Bet You didn’t know – Rosa Parks

Most of us know the inspiring story of Rosa Parks, the African-American civil rights activist who refused to give up her seat on a segregated bus in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955.
The bus boycott, spurred by Parks’s arrest, would help bring down the racist laws of the Jim Crow South and turn a young preacher named Martin Luther King Jr. into the country’s best-known civil rights leader.
But we bet you didn’t know that the story behind the bus boycott isn’t quite as simple as it might seem.
To start with, Rosa Parks wasn’t the first Black woman to resist bus segregation in Montgomery. In fact, several different women had been arrested for the same offense in the last twelve months.
One of them was 15-year-old Claudette Colvin. On March 2nd, 1955, she was riding the bus home from high school when the driver demanded that she give up her seat for a white woman.
After Colvin refused, police officers arrived on the scene and dragged her off the bus in handcuffs. Claudette Colvin would go on to become one of four Black female plaintiffs in Browder v. Gayle, the Supreme Court case that would effectively end bus segregation.
As a longtime volunteer in the Montgomery chapter of the NAACP, and secretary to its president, Rosa Parks advised and supported Colvin. She knew that local Black leaders had been thinking about how to confront bus segregation in Montgomery for years before 1955.
She also knew they were looking for a test case: an upstanding citizen they could rally the community around. But Parks certainly didn’t plan on becoming that test case herself. Until December 1st, 1955.
At the wheel of the Cleveland Avenue bus that day was James Blake, the very same driver who had ordered Parks off his bus after a confrontation twelve years earlier.
Parks was sitting in the middle section of the bus when Blake told her and three other Black riders to stand up so that one white man could sit. The three other Black riders moved, but she refused.
Some people have said Parks was simply too exhausted from working a long day to move to the back of the bus. But she said later that she wasn’t physically tired—just tired of giving in to Jim Crow.
The real story behind the Montgomery Bus Boycott may not be as simple as the myth, but it is no less powerful. The courageous resistance of Rosa Parks, Claudette Colvin, and other ordinary women became the life force of the Civil Rights Movement.

