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Why were Black women’s stories overlooked in the Montgomery bus boycott? 
First read the “Framing the Historical Controversy” section. Then read and analyze the 
following documents to consider the above question. 
 
Framing the Historical Controversy: “More Than A Seat on a Bus” 

The arrest of Mrs. Rosa Parks in Montgomery, Alabama… We all know 
the popular story of what happened on that cold December day in 1955. Indeed, 
it has become an American myth. A soft-spoken seamstress with tired feet 
refused to move to the back of the bus to make room for a white man. Her 
spontaneous action and subsequent arrest sparked a yearlong boycott of the 
city’s buses that brought down Jim Crow in the cradle of the Confederacy. And 
the path to black equality was cleared. 

But that story, of Rosa Parks tiptoeing into history, both oversimplifies the 
deep roots of the boycott and disregards the bold actions of the many black 
women who made the Montgomery movement about more than a seat on a bus. 
In truth, the Montgomery Bus Boycott was a protest against racial and sexual 
violence, and Rosa Parks’s arrest on December 1, 1955 was but one act in a life 
devoted to the protection and defense of black people generally, and black 
women specifically. Indeed, the bus boycott was, in many ways, the precursor to 
the #SayHerName twitter campaigns designed to remind us that the lives of 
black women matter. 

In 1997, an interviewer asked Joe Azbell, former city editor of the 
Montgomery Advertiser, who was the most important person in the bus boycott. 
Surprisingly, he did not say Rosa Parks. “Gertrude Perkins,” he said, “is not even 
mentioned in the history books, but she had as much to do with the bus boycott 
as anyone on earth.” On March 27, 1949, Perkins was on her way home from a 
party when two white Montgomery police officers arrested her for “public 
drunkenness.” They pushed her into the backseat of their patrol car, drove to a 
railroad embankment, dragged her behind a building, and raped her at 
gunpoint. 

Left alone on the roadside, Perkins somehow mustered the courage to 
report the crime. She went directly to the Holt Street Baptist Church parsonage 
and woke Reverend Solomon A. Seay Sr., an outspoken minister in Montgomery. 
“We didn’t go to bed that morning,” he recalled. “I kept her at my house, 
carefully wrote down what she said and later had it notarized.” The next day, 
Seay escorted Perkins to the police station. City authorities called Perkins’s claim 
“completely false” and refused to hold a line-up or issue any warrants since, 
according to the mayor, it would “violate the Constitutional rights” of the police. 
Besides, he said, “my policemen would not do a thing like that.” 

But African Americans knew better. What happened to Gertrude Perkins 
was no isolated incident. Montgomery’s police force had a reputation for racist 
and sexist brutality that went back years, and black leaders in the city were tired 
of it. When the authorities made clear that they would not respond to Perkins’s 
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claims, local NAACP activists, labor leaders, and ministers formed an umbrella 
organization called the “Citizens Committee for Gertrude Perkins.” Rosa Parks 
was one of the local activists who demanded an investigation and trial, and 
helped maintain public protests that lasted for two months. 

By 1949 Rosa Parks was an experienced anti-rape activist. The campaign 
on behalf of Perkins, for example, was modeled on a protest Parks helped launch 
several years earlier for Recy Taylor, a young black mother kidnapped and 
brutally raped in 1944 in the town of Abbeville, Alabama, by a group of white 
men who threatened to kill her if she told anyone. Taylor reported the crime 
anyway and the Montgomery NAACP sent Parks to Abbeville to investigate. 
After gathering Taylor’s testimony, Parks carried it back to Montgomery, where 
she and other activists launched “The Committee for Equal Justice for Mrs. Recy 
Taylor,” a nationwide campaign that demanded protection for black 
womanhood and accountability for Taylor’s assailants. 

Two years after the protest on behalf of Gertrude Perkins, meanwhile, 
black activists rallied to defend yet another victim of white sexual violence in 
Montgomery. In February 1951, a white grocer named Sam Green raped a black 
teenager named Flossie Hardman whom he employed as a babysitter. After 
Hardman told her parents about the attack, they decided to press charges, and 
when an all-white jury returned a not-guilty verdict after five minutes of 
deliberation, the family reached out to community activists for help. Together, 
individuals such as Rufus Lewis, who organized voter registration campaigns, 
Rosa Parks, who was still serving as secretary of the Montgomery NAACP 
chapter, and members of the newly formed Women’s Political Council, launched 
a boycott of Green’s grocery store. After only a few weeks, African Americans 
delivered their own guilty verdict by driving Green’s business into the red. 

By the early 1950s, then, a history of sexual assaults on black women and 
of the use of the boycott as a powerful weapon for justice had laid the 
groundwork for what was to come. Given that history, it made sense that city 
buses served as the flashpoint for mass protest. Other than police officers, few 
were as guilty of committing acts of racist violence and sexual harassment of 
black women as Montgomery’s bus operators, who bullied and brutalized black 
passengers daily. Worse, bus drivers had police power. They carried blackjacks 
and guns, and they assaulted and sometimes even killed African Americans who 
refused to abide by the racial order of Jim Crow. 

In 1953 alone, African Americans filed over thirty formal complaints of 
abuse and mistreatment on the buses. Most came from working-class black 
women, mainly domestics, who made up nearly 70% of the bus ridership. They 
said drivers hurled nasty, sexualized insults at them, touched them 
inappropriately, and physically abused them. In May 1954, JoAnn Robinson, 
leader of the Women’s Political Council, threatened a boycott of Montgomery’s 
city buses, and only after months of futile efforts to get city officials to address 
the problem did the boycott finally come into being. Women walked rather than 
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ride the buses, Rosa Parks said in 1956, not in support of her, but because she 
“was not the only person who had been mistreated and humiliated.” Other 
women, she said, “had gone through similarly shameful experiences, most worse 
than mine.” 

These experiences propelled African American women into every 
conceivable aspect of the boycott. Women were the chief strategists and 
negotiators of the boycott and ran its day-to-day operation. Women helped staff 
the elaborate car pool system, raised most of the local money for the movement, 
and filled the majority of the pews at the mass meetings, where they testified 
publicly about physical and sexual abuse on the buses. And of course, by 
walking hundreds of miles to protest their humiliation, African American 
women reclaimed their bodies and demanded the right to be treated with dignity 
and respect. 

Rooted in the struggle to protect and defend black womanhood from 
racial and sexual violence, the Montgomery Bus Boycott is impossible to 
understand and situate in its proper historical context without understanding the 
stories and saying the names of Gertrude Perkins, Flossie Hardman, Recy Taylor, 
and all the black women who were mistreated in Montgomery. 

Today, as we celebrate the anniversary of Rosa Parks’s arrest, witness the 
growth of the #BlackLivesMatter movement on city streets and campus quads 
across the country, and #SayHerName to demand an end to police violence 
against women of color, we should look to the past – and remember it correctly. 
Parks and the women who started the Montgomery bus boycott fought for more 
than a seat on the bus. They demanded the right to move through the world 
without being molested, fought against police brutality and racial and sexual 
violence, and insisted on the right to ownership and control of their own bodies. 
 
McGuire, Danielle. “More Than A Seat On The Bus.” We’re History. Last modified 

December 1, 2015. http://werehistory.org/rosa-parks/. 
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Document A: “How Recy Taylor’s brutal rape has become a symbol of 
#MeToo and #TimesUp” by DeNeen L. Brown 

She was walking home from a church revival in her small Alabama town 
on the evening of Sept. 3, 1944, when a green Chevrolet filled with white men 
pulled up. Recy Taylor tried to run, but one of the men grabbed the 24-year-old 
black mother and forced her into the sedan. She was driven into a grove of pine 
trees, where, one by one, six men brutally raped her, threatening to cut her throat 
if she cried out, according to state records. 

A few days later, news of the horrendous gang rape reached the office of 
the NAACP in Montgomery. The NAACP sent its best investigator to Abbeville, 
Ala., to find out why there had been no arrests. That investigator’s name was 
Rosa Parks. 

More than a decade before Parks became a civil rights hero for refusing to 
give up her bus seat to a white man, Parks led a national campaign against 
sexual assaults on black women… But in 1944, obtaining justice for a black 
woman in the segregated South was nearly impossible.  

Parks was 31 when the NAACP sent her to Abbeville. She was propelled 
by her own experience with sexual assault. In an autobiographical sketch 
contained in her personal papers, she described how a white male neighbor had 
tried to rape her in 1931. “He offered me a drink of whiskey, which I promptly 
and vehemently refused,” Parks wrote. “He moved nearer to me and put his 
hand on my waist. I was very frightened by now.” Parks resisted. “I was ready to 
die but give my consent never. Never, never.” She said her boss raped her in a 
bank vault. Her sexual harassment case would make legal history. 

In Abbeville, Parks found Taylor at her home, a cabin on a sharecropper’s 
plantation. Parks took notes as Taylor described the assault. After the men raped 
Taylor, they blindfolded her and left her on the side of a deserted road. “After 
they messed over and did what they were going to do me, they say, ‘We’re going 
to take you back. We’re going to put you out. But if you tell it, we’re going to kill 
you,’ ” Taylor, remembered in a 2011 interview with NPR’s Michel Martin when 
Taylor was 91. 

About 3 a.m., Taylor’s father, who had been out searching for her, saw his 
daughter staggering along the highway. Recy Taylor’s friend, Fannie Daniel, 
who witnessed the abduction, had already reported the kidnapping to Will 
Cook, a former police chief who also owned a store. Taylor and her father 
reported the assault to the then-local county sheriff, Lewey Corbitt. One of the 
assailants, Hugo Wilson, confessed to the rape and named six other men 
involved: Dillard York, Billy Howerton, Herbert Lovett, Luther Lee, Joe 
Culpepper and Robert Gamble. None of the men were arrested. 

As Parks interviewed Taylor, Corbitt kept driving by the house, according 
to the book “At the Dark End of the Street: Black Women, Rape, and Resistance.” 
The sheriff finally burst into Taylor’s house, demanding that Parks leave. “I don’t 
want any troublemakers here in Abbeville,” he said. “If you don’t go, I’ll lock 
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you up.” Parks returned to Montgomery, where she promptly launched the 
Alabama Committee for Equal Justice for Mrs. Recy Taylor. The committee 
flooded the South with fliers “decrying white attacks on black women,” 
according to the Chicago Defender. 

By October 1944, Taylor’s rape was making headlines across the country. 
The Chicago Defender’s 
headline, “Victim of White 
Alabama Rapists,” ran 
above a now-famous photo 
of Taylor sitting on a sofa, 
dressed in a hat and 
checkered blazer with her 
daughter, Jayce, on her lap 
and her husband, Willie 
Guy Taylor, beside her.  

In the story, the 
Defender’s staff 
correspondent Fred Atwater reported that the lawyer representing the suspects 
in the case had offered $600 to Willie Guy Taylor to silence his wife. “N‑‑‑‑‑ — 
ain’t $600 enough for raping your wife,” the story quoted the lawyer saying. The 
six defendants were willing to pay $100 each “if Recy Taylor would forget.” 

On Oct. 9, 1944, a grand jury refused to indict the men. Outraged, Parks 
urged people to write protest letters to then-Alabama Gov. Chauncey Sparks. 
Hundreds of letters of outrage began pouring into the governor’s office. 

Parks sent a letter of her own on Alabama Committee for Equal Justice 
letterhead to the governor: “As a citizen of Alabama, I urge you to use your high 
office to reconvene the Henry County Grand Jury at the earliest possible 
moment,” Parks wrote. “Alabamians are depending upon you to see that all 
obstacles, which are preventing justice in this case, be removed. I know that you 
will not fail to let the people of Alabama know that there is equal justice for all of 
our citizens.” The letter was signed: “Respectfully yours, Rosa L. Parks, 22 Mill 
St., Montgomery, Ala.” 

In response, Sparks ordered another investigation of the rape. On Feb. 14, 
1945, a Henry County grand jury refused to indict the suspects for a second time. 
The men were never prosecuted. Six years ago, Alabama lawmakers finally 
issued an apology for what Taylor had endured. “That we acknowledge the lack 
of prosecution for crimes committed against Recy Taylor by the government of 
the State of Alabama,” the resolution read. “That we declare such failure to act 
was, and is, morally abhorrent and repugnant, and that we do hereby express 
profound regret for the role played by the government of the State of Alabama in 
failing to prosecute the crimes.” Parks died in 2005. Taylor remained a symbol of 
racial injustice and sexual violence against black women until her death. 
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Brown, DeNeen L. “How Recy Taylor’s brutal rape has become a symbol of #MeToo and 
#TimesUp.” Washington Post. Last modified January 30, 2018. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/retropolis/wp/2017/11/27/the-gang-rape-
was-horrific-the-naacp-sent-rosa-parks-to-investigate-it/. 

 
Source 

1. When was the document written and why? 
 
 
 
 
 
Document 

2. What happened to Recy Taylor? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Analysis 

3. Why was her story important? 
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Document B: Jo Ann Robinson Letter to Mayor of Montgomery 
This letter from the Women's Political Council to the Mayor of Montgomery, Alabama, 
threatens a bus boycott by the city's African Americans if demands for fair treatment are 
not met. 
 
Dear Sir: 

The Women’s Political Council is very grateful to you and the City 
Commissioners for the hearing you allowed our representative during the month 
of March, 1954, when the “city-bus-fare-increase case” was being reviewed. 
There were several things the Council asked for: 

1. A city law that would make it possible for Negroes to sit from back 
toward front, and whites from front toward back until all the seats are 
taken. 
2. That Negroes not be asked or forced to pay fare at front and go to the 
rear of the bus to enter. 
3. That busses stop at every corner in residential sections occupied by 
Negroes as they do in communities where whites reside. 
We are happy to report that busses have begun stopping at more corners 

now in some sections where Negroes live than previously. However, the same 
practices in seating and boarding the bus continue. 

Mayor Gayle, three-fourths of the riders of these public conveyances are 
Negroes. If Negroes did not patronize them, they could not possibly operate. 

More and more of our people are already arranging with neighbors and 
friends to ride to keep from being insulted and humiliated by bus drivers… 

Please consider this plea, and if possible, act favorably upon it, for even 
now plans are being made to ride less, or not at all, on our busses. We do not 
want this. 
 
Respectfully yours, 
The Women’s Political Council, Jo Ann Robinson, President 
 
Robinson, Jo Ann. “African-American Women Threaten a Bus Boycott in Montgomery.” 

HERB: Resources for Teachers. Last modified 
https://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/items/show/693. 

 
Source 

1. Who is Jo Ann Robinson? 
 
Document 

2. Why does she want to boycott the busses? 
 
Analysis 

3. Why is the date of this document significant?  
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Document C: Rosa Parks Arrested 

 
Woman fingerprinted. Mrs. Rosa Parks, Negro seamstress, whose refusal to move to the 

back of a bus touched off the bus boycott in Montgomery, Ala. December 1, 1955. 
Archived in 1956. Photograph. https://www.loc.gov/item/94500293/. 

 
Source 

1. Why was this photo taken? 
 
 
Document 

2. Describe Park’s demeanor. 
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Document D: Reflections After Arrest 
The following reflections were written shortly afterward. 

 
 
Parks, Rosa. Rosa Parks Papers: Writings, Notes, and Statements, 1956 to 1998; Drafts 

of early writings; Accounts of her arrest and the subsequent boycott, as well as 
general reflections on race relations in the South, 1956-, undated; Folder 2. - 
1998, 1956. Manuscript/Mixed Material. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/mss859430226/. 

 
Source 

1. What is Park’s point of view? 
 
 
Document 

2. For what reasons does Parks say she refused to move? 
 
 
Analysis 

3. Is this the story often told? Why might the story have changed? 
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Document E: Leaflet 
This leaflet was created by Jo Ann Robinson and others shortly after Parks was arrested. 
 

 
 
Robinson, Jo Ann Gibson, Announcement- Another Negro Woman has been Arrested, 

December 2, 1955. https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/about-papers-
project/research-and-editorial-process. 

 
Source 

1. Who is Jo Ann Robinson? 
 
 
Document 

2. What is the plan? 
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Document F: Jo Ann Robinson Interview 
This interview was recorded in 1979, over a decade after the boycott and King’s 
assassination.  
 
[INTERVIEWER 1:] WHEN YOU LOOK BACK IN HISTORY, IT LOOKS LIKE 
THE BOYCOTT WAS A SPONTANEOUS ACT PROVOKED BY THE ARREST 
OF ROSA PARKS. WAS IT? 
[Jo Ann Robinson:] It was a spontaneous act from those persons who were not 
members of the Women's Political Council. But we had worked for at least three 
years getting that thing organized. The night that the, the night of the evening 
that Rosa Parks was arrested, Fred Gray called me and told me she was arrested, 
she had somebody going her bail, but her case would be on Monday, and I as 
President of the main body of the Women's Political Council got on the phone 
and I called all the officers of the three chapters. I called as many of the men who 
had supported us as possible and I told them that Rosa Parks had been arrested 
and she would be tried. They said, you have the plans, put them into operation. I 
called every person who was in every school and everyplace where we had 
planned to be at that ho—have somebody at that school or wherever it was at a 
certain time that I would be there with materials for them to disseminate. I didn't 
go to bed that night. I cut those stencils. I ran off thirty-five thousand copies of 
the little fo—foyer that you have. And I, I distributed them… 
[INTERVIEWER 1:] THE MINISTERS WERE MEETING AT THE SAME TIME? 
[Jo Ann Robinson:] The ministers—not at 10:00. The ministers were meeting that 
afternoon, or sometime during the day… And after we had circulated those 
thirty-five thousand cut circulars, then we went by the church…we took them to 
the ministers. And it was there that they learned there was to be a boycott and 
they agreed to meet at Dr. King's Church, Dexter Avenue, that night to decide 
what should be done about the boycott after the first day. You see the Women's 
Council planned it only for Monday, and it was left up to the men to take over 
after we had forced them really to decide whether or not it had been successful 
enough to continue, and how long it was to be continued… Monday night, the 
ministers held their meeting at Holt Street Baptist church, and they voted 
unanimously to continue the boycott. And instead of it lasting one day as the 
Women's Council had planned it, it lasted for thirteen months. 
[INTERVIEWER 1:] WHAT KEPT IT GOING? 
[Jo Ann Robinson:] The spirit, the desire, the injustices that had been endured by 
thousands of people through the years. I think that people were fed up, they had 
reached the point that they knew there was no return—that they had to do it or 
die. And that's what kept it going. It was the sheer spirit for freedom, for the 
feeling of being a man and a woman… 
[INTERVIEWER 1:] THERE MUST HAVE BEEN SOME MOMENTS IN THOSE 
THIRTEEN MONTHS WHEN THE PRESSURE TO BREAK WAS ENORMOUS. 
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[Jo Ann Robinson:] Well, I never reached a point where I was sorry. I reached a 
point where I was scared. They broke—the police broke out my picture window. 
They, they, the man next door trailed them downtown and Mr. Sellers, who was 
the Police Commissioner asked that man if he wanted to live when he followed 
the police and told them that they had broken out my window. And when the 
man said yes, he wanted to live, he said, well you go home and shut your mouth. 
They got away with it. They broke my window. And not too long after that… my 
car—it was the new Chrysler… I heard a noise on the side where my car was, 
and I went and looked out the window in the dark, and there were two 
policemen scattering something on the top of my car… The next morning my car 
was eaten up with acid… I will say, that after that, it was reported to the 
Governor, and Mr. Folsom then put a State Highway Patrolman on my house, 
just as he had Dr. King, Rev. Abernathy and Mr. Nixon, and that patrol car 
guarded my house until the boycott was over... That there were many whites 
who were with us all the way… 
[INTERVIEWER 1:] E.D. NIXON. 
[Jo Ann Robinson:] E.D. Nixon was one of the few black men who was not afraid 
in Montgomery.  
[INTERVIEWER 1:] MARTIN KING, 26 YEARS OLD. 
[Jo Ann Robinson:] The only thing I can say to describe Dr. King is that he was 
dynamite. He was one of the most intellectually trained people I have ever talked 
with in my life… And when they asked him at that meeting at Holt Street that 
Monday night if he would be willing to serve as President, at first he hinged 
because he was just out of graduate school and he admitted that he just didn't 
know what it was all about. But they insisted upon him and he took it… 
[INTERVIEWER 1:] WHAT DID IT MEAN, JO ANN? WHAT DID IT MEAN? 
[Jo Ann Robinson:] What did it mean? It meant that blacks feel like human 
beings now. They feel like citizens. Life now is worth living in Montgomery— 
 
Robinson, Jo Ann. “Jo Ann Robinson Interview with MAVIS.” Blackside, Inc. 

Washington University in St. Louis. August 2, 1979. 
http://repository.wustl.edu/concern/videos/37720f54k. 

 
Source 

1. How do you think time impacted the reliability of this source? 
 
 
Document 

2. According to Robinson, what role did the male ministers like King play in the 
planning of the boycott? 
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Document G: Comic Book 
This comic book was produced by Black activists shortly after the bus boycott ended to 
teach young people how to use the “Montgomery Model” and peaceful protest in future 
cases around the country.  

“Martin Luther King 
and the Montgomery 
Story.” US: 
Fellowship of 
Reconciliation, 1957. 
 
 
Source 

1. When was this 
comic published? 
 
 
Document 

2. What does this 
comic say happened to 
cause the bus boycott? 
 
 
 

3. According to 
the comic, what role 
do women play in the 
boycott? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions for Analysis 
1. Why do you think the comic removed women like Recy Taylor, 

Gertrude Perkins, and organizers like JoAnn Robinson from the story? 
 


