


Early 20th century Atlanta was a patchwork of 
communities, each shaped by the people within 
its bounds. Auburn Avenue was the main artery 
through one prosperous neighborhood which 
over the years had come to symbolize achieve­
ment for Atlanta's black people. After the Civil 
War, former slaves bought property east of the 
city's central business district on what was then 
Wheat Street, a busy east-west thoroughfare. 
Many black entrepreneurs accumulated profits 
enough to build homes a little farther east, away 
from the marketplace. Wheat Street grew to be 
a mixture of old and young, prominent and 
obscure, and-until the onset of racial trouble 
in the early 1900s-black and white. 

North 

Business executives and 
factory workers alike took 
pride in their surround­
ings, putting up resi­
dences, office bu ild ings, 
and places of worship 
whose facades displayed 
the varied components of 
late-Victorian architecture. 
In 1893, citizens peti­
tioned the city council 
to change the name of 
Wheat Street to Auburn 
Avenue, which they 
thought more stylish. 

In 1909 the Reverend 
A.D. Wi lliams, pastor of 
Ebenezer Baptist Church, 

purchased a large home 
on Auburn A enue. ii­
Iiams pla ed an importan 
role in the community 
b use e r es of many 
P r'Sons m blac Atlanta 
csn ered around the 
church. An eloquent 
speaker and noted local 
poli tical activist, he con­
tributed his efforts - and 
meeting space in his 
church bui lding - to a 
number of organizations 
dedicated to the educa­
t ion and social advance­
ment o f black c itizens. 
But it was the minister's 
grandson whose name 
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1904. Atlanta 's first b lack office 
building was constructed by busi­
nessman and politician Henry A. 
Rucker. 
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Big Bethel Afri can 
Methodist Episcopal 
Church 
220 Auburn Ave. Built 1890s; re­
built 1924. The church 's most prom-
. eotdl e, tfole "Jesu" Se wes 
sign on the steeple, was added when 
the structure was rebuilt after a 
1920fire. 

would become synony­
mous vith the nation's 
ci ii rights mo ement. On 
January 15, 1929, Martin 
Luther King, Jr .. was born 
at his grandfather's home. 

Young M.L., as he was 
called, grew up in a close­
knit neighborhood where 
a w ide range of ta lents 
and interests made for an 
independent city within a 
city. M.L. lived with his 
parents, grandparents, 
brother, and sister in a 
fashionable, though by no 
means exclusive, black 
residential area. Their 
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148 Auburn Ave. Completed 1920; 
annex (142 Auburn) built 1936. From 
1920 to 1980, this was the head­
quarters of the country's largest 
black-owned stockholder life insur­
ance company. 

Royal Peacock Club 
184-86 Auburn Ave. Built 1922. 
Known as the Top Hat until 1948, 
this entertainment spot has featured 
such performers as Cab Calloway, 
Louis Armstrong, and Aretha 

Odd Fellows Building 
and Auditorium 

Franklin. 

228-50 Auburn Ave. Built 1912-14. 
Named for a fraternal organization 
begun in Atlanta in 18701 this six­
story complex provided Sweet Au­
burn residents with space for offices, 

neighbors were busi­
nessmen, educators, and 
clergymen. as well as ser­
vants, laborers, and por­
ters. A few blocks away in 
the commercial district. 
the businesses and public 
services-more than 100 
on Auburn Avenue alone 
-included banks, insur­
ance companies, builders, 
jewelers, tailors, doctors, 
lawyers, funeral parlors, 
a newspaper, a library, and 
a business college. All 
were black-owned or 
black-operated. The dis­
trict thrived. The opportu­
nities available here to 
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Nationa l Park Service 
Visitor Center 
450 Auburn Ave. The visitor center 
has exhibits, a video program, and 
a schedule of park activities. 

-.N~tional..Eark_Serv:ice_personne 
provide information and answer 
questions. 

Prince Hall Masonic 
Building 
332-34 Auburn Ave. Completed 
1941. Georgia's most influential 
black Masonic lodge constructed 
this building which currently houses 
the national offices of the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference. fo--WooO~-~ 
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Research Library 

Butler Street YMCA 
20-24 Butler St. Built 1918-20h. 
Founded in the basement of the 
Wheat Street Baptist Church in 
1894, the activist YMCA group 
met in several locations before 
building new quarters here. 

Atlanta Daily World 
Building 
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A Walk Through the Park and Preservation District 

"Auburn Avenue was like 
a grand lady," recalled a 
journal ist. "In her prime 
she was the talk of the 
town-young, vivacious, 
and beautiful. Everyone 
loved her, respected her, 
and wooed her." 

This prosperous era is 
represented by many 
buildings that date from 
the late 1800s and early 
1900s. Since Sweet 
Auburn is still an active 
community, with its origi­
nal structures privately 
owned and occupied, 
most bui ldings in the 
national historic site and 
preservat ion district are 
not open for tours. There 
are two important build­
ings, however, that you 
are encouraged to visit: 
the Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Birth Home, restored to 
recreate the childhood 
years of Sweet Auburn's 

most famous resident, 
and the Ebenezer Baptist 
Church, important to the 
King family for four gener­
ations. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Birth Home Located at 
501 Auburn Avenue, the 
nine-room, two-story 
Queen Anne style resi­
dence was built in 1895. 
Fourteen years later, 
King 's grandfather, A.D. 
Williams, bought the 
house. For the next 32 
years it was occupied by 
the Wil liams-King fami ly. 
On Thanksgiving Day 
1926, Williams' daughter 
Alberta married Martin 
Luther King, Sr., a young 
minister. The couple 
moved into an upstairs 
room. King worked week­
days, preached Sundays, 
and spent evenings at the 
city's Morehouse College 
studying toward his divini-

ty degree. Their three chil­
dren- Christine, Martin 
Jr., and A.D. King- were 
born here. The Kings 
always stressed to thei r 
children the importance of 
education. Daddy King 
claimed that even before 
Mart in Jr. could read, "he 
kept books around him, 
he just liked the idea of 
having them." The Kings 
and Alberta's mother 
remained here after 
Will iams died in 1931. Ten 
years later, after the death 
of his grandmother, 12-
year-old Martin and his 
family moved a few blocks 
away to a home on 
Boulevard. 

Ebenezer Baptist Church 
Martin Luther King, Sr., 
known as Daddy King, 
once proclaimed Ebenezer 
Baptist Church a home for 
everyone "from PhD's to 
no D's. " Ebenezer was 
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231-45 Auburn Ave. Built 1926. This 
multi-use structure was named for 
it s builder, Alonzo F. Herndon, ex-
slave and founder of the Atlanta 
Life Insurance Company. 

Sweet Auburn 
Curb Market 

Auburn Avenue 
Ebenezer Baptist 
Church 
407-13 Auburn Ave. Built 1914-
22. Following the example of 
his father and grandfather, 
Martin Luther King, Jr. , served 
as co-paster from 1960 until 
1968. 

Wheat Street Baptist ,____, 
Church 
365 Auburn Ave. Built 1920-31. So­
named because the original struc­
ture w as built when Auburn Avenue 
was called Wheat Street, the church 
has been a community institution 
since the late 1800s. 
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209 Edgewood Ave. Completed 
1923. Even during the years of le­
gal segregation in Atlanta, both 
blacks and whites shopped here 
for fresh produce and meats. The 
market is still in operation. 

Tanner Street IQ 

fou ded a· another loca­
tion in 1886, erght years 
before the Rev. A.D. 
Wil liams was named pas­
tor. The present Gothic 
Revival structure was 
completed in 1922. 

Like churches everywhere 
Ebenezer was a place for 
worship and fel lowship. 
Bu Ebenezer's role in the 
community was not limit­
ed to religious matters. An 
article in the Atlanta Daily 
World reported that when 
the Reverend Williams 
proudly announced on 
1 29 that Ebenezer was 
n arly out of debt, " he 
church dedicated itself to 
th advancement o black 
people and suppo o 
every nghteous a d sacral 
mo e ent." 

For more than 80 years, 
the minrsters of Ebenezer 
were members of t e 

I ie~~:.°~~tubum 

same fami ly. In 1931, 
upon Williams' death, his 
son-in-law, Martin Luther 
King, Sr., took over as 
pastor and served until he 
retired in 1975. King family 
life revolved around the 
church. Five-year-old 
Martin Jr. and his sister 
Christine formally joined 
the church in 1934 at a 
revival led by a visiting 
evangelist. The young 
King preached his fi rst 
sermon here at age 1 7 
and joined his father as 
co-pastor from 1960 to 
1968. In 1957, an organi­
zational meeting for the 
Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference 
(SCLC) was held at 
Ebenezer. Martin Lu her 
Krng. Jr., became he 
SCLC's rrs presrden . 

Ebenezer was also e 
see e o tragic episodes. 
Crowds gathered here 1n 

April 1968 to view Martin 
Luther King, Jr. 's, body as 
it lay in state. In 197 4 Dr. 
King's mother was fatally 
shot by an assassin as 
she was playing the 
church organ. 

The Preservation District 
The national historic site is 
adjacent to the preser­
vation district, which helps 
to maintain the historic 
atmosphere of the Sweet 
Auburn community. 
Buildings within the dis­
trict include Big Bethel 
African Methodist Epis­
copal Church. Wheat 
Street Baptist Church, he 
Odd Fellows Building, the 
Prince Hall Masonic 
Building, the Royal Pea­
cock Club, and the Swee 
Auburn Curb Market. 
Ins 1tut1ons such as the 
Butler Street YMCA, the 
SCLC. the Atlanta Daily 
World. and rad io station 
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From Freedom Parkway, 
rum south onto Boulevard 
and follow signs to parking lot. 
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blacks, even in the face 
of Atlanta's segregation 
laws, inspired politica l 
leader John Wesley 
Dobbs to nickname the 
area "Sweet Auburn." 
Years later Dobbs' grand­
son, Mayor Maynard H. 
Jackson, added that 
Sweet Auburn had 
offered blacks "the 
three B's-bucks, ballots. 
and books!" 

Dr. King never forgot the 
community spirit he had 
known as a child. Nor did 
he forget racial prejudice. 
the seeming ly insur-

John Wesley Dobbs Avenue 

mountable barrier that 
kept black Atlantans from 
accompl ish ing all they 
might have . It was to 
Sweet Auburn that he 
returned in 1960 to serve 
with his father as co­
pastor of Ebenezer Bap­
tist and to head the SCLC. 
And , as the world 
mourned on an early 
spring day in 1968, it was 
to Sweet Auburn that the 
body of Martin Luther 
King, Jr., was brought one 
last time. 

To Carter Center 

PRESERVATION DISTRICT BOUNDARY 

Irwin Street 

_ ~ Alexander Hamilton, Jr., 
_,- Home 

102 Howell St. Built 1890-95. This 
elegant house, whose architectural 
details include a Palladian window 
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The King Center 
The Martin Luther King, J r., Center 
for Nonviolent Social Change, Inc., 
was founded In 1968 by Coretta 
Scott King and others. The center is 
headed by thft Kings' younger son, 
Dexter Scott King. This organization 
continues Dr'. King's work toward 
economic anti social equality. 

Double "Shotgun" :?. contractor in the early 1900s. ~ 
Row Houses "' "-
472-488 Auburn Ave. Built in 1905 a3 :g 
for Empire Textile Company mill ~ ~ 
workers. Theoretically, a gunshot I a: 
could enter and leave the house 
through the perfectly aligned door­
ways, hence the name 11shotgun." 

Bryant-Graves Home 
522 Auburn Ave. Built in 1893-95. 
Former occupants include two 
prominent black citizens, Rev. 
Peter James Bryant and real 
estate developer Antoine Graves. 

Auburn Avenue 

Behold Statue, Rose Garden, 
Fountain, and Amphitheater. II II -Fire Station ~ N___ 

No. 6 Charles L. Harper 
Home J I • - Martin Luther King, Jr_, 535 Auburn Ave. Built about 1895. 

7 Our Lady Birth Home Professor Harper, who lived here 
Gravesite l of Lourdes 501 Auburn Ave. Built 1895. The from 1910 to 1945, was principal of 

In the early 1970s, Or. King 's body Catholic Queen Anne style house is restored ~~~~~f,'~~~k~~l;~~~~~:~cg~~~h High. 
was moved from the Southview Church and to its appearance during the years 
Cemetery to a site next to Eben- 1929, when King was born, to 1941, 
ezer Baptist Church The present W tk" School when his family moved to a house 
memorial tomb was ·ded1cate~m a ins- on Boulevard. 
1977. Anderson Building 

443-45 Edgewood Ave. Built 
1905-10. This commercial structure 
has been completely renovated. 443 
houses NPS staff offices and 445 
con:tanues service under lease as a 
barl>ershop. 
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WERD are preserved, 
along with small and large 
businesses, social service 
agencies, and many resi­
dences that belonged to 
prominent Atlantans. 

Getting to the park 
From 1-75/1-85, exit at 
Freedom Parkway/Carter 
Center; turn right at the 
first stoplight onto Boule­
vard . Fol low signs to the 
park. From 1-20, take 
1-75/1-85 north and pro­
ceed as above. 

Hours and facilities 
Stop first at the visitor cen­
ter, located at 450 Auburn 
Avenue, open from 9 a.m. 
to 5 p.m. daily. Here you 
will find information, exhi­
bits, a video presentation , 
and schedules of activities. 
You may tour the historic 
areas; guide booklets are 
available. 

Edgewood Avenue 

Administration. Martin 
Luther King, Jr., National 
Historic Site. which in­
cludes the Birth Home, 
Ebenezer Baptist Church. 
the grave site, and numer­
ous historic buildings, was 
established in 1980 to pre­
serve the birthplace and . 
boyhood surround ings of 
the nation 's foremost civi l 
rights leader. The site is 
adminstered by the Na­
tiona l Parks Service, U.S. 
Department of the Interior. 

More information Con­
tact: Superintendent, Mar­
tin Luther King, Jr., Na­
tional Historic Site, 450 
Auburn Avenue, NE, At­
lanta, GA 30312-1525; 
404-331-5190; www.nps. 
gov/ malu on the Web. 
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