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    Introduction



    The dark history of slavery came to an end in the United States when the
    Civil War ended in May of 1865, but the fight for civil rights had only
    just begun. The U.S. Civil War began when the southern states seceded from
    the union and formed the Confederate States of America. The uncompromising
    differences, with regard to the issue of slavery, between the north and the
    south had prompted this action, but the 16th President of the
    United States, Abraham Lincoln, refused to recognize the secession. War
    soon followed, beginning on April 12, 1861, when Confederate soldiers
    attacked Fort Sumter in South Carolina.



    Following the start of the war, President Lincoln signed the Emancipation
    Proclamation, which freed all slaves, in September of 1862. After nearly
    three years of bloody conflict, the war ended less than a month following
    the assassination of Lincoln, who was killed while watching a play at
    Ford’s Theatre in April of 1865. At considerable cost, the northern states
    prevailed, and slavery became illegal, but the bitterness that
    characterized the fighting still remains in many parts of the southern U.S.
    today, and the legacy of slavery still plagues many African-American
    communities.



    Following the Civil War, African-Americans were freed from slavery. Still,
    they were subjected to horrific discrimination, particularly after the
    post-war reconstruction period came to an end in 1877. Through the years,
    the institutional subjugation of African-Americans intensified. Segregation
    was common and the concept of “separate, but equal” guided much of the
    legislative process, particularly in the south. Violence against
    African-Americans was also commonplace, often instigated by militia groups
    such as the Ku Klux Klan, which had formed as resistance re-emerged.



    By the time World War II ended, widespread institutionalized racism had
    resulted in laws preventing interracial marriage, laws mandating separate
    public facilities for African-Americans up to and including separate
    drinking water fountains and bathrooms, and laws preventing
    African-Americans from attending the same schools, including universities,
    as European-Americans. This led to the underfunding of African-American
    facilities, and that subsequently resulted in inferior service.
    Additionally, prejudice prevented African-Americans from getting
    well-paying jobs. These policies caused widespread poverty in
    African-American communities, and furthermore, they made it all but
    impossible for those trapped in the cycle of poverty to escape.



    After participating in World War II to defeat Adolf Hitler, tensions began
    to build in the United States over its own civil rights record. Hitler’s
    policies exemplified the extremes to which discriminatory practices could
    be taken, something the United States decried as evil, and yet, America had
    its own dismal civil rights record that still prevailed. As more people
    began to wrestle with the discrepancy between the ideals touted in the
    Declaration of Independence and Constitution and the reality of life in the
    U.S. for minority groups, including African-Americans, it became more and
    more evident that something had to change. People began to speak out, and
    as they did, tension mounted as U.S. culture grappled with this
    inconsistency between the ideal and the real.



    It was in this environment of growing tension that one woman decided she
    had had enough. With a simple, non-violent—even polite—act of defiance,
    Rosa Parks, a 42-year-old seamstress, would spark a movement that would
    ultimately change the face of a nation. On December 1, 1955, Parks boarded
    the Cleveland Avenue bus in Montgomery, Alabama. Segregation laws at the
    time had designated a black and white area of the bus, and Parks sat in the
    first row in the black section. As the bus filled up, all of the seats in
    the white section were occupied, and when white passengers were forced to
    stand, the bus driver asked Parks, along with three other passengers in
    that first row of the black section, to surrender their seats so that the
    white passengers could sit.



    The three others asked to resign their seats did so, but Parks refused to
    move when asked by the bus driver, James F. Blake, to vacate her seat for
    the white passengers. She later said she thought of Emmett Till, an
    African-American teenager who was lynched in Mississippi after reportedly
    flirting with a white woman, and she just couldn’t bring herself to move.
    Parks had had enough of being treated like a second-class citizen. Blake
    informed her he would call the police and have her arrested, and she told
    him that he should do just that. Parks was bailed out of jail that evening,
    but her case sparked the Montgomery bus boycott, where some 40,000
    African-Americans boycotted riding the bus in Montgomery on the day of her
    trial, December 5, 1955.



    The group that initially organized the boycott recognized their success and
    realized that they needed to form a new organization if they wanted to
    continue the protest. The new group was dubbed the Montgomery Improvement
    Association, and a young, mostly unknown minister was elected as president
    of what became known as the MIA. That minister was the Reverend Martin
    Luther King, Jr. of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. King later wrote in
    his book, Stride Toward Freedom, that Parks’ arrest was the
    catalyst for the protests to follow, but that the ultimate cause was the
    long history of injustices that had occurred since Africans were first
    forcibly brought to the American colonies. He expressed the essence of that
    sentiment when he wrote, “Actually, no one can understand the action of
    Mrs. Parks unless he realizes that eventually the cup of endurance runs
    over, and the human personality cries out, ‘I can take it no longer.’”



    In a simple act of defiance, a quiet, mature woman ignited a fire in the
    soul of a nation. That fire still burns even as a single person struggles
    for their equality in a country that touted the God-given equality of all
    men while, at the same time, building its economy on the backs of slaves.
    Parks’ refusal to give up her seat raised awareness and inspired others to
    act. She wrote of her action that, “I would like to be remembered as a
    person who wanted to be free... so other people would be also free.” As a
    hero of the civil rights movement, she has achieved that goal and so much
    more. Her actions set an example that still has relevance today as a
    divided nation continues to struggle with questions of inequality in an
    increasingly complicated world.



Chapter One



    A Dark Legacy



    “It is impossible to struggle for civil rights, equal rights for blacks,
    without including whites. Because equal rights, fair play, justice, are all
    like the air: we all have it, or none of us has it. That is the truth of
    it.”



    —Maya Angelou



    In the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, a period known as the
    Reconstruction Era (1865-1877), there were three visions associated with
    how the recovery from the war would proceed. One, referred to as the
    reconciliationist vision, was rooted in helping to cope with the
    devastation the war had brought. The destruction was significant as the war
    had resulted in more American casualties than both World War I and World
    War II combined would in the future. Additionally, family members on
    opposing sides of the war were forced to fight against one another,
    something which created profound and painful divisions. The second post-war
    vision, known as the white supremacist vision, was focused on terror and
    violence aimed at re-establishing at least the ideals of the Confederacy.
    The third one, known as the emancipationist vision, was focused on
    achieving full freedom, including citizenship and constitutional equality,
    for African-Americans.



    As an end to the war grew near, President Lincoln set up reconstructed
    governments in those states that were under the control of the Union army.
    These included Tennessee, Arkansas, and Louisiana. He also experimented in
    establishing equality for African-Americans by giving newly freed slaves
    land, but both he and his successor, Andrew Johnson, took moderate
    positions on bringing the southern states back to normal. Johnson, in fact,
    followed a lenient policy with regard to ex-Confederate soldiers by placing
    them in power, and he was opposed to the enfranchisement of all freedmen
    (freed slaves), which Lincoln supported.



    After Lincoln’s assassination, Johnson was able to enact his vision of how
    to get the southern states back to normal until a Republican coalition came
    to power in 1866. They removed the former Confederate soldiers Johnson had
    put into power and began the process of transforming southern society by
    establishing a free labor economy and protecting the legal rights of
    freedmen. They created the U.S. Army and Freedmen’s Bureau to act in this
    regard. The Bureau negotiated labor contracts for freedmen and set up
    schools and churches. Frustrated by Johnson’s opposition to their efforts,
    the so-called Radical Republicans behind this progressive vision even filed
    impeachment charges against the president in 1866, but the action failed,
    though notably only by one vote.



    The U.S. Congress then passed two bills aimed at protecting recently freed
    slaves and helping them achieve equality. The first bill extended the life
    of the U.S. Army and Freedmen’s Bureau, which had originally been formed as
    a temporary organization to assist refugees and freed slaves in the
    immediate aftermath of the Civil War. The second bill defined all persons
    born in the United States, including African-Americans, as citizens with
    all the rights as described in the Constitution. President Johnson vetoed
    these two bills, and that act permanently ruptured his relationship with
    Congress, something which would have lasting consequences. Congress voted
    to override his veto, which was the first time a bill became law in this
    way, and they would later vote to impeach Johnson in 1868. However, despite
    the vote to impeach him, the Senate would not get the two-thirds majority
    vote needed to convict him and remove him from office. They once again fell
    short by one vote, though it represented the first impeachment of an
    incumbent president in United States history.



    The next president, Ulysses S. Grant, supported the Radicals and their
    reconstruction efforts. He took office on March 4, 1869, and remained so
    until March 4, 1877. He vigorously enforced the protection of
    African-Americans in the south, and he used the Enforcement Act passed by
    Congress to effectively wipe out the first incarnation of the Ku Klux Klan.
    The Klan, as it was known, was initially founded by six former Confederate
    officers sometime between December of 1865 and August of 1866. It started
    as a fraternal social club, but in 1867, there was a gradual transformation
    into an organization that believed it had a serious purpose. That mission
    was rooted in white supremacy, and the Klan soon became a vigilante group
    dedicated to restoring white supremacy through threats and violence,
    including murder, against African-Americans and the white Republicans who
    had fought and continued to fight for their equality.



    The Klan would be somewhat successful in weakening the black political
    establishment by assassinating and threatening those who were in or were
    seeking public office. Their methods, however, undermined their efforts
    insofar as the backlash created resulted in the passage of federal laws
    that restored order and the morale of southern Republicans. Those laws also
    helped enable African-Americans to exercise their constitutional rights.
    Many historians, as a result, argue the first version of the Klan was a
    political failure, to that extent as achieving their goals was concerned,
    and that fact subsequently allowed the group to be effectively suppressed
    by President Grant’s efforts. It wouldn’t be until 1915 that the Klan would
    be reconstituted.



    Grant, for his part, while successful in his efforts against the Klan, was
    never able to resolve the growing tension between two factions within the
    Republican party—the northern Republicans versus those from southern
    states, who became known as Scalawags by forces in the south opposing
    Reconstruction. Part of the northern effort had included coalitions of
    southern freedmen and recent black and white arrivals from the north, who
    became known as carpetbaggers. The northern faction worked with cooperative
    southern Republicans to form biracial state governments, and they
    introduced various reconstruction programs including such projects as
    funding public schools, establishing charitable institutions, and offering
    massive aid for improving railroad transportation and shipping.



    There was strong resistance to these efforts, and while Grant was able to
    suppress the Klan, white Democrats, known as Redeemers, slowly began to
    regain control state by state. They were even able to make major gains in
    the north after the Panic of 1873 led to a deep economic depression as well
    as the collapse of many of the railroad improvement efforts ongoing in the
    southern states at the time. This marks the point at which the
    Reconstruction Era began to wind down. It was a staggered process, ending
    at




