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Change is hard. Most people don’t like any kind of change. So you can imagine how hard it is to

change strong beliefs. I’m talking about racism, and the idea that some folks are better than others ju
because of the color of their skin.

During my time, many Americans thought this was true. In some towns, black people couldn’t sta
in hotels or eat in restaurants. They even had separate water fountains for us, as if our dark skin was
contagious! It didn’t matter how well we did in school, how hard we worked at our jobs, or how
devoted we were to our families, we were often thought of as ignorant, and even dangerous.

Despite their treatment, I always believed I was just as good as anyone else. So I set about
changing not only people’s hearts and minds, but also the laws of our land. As I put it in my famous “
Have a Dream” speech, my goal was that people of color, including my own children, could “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.”

It wasn’t easy. Like I said, change is hard, even painful. Despite my brains, my supporters, and m
skills as a speaker, I was challenged every day. But I never gave up believing and working toward my
dream that “little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and whit
girls as sisters and brothers.” I am Martin Luther King, Jr.

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.:
A great student who grew up to become a popular minister and one of the most important leaders of
all time for his work to bring equality to all races using a nonviolent approach.

ALBERTA CHRISTINE WILLIAMS:
Martin’s mother, a loving and educated woman, who attended college, which was unusual in her day.
Her father was a minister at Ebenezer Baptist Church.

MARTIN LUTHER KING, SR.:
The son of sharecroppers, Martin, Sr., worked his way out of poverty, went to college, and became a
minister at the Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta.

CORETTA SCOTT:
Martin’s wife, a college graduate and the mother of their four children, who continued to advocate fo
civil rights long after her husband’s death.

ROSA PARKS:
A black seamstress who refused to follow the rules and move to the back of the bus, kicking off a
massive bus boycott and the modern civil-rights movement.

JOHN F. KENNEDY:
The senator whose brother Robert helped get Martin out of jail, and who was elected the first Catholi
president of the United States thanks in part to black voters. He was assassinated in 1963.

EUGENE “BULL” CONNOR:
Birmingham’s public safety commissioner who threatened anyone who tried to bring white and black
people together.

GEORGE WALLACE:
The Alabama governor who was so against integration that he broke the law to keep it from happenin
in his own state.

LYNDON B. JOHNSON:
The vice president who became president after John F. Kennedy’s assassination, and who succeeded i
getting the Civil Rights Act passed.

January 15, 1929:
Martin Luther King, Jr., is born to Martin, Sr., and Alberta Williams.
1944:
Martin begins college at Morehouse.
1948:
Martin attends Crozer Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania.
1951:
Martin begins graduate school at Boston University’s School of Theology.
June 18, 1953:
Martin and Coretta Scott are married.
September 1, 1954:
Martin becomes the pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama.
November 17, 1955:
Martin and Coretta’s first child, Yolanda Denise, is born.
December 5, 1955:
The Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott begins. It lasts 381 days.
October 23, 1957:
The Kings’ second child, Martin Luther III, is born.
February 1959:
Martin and Coretta travel to India to visit Gandhi’s homeland.
January 30, 1961:
The third King child, Dexter Scott, is born.
March 28, 1963:
The fourth King child, Bernice Albertine, is born.
April 1963:

Martin writes his famous Letter from Birmingham Jail.
August 28, 1963:
Martin gives his “I Have a Dream” speech at the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.
September 15, 1963:
A bomb kills four young schoolgirls at Birmingham’s Sixteenth Street Baptist Church.
December 1964:
Martin became the youngest person ever to receive the Nobel Peace Prize, for his commitment to
social change through nonviolence.
March 25, 1965:
Martin completes his march for equal voting rights from Selma to Montgomery with more than
twenty thousand marchers.
April 4, 1968:
Martin is assassinated on a motel balcony in Memphis, Tennessee.

1983:
President Ronald Reagan signs a bill to create a federal holiday on the third Monday of January, near
Martin’s birthday, to celebrate the civil-rights hero.

The idea of right and wrong was part of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s, life from the moment he was born

in Atlanta, Georgia, on January 15, 1929. That’s because Martin’s father and grandfather were both
church ministers! And not just any ministers—they were both pastors of Ebenezer Baptist Church,
which had the most influential African American congregation in Atlanta.
Martin, Sr., was a very large and strict man. He had high standards and a lot of rules, which he

expected Martin, his older sister, Willie Christine, and his younger brother, Alfred Daniel, to obey.
If that seems harsh, perhaps it’s because Martin, Sr., came from harsh circumstances. Born into a
family of sharecroppers (farmers who worked on other people’s land and were paid in just enough
crops to survive), he grew up very poor. With his mother’s support, he left home to go to Atlanta in

search of a better life when he was only fifteen. Martin, Sr., worked extremely hard, earning his highschool degree and then attending Morehouse, a prestigious all-black college.

Visit Martin’s Childhood Home and Church
In 1980, his house at 501 Auburn Avenue and other surrounding buildings—including
the Ebenezer Baptist Church—became a National Historic Site. You can learn more
about the site at www.thekingcenter.org.

Martin’s mother, Alberta, was quiet, loving, and very easy to talk to. But she was also smart, and
accomplished something hardly any women, especially black women, did in those days—she earned
college degree. Alberta’s father was a famous pastor at the Ebenezer Baptist Church, where her
husband also became a minister. No wonder the church was a second home to Martin, Jr., who

attended Sunday school and sang in the choir.

When he wasn’t at church or at home, Martin was usually playing on his peaceful, shady block
with a little white boy whose father had a store across the street from his house.
But when he turned six, Martin got his first bitter taste of the prejudice he’d spend the rest of his
life fighting. The two best friends were sent to different schools. They were segregated, which means
they were separated by color. The white boy went to one for white children, while Martin went to one
for black children. That wasn’t all. The white boy’s father told him that he couldn’t play with Martin
anymore.
When Martin heard the news, he cried and cried. He didn’t understand why they couldn’t be
friends. They both still liked to ride their bikes, fly model airplanes, and play ball. He had no clue
about racism.
Martin’s mom and dad had to sit him down to explain a fact that was hard for him to believe.
Many white people didn’t like black people because of the color of their skin. He was dumbfounded
and angry. How could anyone think like that?

His mother and father also explained that as Christians, it was important to forgive and not lash
out at anyone, even racist whites who didn’t think he was good enough to play with. It was a hard
concept to wrap his head around, but one that would become the foundation for his beliefs. Martin’s
mom added one last idea: Even though they were asking him to forgive white people, he didn’t need t
believe what they thought about him. No matter what people said, he was just as good as anyone else
and could make a difference in this world.

Segregation
During Martin’s time, many places in the South enforced segregation with the Jim
Crow laws. The laws were named for a white performer who was one of the first to
use burnt cork to make his face look black, which was called blackface makeup. In
the early 1800s, he made fun of black people by doing a silly song and dance as the
character Jim Crow. The act was a big success and took him all over the country and
even abroad. The name came to symbolize anything racist, including the laws that
separated whites from blacks in schools, restaurants, movie theaters, and hotels.
Under these regulations, black people had to ride in the back of the bus. And if they
didn’t, they could be thrown in jail. In high school, Martin was returning home from a
speech contest he’d won in a nearby town when the bus driver told him and his
teacher they had to get up and give their seats to white people. Martin was angry,
but it was the law of the land, so they rode the 90 miles home on their feet.

Abraham Lincoln

North/South Divide
In 1861, after Abraham Lincoln — who campaigned against expanding slavery
beyond the states where it already existed — became president of the United States,
eleven Southern states voted to secede. That meant they separated from the rest of
the United States; they then formed their own country, which they called the

Confederate States of America. This led to the Civil War, eventually won by the
twenty-five other states, known as the Union, in 1865. The victory ended slavery in
the entire nation, but racism lived on.
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