
given the pas