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Civil Rights Movement 

 By Midshipman Christian Thompson ‘23 

It was 1952 in Mobile, AL, a part of the country known for high racial tensions. A young black 

boy and his mother wait at a bus stop. When the bus comes the kid quickly runs onto the bus and 

sits behind the bus driver saying, “Hello Sir.” Promptly, his mother says “get up! We have to go 

to the back of the bus.” To her surprise, the bus driver responded, “It’s alright, the bus isn’t 

crowded today” and proceeded to chat with the boy until they arrived at their destination. That 

young black boy was my grandfather. Many others, including me, would have expected this 

story to end with the bus driver angrily yelling “Get to the back of the bus n****r before I call 

the cops” or at the very least a hostile comment. In interviewing three of my grandparents, their 

stories brought similar and different outlooks from different locations regarding the Civil Rights 

Movement. The Civil Rights Movement was a struggle for social justice that took place during 

the 1950s and 1960s for Black Americans to achieve equality. My grandparents’ shared 

experiences and differences during the Civil Rights Movement highlight the importance of 

gratitude and perseverance, two qualities my family preaches to this very day. 

 Maria Carter, my grandmother on my mom’s side, grew up in Mobile, AL and was born 

to a biracial mother and black father. My great-great-grandmother was raped by a white man and 

died after giving birth to my great-grandmother. Despite this tragic event, my grandmother 

depicts my great-grandmother as a strong woman who worked for everything she had. In fact, 

with my great-grandfather, she raised 14 kids, her farm animals, and created essential items like 

soap. My grandmother says a lot of her perseverance was gained from seeing the example set by 

her mother. My grandmother explained having biracial parents was not unheard of during this 

time but noted they were not treated any better because of it.  
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In 1924, Virginia legislated a Racial Integrity Act which applied the famous “one-drop 

rule” which automatically assigned mix raced children to the ethnic group with lower status. 1  

This act was popular throughout many southern states until the popular court case Loving v. 

Virginia. This court case involving the marriage of African-American Mildred Jeter and white 

man, Richard Loving and went up to the Supreme Court. 2  It is important to note that even if my 

great grandmother’s mother and the assailant were in a proper relationship it was illegal for them 

to be married before this court case. The 1967 ruling of Loving v. Virginia invalidated state laws 

forbidding interracial marriage on the basis that race was not the “all-encompassing physical 

phenomenon nineteenth-century racialist thinkers had assumed it to be.”3  

 Moreover, Maria Carter remembers segregation very vividly. She says that blacks could 

not use the same bathrooms, water faucets or eat at the same restaurants. I was not surprised by 

this answer, as I knew southern states were under Jim Crow laws. Jim Crow laws were state 

constitutional legislation mandating the segregation of public schools, public places and 

transportation. I was surprised at how little contact she had with white people. In her own words, 

“the only white person that came to the black area was the tax and insurance men.” I asked her, 

“How did it feel to be separated from white people in all facets of life.” She said she was 

indifferent. I believe her indifference comes from only experiencing this way of life, so she 

didn’t long for desegregation in schools. With that being said, she was indifferent toward 

segregation, but as she grew older she gained animosity towards white people due to experiences 

 
1 Afful, Stephanie E., Corinne Wohlford, and Suzanne M. Stoelting. “Beyond ‘Difference’: Examining the Process 

and Flexibility of Racial Identity in Interracial Marriages.” Journal of Social Issues 71, no. 4 (December 2015): 

659–74. doi:10.1111/josi.12142. 
2 “Loving V. Virginia in a Post-Racial World: Rethinking Race, Sex, and Marriage.” Harvard Law Review 126, no. 1 

(November 2012): 407. https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph&AN=83479102&site=ehost-

live. 
3 Harvard Law Review, “Loving V. Virginia 
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and big news. For example, in the 1950s she participated in a local sit-in at a restaurant in 

Alabama, called Woolworth where hot coffee was thrown on her, she was called derogatory 

terms and was spit on. Sit-ins were non-violent protests during the Civil Rights Movement where 

blacks would sit down in restaurants and refuse to get up unless they were served. This reminded 

me of the famous Greensboro (N.C.) sit-in where four black college students took seats at a 

lunch counter where the waiter said “we don’t serve negroes here.”4 Similarly to my 

grandmother, they refused to get up and were eventually beaten and thrown out of the store.5 The 

resiliency my grandmother and the people alongside her showed to not respond violently in this 

situation is extremely motivating to say the least. Maria Carter did this in order to contribute to 

the non-violent protest being emphasized by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Non-violent protest also 

referred to as “passive resistance” became a driving force of the Civil Rights Movement.6 

Additionally, the murder of Dr. King created chaos in Mobile, AL. She states that businesses 

were being set on fire by blacks and some whites began burning crosses in some of her 

neighbors’ yards. Following the riots, she moved to New York which she described as being “a 

breath of fresh air” from the South. In other words, segregated bathrooms and restaurants were 

no more. Being from Alabama, she explains she was still instinctually on guard against whites, 

so the new friendliness caught her off guard. When asked what would she tell my generation 

about the Civil Rights Movement she says laughing “y’all have it very good compared to how 

we had it, so be grateful.”  

 
4 “The Greensboro Sit-Ins: Nearly Four Decades Ago, Four Well-Mannered, Well- Dressed, and Courteous Black 

College Kids Launched a Lunch Counter Revolution in the United States.” The Journal of Blacks in Higher 

Education, no. 15 (1997): 135–135. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2962722. 
5 The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education 
6 Ling, Peter. “We Shall Overcome: Peter Ling Analyses Martin Luther King’s Involvement with Non-Violent 

Protest in the USA. (Profiles in Power).” History review (Bedford, England) (2003): 29–. 
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 The young black boy mentioned previously, is my grandfather, Eugene Carter who also 

grew up in Mobile, AL. The bus event depicted above predates the famous Rosa Parks stand in 

1955 to not give up her seat to a white man when asked to move to the back of the bus. Her 

bravery led to the Montgomery Bus Boycott of thousands of black citizens. Similarly, to his 

future wife, the memory of segregated water fountains, bathrooms, and other aspects of Jim 

Crow law remain clear. For example, in 1958, he remembers he had to order from the back of a 

Dairy Queen because he was not allowed to go in from the front. On the contrary from my 

grandmother, he was in contact with white people at an earlier age. When asked would he 

consider them his friends he quickly said “no, but I was not treated poorly by them.” Unlike 

future Mrs. Carter, he was not a believer in the non-violent protest by Dr. King. Instead, he 

followed Dr. King’s counterpart, Civil Rights activist, Malcolm X who believed “If the Man puts 

a hand on you—send him to the cemetery.”7 My grandfather agreed with this view because he 

believed in the basic human right of self-defense which many others agreed with as well despite 

King’s rejection of violence.  

In 1962, Eugene and some friends hitchhiked from Prichard, AL to Selma, AL. They 

were given rides by both white and black people. This story is shocking because I thought this 

would be a recipe for trouble in such a prejudiced state.  He says the only time he was worried 

was walking through an all-white neighborhood from 3 a.m. to 4 a.m. because they were unable 

to find a ride. Luckily, they passed safely and arrived in Selma. Next, I asked my grandpa what 

he thought of Dr. Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights Movement as a whole. As stated 

above he did not agree with the non-violent protest but got more involved after hearing some of 

Dr. King’s speeches. This brings a perspective that many people were focused on their own 

 
7 Ling, 29-. 
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everyday life and some were not fully aware of the monumental impact the Civil Rights 

Movement was having, until big events such as Dr. King’s speeches. In July of 1965, Eugene 

Carter moved to Los Angeles. A month later, riots broke out over a series of grievances centered 

around racial tension which became known as the Watts riots. African-Americans were 

frustrated about poverty, prejudice, and police injustice over a long period.8 However, the riot 

sparked when police officer Lee Minikus attempted to arrest Marquette Frye for driving drunk in 

the Watts neighborhood.9 A crowd gathered during Frye’s arrest which was the catalyst for 

looting and burning stores in Watts.10 My grandpa stated, “I remember driving up to where the 

riots were happening with a friend and saw people running out of stores with TVs and radios.” 

Comparably to his future wife’s move to New York, he describes California as much safer than 

Alabama and has no segregated facilities. My grandfathers’ words of advice to me were to take 

full advantage of the opportunities I am given and that because of the sacrifices made in the Civil 

Rights Movement the sky is the limit.  

 Lastly, my grandmother on my father’s side, Ms. Thompson started her Civil Rights story 

in 1960 when she arrived in Washington, D.C., from Grenada. In 1963, she attended the famous 

March on Washington where about 250,000 people gathered to protest continuing inequalities 

faced by African Americans.11 Also, it was the location of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr’s famous 

“I Have A Dream” speech. She described the march as an emotional and an unforgettable 

experience. After that, her goal was then to get an education from Howard University, one of the 

 
8 Gerald Naughton. “The Moynihan Report, the Watts Riots, and the Tropes of Reconstruction.” Intersections 

(București), no. 20 (2018): 40–66. 
9 Naughton, 45 
10Naughton, 45 
11 author 1, Conklin, Wendy. Civil Rights Movement Ebook. Primary Source Readers. Huntington Beach, CA: 

Teacher Created Materials, 2008. 

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=259959&site=ehost-live. 
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premier black universities at that time which she achieved. She described the mid to late 1960s 

as turbulent times. She remembers the impact of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 put in place by 

President Lyndon B. Johnson that prohibited discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or 

national origin.12 However, the famous Selma march of 1965 followed due to Montgomery, AL 

obstructing black people’s ability to vote. Dr. King and other famous people like John Lewis and 

Stokely Carmichael encountered extreme violence during the march in an event known as 

Bloody Sunday.13 Like the stories shared by my other grandparents, massive unrest followed in 

D.C with the death of Dr. Martin Luther King in 1968. Dr. King was assassinated by a gunman 

while standing on a balcony outside his hotel.14 After his death, riots broke out all over the 

country which is known as the King Riots.15 In her words, even after the initial King Riots “the 

violence continued; after several court battles, and more unjust situations there was finally a 

calm.” To explain, by calm she means overall rebuilding began. Schools began integration, 

Hollywood opened up to black actors, poets and many other opportunities for African-Americans 

arose. The words of wisdom from my grandma to me were the same she passed down to my 

father, being “Work hard, get a job, get an education, be respectful and be self-sufficient. Don’t 

beg. Create the life you want and help others in the process and lastly, love everybody.” She 

believes in being grateful for what you have and that you can persevere through anything if you 

keep God first and work hard!  

 The Civil Rights Movement marks more than a decade-long campaign by African 

Americans and their allies to end racial discrimination and inequality in America. From 

 
12 Conklin, 23. 
13 Conklin, 23. 
14 Ling, 29-. 
15 Ling, 29-. 
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Alabama, New York, California, and Washington, D.C., my grandparents’ experiences 

throughout the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s built the qualities of gratitude and 

perseverance that live on in my family today.  It is through their sacrifices and struggles that I am 

able to be in my blessed position today. There final comments in each interview revolved around 

not taking opportunities for granted and pushing through adversity to achieve your goals. These 

are values that I saw in my parents and that I hope to be able to give to my children. My goal is 

for this legacy they started to be upheld and elevated by each generation to come. 

This essay was originally by Midshipman Thompson for HH216 - The West and the Modern World taught 

by Professor Tom McCarthy.  
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