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Martin Luther King Jr.: The Early Years (Discussion sheet)

Discuss these e How do these stories make you feel?
questions after e Does racial segregation still occur today?
reading the stories e What should people do when being treated unfairly?

‘I remember a trip to a downtown shoe store with Father when | was still small. We had
sat down in the first empty seats at the front of the store. A young white clerk came up
and murmured politely:

"Il be happy to wait on you if you'll just move to those seats in the rear."

Dad immediately retorted, "There's nothing wrong with these seats. We're quite
comfortable here."

"Sorry," said the clerk, "but you'll have to move."
"We'll either buy shoes sitting here," my father retorted, "or we won't buy shoes at all."

Whereupon he took me by the hand and walked out of the store.*

My mother confronted the age-old problem of the Negro
parent in America: how to explain discrimination and
segregation to a small child. She taught me that | should
feel a sense of "somebodiness" but that on the other hand
| had to go out and face a system that stared me in the
face every day saying you are "less than," you are "not
equal to."... She tried to explain the divided system of the
South—the segregated schools, restaurants, theaters,
housing; the white and colored signs on drinking
fountains, waiting rooms, lavatories—as a social condition
rather than a natural order. She made it clear that she
opposed this system and that | must never allow it to
make me feel inferior.’

‘Just before going to college | went to Simsbury, Connecticut, and worked for a whole
summer on a tobacco farm to earn a little school money to supplement what my parents
were doing... After that summer in Connecticut, it was a bitter feeling going back to
segregation. It was hard to understand why | could ride wherever | pleased on the train
from New York to Washington and then had to change to a Jim Crow car at the nation's
capital in order to continue the trip to Atlanta. The first time that | was seated behind a
curtain in a dining car, | felt as if the curtain had been dropped on my selfhood. | could
never adjust to the separate waiting rooms, separate eating places, separate rest rooms,
partly because the separate was always unequal, and partly because the very idea of
separation did something to my sense of dignity and self-respect.’
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