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Social Issues: Race 1950s

An Extraordinary Bus Ride
She has been called the mother of the civil
rights movement, but Rosa McCauley Parks
does not consider herself to be
extraordinary.  Born on February 4, 1915, in
Tuskegee, Alabama, McCauley had a
normal childhood.  She grew up on a farm
and attended an all-black school in her
neighborhood.  Her high school education
was cut short by her mother’s death, but she
finished her schooling after her marriage to
Raymond Parks.  In 1943 she joined the
NAACP (National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People) and
worked with the Voters’ League, registering
African Americans to vote.  Then came the
fateful day.

The bus ride on December 1, 1955, began as usual.  After completing her job as a seamstress for a
Montgomery department store, Parks boarded the bus to go home.  As was required, she took a seat in
the back of the bus.  When all the seats filled up, Parks was asked to vacate hers for a white man who
was just getting on the bus.  (At that time in Montgomery the law required blacks to sit at the back of
the bus and to give up their seats for white people when all other seats were filled.)  On this day,
however, Parks refused to move.  The bus driver stopped the bus and called for policemen who whisked
her away to jail.  NAACP leader Edgar Daniel Nixon posted her bail and determined that Rosa Parks
would be the last African American arrested for such an action.

Along with other black leaders, including Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Nixon declared a one-day
boycott of all city buses.  Leaflets announcing the boycott were distributed throughout the city, and on
the appointed day the results were dramatic.  Not one African American rode on any buses there.
Because it was such a success, the boycott was extended indefinitely.

For their actions blacks were harassed on the street, hundreds of their leaders were arrested, and many
lost their jobs.  Still, the boycott continued with African Americans turning to alternative methods of
transportation, including walking, carpooling, riding bicycles, and even riding mules.  The boycott
ended when, after 381 days, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of Rosa Parks and declared
Alabama bus segregation laws unconstitutional.  It had cost the bus company $750,000 in lost revenues,
but the gains in human dignity were priceless.

——————————— Suggested Activity ————————————
Role-Play  Group the students and have them write a script for a role-play about Rosa Park’s
historic bus ride.  Let the groups take turns presenting their skits to the rest of the class.  For
a prepared play, see the book Take a Walk in Their Shoes by Glennette Tilley Turner (Puffin
Books, 1989). 
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