
1500s –First enslaved Africans are brought to 
North America.

1619 – African slaves arrive in Jamestown, VA.

1775 – American Revolutionary War begins.

1776 – Declaration of Independence is signed.

1782 – America secures its independence from 
England. Over a half of a million people residing 
in the 13 colonies are African Americans, most of 
them slaves.

1789 - George Washington, a slave owner,
 becomes the first President of the United States.

1791 – The Bill of Rights is ratified but fails to 
grant equal individual rights to women, Native 
Americans, and slaves.

1794 – Eli Whitney receives his patent for a 
cotton gin, increasing the demand for slave 
labor to fuel the South’s economy.
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1800 to 1859 – A New Nation 

1808 - Thomas Jefferson, a slave owner, 
becomes President. The United States bans 
importation of slaves from Africa.

1812 – America fights the British Empire over 
trade restrictions. African Americans fight on 
both sides, as both sides promised freedom for 
their service. Despite the promises, victory by the 
Americans did not provide greater economic 
opportunities for freeman nor emancipation for 
slaves.

1817 - Frederick Douglas, influential social 
reformer, abolitionist, orator, writer, and 
statesman, is born. His accomplishments disprove 
the argument that slaves lacked the intellectual 
capacity to function as independent American 
citizens.

1849 – Harriet Tubman escapes slavery and helps 
free at least 70 others by hiding them in private 
homes, a network dubbed the Underground 
Railway.

The information shown here in no way represents all 
of the individuals and events relating to civil rights 
in America or the history of the United States.  This 
does, however, highlight many of the people and 
events considered pivotal in our history.

1500 to 1799 – Colonial America1500



1955 – A white Montgomery, AL bus driver 
orders Rosa Parks, an African American seamstress, 
to give up her seat to a white man. She is arrested 
for violating the city’s segregation ordinance.

Montgomery activists rally support for a boycott 
of all Montgomery city buses. On Monday, 
December 5, 1955 some 30,000 African Americans, 
with Martin Luther King Jr. as their leader, boycott 
Montgomery buses. King’s home is dynamited 
and his family’s safety threatened, but the 
boycott is successful. Montgomery buses were 
desegregated on December 21, 1956.

1956 – Life magazine hires black photographer 
Gordon Parks to do a photo essay about segrega-
tion in the Deep South.

1957 – In response to Southern state and local 
laws which put up obstacles against black voters, 
the Eisenhower administration enacts a Civil 
Rights Act. Under this law, anyone trying to 
prevent anyone else from voting was subject to 
federal prosecution.

1957 – Nine high school students are refused 
entry into an all-white school in Little Rock, AK. 
A week later, President Dwight Eisenhower 
orders federal troops to escort the students to 
and from class.

1957 – Sixty black ministers and civil rights 
leaders form the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC) in Atlanta, GA, to build on the 
success of the Montgomery bus boycott.

1961 – The federal government, once again, is 
forced to intervene when white and black young 
people, dubbed the Freedom Riders, organize 
integrated bus trips to test enforcement of court 
orders prohibiting segregation in interstate bus 
terminals. When Alabama civil authorities fail to 
protect the Riders from violent mobs, U.S. 
Marshals step in.

1950 to 1999 – Mid-Century and Cold  
                           War

1963 – The 250,000-member March on Washington 
advocates for the civil and economic rights of 
African Americans. Standing in front of the Lincoln 
Memorial, Martin Luther King, Jr. delivers his 
historic “I Have a Dream” speech, calling for an 
end to racism.

1963 – On Sunday, September 15, three members 
of the Ku Klux Klan plant 19 sticks of dynamite 
under the stairs outside the basement of the 
16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, AL. 
At 10:22 a.m. the bomb explodes, killing four 
young girls and injuring 22 others.

In response to the bombing, the Reverend 
Martin Luther King Jr. tells Governor George 
Wallace, in a telegraph, “The blood of our 
children is on your hands.”

1963 – Martin Luther King, Jr. writes the “Letter 
from the Birmingham Jail” while he is imprisoned 
for participating in nonviolent demonstrations 
against segregation.

1964 – America enters the war against communist 
Vietnam. African Americans represent 23% of all 
combat troops fighting in American service.

1964 – Congress passes the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 outlawing discrimination based on race, 
color, religion, sex or national origin.

1964 – Martin Luther King, Jr. wins the Nobel 
Prize for Peace.          



1901 – The Alabama Constitution is adopted, 
legalizing racist practices initiated during slavery 
and reconstruction.

1909 – The National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) is 
founded in New York City.

1914 – World War I begins, and more than 
380,000 African Americans serve in the U.S. 
Army in racially segregated units.

1920 – The 19th Amendment is added to the 
Constitution, granting women the right to vote.

1929 – The U.S. Stock Market crashes.

1935 – President Franklin D. Roosevelt signs the 
Social Security Act into law.

1939 – The movie, Gone with the Wind, 
romanticizes the roles of blacks and whites in 
the pre-Civil War South.

1939 - World War II begins. More than 2.5 
million African Americans, men and women, 
serve in racially segregated units.

1941 – The Tuskegee Airman, a squadron of 
black military aviators, is formed as part of the 
U. S. Army Air Corps. The Airmen flew more 
than 15,000 sorties during the war.

1942 – The first internment camp opens to 
segregate Japanese Americans from the rest of 
the U.S. population during the war.

1945 – World War II ends. After helping liberate 
the world from Nazism and Fascism, black 
service men and women return to a segregated 
U.S.

1950 - The Korean War begins. Segregation in 
the U.S. military ends with the disbanding of the 
all-Black 24th Infantry Regiment which had 
served in the Spanish American War, World War I 
and World War II.

1954 – The U.S. Supreme Court holds in Brown 
v. Board of Education of Topeka that racial 
segregation of children in public schools was 
unconstitutional, ending “separate but equal.”

1860 to 1899 – Civil War and 
                               Reconstruction

1861 – Seven Southern states, including 
Alabama, secede from the Union and form the 
Confederate States of America. The Civil War 
begins.

1863 – President Lincoln delivers the Gettysburg 
Address, proclaiming that the soldiers who 
sacrificed their lives on the Gettysburg 
battlefield had not died in vain, that their country 
“conceived in liberty and dedicated to the 
proposition that all men are created equal,” 
would experience a new birth of freedom after 
the war.

1865 – Abraham Lincoln is assassinated on April 
15, 1865. The Civil War ends three weeks later.

1865 – The 13th Amendment is added to the 
Constitution, abolishing slavery in the U.S. Four 
million people are freed.

1865 – Reconstruction, an effort to reintegrate 
the South into the Union, begins. While 
advancements for African Americans occur 
immediately after the war, many were lost 
during the “Jim Crow” era when state and local 
governments passed laws segregating the races.

1865 – The Ku Klux Klan, a white supremacist 
hate group, is organized in Pulaski, Tennessee.

1868 – The 14th Amendment was added to the 
Constitution, granting citizenship to all persons 
born or naturalized in the U.S.

1870 - The 15th Amendment was added to the 
Constitution prohibiting governments from 
denying U.S. citizens the right to vote based on 
race, color, or past servitude.

1886 – The Statue of Liberty is dedicated.

1892 – Ellis Island opens to receive immigrants.

1896 – The U.S. Supreme Court sanctions racial 
segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson, holding that 
facilities for blacks and whites could be 
“separate but equal.”

1900 to 1949 – Progressive Era and            
                           World Wars



              

1965 – President Lyndon Baines Johnson signs 
Medicaid and Medicare into law.

1965 – On March 7th, a Sunday, six hundred 
people begin a 54-mile, nonviolent march from 
Selma to Montgomery, AL in support of equal 
voting rights. In route, they are attacked by 
white mobs and the police. The marchers’ 
persistence and sacrifice during this “Bloody 
Sunday” leads to the passage of the 1965 federal 
Voting Rights Act.

1968 – Martin Luther King Jr. is assassinated in 
Memphis, TN.

1986 – President Ronald Reagan signs a law 
making every third Monday of January “Martin 
Luther, Jr. King Day.”

1991 – President George Bush signs the Civil 
Rights Act of 1991 allowing damages for cases of 
intentional employment discrimination.

2002 - The final Birmingham Ku Klux Klan 
member to be brought to trial for the 1963 16th 
Street Baptist Church bombing is found guilty of 
four murders and sentenced to life in prison.

2008 – African American Barack H. Obama is 
elected 44th President of the United States.

2013 – “Black Lives Matter” is conceived as a 
nonviolent movement to protest police brutality 
against blacks and all racially-based violence.

2020 – George Floyd is murdered by a Minnesota 
police officer, sparking the largest civil rights 
protests in American history since the movement 
began. People take to the streets to urge police 
reform, removal of Confederate War monuments 
and an end to systemic racism.

2020 – Kamala Harris is the first woman, the first 
Asian American, and the first African American 
ever to be elected as Vice President of the United 
States.

2020


