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            Introduction

         
         In February of 1948, nineteen-year-old Martin Luther King Jr. decided to apply to seminary.

         
         While filling out the application, one section nagged him: “Give your personal reasons for the decision to study for the Gospel
            Ministry.” This was a complicated question.
         

         
         He had long ago sworn off the ministry, pledging to become a physician, maybe a lawyer; some profession that could contribute
            to society. He considered ministry backward. It lacked intellectual respectability. Besides, his overbearing father was a
            minister. The young King traveled the traditional rebellious road of opposing dad. Yet now as a college senior he had changed
            his mind and decided to pursue formal ministerial training.
         

         
         “My call to the ministry was quite different from most explanations I’ve heard,” he sheepishly wrote in cursive. He had not
            experienced any of the miraculous signs that often accompany divine calls. No angels had appeared before him. No burning bushes.
            No voice from heaven directed his journey. And yet, he remained confident he had found his calling.1

         
         King grounded his blessed assurance in the summer he spent working on a tobacco farm in Connecticut’s Farmington Valley. “[My]
            dicision [sic] came about in the summer of 1944,” he wrote.2

         
         That fateful season, the then fifteen-year-old made the journey from his home in Atlanta, Georgia, to the Farmington Valley to participate in Morehouse College’s annual work program. He went to earn funds for college tuition, but reaped so much more. 

         
         During the three months he spent on the Cullman Brothers’ shade tobacco farm in Simsbury, Connecticut, King freely explored
            the nearby Northern cities of New York, Hartford, and Boston. For the first time, he saw life beyond the bounds of the Jim
            Crow South. No signs berating him with Whites Only or Colored Only. He ate where he wanted; he spoke to whomever he wanted.
            He shopped where he pleased and had his choice of seats at the movie theater. He was also elected the religious leader by
            his coworkers. In that role, he preached his first sermons in the farm’s ramshackle barns.
         

         
         Connecticut was not paradise. He was also stopped by the police for the first time, swept up in a Northern whirlwind of antiblack
            policing.
         

         
         But he had seen a path toward service and racial equality. The summer, he wrote on his application, caused him to be gripped
            by “an inescapable urge to serve society . . . a sense of responsibility which I could not escape.”
         

         
         The summer of 1944 would forever stalk King. Throughout his life, he pinpointed his time in Connecticut as the light that
            illuminated his path and fueled his unshakable commitment to God and humanity. “I came to see that God had placed a responsibility
            upon my shoulders,” he later reflected, “and the more I tried to escape it the more frustrated I would become.” On this farm,
            far from home, King found the key that unlocked his freedom dreams.
         

         
         The growing list of King biographies and media have virtually ignored the importance of the words King wrote about his journey to the ministry—how he transformed from a kid who swore off the ministry to one of the world’s most iconic clergymen. King biographers have taught us much about the man and his ministry, but too often his path is treated as a foregone conclusion. Narratives of his life rush through his adolescence to get to his momentous adult years in the civil rights movement. This oversight gives us a King who arrives in our consciousness and public memory as a determined superhero with no backstory. 

         
         However, King was not born a hero. Like all heroes, he was shaped; and it is only by attending to our hero’s background that
            we can truly understand the origins of his strengths, weaknesses, and the moral compass that guides him. There would be no
            visionary without the quotidian ingredients of his childhood and adolescence. As his sister Christine King Farris liked to
            say, “Every now and then I have to chuckle as I realize there are people who actually believe ML just appeared. They think
            he simply happened, and that he appeared fully formed, without context, ready to change the world. Take it from his big sister,
            that’s simply not the case.”3

         
         The man, the minister, the political theorist, and the activist that Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. became was not inevitable.
            He was shaped; and he was shaped, in part, in the Connecticut River Valley.
         

         
         “He always referred back to the summers he spent in the tobacco fields,” close friend and aide Andrew Young remarked. “If
            it hadn’t been for . . . the tobacco fields, we might never have gotten the Martin Luther King we got.”4

         
         This book chronicles how that overlooked summer in the life of Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., as well as the neglected years
            that preceded and succeeded that moment—his birth, his family, Ebenezer, junior high, a school shooting, high school, Morehouse,
            seminary, and, finally, meeting and marrying the experienced activist Coretta Scott—all coalesced to produce a man, a minister,
            and a dreamer who changed the world.
         

         
         This journey requires many things of us. It asks us to strip Reverend Dr. King of the iconic status that adorns him today and allow him to simply be an adolescent. This vantage point has been rare in popular assessments of adolescent King, and Black youth more broadly. Black childhood is scarcely granted the measure of innocence and grace that should accompany it. Instead, modern social scientists have argued, Black children are consistently portrayed and treated as older and bigger; not as children, but as adults. The moral failings of Black youth are then treated as character flaws, as opposed to the folly of youth.5 This book departs from that vice. It provides space for the young King to be young.
         

         
         It allows us to see him as a toddler with the innocent dream of being a fireman. It invites us to witness a preteen renounce
            his faith, only to find it again. It allows us to see a student whose academic struggles are interspersed with flashes of
            brilliance. It summons us to see a kid with the audacious ambition to enroll in college at the age of fifteen with a dream
            to become a world-changing lawyer. It bids us to see an adolescent scarred by white supremacist violence, leaving him drowning
            in the hatred and resentment of white people and turning to agnosticism for answers. It permits us to see a teenager draped
            in all the fits and starts that hallmark those strange, all-too-familiar years: thoughtfulness and selfishness; passionate
            infatuation and aggressive apathy; extrovert and introvert; growth and immaturity; excellence and mediocrity; confidence and
            insecurity; insightfulness and ignorance; jubilance and depression. It forces us to witness the roller-coaster ride that is
            young love. And it enables us to behold the humility of humanity, the sinner and the saint.
         

         
         He was extraordinary, ordinary, and everything in between.

         
         The book then beckons us to allow King the opportunity to make discoveries and missteps along the way: We get to walk with him as he searches for an identity, as he tries to find God, as he attempts to discern a vocation and a calling, and finally, find love and a life partner. 

         
         In this little-known story we get to see a King of flesh and blood, one seeking direction and meaning in life. In return,
            we receive the privilege of witnessing how a vacillating soul became an anchor of the country’s spiritual and democratic life.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part One
Finding a Name

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            1
Little Mike

         
         Noon. Tuesday, January 15, 1929. The mood in the family’s upstairs bedroom at 501 Auburn Avenue was as overcast as the gray
            sky in Atlanta.1

         
         Death seemed to loiter. Mrs. Alberta Christine King was in painful labor with her second child. Everyone in the room knew
            the stakes. In interwar America, Black mothers and their children died during childbirth at more than twice the rate of white
            women. It was an inequity Time magazine would label the “Number 1 public health problem” of the era. Alberta was particularly in danger of becoming another
            statistic. It had been only sixteen months since the difficult birth of her daughter, Willie Christine.
         

         
         That pregnancy had drained Alberta. The Reverend Michael King believed his twenty-five-year-old wife quietly suffered from angina. The reduced blood flow to the heart, often triggered by exertion or stress, caused her severe chest pain, sometimes spreading to her neck, shoulders, and arms. Left unattended, it could even cause a heart attack. Pregnancy made it worse, putting extra strain on an already strained heart. The firstborn, whom everyone called Christine, arrived early. But she seemed to inherit her mother’s pain. She suffered from an abiding fever and bouts of violent seizures. Doctors were clueless and helpless. The family’s church, led by Alberta’s dad Reverend A. D. Williams, prayed for the child’s deliverance. Until one day, the illness simply went away. Now it seemed the laboring Alberta would need a second miracle to give birth to her second child. 

         
         As she came in and out of consciousness, the room was covered in prayers and the smell of chemical disinfectants. The flu
            pandemic, which had begun seven weeks earlier, had spread quickly, killing more than twenty-six thousand souls across the
            nation. Seven thousand cases of the flu were reported in Atlanta alone. The virus even visited the Governor’s Mansion, infecting
            Governor Lamartine Hardman, a practicing physician. The Kings hoped sickness and death would skip their door.2

         
         Fears rose when the second born entered the world completely motionless. Eyes closed. No crying. Not even a breath.

         
         Everyone in the family’s upstairs bedroom—Alberta’s midwives, and Dr. Charles Johnson—took their cue from the newborn, holding
            their breath. The anxious father—Michael King had married his bride on Thanksgiving Day 1926 and moved into that very bedroom
            in his in-laws home—paced in the hallway.
         

         
         Was the child dead?

         
         The doctor dangled the motionless newborn by his tiny ankles. He tapped the brown, wrinkled skin on the baby’s naked bottom,
            looking for signs of life. The pat elicited only a loud silence. The baby did not move. The only sound was the gasps of the
            adults in the room.
         

         
         The doctor tried once again. Making a viselike grip on the baby’s ankles, he coiled his hand back even farther, hoping a harder
            smack would impart life into the lifeless, dangling body.
         

         
         Whack!

         
         The baby boy slowly opened his eyes, expanded his tiny chest, and spit out a weak cry. His trickle of tears broke the dam of pent-up emotion in the room. The first sound from the child’s vocal chords elicited joy and tears. It was a harbinger of the life to come.3

         
         A slumped but smiling Alberta held the child who would tease her for years about his challenging birth: “I hear that I was
            a burden to you in the period before I was born,” he would say. “Was I worth it?”
         

         
         The same smile would flash across her face as she promised the child named after his father that she would do it all over
            again.4

         
         And she did. A year and a half later, she would give birth to another boy. Alfred Daniel, known as AD, arrived on June 30,
            1930.
         

         
         Three children: born in less than three years.

         
         But there was something special about the firstborn male. When Daddy King heard the cries of his first son, he could not contain
            himself. He leapt with delight, slapping the ceiling, as if giving the heavens a high five for the gift of a boy. Father and
            son would respectively be known as Michael and Little Mike.5

         
         
            
               [image: A photograph of two toddlers standing next to one another. On the left, a girl in a white dress, white socks, and black shoes, with a white bow in her hair. On the right, a boy in a white onesie and white socks.]Christine and Little Mike, 1931. Lillian Watkins, Daddy King’s secretary and the children’s Sunday school teacher, met Little Mike around this time. She was immediately taken with “the fat normal child,” occasionally serving as a babysitter.
Richard Kaplan Collection, Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, University of Wisconsin, Madison.
               
               
            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            2
501 Auburn Avenue

         
         Little Mike was born on Black Atlanta’s main street.

         
         “Sweet Auburn,” as locals called it, was a stretch of two blocks, comprising the commercial, cultural, and civic heart of
            Black Atlanta. It intersected with the city’s main commercial district, Peachtree Street. But in the Jim Crow South, the citizens
            of these thoroughfares did not converge, rather they existed on parallel planes. One Black. One white. In 1956, Fortune magazine labeled Auburn Avenue the “Black Peachtree” Street, the “Richest Negro Street in the World,” and with good reason.
            The avenue was home to two towering institutions of Black business: Citizens Trust Bank opened on the avenue in 1921, becoming
            the first Black-owned bank to join the Federal Reserve. The Atlanta Life Insurance Company, founded in 1905, quickly became
            a leading Black enterprise. At its height, it was the second-largest African American insurance company in the country.
         

         
         Alongside these monuments to Black capitalism were the Black-owned businesses and organizations they financed, insured, and
            patronized. The Atlanta Daily World—the first Black daily newspaper in the country—was headquartered on Auburn Avenue, as well as the local offices of the NAACP, the Odd Fellows, the Masons, and the National Urban League. The Top Hat Club hosted celebrity musicians including Bessie Smith, Cab Calloway, Louis Armstrong, Dizzy Gillespie, and Duke Ellington. Barred from staying in white hotels, these stars lodged at Sweet Auburn’s Savoy Hotel. 

         
         Segregation made it a common sight to see celebrities dining alongside everyday folk at Henry’s Grill, or weighing in on the
            famous fried chicken and barbecue ribs at Ma Sutton’s Restaurant. Local giants such as John W. Dobbs, the Grand Master of
            the Prince Hall Masons of Georgia who was dubbed “the mayor” of the avenue, and Reverend J. M. Gates—bestselling phonograph
            preacher, made news in the Atlanta Daily World for sporting new cars, wardrobes, or race philosophies on “The Ave.” Between clips at the Silver Moon Barber Shop, locals
            weighed in on everything, trading gossip and verbal sparring alongside civic strategies and the latest in Negro Leagues Baseball.
            Yates and Milton Drug Store was home to a soda fountain, milkshakes, and soapbox pulpits, while parishioners filed into Big
            Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church and Ebenezer Baptist Church to hear the professional pulpiteers. Black Atlantans
            were sandwiched between these commercial and cultural spaces all along the Ave. Jim Crow segregation forced Black residents
            of all classes to live together. Large houses shared the avenue with small, narrow shacks, known as shotgun houses, and boarding
            rooms.1

         
         To take a summer stroll along Little Mike King’s street was to journey through this Black world in all its overcrowded abundance
            and scarcity. It was to hear the ring of cash registers spilling from the stores, the rev of fancy cars and the sputter of
            old ones, the latest jazz and blues, the constant chatter of street gossip and street gospel; all amid whiffs of cologned
            men, perfumed women, alcohol, and soul food. It was the cacophony and aroma of Black accomplishment and striving, joy and
            struggle.2

         
         The family home at 501 Auburn Avenue taught Little Mike his first and most valuable lessons in navigating this fast-paced segregated world. Despite the grinding poverty of the Great Depression, the family enjoyed economic security. By 1931, King Sr. was the well-paid senior pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church, one of the largest churches in the city. The family’s spacious, twelve-room, Queen Anne–style home housed Michael and Alberta King, the three children, their maternal grandmother, great-aunt, hired domestic help, and Mikey, the family dog. The family was not rich, an adult King would later recall of his childhood. They were, he liked to say, “Negro wealthy.” Indeed, the family possessed what many Black Atlantans could only wish to have. The reality of this Black class privilege helped to form some of Little Mike’s earliest memories. He remembered consistently thinking, and eventually asking his parents, “Why do we have more than all our playmates?”3

         
         Mrs. Jennie Celeste Parks Williams, Little Mike’s maternal grandmother, was the first of many Black women who helped him answer such questions about the world. Mama, as the children called her, was born in Atlanta in April 1873. Married to Reverend A. D. Williams, pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church, she was widowed in 1931. A political veteran of Black church politics, she directed the church trustees to appoint a novice, her son-in-law Big Mike, the new pastor. The trustees were not convinced Reverend Michael King was up to the task. But the trustees were not up to the task of collectively opposing Mrs. Jennie Williams, so Reverend Michael King was appointed pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church. She remained in the house and cared for the growing children while her daughter Alberta tended to her duties as a full-time church musician and the new first lady of Ebenezer Baptist Church. Mrs. Williams, whom Little Mike remembered as “saintly,” was the matriarch. She was a stylish, college-educated woman who never went anywhere without her gloves, hats, furs, pearls, and black purses. She always looked as if she had just stepped out of a fashion magazine spread. The motivation for grandma’s fashionable ways went beyond a mere love of clothes. Her style was also a key weapon in her arsenal of protest. She was president of the church’s missionary society and of the 5th District of the Georgia State Baptist Convention. She was also a member of the executive board of the National Baptist Women’s Auxiliary (WA). The evangelism of the WA espoused a culture of racial uplift; with the motto “Lift as we climb,” they believed Black women could combat racist ideas and images of Black inferiority by embodying Western bourgeois culture, while serving and educating the less fortunate. Black women had to scale the heights of purity, respectability, thrift, chastity, and tasteful fashion if the race had any hopes of climbing out of the mire of Jim Crow. Mrs. Williams, as she was respectfully addressed in the Black community, looked like a fashion model so she could model the fight for equality.4

         
         She led the domestic affairs of the King household—assisted by her sister, Ida Worthem, known to the children as Aunt Ida—ushering
            the kids through their rigid schedule: The day began and ended with prayers and Bible reading. After a hearty breakfast of
            cheese and eggs, bacon, and toast, she saw the children off to school. When they returned, their educated grandmother assisted
            with their homework. She loved all the children, but Little Mike was her favorite. She tried to hide it, but it was a losing
            battle. “She was very dear to each of us,” her favorite recalled, “but especially to me. . . . I was her favorite grandchild.”5

         
         Alberta, whom Little Mike called Mother Dear, also showered the children with loving care and education. She had received diplomas from leading Black institutions. With no public Black high school in the state, she attended high school at Spelman Seminary, gained her teaching certificate from Hampton Normal and Industrial Institute, and finally received her bachelor’s degree in 1938 from Morris Brown College. She was an acclaimed musician, playing the piano and organ at Ebenezer, eventually serving as the organist for the WA, and passing along her love of music to her children. She was quiet, slow to speak, but ever present at school events, special church services, and sporting events. Little Mike remembered her as always “behind the scenes setting forth those motherly cares, the lack of which leaves a missing link in life.” He loved to go shopping with his mother, pestering her with the ruminations of his imagination or playing hide-and-seek in the aisles, and playing the role of sous-chef in the kitchen. It made dinner take twice as long, but Alberta was endowed with the virtue of patience, especially when it came to her children.6

         
         Daddy King, however, did not possess this virtue. He seemed perpetually clenched in bouts with his temper, causing even his affection for his children to be prickly. He was the son of a sharecropper and laundress in rural Stockbridge, Georgia, a sturdy man of some 220 pounds even in his youth. He ran off to Atlanta when he was fourteen years old, armed with an elementary school education and a burning desire to rise—a flame that was fueled by a yearning to become more than his abusive, alcoholic father, and a hope to become everything his church-going mother prayed for. He joined the ministry and married Alberta after a six-year courtship, during which he labored in the church and the railroad to save up money, establishing himself as a self-made man, a fact he never let his children forget. Alberta encouraged him further, directing him to professionalize his ministry by enrolling at Morehouse College, the all-male sibling school of her beloved Spelman. He obtained a bachelor of arts degree in theology in 1930. The church grew rapidly under his leadership and penny-pinching fund raising. Soon, he became the highest-paid Black minister in the city. He made certain his children had every material possession they needed: comfortable housing, full meals, and education—the very things he had lacked in Stockbridge. “I have never experienced the feeling of not having the basic necessities of life,” King reminisced years later. “These things were always provided by a father who always put his family first.” In addition to being a provider, the father was also the unquestioned authority in all family matters. He was a fundamentalist minister and man. He did not question the authority of the Bible, and he did not tolerate anyone questioning his authority. He was the family disciplinarian, running the house like a military barracks. “My father was very strict,” Christine told one interviewer in 2010, “a very strict father.” An adult King was slightly more measured in surmising his father’s regime. “It was relatively strict,” he said. “I faced the discipline that you would face in . . . a fervent religious background.”7

         
         Childhood letters and cards the son sent to his father attest to the spiked, orderly affection of their relationship. Little
            Mike would use a child’s typewriter to peck out letters to his father whenever Daddy King was away preaching or attending
            church conventions. The very act of writing his father hints at the affection. Little Mike missed him, but the words do not
            say so. The word “love” does not appear either. Rather, these childhood billets focus on behavioral assessments. “I am being
            a good boy while you are away,” Little Mike wrote on more than one occasion to his dad. In another letter he touted his academic
            achievements, ironically writing, “I am doing fine in my scool [sic] work.”8

         
         His emphasis on his behavior was due in part to his father’s belief in physical punishment. Daddy King dished out spankings whenever he believed his children failed to meet his standards. Years later, he compared his children to “three impatient weeds, each one curving in a different direction.” He believed whipping his children, especially his sons, was the best way to get them to change course. “My impatience made it very hard for me to sit down with the boys and quietly explain to them the way I wanted things done,” he confessed years later. “I found that a switch was usually quicker and more persuasive.” Accordingly, he called the boys’ butts their “seat of understanding.”9

         
         Discipline and decree were his love language. He believed it was the best way to instill toughness and resilience, prerequisites
            for Black survival in Jim Crow society—a world that imposed all limitations on Black skin. It was, he believed, a Black father’s
            job to “prepare a child for a world where death and violence are always near.” The job produced an inward parental rage. “Inside
            you, there is always a fist balled up to protect them,” he lamented. That rage often spilled out, lashing the children. But
            he would explain with the clarifying distance of time, “It was only because I wanted them to be strong and able to be happy.”10

         
         All of this—loving care, education, and discipline—came together every night at the dinner table. “In our home,” Christine
            joyfully recalled, “sit-down dinners were not optional. They were mandatory.” The family dinner seating arrangements were as ironclad as Daddy King’s rules. “Daddy sat at the head of the table—no exceptions,”
            Christine noted. Alberta sat at the opposite end. Grandmother and Aunt Ida sat to his right. Little Mike, AD, and then Christine
            sat to his left in that order, with the oldest son seated closest to his father’s throne. “Each time when we sat for dinner,
            that’s the way we sat,” Christine fondly remembered. Fitting the family’s regal last name, every meal—Sunday through Saturday—was
            served on the family’s finest place settings.11

         
         Mama, Alberta, and Aunt Ida fed the family a steady diet of Black Southern cooking: pork chops, fried chicken, glazed ham, fresh collard greens from the garden, macaroni and cheese, black-eyed peas, bread pudding, and an assortment of pies and cobblers, day in and day out. AD, who was fast surpassing Little Mike in size and stature, could never get enough of her cooking, but Mama made sure her favorite had his fill.12

         
         The meals were filled with the kind of joy and laughter that accompany home-cooked meals. They were also filled with lessons.
            Politics was discussed, who was running for which office, which politician would best serve the Black community. They were
            instructed to stand up for what they believed in. Christine recalled her dad, always donning a necktie—but sleeves rolled
            up for dinner—dispensing decrees from his ceremonial chair. It was the same decree seemingly day after day, Christine remembered,
            but every time her father said it, he did so like it was a fresh revelation: “If you stand up for what you believe in, and
            what’s just, God will always be on your side.”
         

         
         Jennie, Alberta, and Aunt Ida policed language. “No, ma’am” and “Yes, sir” were required. If one of the children ended a sentence
            with a preposition—“Where’s that at?”—one of the educated trio would launch into a lesson on the use of prepositions. “These
            lessons stuck so well,” Christine noted, that even in the absence of the adults, the children “took to correcting each other’s
            use of the English language.”13

         
         The lessons continued after dinner. As soon as the children were physically able, they were assigned chores. They were expected to help clear the table, package the leftovers, and assist in washing the dishes. The latter chore rotated, and Little Mike did his best to avoid his turn. He used a rotation of excuses—sickness, more homework, forgetting, or even hiding in the bathroom—to avoid housework. The latter was his favorite excuse. Christine recalled that every time it was his turn, he suddenly had an unstoppable urge to use the bathroom. His ruse, as well as the doting affection of his grandmother, freed Little Mike from his date with the dishes. AD developed his own roster of excuses. “They were typical boys,” Christine confessed to an interviewer years later. “They’d try to get out of it any way that they could. . . . So it fell on me most of the time.”14

         
         Little Mike was slothful in his chores, but, to his grandmother’s delight, he excelled in his required Bible memorization.
            A photographic memory enabled him to recite Scripture verses, a family requirement at dinnertime, before he could even actually
            read. Every evening, after the children completed their to-do list, they would gather around Mama and Aunt Ida to hear stories
            of “Little Boy Blue,” “Little Miss Muffet,” and Mother Goose. Aunt Ida eventually graduated the children from listening to
            fairy tales to history and current events. “She spent hours reading to us from newspapers, books, and encyclopedias,” Christine
            remembered. She used maps to show the children the world, taking their minds and imaginations across the globe. “We learned
            lots of history that way,” Christine recalled. Little Mike cherished these moments. “I can remember very vividly how she spent
            many evenings telling us interesting stories,” he remembered as an adult. Christine traced the origin of her brother’s curiosity
            and love of books to these sweet, routine moments. “The things he heard from her whetted his curiosity about the world around
            him. It helped him develop into an inquisitive child and an avid reader,” she noted years later.15

         
         Life at 501 Auburn Avenue was simple and beautiful. It was, King plainly described years later in a school assignment, “very
            congenial.”16

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            3
Church

         
         Ebenezer Baptist Church was like an annex of the King home.

         
         The Late Gothic Revival–style church was just a block away at 407 Auburn Avenue, squatting on the corner of Auburn and Jackson Streets. The bright red bricks
            made it appear as if it had been baptized in Georgia clay soil.
         

         
         Founded in 1886, it moved to several locations, including a shack on Airline Street. The small working-class congregation
            never boasted more than fifty members. The church began to grow rapidly in 1894 when the second pastor, Reverend A. D. Williams,
            Little Mike’s maternal grandfather, took the helm. Over the next decade, the native of Greene County, Georgia, grew the church
            to more than 400 members, and his second decade of leadership brought the church to 750 members.
         

         
         The Atlanta Independent, a local newspaper, praised the preacher’s leadership, noting in 1913 that “few churches in the city have made strides more rapidly, nor have contributed more to the moral and intellectual growth of the city.” That same year the church purchased property on the southwest corner of Auburn and Jackson Streets for $5,750, or $1.2 million in 2024 dollars. The cornerstone of their permanent home on the Ave was laid the following year. Construction was gradual, reaching completion in 1922 at an estimated cost of $40,000, or $5 million today. Reverend A. D. Williams, a charter member of the Atlanta branch of the NAACP, led the church until his death on March 21, 1931.1

         
         When Reverend King took over, he ran the church like he ran his house. Everything was regimented and scripted. “As far back
            as I can remember I was in church every Sunday,” King Jr. noted. On a typical Sunday, the children were expected to be in
            the church basement for Sunday school at 9:00 a.m. sharp. Around 10:45, the deacons gathered in the newly carpeted sanctuary,
            sat down on the backless, hard wooden benches—eventually replaced by modern cushioned pews—and began “prayer service,” offering
            up prayers and hymns. Worship began precisely at 11:00. The children were expected to be seated with their grandmother, while
            Alberta sat down at the old mechanical pump organ. Service commenced when Alberta pressed the peddles on the organ, leading
            the choir to belt out the great Protestant standards, including “Amazing Grace,” “I Need Thee Every Hour,” and “My Faith Looks
            Up to Thee.” When the old pump organ was replaced with a grand Wurlitzer pipe organ, it seemed Alberta could make the whole
            church quake to the melodies of the great hymns.
         

         
         The worship was spirited. “People were moved,” Christine remembered. “They would literally get up and shout.” After rounds of moving singing, Scripture was read. And then Reverend King mandated a time of meditation. Alberta would play the organ, no singing, just music to prepare one’s heart and mind to receive Reverend King’s sermon. His preaching always encouraged the faithful to trust God, stay away from dancing and alcohol, and resist white supremacy at every turn. After filling their spirits, the faithful could fill their stomachs at the feeding kitchen or nourish their physical ailments at the medical clinic Reverend King established. Seeing his father call all the shots while his mother assisted led Little Mike to remember church functioning as “a second home for me.”2

         
         Little Mike adored the church, not so much for the spiritual, but for social reasons. Black churches were the first autonomous
            institutions in African American life. They were political, social, cultural, and spiritual centers, organizing for freedom
            and broader societal changes such as equal access to voting, fair wages, housing, and public accommodation. Black religious
            leaders also understood that “politics” went beyond formal participation in explicitly political activities, but included
            the everyday practices that enabled Black folk to live as human beings amid the daily dehumanization of Jim Crow.
         

         
         Black churches provided sanctuary from the harshness and distortions of a segregated society that demanded the erasure of
            Black humanity. At church, ministers proclaimed that Black flesh was made in the image of God. Black men who spent their days
            being haunted by taunts of “boy” and “nigger” could be granted the respectful distinction of “Reverend,” “Minister,” “Deacon,”
            “Mister,” and “Sir.” Black women who were denied the courtesies of their white counterparts—chivalry, protection, and dignity—were
            recognized as the paragons and custodians of virtue.
         

         
         The Black church was not free from the flaws that accompany any human institution. Hypermasculine egos, sexism, and personal
            jealousies were ever-present. But Black churches offered a society within broader society, an institution that taught people
            how to live together, not according to the color of their skin, but by recognizing their shared humanity.
         

         
         In this space, African Americans could enjoy normal social relations. King said he met some of his closes friends in Sunday school. It was church, he reckoned, that cultivated within him the “capacity for getting along with people.” It provided him with the space and structure to engage in healthy friendships. There, he could be a child like any other: running, laughing, teasing, sharing, learning, and getting in trouble. In church, unlike in broader society, he was free simply to be a child, nothing more, nothing less.3

         
         In this free environment, he was taught a fundamentalist version of the faith. “The lessons which I was taught in Sunday School
            were quite in the fundamentalist line,” King recalled. “None of my teachers ever doubted the infallibility of the Scriptures.
            Most of them were unlettered and had never heard of Biblical criticism. Naturally I accepted the teachings as they were being
            given to me. I never felt any need to doubt them, at least at that time I didn’t.”4

         
         Even when Little Mike could not quite read the Bible nor church hymns, he memorized and sung its words. With his mother providing
            accompaniment on the piano, at four years old he began moving congregations across the city and Baptist Church conventions
            with his rendition of “More Like Jesus.” The little boy would bellow,
         

         
         
            I want to be more like Jesus,

            And follow him day by day;

            I want to be true and faithful,

            And ev’ry command obey.

             

            More and more like Jesus,

            I would ever be;

            More and more like Jesus,

            My Savior who died for me.

         

         Congregations would stand and clap; and some, his father remembered, would simply weep. Christine recalled, “People would just, you know, marvel at him.” Throughout King’s adolescence, Alberta fielded requests for the little boy with the big voice, even taking him to large Baptist gatherings to perform. In 1934, Little Mike amazed the audience at the annual meeting of the General Missionary Baptist Convention of Georgia in Newnan, Georgia. Among the chronicle of sermons, resolutions, and financial statements, the organization’s journal noted, “Master M.L. King, age five, accompanied by his mother, sang for the convention and was given a rising vote of thanks.”5 From a young age, King had the ability to move people with his voice. And he learned it and honed it at Ebenezer Baptist
            Church.
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Play

         
         But Little Mike was not an angel.

         
         He was a social butterfly, always having friends over for playdates. “When he was a little boy,” Alberta remembered, “he used
            to keep my house so full of children sometimes, seem like I was running a nursery or a playground or something.”1

         
         But his siblings were his closest friends. So close in age, the children grew up like triplets. The three children quickly moved from toys and innocuous games of tag (Christine was the fastest), to mischief. And when there was no mischief to be found, they invented it. As the oldest, Christine was expected to be in charge, to keep the younger two in line. “That was supposed to be my role,” an adult Christine admitted, “but I wasn’t really a disciplinarian cause a lot of times I would be with them.” They were a triumvirate of boundless energy. The gang loved to “borrow” one of Mama’s fancy fox furs and attach it to a stick; with glistening glass eyes and tiny feet, it looked alive. At twilight, they would hide behind the bushes in front of their house. When unsuspecting pedestrians walked by, the children made their furry apparatus emerge from the bushes, wiggling and flailing—women and men would scream, holler, some even ran. The gang’s preferred victims were couples; they loved to see terrified men pretend to be tough in front of a romantic interest. “It was a lot of fun to see those people jumping in awe,” Christine remembered joyously. “That was our creative way of having fun. . . . It was hilarious.”2

         
         The joy abruptly ended when one man failed to see the humor. “He passed by us and went in the house and found my father and
            told him what we were doing,” Christine recalled. “And, of course, that stopped that because my father took care of us. . . .
            And so we didn’t do that anymore.”3

         
         The trio spared no one in their hijinks, not even the piano teacher. Mother Dear wanted her children to learn the instrument.
            Christine submitted without a fight, but Little Mike and AD had other plans. The rough-and-tumble boys considered piano lessons
            soft, something meant for girls. Their instructor, Mr. Mann, was a serious taskmaster who would smack the children’s hands
            with a ruler anytime they made a mistake. One day, around age seven, AD became fed up and took a hammer to the piano, determined
            to destroy the instrument of his tormentor. Little Mike stopped his brother, convincing him there was a better way to exact
            revenge. Prior to their next lesson, the boys loosened the legs of the piano bench and swore their sister to secrecy, or else.
            When Mr. Mann arrived, he sat down on the bench only to find himself, his notes, and his menacing ruler crashing to the floor.
            The children swore ignorance, but Daddy King knew better. The three met their fate in the form of their father’s leather belt
            on their seat of understanding.4

         
         Sometimes Little Mike and AD would join forces to terrorize Christine. They regularly beheaded her dolls—and, as if that gruesome
            fate was not enough, they would proceed to dismember the entire doll and then scatter the body parts: a head in the bathroom,
            a leg under the bed, an arm thrown to the weeds in the backyard. Christine despised the prank, hurling insults in retaliation,
            calling them “bullheaded boys.”5

         
         And of course, the children, particularly the boys, fought one another. “I was always bigger than ML as long as I can remember,” AD told a reporter in 1957, comparing his 195-pound adult frame to Mike’s 165 pounds. “And maybe I did take advantage of it.” There was no doubt in King’s memory. He said, “AD used to beat me up.” But AD’s penchant for dominating his smaller older brother often came at a price that Daddy King exacted. “I know that the worst beating I ever got,” AD ruefully recalled, “was for giving ML a bloody nose. I don’t remember exactly what it was all about but Daddy really gave it to me.”6

         
         
            
               [image: A black-and-white photograph of a toddler and an older boy, both wearing white collared shirts and belts. The toddler stands behind the boy, who is kneeling. They are posed in front of a building, looking at the camera.]The two brothers.
Richard Kaplan Collection, Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, University of Wisconsin, Madison.
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Big Words

         
         “You just wait and see,” Alberta remembered four-year-old Little Mike telling her, “I’m going to get me some big words.”1

         
         The child seemed born with a fascination for the power of language. Grandma and Aunt Ida spent hours talking and reading with the middle child, and it seemed that he could never get enough. Books became his constant companion—more so even than stuffed animals and teddy bears. “Even before he could read, he kept books around him, he just liked the idea of having them,” his father recalled. He loved words, especially when they were performed in the Black preaching tradition. “When anybody of standing was going to speak,” his father remembered, “he’d want to go.” Little Mike was mesmerized by the talent of his dad and the roster of visiting preachers who gave new life to old biblical words; the way they stretched short-syllable words into long, sonic flurries—“The wages-ssssssss of sinnnnn is death-ahhhhhhhhhh!” He admired their ability to give meaning and melody to multisyllable words, ending in crescendos—“Community-eeeeeeeee.” He craved their gift to transform words into powerful phrases and sentences that seemed to take flight in song and become real, making a word like “salvation” feel like shelter in the time of a storm or “grace” feel like a hug. And he admired how the Black preaching tradition possessed the ability to rally the emotions and bodies of listeners, moving them to shout “Aaaaaaaa-man,” in agreement, or to weep, and even dance. After church, his father recalled, Little Mike would issue his assessment of the speaker of the hour. If he approved, he would say, “That man had some big words.” Words the child was desperate to copy.2

         
         He made Christine his earliest audience and competitor. The two were always challenging each other with their knowledge of
            big words. Little Mike could not compete with his younger brother’s physical prowess, but he was convinced he could keep up
            with his older sister’s academic abilities. The two spent hours flipping through the dictionaries and encyclopedias Aunt Ida
            read to them, challenging one another to discover, define, and spell multisyllable words. They competed, Christine recalled,
            to see who could learn “the biggest ones.” Decades later, one word challenge still stuck out in her mind: “concatenation,”
            or the act of linking together in a chain.3

         
         Their rivalry naturally led to a desire for academic achievement. When six-year-old Christine went off to school in the fall
            of 1933, four-year-old Little Mike begged his parents to let him follow her. Six was the state age requirement for enrollment,
            but the precocious four-year-old laid out his case to his mother. He did not want to stay home and play with AD, nor suffer
            another bloody nose. He wanted to go to school, get some big words, and keep up with his sister.
         

         
         Alberta relented, while the father saw the boy’s desire as a sign of maturity and ambition. Despite the age gap with his peers, the child performed well in the first grade at the Yonge Street Elementary School. He kept pace with his big sister throughout the fall as the two grew to become more than just siblings, but close friends, playing together at recess and doing homework together. However, their shared school days were short-lived. Following Little Mike’s fifth birthday on January 15, 1934, a teacher heard the boy bragging to his peers about his big birthday cake and the large “five candles on it.” Five candles? The teacher spoke with his parents to confirm the child’s age. Little Mike was immediately expelled.4

         
         The taste of formal education whetted his appetite for more. He returned to school one year later, on January 28, 1935, less
            than two weeks after turning six, but with a different name. In 1934, Big Mike, who was born without being issued a birth
            certificate, changed his name and his son’s name too. He was inspired to do so by his dying father, who begged Big Mike to
            officially change his name to Martin Luther, the first names of Big Mike’s paternal uncles. He found the necessary conviction
            to carry out his father’s final wish when he traveled to Germany with the Baptist World Alliance in 1934. He found himself
            walking where Martin Luther, the great religious reformer, had walked centuries before. The grieving pastor believed it was
            divine confirmation. Michael King would forever more be known as Martin Luther King Sr., and Little Mike as Martin Luther
            King Jr., affectionately known to his family and friends as ML.5

         
         ML spent half the year in first grade, when his natural curiosity helped promote him to the second grade on September 11,
            1935. He continued to sail through school, receiving satisfactory marks in behavior and academic performance, except in spelling
            and math, where he teetered on “satisfactory” and “unsatisfactory.” His difficulty with spelling did not spoil his appetite
            for big words. He fed his quest with visits to the public library. “He was unusual for boys his age,” noted Mrs. Leathers,
            a librarian at the Auburn Avenue Library. “He would always come in to read.” But ML bypassed the well-stocked children’s books
            at the Carnegie Corporation branch library. Instead, he made a habit of requesting that Mrs. Leathers get him, what he called,
            “serious books,” meaning books for adults.6

         
         Annie L. McPheeters, the head of the library and its adult education programs, noticed the young fixture in the adult section. “He came to the library many times during the week,” she remembered. “He loved to read.” During his visits, he would often make a beeline for her desk to show off his newly acquired knowledge. She did not realize ML was drafting her into his word game. More than fifty years later, she vividly recalled how their regular exchanges took shape.7

         
         “He would walk up to the desk. He would stand, and I could always tell when he wanted to say something. . . . He would look
            me straight in the eye, and I would say: ‘Hello Martin Luther, what’s on your mind?’ ”
         

         
         “Oh, nothing particularly,” ML once replied nonchalantly.

         
         “Well, what did you do today at school?” she inquired.

         
         “Oh, nothing particularly—we didn’t do very much particularly,” he repeated.

         
         As McPheeters continued to talk with ML, she noticed that he kept finding ways to say “particularly.” The head librarian soon
            recognized the youngster was challenging her, inviting her on his word quest. “I noticed then that Martin Luther learned a
            new word; and that was ‘particularly.’ ” McPheeters then joined in, showing the youngster the various ways the word could
            be used.8

         
         The pattern was set.

         
         ML continued to challenge her throughout his time in elementary school. “Each time he would learn ‘a big word’ as we [both]
            called them then, he would come and try it out on me; and we would play this game,” McPheeters recalled.9

         
         He did the same thing with poetry. “I would ask him what was on his mind or how he was feeling,” she said. Occasionally, ML would respond with a line of poetry he had committed to memory. “For I dipped into the future, far as human eye could see,” ML once responded. He then paused in midsentence, inviting and testing the librarian to finish the stanza from Alfred Lord Tennyson’s “Locksley Hall,” a poem about a rejected lover who becomes disillusioned with the societal championing of wealth and scientific advancement. “Every time Martin Luther would learn a memory gem,” McPheeters reminisced, “he would come to the library and he would start the verse, and then I would complete it. And we played that game down through the years.”10

         
         Whether through challenging his older sister, immersing himself in “serious books,” or issuing word challenges with the librarian,
            ML was determined to get some big words.
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Saved

         
         ML’s competition with his older sister led him to get saved.

         
         “I well remember how this event occurred,” ML recalled in a divinity school assignment. It was a memorable experience not
            because it reflected his heartfelt decision to follow Jesus, but rather his determination, once more, to follow and compete
            with his older sister.1

         
         On May 1, 1936, during Ebenezer’s two-week spring revival, guest evangelist Reverend H. H. Coleman of Detroit visited ML and
            Christine’s 9:00 a.m. Sunday school class to talk to the students about salvation. In the Baptist tradition, accepting Christ
            is a cosmic event. One’s soul is “born again,” cleansed of past sins and empowered to live a pious life. The soul is promised
            upon death to be “saved” from an eternity in hell, but instead to live with Christ in heaven forever. The ritual of conversion
            via baptism symbolizes this rebirth and one’s membership in the universal church. Yet the seven-year-old’s conversion experience
            was more social than cosmic. At the conclusion of the children’s homily, Reverend Coleman invited the young souls to accept
            Christ, and Christine was the first to do so. “After seeing her,” ML reflected, “I decided that I would not let her get ahead
            of me, so I was the next.” The competitive ML accepted Christ as his savior.
         

         
         He was not concerned with the eternal fate of his soul, nor with joining the Christian community, when he was baptized two days later. “I had never given this matter a thought,” he admitted, “even at the time of baptism I was unaware of what was taking place.” He confessed it was “quite clear I joined the church not out of any dynamic conviction, but out of a childhood desire to keep up with my sister.”2

         
         ML’s faith continued in this manner throughout his childhood, rooted in familial relationships rather than metaphysical transformation.
            The youngster’s experience of conversion never reached the heights of religious ecstasy that is common in the evangelical
            tradition. Rather, ML was nurtured into the faith. Christian nurture, an established tradition in liberal Protestantism, attests
            that a soul fostered in a Christian home and church has no need for a singular, dramatic religious experience. “Conversion
            for me was never an abrupt something,” ML noted in the assignment. “I have never experienced the so-called ‘crisis moment.’
            Religion has just been something that I grew up in.” His commitment to Christianity was simply “the gradual intaking of the
            noble [ideals] set forth in my family and my environment.” And for the most part, he admitted, up to that point, his acceptance
            of the faith was “largely unconscious.” Like oxygen, it was something he absorbed, but rarely considered.3
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The Talk

         
         
            
               [image: A close-up photograph of Martin Luther King, Jr. at 6 years old. He is wearing a collared shirt and a dark jacket. He is smiling and looking off to the side.]ML, age six.
Richard Kaplan Collection, Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, University of Wisconsin, Madison.
               
               
            

         
         “Mother Dear,” ML cried out, “why do white people treat colored people so mean?”

         
         As school brought about the beautiful adventure of big words, it also introduced ML to the word “racism.”

         
         When ML was six years old, his parents had to have “the talk” with him, the difficult but necessary conversation that millions
            of Black parents and guardians had and continue to have with the Black children under their care, often before the precious
            offspring are ready and capable of fully understanding. The conversation lurks like storm clouds over Black childhood. The
            deluge of inferiority and terror are unleashed whenever and wherever white supremacy decides it is time.1

         
         Reverend ML King Sr. and Alberta King had tried their best to build a fortress around their children. It was a doomed but
            understandable attempt to protect them from the persistent scourge of racism. But with one terse question from their middle
            child, the citadel had collapsed.
         

         
         The mother of two of ML’s friends had just told him that her sons could no longer be his playmates, because he was “colored” and her children were “white.” The revelation of the color line was a shock to ML. The boys were the children of a local grocer. The families lived one block apart. The children had grown up together; for over three years ML, Christine, and AD, and the two white boys were inseparable, an interracial battalion of childhood joy. “None of us seriously thought anything about those white boys being different,” ML recalled during a 1957 interview. “We played with them all the time.” Auburn Avenue was their playground, and they were all equal on the field of play. They had scraped their knees together playing stickball in the backyard, tussled together while playing basketball on the Kings’ homemade hoop, chased one another with glee during games of tag, and even enjoyed field trips of their own making to nearby grocery stores, the firehouse, and soda fountain.2

         
         And then, almost overnight, the white boys’ parents began to make up excuses for why their children could not play with the King trio. When it was time for the youngsters to go to school, the parents drew the color line. ML recalled that the faces of the parents, which had once welcomed him with a warm smile, had turned cold. He was crushed. “I cried,” he remembered. “I rushed home and asked mother about it.” The six-year-old wanted—or rather, demanded—answers.3

         
         With both Christine and AD looking on, Alberta hesitated as she began to explain the inexplicable. Like countless Black parents
            before and after her, she tried to render the complex simplicity of racism in terms accessible to a child. How to make evil
            intelligible to an innocent soul? How to equip and protect her babies without scaring them, without making the color of their
            skin a blot of shame? She had to instill in her children a sense of “somebody-ness” in a world that was designed to tell them
            that they were less than human.4

         
         Alberta did that and more. She led her children on a journey, an excursion through slavery, the Civil War, and Jim Crow—the
            segregation of schools, restaurants, shops, theaters, housing, and bathrooms. She knew the history. She had been educated
            at the best Black schools in the country, and she had been employed as a schoolteacher before a state law restricting married
            women from full-time teaching terminated her job. The “marriage bar” forced Alberta from the classroom, but she never stopped
            teaching: Her children became her sole pupils. (The marriage bar law was not fully overturned until the passage of the 1964
            Civil Rights Bill, legislation that her son ML would help to get passed.5)
         

         
         She explained why the family avoided buses and streetcars; why they could not ride the whites-only elevators at Atlanta’s city hall; why they could not visit some of the museums and parks around town; and why some white parents would not let their children play with “negroes.” Mother Dear was thorough and unflinching in her description of how segregation touched all parts of life, though she was careful to preserve the self-image of her children. Racism was a social system, she told them, not a natural order. And no matter what the social system said, she told her children they were as good as anybody. 

         
         As King remembered the moment: “She said the words that almost every Negro hears before he can yet understand the injustice
            that makes them necessary.” She told her children, “The law might say that we had to go different places from them but the
            law was wrong.” He remembered his mother repeating, “You must always feel that you are somebody.”6

         
         The conversation continued over the dinner table that evening. The parents shared their own experiences of racism. Their testimonies
            of hope and dignity did little to comfort ML. The world of a six-year-old is small, fragile, and easily broken. Through the
            loss of his friends, ML was made aware of race and racism for the first time. Despite his parents’ insistence that it was
            his “Christian duty” to love white people, no matter what they thought of him, the boy began to harbor hate in his heart.
            He purposed to hate every white person. How, he wondered, could he love a race of people that hated him and were responsible
            for separating him from his best friends? Christine recalled that ML left the familial lesson committed not to love, but to
            revolt. “Mama,” he pledged, “I’m going to turn this world upside down!”7

         
         Losing his white childhood playmates was the first scar, but certainly not the last. Other wounds were inflicted during what should have been innocent daily errands, trips that too often turned ugly and violent. On shopping trips with his mother, excursions ML loved, he would often make friends with white children who were also accompanying their parents. Alberta remembered, he would play hide-and-seek in the aisles, exchanging giggles and smiles, only to be interrupted by an indignant white parent shouting about the encounter, just like the parents of his neighborhood best friends. 

         
         ML would run to his mother and ask, “Why do they do that to me? What’s wrong?” The hurt would subside, revealing an abiding
            anger. “He’d be hurt and angry every time,” Alberta said. Despite the repeated hurt, ML kept trying to befriend white children.
            It was natural. And virtually every time, he was disappointed and enraged, only to hope that next time things would be different.
            Alberta kept hoping too, trying to balance her inclination to protect her child from himself, while also allowing him to be
            curious. And she was there each time Jim Crow hurt her baby. “I managed to quiet him down each time,” she recalled. But even
            her soft words could not completely heal the child’s wounds. His world was becoming eclipsed by racism. “You could see it
            was worrying him,” she said years later, “he was thinking about it even that early.”8

         
         One shopping trip resulted in ML becoming the victim of violence. He was slapped in the face by a white woman, a mild violent
            act by Jim Crow standards, but it provided further fuel for ML’s developing hatred. He was standing in front of the store,
            holding some of his mother’s purchased goods while she went to retrieve the car. Suddenly, a white woman attacked him, shouting,
            “You’re the little nigger that stepped on my foot!” The brazen physical assault and her prideful departure happened so quickly
            that ML did not have the chance to inform her that he was not the culprit. It would not have mattered, though, the color of
            his skin made him guilty by default. He told his mother when she swung the car around. Once again, the kind, helpless mother
            did her best to comfort and calm her inconsolable child. Her son was angry, huffing and puffing, but as he would remember
            later, she found consolation in the fact that at least her son was still breathing.9

         
         White supremacist violence seemed ever-present, even on the Ave. As a child, ML earned money as a delivery boy for the Atlanta Daily World. Around the same time, robed Ku Klux Klansmen unexpectedly held a parade down Auburn Avenue. On the front page of the newspaper,
            the march was dubbed “a cowardly form of intimidation to frighten the progress of Negroes on Auburn Avenue.” Accompanied by
            a police escort and more than fifty carloads of Klansmen, the show of force reminded ML and all those on Atlanta’s Black main
            street that their economic, civic, and social strivings, and even their physical safety, were subject to the whims of white
            supremacist rule and violence. And when that racism decided to lash out, not even the police could be trusted to deal with
            it justly.10

         
         Not even Daddy King and his physically imposing frame could protect ML from the dangers and affronts of white supremacy. Daddy
            King was a fighter. He persisted in his battle to reform society and protest all its ills. He refused to ride Atlanta’s segregated
            buses and streetcars, and he led the fight for equal pay for the city’s Black public school teachers. Local white clergy told
            him fighting for equal pay was too dangerous. They called the house, begging him to give up the protest. When the telephone
            rang, at times interrupting the family’s dinner, what often emerged from the receiver was an anonymous chorus of tirades,
            promising Daddy King that he would be murdered for his stance. The postman brought a steady stream of insulting and threatening
            letters. Drawings of Daddy King in a coffin were a favorite, second only to detailed sketches of him being hanged, with bulging
            eyes and a strangulated neck. Through it all, ML watched his father stay the course. Daddy King could not protect his children
            from racism, but he tried to model a steadfast somebody-ness and commitment to equality.
         

         
         But there was only so much a father could do in the face of such entrenched and pervasive bigotry. Around the same time Jim Crow severed the bonds with his two white friends, ML accompanied his father downtown to purchase new shoes. His excitement quickly turned into horrific embarrassment. They arrived at the shoe store and took seats in the front. “I’ll be happy to wait on you if you’ll just move back there to those seats in the rear,” a white clerk politely told them. “Nothing wrong with these seats,” the preacher barked back. “We’re quite comfortable here!”11

         
         The comfort of negroes was not the clerk’s concern. His face began to turn red as he explained that all Black customers knew
            the rules and were happy to follow them. “You’ll have to go back there,” he insisted. “You take it like everybody else, and
            stop being so high and mighty.” Furious, Daddy King shouted, “We’ll either buy shoes sitting right here, or we won’t by any
            shoes at all!” As if in one motion, he grabbed his son and stomped his 220-pound frame out of the store. It was the first
            time ML had witnessed his father reach this level of anger, spewing curses and muttering a personal pep talk under his breath:
            “I don’t care how long I have to live with this system, I am never going to accept it.” What should have been a simple moment
            of father-son bonding, Daddy King remembered, gave way to a car ride home full of a father’s angry cursing and a son’s tears
            and confusion.12

         
         The furious father managed to calm himself long enough to answer ML’s questions. The father stripped his responses of venom
            and attempted to explain his actions to his child. “I’m never going to accept the stupidity and cruelty of segregation, not
            as long as I live! I am going to fight against it in some way or other as long as there is breath in me.”13

         
         The child was still puzzled. He did not understand why one’s skin color determined where they could try on shoes or buy shoes. But he was not confused about the morality of the issues. He knew it was wrong, and that his father was right. “If you are against it,” he told his dad, “I will help you fight it in whatever way I can.” His dad smiled at the child and told him how much he appreciated the child’s commitment. “He was such a little fellow then, but sitting there next to me in the car, ML seemed so thoughtful and determined on this matter that I felt certain he wouldn’t forget his promise to help.”14 On that day, Daddy King had no idea of the power of that promise.
         

         
         Even ML’s attempts to get a job promotion were capped by racism. After working for the Daily World, ML switched to The Atlanta Journal, the city’s white daily. The industrious youngster was promoted to assistant depot station manager. He was the youngest person
            to hold that position in the paper’s history. After the delivery trucks dropped off the hundreds of newspapers for his district,
            ML was responsible for making certain that the three dozen or so newsboys, many his age, got the papers for their respective
            routes. He handled all emergencies, including an absent delivery boy or a customer complaint, and if the station manager failed
            to show up, ML took over. Despite his gifts, ML was barred from becoming a station manager; those top-paying positions, even
            in Black neighborhoods, were reserved for white men.15

         
         These were just a few of his known adolescent experiences of Jim Crow segregation. But there were plenty more. ML repeatedly described his adolescence as hallmarked by Jim Crow segregation. “I can remember as a little boy passing by parks and playgrounds, waiting to play, but having to face the fact that I couldn’t go there because of segregation, I can remember the time that I went through the Fox and Roxy theaters in Atlanta as I walked there it was made plain that the Negro had to go around the back alley and up some back steps and go up to what we call the buzzards roof and there we had to face the humiliation of segregation. I can remember being downtown with my mother then the moment came when I wanted a hotdog or a hamburger, or a Coca-Cola and I would ask my mother because we were standing close to a lunch counter and mother had to say to me that I couldn’t eat there.” Jim Crow violence was also a constant, lurking facet of his childhood. “I had passed spots where Negroes had been savagely lynched and had watched the Ku Klux Klan on its rides at night. I had seen police brutality with my own eyes, and watched Negroes
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