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Name: Rosa Parks

Born: February 4, 1913

Died: October 24, 2005

Position: Civil Rights Activist

Career Highlights:

• On December 1, 1955, she refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery, Alabama, bus

• Her actions lead to the Montgomery Bus Boycott

• Was awarded the Spingarn Medal, the NAACP’s highest award, as well as the Martin Luther King Jr. Award, the Presidential Medal of Freedom, and the Congressional Gold Medal

Interesting Facts:

• Was not the first African-American woman to be arrested for refusing to yield her seat on a Montgomery bus

• Was jailed a second time for her role in the bus boycott
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Mrs. Rosa Parks, civil rights icon.

“Leave us be!” Rosa yelled.

Rosa had gotten all her fractions correct.

“Hold still, Sylvester!”

Rosa and Sylvester sat on the riverbank.

Filling the whole bag seemed impossible.

What would happen if she drank the water?

She moved back home to care for Grandma Rose.

Now she knew how dangerous it was.

“Get off my bus!”

She was tired of being a second-rate citizen.

The jail door was slammed shut.

No higher honor is given in the United States.
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UPPITY GIRL

“HEY, YOU!”

Rosa McCauley hurried her little brother along. She did not turn around. Rosa knew this white boy’s voice. Franklin often picked on them as they walked home from school. “Don’t stop,” she urged Sylvester.

“What’s the matter? You coloreds can’t hear?” Rosa heard the boy’s footsteps on the dirt road behind her. “Or are y’all just stupid?”

There were no houses on this stretch of road; just scrubby pine woods and cotton fields, red clover and poison ivy. Everything they passed was dusty and wilting in the autumn heat.

Rosa could hear Franklin breathing close now. Go away, she wished. Just go. There wasn’t anybody meaner in the whole town of Pine Level, she thought. Maybe in all of Alabama. Why was he always picking on her? She walked on, faster now, holding herself tall. Inside her head, she said Bible verses for strength.

“Uppity, ain’t ya?”

Rosa kept her eyes ahead. Sylvester was crowding near to her, his arm brushing the skirt of her dress. He stumbled as he tried to make his short legs keep up with hers.

“Slow down some,” he whimpered.

“Run, little nigger!” Franklin shouted. He didn’t have to yell it. The hate word slammed into Rosa’s mind and burned in her gut.

Beside Rosa, Sylvester tripped. His knee hit an old brick on the road.

“Ouch!” he yelped.

“Oh, baby fall down.” Franklin laughed cruelly. “Do he want another boo-boo?”

Rosa whipped around, her dark eyes flashing. “Don’t you dare touch my brother!”

“Oh, ho. Now who’s talking proud! I just want to help.” But the look on Franklin’s face meant more trouble. He made a fist and took a step toward them. Before she could think, Rosa picked up the brick that had tripped her brother.

“Leave us be!” she yelled, and brought the brick up by her head, ready to throw. Rosa was trembling all through with anger. Franklin wasn’t going to get away with it—not today. “Go home!” she snarled.

“You couldn’t hurt me with that ol’ brick,” Franklin said. His words were brave, but his pale eyes were wide with surprise. “You’re just a girl.” He was stalling, Rosa could tell. “And,” he said, his voice getting louder, “a scrawny nigger girl at that.”

The word dug into her.

“I been pickin’ cotton all fall,” Rosa said, “I may be little, but my arm’s as strong as your’s has ever been!” She pulled the brick back as if to throw it into his face.

She watched Franklin’s eyes narrow as he looked at her arm. Rosa held her breath. “I ain’t going to get into it with no ten-year-old,” Franklin told her. He took a step back and looked quickly around him.

He’s looking for help, Rosa thought. She forced herself not to smile. She knew she was small for her age. And she was black, too. But she had threatened Franklin. And he was backing off! Rosa stood as tall as she ever had in her life. She felt Sylvester’s hand grab hers.

“Wouldn’t be fair to fight a girl, nohow,” Franklin said. Rosa knew he was just saying it to make himself feel better. He backed down the road, his eyes never leaving the brick in her hand. “You just watch yourself,” he threatened. Finally, he turned and stalked away.

A mockingbird sang in the silence. Rosa let herself grin. She reached down and hugged Sylvester tight. “Time we be going home,” she told him, brushing off his dusty coveralls. “I can’t wait till Mama hears what I did to Big Bad Franklin.”

*  *  *

“You mean to tell me that you stood right up to that white boy?” Mrs. McCauley’s hands were on her hips, her face set and hard. The cackling of chickens floated through the open door of their little farmhouse.

“Yes, ma’am, I did.” Rosa grinned at her mother. She set her school papers on the table and went on. “He made a fist like he would hit me, so I picked up a brick. I even made like I might hit him.” The look on her mother’s face stopped her. Rosa bit her lip.
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“Sylvester,” Mama said, her voice low, “go get some wood for the stove. Mind you don’t fetch yourself a snake instead.”

Sylvester looked at Rosa, then slunk out the door like a dog that had been kicked.

When he was gone, Mrs. McCauley’s quiet anger filled the little wooden house.

“I didn’t throw it at him, Mama, honest I didn’t.”

Mrs. McCauley was still silent. “Mama,” Rosa said, “that boy stopped bothering me right there and then.” It had felt so good to watch Franklin back down. She stood straighter, just thinking about it.

“Rosa Louise McCauley,” Mama’s voice filled the living room. “Are you crazy? You must never, never do that again.”

Rosa looked at her mother’s face and felt all of her pride draining away into the dirt floor beneath her feet. Tears filled her eyes. She started to explain. “But, Mama . . .” Rosa knew not to bother finishing her sentence. Mrs. McCauley was not in a listening mood.

“If any white—boy or girl, man or woman—gives you trouble, Rosa, you make your eyes look down. You be polite. You don’t even think to hit back. And you never answer back.”

Every word hit Rosa’s gut like a fist. “That’s not fair, Mama!” she said.

“No, its not. But that’s how we have to live.” Mrs. McCauley sat down like she was suddenly all worn out. “That’s how it’s been since February 4, 1913, the very day you were born in Tuskeegee. It’s that way all over Alabama. Far as I know, that’s how it is everywhere this side of heaven.”

“It’s not right!”

“Franklin can hurt you, Rosa. Or, next time, maybe his white friends or his papa comes. They can hit you. Or they can do worse, much, much worse.” Mama shook her head. “Remember the men who were hung back last year? White people did those lynchings.”

Mama sighed. “The police did nothin’, Rosa. They never do—not for us coloreds. White murderers will never see justice until Judgment Day.”

Rosa pictured a man from their church. They had found him one morning, hanging from a tree, dead. Whites had done it. “Don’t tell me anymore, Mama!”

“Rosa, is that you, sassing your mama?” Grandma Rose stormed in from the kitchen. Her back was stiff, her voice tight, her eyes full of fire, and she had the switch in her hand.

“No, ma’am,” Rosa said quickly.

“Rosa, here, does not like the idea of turning the other cheek to whites,” Mama said.

“She doesn’t, does she?” The old lady turned to Rosa. “You thank the Lord, girl, that you are living in 1921. It wasn’t that easy for me.”

Rosa’s shoulders fell. Her grandmother had been born a slave. Why hadn’t she held her tongue?

“I’m sorry, Grandma Rose,” she said. “I forgot.”

“You just sit yourself down, girl. We are going to have us a little talk while your mama finishes dinner.” Rosa’s grandmother stared at Mrs. McCauley. “The beans need stirring, Leona, and you need to pack.” Rosa sniffed the air. The scent of sweet potato pie was beginning to float from the kitchen. Her stomach growled.

“Is it time for Mama to leave again?” She sighed. It was good that her mother had a teaching job in a nearby town, but why did she have to live there too?

“Think, Rosa,” Grandma Rose eased her tired bones into a chair. She set the switch on the table and leaned across to bring her face close to Rosa’s. “Your great-grandmother was whipped whenever her owner felt like it,” she said. “She was fed when her owner decided to spare her the food.” The old woman’s voice was rising. “My mama was never given shoes, so she lived her whole life barefoot.”

Rosa sat quietly, her eyes down, listening. How could she have felt bad about a little problem like Franklin’s smart mouth? “Your great-grandmother,” the old woman went on, “was a slave. No education. She had no choices at all. Now, here you are, with plenty to eat, school every day, and living on land we own.” She glared at Rosa. “How dare you say, ‘It’s not fair?’ ”

Rosa felt like crying. It would have hurt less if Grandmother had just used the switch on her.

“My mama was a slave,” Grandmother went on, “and she was a good woman, strong and proud and full of faith.” Rosa waited quietly while Grandmother told the old story, then leaned forward and spread her hands on the wooden table. The good part was coming. “Then President Lincoln set us free,” Grandmother said. “I was four. Mama and Daddy were free, and so was I. No more whippings, praise the Lord.”

“That’s when your daddy made this table, right?” Rosa prompted.

“With his own hands.” Grandmother said. “He carved the pegs to hold it together and fitted them in, tight as nails, so we’d have a proper table to eat on. I can still remember his voice saying grace every meal. . . .” Grandmother’s words trailed off. Rosa tried to imagine how many blessings had been said over the table. All of her life, Grandma Rose had read the Bible to them at the table before meals; then Grandfather had prayed. Rosa could almost feel the Holy Spirit alive in the warm, brown wood.

“Time to clean up for dinner, Rosa. Your granddaddy will be home soon.” Grandma Rose pushed herself to her feet. “You best not be telling him about that Franklin boy. You don’t want to get him riled up.”

Rosa swallowed. Grandmother was right. Grandfather hated whites more than anybody she knew. But it made sense. She walked out into the yard, trying not to think about the stories he’d told of being a slave boy. The beatings. The table scraps he’d gotten to eat—when he was lucky.

“Sylvester!” she called to her brother. That was Grandfather’s name, too, Rosa thought with a start. She hoped her brother wouldn’t get the fiery temper as well. Maybe he wouldn’t if she could keep boys like Franklin from bothering him.

Franklin. The name made her burn inside again. He had no right to pick on them like that. But maybe Mama and Grandma Rose were right. Perhaps there wasn’t anything she could do about it. “Sylvester!” she called again. Her brother hurried from the field, scattering chickens as he ran.

All she could do, Rosa decided, was be good and strong and proud, like Grandma Rose had said, and she would be full of faith, too.

Rosa sat another moment at the table, picturing Franklin walking down the road away from her. She straightened in the chair. For just a few minutes there on that road, she had felt so good. Even if Grandma Rose and Mama were right, there had to be a way to change things. Someday, she promised herself, things will be better.
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TWO SCHOOLS

“PLEASE, MAMA,” ROSA whispered. It hurt to talk aloud. “I really want to go.”

“You look right poorly, Rosa.” Mama held her hand on Rosa’s forehead. “I don’t want you to get run down again.”

Rosa tried to swallow, but it hurt too much. “I don’t feel any worse than usual,” she said. It was true. Rosa’s tonsils were often infected. “And it’s nice out.” She pointed through the window. Sunshine made the leaves glow on the pecan tree. Rosa sighed. “Mama, I don’t want to repeat another year of school.” It was bad enough to be in fifth grade again. If she had to stay home every time she felt sick, she’d never make it to sixth grade! And it was all because of her tonsils. She squeezed her eyes shut and forced herself to swallow.

“Take another biscuit with you then to eat on the way.” Mama said. “You need to keep up your strength.”

Rosa and Sylvester headed toward school, walking on the side of the road. When cars whipped past, Rosa held her loose cotton dress down so the dusty wind couldn’t blow its skirt up. Sylvester threw a stone at a bluejay that was scolding from a fence post. “Sylvester,” Rosa whispered warningly. Her brother grinned and skipped ahead. Rosa tried to keep up, but ran out of breath. The morning was still cool, but the walk felt long today.

“Sylvester,” she croaked. Her brother waited for her to catch up. She offered him the biscuit.

He stared at it for along moment. “Don’t you want it?”

Rosa pointed at her throat and shook her head.

Sylvester bit into Rosa’s snack as the big yellow school bus drove past in a swirl of dust. Half a dozen white children leaned out of the windows. “Get off our road, pickaninnies!” a boy’s voice threatened from the bus. “Ain’t they cute?” a girl’s shrill voice teased. “Uppity coloreds!” someone else yelled. An apple core landed at Rosa’s feet. “Who’s the Chinese?” another boy shouted. Rude laughter floated from the bus. At last it was gone. The grit settled in new patterns in the road.

Rosa looked at Sylvester. His face was even paler than usual as he stared at the dust-covered biscuit. “Who they calling Chinese?” he asked.

Sylvester’s eyes were a little slanted, Rosa thought, but it made him look cute. And his skin was paler than anybody else at the black school. That was a fact. But there was no call to tease him about it. As if the white kids needed a reason to be mean, Rosa reminded herself. “Pay them no mind,” she told her brother.

Sylvester brushed most of the grit off the rest of the biscuit and ate it in one bite. “Why do white children get a bus to ride to school?” he grumbled.

“Don’t you talk with your mouth full,” Rosa scolded. They walked awhile. Only the sound of a meadowlark singing from the fence by the cotton field broke the silence. Finally Rosa answered, “They need a bus because their school is farther away.”

“No, its not.” Sylvester mumbled. “I saw it from Grandfather’s wagon. Their school is big and brick and painted all white. The door has a screen, and there’s even glass in the windows. There’s grass in the yard and flowers and swings hanging from pipes.”

Her brother’s words made Rosa imagine what it would be like to be allowed to go to Pine Level School. She’d passed it, too, and had stared through the windows. She’d seen the bright maps and colorful charts on the walls, and teachers passing out piles of fresh, clean paper to the students. The white children always seemed to have new books, too. She shook her head to clear out the wicked envy that was growing there. Thou shalt not covet, she told herself sternly. It was a blessing that they had a school to go to in Pine Level. Not every town had one for black students.

Sylvester kicked at loose stones as he walked beside her. “Grandfather said he pays the taxes that go to run that white school. He said it’s a crime coloreds aren’t even allowed inside the school they paid for.” Sylvester’s little voice sounded like Grandfather’s, hard and angry.

Rosa thought quickly. “Yes, it is pretty,” she said, “but do you know they have to go to school for nine whole months?” She tried to make it sound miserable. “The whites have to sit indoors and be good and quiet while we are outside, doing what we want.”

“You telling me true?” Sylvester’s feet plodded down the road in time with hers.

“Yes,” Rosa said. She didn’t say that their school, the Spring Hill Church School, started late just so the colored children could work in the cotton fields in the fall. She didn’t say it let out early so the coloreds could weed the cotton seedlings in the spring either. Instead, she said, “Sylvester, we get to be out, listening to birds and playing and fishing. All those months, white children have to sit still with their legs tucked under those silly little desks.”

“Is that why they are so mean to us?” Sylvester asked.

Rosa shrugged. “My throat hurts too much to talk anymore.” She tried to imagine how much more she could learn in an extra four months of school a year. It purely wasn’t fair.

Miss Beulah was ringing the bell from the sagging schoolhouse steps, so they had to hurry by the Mount Zion Church to get to the school. “Morning, ma’am,” Rosa gasped as she rushed past the teacher. Rosa took her place, panting, on the bench between the only other fifth-grade girl and one of the fourth-grade boys. She tucked her lunch pail beneath her feet. Then Rosa smiled a silent hello to the sixth graders sitting on the bench facing her across the room. How she missed studying with those friends! She made herself calm. If she had missed school too often to keep up with them, God must have had a reason for it.

One last boy dashed through the door and hung his hat on the row of pegs on the wall. Before he slid into his place on the bench, he set a shiny apple on the pot-bellied stove. Every day, gifts like this appeared for Miss Beulah. In the winter, of course, the presents sat on her worn old desk, while a wood fire crackled in the stove.

All the students stood as the gray-haired teacher took her place at the front of the room. Rosa tried to make her hands hang as gracefully as her teacher’s. She smoothed her hair, licked her lips, and grinned at the sixth graders again. She loved the moment before school started.

“Good morning, children,” Miss Beulah said.

“Good morning, Miss Beulah,” they all answered together. It was the only time they called her by her formal name. But the opening ceremony was formal. Rosa bowed her head to join in the morning prayer. “Amen!” Sylvester’s voice rang out with the others at the end. Rosa had kept her voice soft. She sang quietly through the hymn, too. Even when her throat felt fine, she wouldn’t sing out. She loved the words, but wished she had been given a more beautiful voice with which to praise the Lord. There would have to be another way to serve, she told herself.

“Y’all may be seated,” Miss Beulah said, then called out, “Opening, please.”

Rosa watched her brother stand up with the other fourth graders. They cleared their throats and glanced at each other. Floorboards creaked under their feet and Rosa held her breath. Would Sylvester remember all the words? Memorizing was hard for him. All on her own, Rosa had tried to learn as many Bible verses as she could. That way they came easy to her mind whenever she needed them. All that practice made learning to recite easier for her.
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