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 John Lewis / CD 11

<Crew Talk> 

Q: Before we go back to the church, you were hurting, a lot of people were, Miss Bowington [ph?] told me about how she was brutalized.  You were a devotee and a believer in non-violence it must have been hard to see older people you'd loved and admired hurt in that manner.  How did you hold the line, how did you hold onto the ideal, before you went back to that church?  There was obviously a powerful opposing force with all those blue troopers around there, it must have taken a lot of strength to hold back the feeling to inflict some injury on somebody else.  I've heard young people say “How’d they do that?”

John Lewis: By the time of the march from Selma uh.. to Montgomery, by the time of Bloody Sunday, many of us have arrived at that point to accept non-violence as a way of life, as a way of living.  We have arrived at a point where we were saying that hate is too heavy a burden to bear.  We didn't hate the State Troopers, I didn't have any malice or ill feeling toward Governor Wallace, or Sheriff Clark, or those individuals that gave the order to attack us.  Uh.. we were not against Governor Wallace, against Sheriff Clark, against the people that were beating us, we wanted to win them over and build a sense of community, build a sense of family, we wanted to be reconciled.  And our concentration was not on them, we wanted to gain the right to vote, for all of the citizens of Alabama, and for all of the citizens of the South and the citizens of America.

Q: So just another moment, you go back to the church and it must be going through your mind “What are we going to do from here?”

John Lewis: I do recall that sunny afternoon being back at the church, the church is full to capacity, more than 2,000 people on the outside trying to get in to protest what had happened.  And someone asked me to say something to the audience, and I stood up and said something like “I don’t understand it, how President Johnson can send troops to Vietnam, but cannot send troops to Selma to protect people who only desire is to register to vote.”  And the next thing I knew I had been admitted to the Good Samaritan Hospital, in Selma, where Jimmy Lee Jackson had died a few days earlier.  And I remembered just laying there that Sunday afternoon and that Sunday night, thinking and wondering whether the other people were all right.  And early the next morning, that Monday morning, Martin Luther King Jr. and Reverend Ralph Abernathy came by to visit me.  And Dr. King said “John don’t worry, we're gonna make it from Selma to Montgomery, and the Voting Rights Act will be passed.”  He informed me that he had issued a call for religious leaders to come to Selma on March 9th, that following Tuesday, two days after Bloody Sunday.  And people did respond, more than a thousand religious leaders, ministers, priests, rabbis and nuns, came to the-- Selma, came to Selma, came to the Brown Chapel Amy Church, they marched the same path, the same route that we took, they came to the same point where we had been beaten two days earlier.  They kneeled, prayed, and turned back.  

Q: There are lots of stories about the back channels that existed of communication between yourself, other leaders and folks like Wilson Baker.  Do you recall at any point in time after Bloody Sunday having any kind of connection with Wilson Baker, who really abhorred what had happened I understand from the reportage?

John Lewis: I do recall Commissioner Baker saying that if he had been in charge that wouldn't have happened.  Uh.. and much later Governor Wallace said that he wanted the march stopped but he didn't tell ‘em to do what they did.  And apparently he became very angry with the Public Safety Commissioner of Alabama, Al Lingo, and with Sheriff Clark, for the confrontation.  They didn't like the idea of the nation and the world seeing these innocent, peaceful, non-violent protestors being beaten, and tear-gassed all over the world.  Because of what happened in Selma on that Sunday, on Bloody Sunday, there was a sense of righteous indignation, people couldn't stand what they saw, President Johnson didn't like it.  He a few days later, to be exact, on March 15th, 1965, eight days after Bloody Sunday, gave one of the most meaningful speeches any American President had made in modern time on the whole question of civil rights, the voting right.  Lyndon Johnson spoke to the nation, transition of the Congress, denounced the violence in Selma, introduced the Voting Rights Act, he started off that night by saying “I speak tonight for the dignity of man and for the destiny of democracy.”  He said “At times history and faith come together in a single place and man uhm.. in the search of freedom, so it was more than a century ago at Lexington and that conquered, so it was at Apermaty [ph?], so it was last week in Selma, Alabama.”  He said over and over in that speech that evening “And we shall overcome,” using the theme song of the Civil Rights Movement.  I was sitting next to Martin Luther King Jr. as Dr. King watched as we all did, and listened to, President Johnson, tears came down his face, he cried, he said again, “We'll make it from Selma to Montgomery, the Voting Rights Act will be passed.”  The Congress debated the Voting Rights Act, but before we did march all the way, the President of the United States called out part of the United States military, federalized the Alabama National Guards, and five days, two weeks later, we walked all the way from Selma to Montgomery, and we arrived in Montgomery there were more than 25,000 citizens there, black and white, young and old.

Q: Were you there?

John Lewis: I was there.  I walked all the way, I walked every inch of the 50 miles, every inch, through the rain.  I remember on-- at one point along the way the heavens opened up, it rained, it rained, and Dr. King was walking beside me, he had a little brown cap on his head, and he took the cap off and he put it on my head and said “John, you’ve been hurt, you need to protect your head, wear this cap.”  I remember the speech he made at uh.. he said “They told us we wouldn't get here, over-- over on somebody-- over somebody’s dead body,” but he said “We're here, go and tell the state of Alabama, tell Governor Wallace, tell the whole nation, tell the whole world we're here.”  Selma gave us the Voting Rights Act of ’65, the same way the march on Washington and Birmingham gave us the Civil Rights Act in 1964.  That the Voting Rights Act was literally written on the highway between Selma and Montgomery, people gave a little blood on that bridge to open up the democratic process, to make it possible for all of our citizens to become participants in the democratic process.

Q: The title of this film is called “Never Lose Sight Of Freedom” and I'd ask you for a second to reflect on the title and use it as you see fit but also this notion of freedom and young people, how does a young person today pulled and drawn in many different directions by media, by advertising, by different kinds of attractions, commit to this notion which is still something we need to be committed to as a people in this country, to freedom?

John Lewis: Each generation must find a way to be committed to this concept, to this idea of freedom.  We all have to find a way to do what I call “get in the way.”  When I was growing up as a young child in rural Alabama, my mother, my father, my grandparents and great-grandparents, often told us “Don’t get in trouble, don’t get in the way.”  But the young people in Selma got in trouble, got in the way, they got in necessary trouble, good trouble, it was necessary for us to get in the way in 1965 to make things better.  So the young people today must find a way to push and pull, to expand the freedoms, not just for this generation, but for unborn generations.
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