Freedom Rides

By Rebecn Boria

The Freedom Rides were rides that went from Maryiand to New
Orleans where the law was passed. There were two different buses that took the
group in the places the riders traveled. The group of thirteen people was separated
hetween those two buses. The ride was In the hands of C.O.RE (Commitiee On
Racial Equality) but the riders got scared so S.N.C.C(Student Non-vielent
Coordnaning Commiites)toak over the operation. This s the story of whut
bappened,

The Freedom Rides had an impact on U5, history, The rides took place
during the Civil Rights Movement. The Civil Rights Movement was u time of
rebellion and iragedy of black peaple. When the judges ruled that all mterstate
travel should be integrated, the Freedom Rides helped enforee the law and aofl make
it a law that comes in one ear and out the other.

James Farmer (one of the original Treedom riders) said, "' Why didn't the
federal government enforce its law? We decided it was becanse of politics, 1f we
were right in sssuming that the federal povernment did not enforee federal law
because of its fear of reprisals from the South, then what we had to do was to make
it more dangerous politically for the federal government not to enforce federal law.
And how would we do that? We dechded the way to do i was (o have an interracial
gromp ride through the Sonih."” (Hampton, pg.7)

| agree with Jumes Farmer's statement. The Government wouldn't help
because they didn"t want to deal with the south’s rage of hatred., They probably
dide't want the states to split again like in the Civil War.

The Freedom Rides were originally staried by C.OLRE. With the help of
Gordon Carey and his friend Tom, who thought of the idea of the Freedom Ride,
C.0.R.E. started to recruit and carefully screea people for the ride. 13 people (7
black & & whire) were picked and trained io be non-violent. After the last training
they went to dinner in Washington D.C, In 8 Chinese restnorant. " To me this meal
was like the Last Supper, because you dida’t ksow what to cxpect going on the
Freedom Ride"(Hampton, pg.7), said John Lewis (2a original freedom rider.) Then
the CALR.F commitiee split the riders up for the Greyhound and Trailways bus.

The Freedom Ride started on May 4, 1961 from Washingion D.C. and went
witil May 17, 1961 in New Orlens. The C.OUR.E. organbtnthon pheked that date;
May 17, 1961, becanse it was the seventh anniversary of the Supreme Court's
Brown decision. The Brown decision is when the black people won the case to have
integrated schools. A couple of days earlier, James Farmer seot out letiers (o the
President of the United States, John Kennedy; the Attorney Gencral, Rohert
K ennedy; the Drector of the FHL, Mr. ). Edgar Hoover; and the Chalrman of the
Intersiate Travel He ako seai letters to the presidents of Greyhound and
Trallways. He sent those letters to tell those people the Freedom Riders were
coming and needed protection of the FHL

The Freedom riders went through purts of Virginin, with problems. The first
problem was in Charlotte, North Carolina. One rider came off the bus and wanted



to get his shocshine and a haircot in a "white' barbershop. The rider was arrested
and went o court bui the jury threw out the case, So the riders went on. In Rock
Hill, South Carolina, at the terminal, when the black people went into the "white’
wailing room, a group of yoang white men came and beat them up and el the
riders unconscions outyide the waiting room.

So far the Freedom Riders traveled from Rock Hill, South Carolina (o
Atlanta, Georgia. May 13 was the day that James Farmer left for his father's
funersl. Them on May 14" the riders left for Rirmingham, Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth
telephoned the riders. He wos informing them that the Klinsmen had been
preparing for their arrivals for weeks and (o be careful. The riders didn't know
that the KX K was coming to their bus two hours carlier.

Whilke the Trailways bus was leavieg Anniston, Klansmen boarded the
Trailwuys bus and threw the hlick people inta the back of the bus, James Peck and
Walter Bergman came to the fromt to intercept their bodies. Insiead they both got
hit an the head, but Bergman got hit so bad he was paralysed for life. The
Klansmen told the driver to drive on. When they got to Birmingham. the riders saw
20 men with metal pipes waiting for them ai the station.

The freedom riders tried to get to the waiting rosm but of eourse they
couldn’t make it. James Peck was kel unconscious in an alleyway. When James
came to be said, "] wonder whether I'm going to five or die."{Hampton, pg.76)
Then he was knocked out again, When be woke ap the second time his friend came
to get him. Bergman, his lriend, came and took him to the hospital. James got fifty-
three stitches on his head. (The police weren't there because it was mother's day #o
they went home to their mothers).

Naw, the Greybound bus had trouble because they never renched
Birmingbam. They were held back. Here's their story on why they were held back.

When the Grevhound bus parked &t the terminal in Anniston a mob with
weapons like pistols, guns, blackjacks, clubs, chains and knives stood where
evervone could sce them. That was to intimidate the riders. Thea the riders
decided to skip testing the terminal there in Anniston because that would be
sufcidal. When the bus was pulling out of the terminal the mob came sad sbished
the tires. The bus still drove on to the highway when but tires burst. The mob was
right behind them. When the bus stopped the mob surrounded the bus. They broke
windows and threw bomby inside. The dours were locked, bat the riders got oul
befare the bus burst into flames.

The FBI told the Birmingham police that the Freedom Riders were coming
there. They knew that one of the officers was » momber of the Ky Klux Ko,
Burke Marshall (assistanl attorney general in charge of civil rights for assistant
attorney general in charge of civil rights far Robert Kennedy) suid, "1t ks insane as it
is wnbelievable that people presumably otherwise sane, sensible, and rational would
have this kind of reaction simply to where people were sitting on the
bus."(Hamptoa, pg. 79)

Burke Murshall beard information about what might bappen st the
Birmingham terminal For cxample, the officers would abseat themselves and
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wouldn't help protect the riders. The Bureau knew what was going to happen bt
didn’t tell any one, sntil something happened to the riders. 1T they bad told Burke
Marshall the Klan would think that someoae was spitching oo them.

John Patterson (the governor of Alahama) was saving the riders should mind
iheir business. The riders should stop causing trouble and get out of the state. He
said that the riders pushed and shoved to gain publicity for the ride, bul also
created violence at the same rime. 1T they kept coming they would only make
violence, so they should stny vut of the state of Alubama and not be troablemabers.

When the Trailways bus tried to leave Birmingham terminal, 2 new mob
surrounded the bus. The freedom riders had to travel to New Ordeans by plane
instend of finishing the ride by bus 1o Montgomery becanse of the violence. Whea
that happened, John and Robert Kennedy were internationally embarrassed
hecause of the riders” lack of progress

When the first freedom riders went to the airport Jobha Seigenthaler was sent
tn control the mob that was af the airport. He said, "I don't ever reeall fecling more
welcomed by 8 group of people. They were almost reaching out to touch
me."{Hampton, pg.81) There were bomb threats (o the frecdom riders. Every time
2 plane flew the people who made the bomb threats would say there was a bomb in
the plane. The freedom riders el Alsbama and flew to New Orleans where their
friends took them into their care.

After what happened, SNCC and Diane Nash took charge to continae the
ride. Diame Nash's viewpoint on what happencd was that "the future of the ride was
going to be cut short if the Freedom Ride has been stopped as a resull of violence.
The impression would have been given thai whenever a movemeni staris, all you
have to do is sttuck it with massive violence and the blacks would stop. So under
those circomstances it was really important that the ride continue.”{Hampton,
pg-82)

SNCC {Student Nonviokenat Coordinating Committes) went and got studests
from Nashville to continue the ride. The Freedom Riders gave sealed lefters tn
IMane, o be mailed out in case they faced death. "That's how prepared they were
fur death.” (Hamptoa, pg. §2) said Diane. Dianc had to keep the press and the cities
updated, so they would know that the Freedom Riders were comiag to ride through.
She also had (o keep contaet with the Justice Department. Diane abso was in charge
of getting more peaple to go on ihe Freedom Ride. That was a lot for ber to doim a
short notice.

Miss. Nash and Rev, Fred Shuttlesworth were talking about Birmingham.
Shutilesworth asked, "Young lady, do yon know that the freedom riders were
almont killed here?" (Hampton, pg.232)

Diane Nash's reply was, "Yes, and this is exactly why the ride must not be
stopped.” | Hampton, pg.232) When they talked on the phone they had o use codes
because Eugene "Bull" Consor (s policoman wha was against hlack people who
wanted equal rights) tapped Shuttlesworth's phose. For example, they would say
"send the speckled chicken {integrated group), who included pullets (women) sad
roosters (men), on to Birmingham, and the ride wounld continue."(Hampion, pe.232)



The Nashville students dispaiched members of their “standing army" 1o
Birmingham. When the second riders left Birmingham to go to Montgomery they
met problems. When Stuart H. Loory wrote his news report on what happened in
Montgumery, he said the mob hit Moc Levy of NBC across the fnce. That was the
Mirst blow that was thrown,

Stwart also got quotes from the povernor saying, "It is our doty (o maintsin
the law and T will sot allow any group to take the lnw into their hands. The good
name of our state and cur prople is 21 stake, and | ean state frankly that violenee of
any type will nol be tolernted." (Grant, pg316)

The governor of Alahama said, "' We cannot escort busloads or carioads of
rabble-rousers about cur state from city to ety for the avowed purpose of
disoheying our laws, flsunting our customs and traditions and creating rocial debis,
Such unlawful acts serve only to further enrage our population. [ kuve no use for
agitators of their kind." (Hampton, pg.31Y)

After going to the terminal the riders were badly beaten and some were
anconscicas. The riders had to stay at Rev, Abernathy's First Baptist Church
overmight. They eouldn’t get out because 8 mob circled around the church and the
National Guard tried 1o keep away the mob from the church. Robert Kennedy and
other top White House officials called Martin Luther King and Abernathy to inform
them that the 1.5, Marshalls are coming to take the Freedom Riders to Mississippi.
The next moming Howard Zinn {one of the Freedom Riders) wrote:

" Al seven-thirty in the morming on Wednesday, May 24, with Natioaal
Guardsman lining both sides of the street near the bus terminal, twelve freedom
riders (eleven Negroes and one white) sceompanied by six guardsmen and sixteen
newspapermen, left Mentgomery for Jackson. Before leaving they tasted victory by
eating in the "white’ cafeteria at the Trailways terminal On the road, 2 convoy of
three nirplanes, two helicopters, and seven patrol cars accompanied the bus while
inside, James Lawson beld a2 workshop on nonviclence."(Morris, pg.233)

The others gave feedback ton. "'The ride from Montgomery to Juckson was
like a military operation,” said James Farmer. (Hampion, pg.92) Having the
National G aard 1o protect them didn't ense their feary because thoy thought the
National Guard would tarn their guns an them when it came down to a showdown.

The riders heard that their bus was going to get ambashed in the Mississippi
horder, The National Guard looked behind every tree; they dida't find anything or
anyone. The riders had more confideace that no one was going to bother them.
While going to the Jackson terminal, the riders sang 2 song like tThis:

“I'm taking a ride on the Greyhownd hus line; I'm a-riding the froal scat lo
Juckson this time. Hallelujah, I'm s-travelin’, ballelajah, ain't it fine? Hallelajah,
I'm a-travedin®, down freedom’s main line"™.
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When the Freedom Riders went to the bus terminal in Jackson, the riders
were put in juil snying that they were trespassing, They went to the State
Penitentiary for sizty days. While staying at the Farchman, maximum security. the
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freedom riders samng songs. The songs were (o keep their spirits up so they wonkdn't
feel like they lost the battle to end the war. The jailers kept threstening to take awny
the Freedom Riders matiresses if they dide't stop singing. "Now, the malireses
were the only convenience we had in those fitfle cells. They were onr link to
civiliation. So we speak,"” said James Farmer. (Hampton, pg. 95&%6)

They kept singing, "Freedom's coming and it won't be long," The jailers
came and ook an inmate named Peewee {0 take the mattresses away from the riders
instead of the guards duing it themsclves. Peewee was erying while be was trying to
tnke away James Farmer's matiresses,

Fred said, " Do you remember when vour parests used to whup you and say,
“It's going to hurt me more that it harts you? 1t hurt Peewee more than it bart
me."{Hamptoa, pg.95&9%6)

While they wore in jail, Robert Keanedy made a petition to make Interstate
Commerce Commission regulations ban segregation in imterstate travel

These people deserved medak and high honor. They achieved the
impossible. Even when they got beaten up they wouldn't stop uniil they got what
they wanted, Equal Rights. This takes a lot of conrage to do. This was a good
change for the hetter,



