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 Rev. Willie Bolden, John Lewis / CD 10

<crew talk> 

Q: So, talk a little bit about what, you know, your experience in Albany as a set-up for <inaudible> why <inaudible>, why <inaudible> took the invitation to come into his own.

Rev. Willie Bolden: Okay.  Well, I- I think uh.. Dr. King and- and his cabinet uh.. decided to go into Selma uhm.. because of what had taken place uh.. in Albany, Georgia where we had a Chief Pritchard who was the Chief of Police there and we were attempting to register black voters in that community and uh.. uh.. we ran up against some real hard uh.. uh.. walls.  Uhm.. the chief and uh.. and his folks certainly didn’t want us to do it.  Uh.. we had marches there where the leader of the march in Albany, Georgia who was Mr. Slater King, his wife was pregnant and we marched one night and the chief, while we were kneeling down praying, came and kicked her in the stomach and caused her to have a miscarriage and- and she lost the baby.  Uh.. so uh.. you know, that- that really galvanized that community and voter registration just kinda took off.  You know, and white folk were crazy, because if- if they had just opened up the voter registration doors to us we probably would not have been able to register as many folk as we did.  But once he act the way he did, so viciously uh.. then folks started comin’ out the wood work uh.. going to register to vote.  And, by that time, Selma had contacted Dr. King and- and wanted uh.. us to come in and Dr. King, as always, sent his advanced team in.  We had gone in, uh.. talked with community folk, talked with leaders, talked with different ministers uh.. uh.. just to get a feel, because Dr.- Dr. King never would let us go anywhere unless the folk actually and really wanted us there.  We didn’t go in and just start a movement, uh.. we were always invited in.  And uh.. and- and the report was Selma is ready- Selma is ready.  So, we started voter education uh.. projects, we started a voter registration projects and- and the voter education project was truly a success.  Anytime you could see a man 80 years old learn how to write his name for the first time, he was able to cash his own check by writing his name on the back of it, you’d know that you had a successful movement.  And, for the first time in this man’s life, he was able to write his own name on the back of his check and it came about as a direct result of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference uh.. voter education uh.. project.  Uh.. and then we started registering folk not only in Selma, but in the little surrounding towns also.  So yes, Albany played a- a role, I believe Savannah uh.. played a role, uh.. Birmingham, Montgomery, all of them played a role.  But, but the time we got to Montgomery, we knew we had to get a voting rights act.  Uh.. as a matter of fact, when Dr. King came back from uh.. Norway receiving the Nobel Peace Prize, he stopped by uh.. the President’s office to- to ask him to support a 1965 voting rights act and- and Linda Bain Johnston[ph?] told him, “I just.. I can’t do it, Dr. King, these folk will run me outta Washington on a rail if I go in there asking them to support a civil rights uh.. vo- voting rights act.”  And- and they were.. “Dr. King, you just- you’re just coming back from the mountain top, you’re just coming back from Norway, you just received the Nobel Peace Prize, why don’t you just go back and- and just kinda take it easy?”  And Dr. King said, “Well, Mr. President, uh.. you do what you got to do and I’m ‘a do what I got to do.  You’re right, I’ve been to the mountain top, but I’m headed back to the valley.  And, Mr. President, mark my word, we will have a voting rights act with your help or without your help.”  And we lived long enough and Dr. King lived long enough to see that same President sign the 1965 Voting Rights Act and then handed the pen to Dr. King.  So, Selma was a- was a great movement, but uh.. other alliance[ph?] were lost and uh.. uh.. a lot of lessons were learned uh.. and matter of fact, Selma helped us uh.. organize the 1968 Poor Peoples’ Campaign, because we had a chance to look at some of the mistakes we made there to make sure that we didn’t make those same mistakes, because we had marched from Selma to Montgomery, now we’re talkin’ about marchin’ from allover the country on Washington, DC.  So, we had to.. we took what we did there and took those mistakes out and made sure we didn’t use them in- in other areas.

Q: So, it’s written that despite..  The Selma march took place on Bloody Sunday and then later, you know, and later when Martin Luther was able to give the speech and you were on the steps..

Rev. Willie Bolden: Of the state capital, right around the corner.

Q: <inaudible> of Alabama?

Rev. Willie Bolden: Right around the corner from his.. no it’s past the church, Dexter Avenue Baptist Church.

Q: <inaudible>?

Rev. Willie Bolden:  Well, no uh.. we knew what he felt, because we could almost see it in his eyes and, you know, here it is, you know, he’s comin’- he’s comin’ back to the cradle of confederacy in Alabama.  Uh.. uh.. the home state of the most vicious racists during those days uh.. George Wallace.  And, here he is standing there on the state capital with the state capital security guards and the state patrol guarding him and guarding the march- the- the marches.  And, right around the corner uh.. less than maybe uh.. five or six hundred feet was his church.. old church, Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, ‘cause it was downtown uh.. Montgomery.  And- and to be able to stand there and say, you know, now is the time uh.. it- it puts ______ _______ on us because we could feel it from him uh.. as we did in Washington, DC on August 28th uh.. when he talked about I have a dream.  Uh.. and- and really and truly many of us did not know that that part was not a part of his written speech until years later.  But, when he got into it and that’s the way he was, the man was a master orator and when he got into it, uh.. I- I guess all that stuff just- just came to his head and- and we all know what that speech.. it- it was awesome, it was awesome.  Uhm.. and- and of course those of us who- who helped bring about those changes it makes us feel good too, because we- we know that we played a part in it and- and some of us uh.. for the rest of our lives..  Uh.. I just retired from the <inaudible> public school system after 20 years and..  But e- everybody in the system knew that I’m- I’m civil rights, when you walk in my office uh.. you- you see Nelson Mandela, Jessie Jackson and Dr. King, Ralph Abernathy, I mean you see all the civil rights folk, all my buddies, you know, they’re right there.  Uh.. because once it gets into _________ and- and you can’t get it out and that’s why I- I wanna do whatever I can and I keep praying and working on my brothers.  Let’s get these young folk involved, ‘cause if we can ever get fire burning- if we can ever get that fire burning it- it won’t go out.

Q: Well, the <inaudible> of this film I think has turned the term of <inaudible>.  The title of this movie Never Lose Sight of Freedom, when you use that phrase I love it, but last <inaudible> how important it was, I mean <inaudible>.  That’s why we are so <inaudible>.  I got a feeling that a lot of <inaudible> never lose sight of freedom.

Rev. Willie Bolden: Yeah, and- and that’s what I was saying to them, never lose sight of freedom.  BMW it’s gonna go outta style, it’s gonna get old, but your freedom <inaudible> it takes it will go with you to your grave, you- you can’t get rid of it, it’s impossible.  Your Armani suit gonna get outta style, gonna get old, get raggedy, but your freedom is with you forever.  So, what you need to do to be sure that you have freedom..  What is freedom?  Knowledge, knowledge is freedom, not money.  Oh, money help you do some things you wanna do and, you know, but sometimes money brings you misery.  But freedom, knowledge- knowledge is freedom, because once you get it in the brain can’t nobody take it away from you.  And I like the- the phrase Jessie Jackson used to use and that is “Let’s not.. stop shootin’ dope in the vein and shoot knowledge in the brain, because once you get it up there you don’t have to worry about it.”  Now, freedom is costly, you have to sacrifice, you have to study, you have to turn that TV off, you have to read.  You know, Dr. King just didn’t uh.. by way of osmosis become the orator that he was..  You know, he went through elementary school right here in the City of Atlanta, went through high school, graduated, went to Morehouse College at the age of 15, at the age of 22 had a PhD, you know.  But guess what, he played ball, he ran around and- and dated, played with the girls, he did all of that.  But there was a time when he had to sit down and do some serious reading.  The Nintendos games and.. that’s fine, you’ll see how good your dexterity is.  But when the man asks you or when you go and apply for a job, he doesn’t ask you how well are you with Nintendo?  He wanna know what’s in your brain.  I just watched a show the other day where Donald Trump was this apprentice thing.  Huh, he said look, out of two over two hundred and some thousand folk.. just think about this y’all folk.. over two hundred and some thousand folk applied to be an apprentice with Donald Trump of New York City and only 16 made it.  And I heard him yesterday on the news when he said, “All 16 of them had a I.. an IQ of 200 or more.”  Which mean they weren’t dumb, they were smart.  So, when you’re in school and that teacher’s tryin’ to get you to learn how to congregate verbs, you need to listen.  When the teacher’s tryin’ to get you to follow instructions, you need to listen, because sooner than you think you gonna be outta that setting and you’re gonna be out here in the real world where you’re gonna get an application and if you don’t follow the directions, if you put your social security number where your zip code ought a be and your address where your name ought a be, your application is gone in the trashcan and then you gonna holler racism.  Racism ain’t got nothin’ to do with it, you didn’t follow the instructions.  Dr. King was great, because he refused to lose sight of all the freedom.

<crew talk>

Q: The thing that amazes me in all of the <inaudible>, how’d you get in to see him?

John Lewis: Well, in 1955 when I was 15 years old in the 10th grade I heard the voice of Martin Luther King Jr. on an old radio and the words of Martin Luther King Jr. inspired me to find a way to say no to segregation and racial discrimination.  I followed the drama of Montgomery, I followed Rosa Parks, Dr. King and the <inaudible>.  Three years later I had an opportunity to meet Dr. King, in 1958, I was 18 years old.  And that meeting with Martin Luther King Jr. at the First Baptist Church passed about Reverend Ralph Abernathy in downtown Montgomery changed my life forever.  When I walked into that little church through the door Dr. King said, “Are you the boy from Troy[ph?], are you John Lewis?”  I was so scared, but I spoke up and said, “Dr. King, I’m John Robert Lewis.”  I gave my whole name and that really was the beginnin’ of my entrance and my involvement in the Civil Rights Movement.

Q: I grew up in Alabama, I grew up in Birmingham, and left before all of that.  I probably would have been affected the same way.  Reverend Bolden, who I interviewed this morning had a similar experience.  He had a magical way of affecting people, <inaudible> them.  Paint me just little bit more of a picture of how this man, you know, how effective this man was.

John Lewis: Well, when Martin Luther King Jr. uh.. would speak to you or speak at a meeting, a rally, a mass meeting in a very large church in downtown Montgomery or in Birmingham or maybe in some little church in Selma, Alabama or in some rural corner of Mississippi, you felt like he was speakin’ to you.  I felt like Dr. King was saying, John Lewis you can be involved, you can do somethin’, you can make a contribution.  And when you were so motivated, you were so pulled[ph?] that you felt you had an obligation to go out and do something.

Q: I <inaudible> like 1950 and when I was out north I went from the deep south to <inaudible>.  And I got up there, I went from a segregated school to an integrated school, kind of like <inaudible> basically say, “Well, we understand what’s happening with the movement and I think that black folks in the north when they get turned onto it, you know, the changes will really happen then.”  With very little respect for their courage, the power or the intelligence and the passion of rural southern people, very very special people <inaudible>.  Folks from the south were the reason the movement had <inaudible>.

John Lewis: It was just plain ordinary people, young people, some so young, very young, people were low in terms of dollar and resources, but they- they made up their mind, they were inspired and they literally put their bodies on the line.  We- we heard this man, Martin Luther King Jr., talk about the philosophy of- of non-violence, talkin’ about love and action.  And, he inspired all of us to do what I call getting away.  So, as young people.. as young students, high school and congress students who were studying the philosophy and the discipline of non-violence.  Black and white color students weren’t[ph?] what we call role playin’.  We have what we call <inaudible>, blacks playin’ the roles of whites, of whites playin’ the roles of blacks.  In the south we have seen no signs that says white lady, colored lady, we have seen those signs that say white men, colored men.  So, we knew segregation, we have tasted the bitter fruits of racism and we didn’t like it and Dr. King inspired us to do somethin’ about it.  So, the- the movement was all encompassing, it was all inclusive.  It didn’t matter whether you had a PhD degree or no degree, it didn’t matter whether you were a teacher, a lawyer, a doctor, whether you’re a share cropper[ph?], a tenant farmer, just a plain plain ordinary citizen.  You couldn’t use certain facilities simply because of the color of your skin.  Young blacks and young white children couldn’t be seated together in the schools or in the theater.  The young white children went downstairs and the young black children had to go upstairs to the back of the theater.  So, we saw the signs on the water fountain, so we knew somethin’ was wrong and I think, I really believe this, that somethin’ intervened with the help of Dr. King and others that sort of caught us all up in this unbelievable movement.

Q: Now, how did you wind-up in <inaudible>?  One would have thought that __________ given your inspiration to Dr. King <inaudible> go back to you and others <inaudible> would have worked with <inaudible> and some of the others <inaudible>.

John Lewis: I was a student and I felt that as a student involved in the student wing of the Civil Rights Movement, then Dr. King and others have <inaudible> and called a meeting uh.. for the.. that lead to the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, I felt it was the place to be.  Uh.. but at the same time, I worked very closely with Dr. King.  When I was 22 years old in 1962 Dr. King invited me to sit on the board of his organization.  And, for the three years I served as chair of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee I was on the board of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.  So, I worked very closely with Martin Luther King Jr.  He was a man that I admired, that I loved, he was like a big brother, but we became close friends, we became colleagues in the struggle.

Q: So, now you guys think and your colleagues, I can recall a number of them, not all of them, Maria ________, and a lot of others.. you guys were in Selma long before King was invited in, weren’t you?

John Lewis: We went Selma several years before 1965, before Martin Luther King Jr. was invited to come to Selma.  We were there during the heavy liftin’, when.. before anyone really knew about Selma.  Selma was a sleepy little town in the <inaudible> of Alabama.  It had a Sheriff by the name of Jim Clark who was a very big man who wore a gun on one side, a nightstick on the other side and he guarded the courthouse like it was his own house and that was the only place in Dallas County and Selma where you could attempt to register to vote.  You could only attempt to register to vote on the first and third Monday.  School teachers, black school teachers, black lawyers, black doctors, ministers, farmers.. you couldn’t, become a registered voter.  Only 2.1% of blacks of voting age were registered to vote in Selma, Alabama.  We had been arrested, we had been jailed..  I remember to exact.. one day __________ the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee had what we called freedom day in Selma, it was October the 8th, 1963.   We would all line-up at the courthouse.  Big Gregory’s[ph?] wife came down, Lillian Gregory, to stand in line with uh.. James Boley[ph?], the writer, came and observed and there was professors and historians, they didn’t let any of us make it into the courthouse, we all got arrested and went to jail.  And the struggle in Selma continued, winter of 1963, the spring and the beginnin’ of 1964 and 1965.  People got arrested at lunch counters, restaurants, at the courthouse and at the same time we were concentrating uh.. our efforts in Mississippi, but we would have had ongoing work in Selma, Alabama.  But all of that came to a head in March of 1965.  

Q: Yeah, it did and there were forces at work inside of Selma that were buying time to prevent the kind of confrontation that Jim Clark wanted.  Jamie Wallace, a reporter there, told me a story about how ________ Baker was his name..?

John Lewis: Public safety uh.. commissioner uh.. maybe in some cities we would call him the chief of police of the City of Selma, but the moderate in comparison to Sheriff uh.. Jim Clark.  And he wanted somehow to be able to negotiate and- and mediate and- and try to do what Chief Pritchard, who was the chief of police in Albany, Georgia, had uh.. done in 1961 and 1962 to meet non-violence with non-violence and not to have mass arrests and not to have violence.  But, Sheriff Clark, the Sheriff of Dallas County and Selma really took over and then Commissioner Baker was sort of put in another- in another role.

Q: Now, they say that after Jimmy Lee Jackson’s death that he was supposed to lead the march across the Pettus Bridge and but he had gotten laryngitis and I don’t need to hear all the story because I know a lot of it and we’re not going to try and tell it.  But, it fell to you to really kind of determine that the march was going to take place.  Now, is that true, is that untrue <inaudible> of what happened?

John Lewis: Well, Dr. King was not able to be in Selma on Sunday, March 7th, 1965, uh.. he was back in Atlanta.  And, I wanted to be part of the march, I wanted to be there because the people in Selma that we had been workin’ with, that we had been uh.. involved with for several years, we had gone to jail with, they wanted to march, and there were some forces within SCLC wanted to march.  So, about 600 of us gathered at Browns Chapel _________ Church after the services and participated in a non-violent workshop.  And then, we’d line-up in twos to walk from Selma to Montgomery to dramatize to the nation and to the world that people of color wanted to register to vote.  We were very concerned that Jimmy Lee Jackson had been murdered and somehow and someway we wanted to say to George Wallace, the Governor of the State and to others that we were determined to make it to Montgomery to petition the Governor and the State of Alabama and let the nation and the world know that people of color wanted to register to vote.

Q: Now, I’m going to talk a little bit more about that day, but not go on excessively.  But, as we show these pictures and we will, and you’ve seen them all before, some of these young people that would come <inaudible> and they may ask of themselves, where did you young people find all the courage?  And the older folk <inaudible>, but there was a mixed crowd, lots of people out that day, found the courage to do this.  One young man said to me, “You know, none of these opportunities..”  he was really kind of sad, he said, “None of these opportunities exist for us anymore.”  Paint me a picture of what it felt like for him and also answer that question where’d you come up with all of this courage?

John Lewis: Many of us came to the point that we didn’t have any choice.  We- we didn’t like segregation, we didn’t like racial discrimination, we didn’t like to fight that people were being denied the right to vote in America, in Alabama, in Selma and we had to make a stand, we couldn’t turn back.  You come to that point where you lose that sense of fear.  And, I’ve been arrested, I’ve been jailed, I’ve been beaten, what else can you do to me?  There’s a group of young people, we had been induced with a spirit, but we used to sing a song, I Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Around.  We used to sing a song <inaudible> Saw I Was Bound in Jail, Had no Money to go on that Bail, keep your eyes on the Pride Oh Lord.  I’m gonna do what the spirit said do, it was almost like the spirit of history had tracked us down and we allowed ourselves to be used.  You- you lose that sense of fear and you come to the point and say, Sheriff Clark we gonna march, Governor Wallace we’re going to march.  And I remember that day very very well, coming through the streets of Selma, walkin’ across the Edmund Pettus Bridge, crossin’ the Alabama River and it was almost complete silence.  We got to the edge of the bridge, José[ph?] William was walkin’ beside me, José William from Dr. King’s staff, said to me, “John, can you swim?”  I looked down and saw all of this water in Alabama River and I said, “No.” I said, “José, can you swim?”  And he said, “No.”  And I said, “There’s too much water down there, we’re not gonna jump and we’re not goin’ back, we’re goin’ forward.”  And we continued to walk in an orderly, peaceful manner, in two, 600 strong.  We come to the highest point on the bridge and down below we see a sea of blue, Alabama State Troopers.  We get within hearin’ distance of the State Troopers, a man identified himself and said, “I am Major John Clough of the Alabama State Troopers, this is an unlawful march, it will not be allowed to continue, I give you three minutes to disperse and return to your church.”  Less than a minute and a half, Major John Clough said, “Troopers advance.”  You saw these men putting on- on their gas masks.  I was wearin’ a backpack that day, long before it became fashionable to wear a backpack.  In this backpack I had two books, I have an apple, I have an orange, toothbrush and toothpaste.  I thought we were gonna be arrested and that we were goin’ go to jail, I wanted to have somethin’ to read, somethin’ to eat and since I was going to be in close quarters with my friends and colleagues, I wanted to be able to brush my teeth.  When Major John Clough said, “Troopers advance.” they came toward us, beating us with nightsticks and bullwhips, trampin’ us with horses, releasin’ their tear gas.  I was hit in the head by a State Trooper with a nightstick, had a concussion there at the bridge, I though I was goin’ to die, I thought I was so dead.  And, to this day, I don’t know how I made it across the bridge.
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