
Worse, African-American customers are 
required to sit in the back. Even then, they have  
to give up their seat regardless of where they sit 
when a white person demands the seat. This practice 
makes me uneasy because it seems so unfair. I’ve 
never asked someone to give up his or her seat  
for me, and yet African-American customers often 
will move once they see me approaching. If they 
don’t, the bus drivers threaten and curse them,  
even though these people paid for their seat! 

Today, I was sitting in the last row occupied by 
white people in the bus when an African-American 
woman boarded. She looked tired as she carefully 
seated herself directly behind me, in the first row 
available to African Americans. She looks exactly 
like Mary, who was in your medical school class last 
year. I wondered idly if this woman was related, 
and a part of me wanted to ask her, but I was too 
embarrassed for her to say anything.

Further along the route, more people boarded, 
and eventually, some people, including white people, 
were standing in the aisle. Suddenly, the bus driver 
pulled to a stop and ordered the African-American 
people to get out of their seats and stand  
so that white people could sit. People  
started to move except one. When  
the driver approached this woman,  
I witnessed an amazing spectacle. 

December 1, 1955

Dear Taylor, 

Today, history happened, and I was there.  
I know you are always saying that I exaggerate,  
but I am not exaggerating today. I am in awe  
of what happened. 

As you know, I am working as a schoolteacher 
in Montgomery, Alabama, which not only is far from 
Ann Arbor, Michigan, but also seems like an entirely 
different world. Do you remember when I told 
you that I ride the Cleveland Avenue bus to and 
from work every day? Unlike in Michigan, seating 
is segregated. That means that people who are 
African American and people who are white  
must sit in separate parts of the bus. 

A Quiet Hero
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them put handcuffs on her. Perhaps they were struck 
by her silent dignity and knew she would not flee, or 
maybe they simply forgot the handcuffs  
in the heat of the moment.

I looked at her waiting patiently in the car, 
composed and staring straight ahead. I thought  
to myself, “She is the symbol of the new age.”  
Even seated, she exuded confidence and  
purpose. She knew she was in the right  
and was just waiting for everyone  
else to follow. May that be  
a lesson to us all, 

Morgan 

She replied to the driver that she would not 
move. Her voice was low and soft, but very firm.  
In contrast, the bus driver started screeching at  
her as he loomed over her to demand why she  
would not stand to give her seat to a white person. 
The bus grew quiet, and all ears were pricked,  
waiting to see what would happen next. 

Speaking even more firmly, she said, “I don’t  
think I should have to stand up.” I will never  
forget those words because they were so simple,  
but the sentiment behind them was very strong.  
Chills ran up the back of my neck, and I knew  
this woman had a spine of steel.

Then instead of driving everyone to the 
scheduled stops, the driver called the police.  
Patrol cars arrived, their lights flashing and their 
sirens screaming. Policemen stomped into the bus and 
confronted the woman. One 
of them told her that it was 
the law for her to move, and 
he started to yank her out 
of the seat, but instead she 
stood. One policeman seized 
her shopping bag, the other 
grabbed her purse, and 
she led them off the bus to 
a patrol car. I never saw 

© Learning A–Z  All rights reserved.  
www.readinga-z.com 2

DID YOU
KNOW?

Rosa Parks is credited with bringing about the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott, in which more than 
40,000 African Americans refused to ride 
buses until segregation on buses ended. This 
protest cost the bus companies a lot of money 
because 75 percent of their customers had 
been African American. Thirteen months after 
the protest began, the U.S. Supreme Court 
declared segregation on buses unconstitutional.
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“Sweet girl, you are too cold. Take this hat, and 
I will tell you a story of another night that was even 
colder than it is now.” Dōh nodded absentmindedly, 
still believing that this was just a dream.

“At the top of this mountain lives a very poor 
couple. They make a meager living knitting hats to 
sell at the market at the bottom of the mountain.

“One particular morning, the woman woke early 
and opened the rice bucket to find only three grains 
of rice. She shook her head at the lack of food, 
especially so close to New Year’s Day. She wanted  
to make a large rice cake to usher in prosperity  
and joy in the coming year, but unless the man could 
sell many hats, she knew that would be impossible. 

“The man, who knew the woman’s feelings, put 
his hand on her shoulder and reminded her of all the 
gifts they did have: good health, joyful conversation, 
and a roof over their heads. She smiled back at him 
and sent him on his way, wishing him a safe journey.

“As soon as the man had left, snow began to 
dance around him, buoying his spirits and making 
him feel like this coming year was going to be a 
special one. However, the man could find no buyers 
for his hats at the market. Then the snow began  
to fall in earnest, and so the man packed up early 
and began to trudge homewards. 

“Ah, little traveler come sit beside me and let us 
protect you from the blinding snow and driving  
wind of this blizzard.”

The smallest statue beckoned, and even though 
Dōh thought it was a hallucination brought on by the 
freezing temperatures, she followed. She curled into 
a ball at the foot of the statue and the wind seemed 
to lessen. The other statues had moved from their 
platforms to form a protective circle around her.  
The littlest statue spoke again.

The 
Winter  
of Our  

New Hats
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“As I unloaded rice, a large rice cake, and 
several bags of gold coins, a few of coins clinked 
together, waking the woman. We moved off down the 
mountain, hoping not to be seen, but statues move 
slowly. So when the woman opened the door to see 
what the fuss was about, she saw us. I turned and 
bowed to her. When she looked at us and then down 
at the gifts, she was speechless. 

“Those hats, Dōh, we now give to other travelers 
who pass. They will keep you warm on your trip up 
the mountain to visit your aunt and uncle. Give them 
our good wishes and let them know that their brave 
gift benefits people still.”

“As he climbed the mountain, he struggled 
against the wind and the snow. The snow grew 
deeper with each passing minute. Each step was  
a battle. He fought to find firm footholds, and the 
wind whipped his backpack back and forth, almost 
pulling him off the mountain. 

“The man passed us, then backtracked, and he 
stood looking at us for a while. Though curious, we 
said nothing. Then he opened his pack and said, ‘On 
a night like this, no one should be outside. I cannot 
bring you inside, but take these hats to ward off some 
of this bitter cold.’ The man brushed the thick snow 
off our heads and pulled the woolen hats over our 
heads. When he came to the last statue, he found 
that he had no more hats, so he removed the one 
from his head and pulled it over mine. 

“We all turned to watch 
the man slowly walk away, 
his head down and his arms 
crossed in front of him, trying 
to make himself as small as 
possible. The hats were very 
well made, and we became 
warmer immediately. In the 
morning, we set off up the 
mountain to leave gifts  
at his door. 

DID YOU
KNOW?

In many different 
cultures, New Year’s Day 
is celebrated with special 
foods. In Japan, people 
make a sweet rice cake 
called mochi. In China, 
people eat “year cakes” 
made out of rice. In 
Brazil, people eat lentils 
and rice as the first meal 
of the new year.
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and sniff out his intentions, I found only a tent and 
the remains of a fire. On my way back, I found myself 
face to face with a woman in buckskins and long, 
flowing black hair tied with a bright blue ribbon. She 
nodded and I, speechless, could do nothing but nod 
dumbly back.

The third oddity was the group of men whose 
riverboat ran aground on the sandbar. The men 
refused to come into town and stay at the hotel until 
their boat was repaired. They also refused to let the 
local boatmen assist with the repairs. Each time we 
met, they were unfailingly polite, but they always  
stood up hurriedly, and each time they moved  
in front of a peculiar black box covered in iron  
and closed with no fewer than four locks.

Then two otherworldly things happened.  
First, some of Farmer McWiggan’s apple trees went  
missing. Round tracks led from the field to the river’s 
edge. No footprints of man or animal, nor any tool 
marks, nor evidence of a boat could be found. 
McWiggan said the only thing he heard in the night 
was seven eerie screams, the same number of trees 
he had. The same day, all the honey disappeared from 
Widow Johnson’s three bee boxes. When she opened 
the boxes, they had been cleaned out as though 
they had never been used. I wasn’t sure what the 
connection between the trees and the honey was, but 
the widow reported that she had heard three screams. 

It is true that the frontier along the mighty Mississippi 
can be a strange place. As far as it goes, though, 
I am the law in our little riverside town, but frankly 
there is little for me to do. Though, lately, we’ve seen 
some odd goings on. 

The first oddity was the screaming, not 
your normal yee-ouch that emerges when 
you unexpectedly trip; but rather a prolonged 
eeeeoooooeeeeeeeiiiiyah, a cross between a yelp 
and a screech that seemed to say “Help” and “Here 
I come!” The first time, it was heard in the Lawson’s 
field; yet when Lawsons ran out to help, they could 
find no one. It happened a second time outside 
the General Store and ten townspeople ran out 
to help, but again they found nothing. After word 
got around, no one responded to the screaming 
anymore even though it was heard periodically.

The second oddity was the deserted campsite. 
Reports of a campsite and a person in buckskins 
had me on guard. When I went to introduce myself 

  The
Screaming
 Mystery 
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happily on their ill-gotten gains. If it hadn’t been  
for Sal Fink, they would have gotten away with it too. 
Sal, known for her eerie scream that has the power 
to make animals and plants do things they otherwise 
wouldn’t, had tracked the men. When she used honey 
to glue them to the trees, they began screaming, but 
their screams were ignored because we had become 
so used to her screams. 

I went to thank Sal and offer her a reward for 
putting herself at risk and heroically capturing the 
thieves. However, the modesty that had made her 
keep her actions secret now had made her seek 
seclusion once again. The small campsite in the woods 
had been cleared out. The only evidence left of this 
amazing person was a blue hair ribbon carefully  
tied and left on a stump.

I heard screams the next night. However, like 
Johnson and McWiggan, at first I just turned over 
and thought nothing of it. Then, I got up to check that 
my vegetable garden wasn’t harmed, and everything 
looked fine. I figured if there was excitement, I’d be 
the first to know about it the next day. 

The next morning, however, I received a call 
that put everything into perspective. I gathered a 
group of hardy townspeople. We hightailed it down 
to the men’s camp at the edge of the river. There we 
found seven apple trees arranged in a circle, each 
with a man glued to the trunk, and in the middle 
three strong chests with the label of the name of a 
bank clearly visible. Turns out the bank robbers had 
planned to paddle down the river to escape and live 

DID YOU
KNOW?

Sal Fink was not a real person. She is a 
character whose many exploits up and down 
the river have been told again and again. 
According to some tales, she was known as the 
Mississippi Screamer because of her bellow. In 
the tales, she regularly duels with thunderbolts 
and rides the river on the back of an alligator.
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When John Henry was a little baby,
Sitting on his daddy’s knee,
He picked up a hammer and a little piece of steel
Said, “Hammer’s gonna be the death of me, yes, yes,
Hammer’s gonna be the death of me.”

John Henry drove steel on the Southern, 
He drove steel on the C&O, 
He drove steel for that Big Ben Tunnel,
Well now steel driving end John you know, yes, yes,
Steel driving end John you know.

Well, the captain loved to see John Henry, 
One and all loved to hear him sing, 
But most of all what the paymaster loved,
He just loved to hear John Henry’s hammer ring, yes, yes,
Loved to hear John Henry’s hammer ring.

The Captain said to John Henry, 
Gonna bring that steam drill ‘round,
Gonna bring that steam drill out on the job, 
Gonna whop that steel on down yes, yes!
Gonna whop that steel on down.

John Henry told his captain
“A man ain’t nothin’ but a man
But before I let your steam drill beat me down
I’ll die with a hammer in my hand, yes, yes!
I’ll die with a hammer in my hand.”

John Henry is an American folk hero whose  
strength and swiftness as a hammer man was  
proven when he won a race against a steam  
powered hammer. Even though he died shortly  
after the race, his victory inspires all those who  
believe that greatness is found in hard work.

The Ballad of  
John Henry
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John Henry hammered in the mountain, 
His hammer was striking fire, 
But he worked so hard, he broke his poor heart,
He laid down his hammer and he died, yes, yes,
He laid down his hammer and he died. 

Well, every Monday morning, 
When the bluebirds start to sing, 
You can hear John Henry a mile or more, 
You can hear his hammer ring, yes, yes, 
You can hear his hammer ring.

And now all the men sing this song, 
Like Henry, our hammers clang along, 
Through the mountain straight, we build the railroad, 
We lay these tracks all day long, yes, yes,
We lay these tracks all day long.

John Henry started out on the right hand, 
The steam drill started on the left.
“Captain, you can surely bet on me, 
For I’ll beat it to the bottom or I’ll die, yes, yes,
For I’ll beat it to the bottom or I’ll die.”

The man that invented the steam drill, 
Thought he was mighty fine, 
But John Henry drove fifteen feet and
The steam drill only made nine, yes, yes,
The steam drill only made nine.

Oh the Captain said to John Henry, 
I believe this mountain’s sinking in,”
John Henry said to the Captain, 
Ain’t nothing but my hammer sucking wind, yes, yes,
Ain’t nothing but my hammer sucking wind.

Sun shined hot and burning,
There wasn’t a breeze at all, 
Sweat ran down like water down a hill,
The day John Henry let his hammer fall, yes, yes,
The day John Henry let his hammer fall.

DID YOU
KNOW?

The C&O Railway wanted its track to go through a mountain. 
It took 1,000 men more than three years to finish.
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“We are Greeks on our way home from Troy. 
We’ve just survived a terrible storm. Will you offer 
hospitality or will you beg the wrath of Zeus?”

“The cyclops are all more powerful than the 
puny god Zeus. Here is my hospitality.”

The pounding in my brain had barely ceased 
when I saw the creature club two of my men 
against the floor. Our pleas to Zeus went unheeded 
as Polyphemus swallowed them whole. He smacked 
his lips, washing our friends down with fresh milk. 

I would have slain Polyphemus this very  
night, but I realized that only he has the  
strength to roll away the boulder.  
I will attempt sleep; perhaps  
the morning will bring  
better fortune.

O.

Sun’s day
We arrived on the mainland without incident and 

made our way to a cave I wanted to explore. It was 
enormous — so large that we could not see the end 
when we looked in from the entrance. Inside, we 
found many enclosures and great rounds of cheese 
in large stacks against the walls. The crew wanted  
to organize and tote our new-found bounty to the 
ship. I overrode the men because I was so intrigued 
by who or what lived there. 

The men and I took up position in the cave  
to watch. I was astounded when a one-eyed  
giant, or cyclops, named Polyphemus arrived home 
with his sheep, rolled an enormous boulder over 
the entrance, and began separating the sheep, 
preparing to milk them. Only when he built the fire 
to make his dinner did he realize he was not alone.

“Who are you?” Polyphemus demanded. He 
roared each of his words, and the cave echoed  
so loudly that his question pounded into my brain. 

Odysseus  
and the Cyclops
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rolled away the boulder for light. He blocked the 
doorway while searching with his hands, trying to feel 
for us. Seeing our chance, we tied ourselves under 
the sheep so that even if the cyclops felt the tops  
of the animals as they left the cave, he would not 
know we were there. 

Once free from the cave, we ran to the ship as 
fast as possible and got safely aboard. I taunted the 
creature, telling him that I, Odysseus, had beaten 
him, a cyclops. He flung rocks in our direction even 
as my crew tried to hush me. It was only after a rock 
splashed water onto the deck of our ship that I saw 
the wisdom in their admonishments; yet the thrill of 
victory thrummed in my chest as we sailed away, 
eager to see what the next day would bring. 

O.

Moon’s day
This morning looked very bleak when Polyphemus 

consumed two more of us for his breakfast. 
Afterward, he rolled away the boulder, led his flock 
to graze, and rolled the boulder back over the cave 
entrance. My crew found a stout tree trunk and 
whittled away a sharp point at one end. Concealing 
the stick, we awaited the return of Polyphemus. The 
next part of the plan relied only on my wits, but I 
have faced stronger villains and am very cunning. 

I offered Polyphemus a drink with his dinner. This 
drink makes men very sleepy, so my crew consumes  
it sparingly, usually watering it down when we do.  
I offered the drink at full strength to the cyclops,  
and Polyphemus greedily drank all of it. He demanded 
to know my name and I replied, “Nobody.” Before  
he succumbed to sleep, he told me that  
as a favor he would eat me last!

When he was asleep, I 
signaled to my men, and they 
brought out the sharpened 
stick to heat it in the fire. 
With every man gripping the 
scorching stick, we rammed  
it into Polyphemus’s eye.  
His loud bellowing shook  
the earth, and Polyphemus 

DID YOU
KNOW?

Odysseus is a Greek hero whose return 
from the Trojan War takes ten years 
that are filled with many adventures. 
The word odyssey in English is based on 
the name of a long Greek poem that 
tells of Odysseus’s lengthy journey. An 
odyssey is a voyage marked by many 
changes of fortune.
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Student ReSponSe Sheet  IndIvIdual ReadIng

Text Type Character’s Strengths Theme

Key Question

How can an author’s choice of text type reinforce ideas or themes 
in a story?

On Your Own

1.  Read the Key Question. Then read the passage. Look for details about 
the text type, character’s strengths, and theme. Circle or underline these 
details in the story. 

2.  Now look back at the passage. Write the details you circled or underlined 
in the chart below and the theme of the passage.

3.  Reread the Key Question. Decide how the text type of the passage helps to 
communicate the theme. Use your thinking and details from the passage 
to answer the Key Question.

My First Answer
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Student ReSponSe Sheet  Team Discussion

Text Type Character’s Strengths Theme

Key Question

How can an author’s choice of text type reinforce ideas or themes 
in a story?

Share Your Ideas

Meet with your team. Talk about each story your team read.

1.  Share the text type of the story you read and a brief summary. Discuss the 
chart you made.

2.  Look at all the charts your team made. Compare the text type and theme 
in each of your stories. Answer these questions together. 

	 •		How	are	the	themes	in	the	stories	alike?	How	are	they	different?

	 •		How	are	the	text	types	in	the	stories	alike?	How	are	they	different?

 Next, complete the chart below. Use details from each person’s passage.

Answer the Key Question

Review the details on your team’s chart. As a team, write an answer to the 
Key Question. Use the details from the stories to support your answer.

How can an author’s choice of text type reinforce ideas or themes 
in a story?

Our Team’s Answer
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