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MEMORANDUM TO MICHAEL WALDMAN

CAROLYN CURIEL
TERRY EDMONDS
FROM: - ANGUS KING
RE: Cong. Filner story
DATE: 9 June 1997

Sylvia wanted me to pass this along to you. If one of you could give him a call to discuss, that
would be great. Sylvia is going to leave him the message that he should expect your call.
Thanks.

cc: Sylvia Mathews
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Wednesgay July 29. 1983

Reps. Sonny Monigomery (D-Miss.). left, was Natlonal Guardsman on bus with Reps. John Lewis
(D-Ga.) and Bob Filner (D-Ca.) who were civil rights demonstrators.

Freedom Ride united three
future lawmakers

by Deborah Kalb

Today, as membcers of Con--
gress, they laugh about it. But it
was no laughing matuter back in
1961 when they were on a bus
traveling through Mississippi—
wo demonstrators and a
Nauonal Guardsman,— on
ovoosite sides of die civil rishis

In May 1961, 21-ycar-old
John Lewis and 18-ycar-old

Bob Filner were freedom riders,

college students who had
volunteered o challenge
longtime Southemn laws
segregating bus facilities.
Also on the hus was Sonny

licutcnant colonel in the
Mississippt National Guard. It
was his duty to escont the
freedom riders {rom the
Mississippi-Alabama border to
Jackson, Mississippi's capital.
Thirty-four ycars lawr, Reps.
Filner (D-Calif.) and Montgom-
ery (D-Miss.), who have
campaigned for cach viher, joke
about it. “He’l say to the
conservative freshmen, ‘1
arrcsted this S.0.B.,” Filncr
said. “ I'll say o the Black
Caucus, ‘This S.O.B. arrested
me."™ And he and Reo. Lewis

program sometimes, and we'li
jash around.”

But in 1961 there was no such
Jaughier. As e riders ap-
proached Mississippi, the
govemor called out the National
Guard.

“Sonny Montgomery was in
charge of the Mississippi
Nauonal Guard that met us at
the state line,” Lewis recalled.
At the Jackson bus stanon. the
riders were arrested. Lewis
remembers a police officer
saying, “Move on, ...You're
undcr arrest.” as they filed into
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Sonny Montgomery (center) and two Mississippi National Guard colleagues in
National Guard Armory in Meridian ¢. 1961.

Three members crossed paths 34 years ago in
Mississippi civil rights clash

Lewis marching in Selma.
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rickle in what would become a
flood of over 300 people,
filling the Jackson jails.

“ L escorted them. John
Lewis and Bob Filner were on
thece, ™ recalls Montgomery.
“My wwn is near the Alabama
border, and the freedom ridery
were coming from
Birmingham...it was more of a
protection for the freedom
riders than anything else.”

Montgomery, who is from
Meridian, Miss., said that
hefore this controversial
assignment, “I was never
involved in any race issues.”
He and his Guardsmen,
bristling with guns. eniered the
bus at the state line. .

As the nde continued, “We
were supposed o pick up’
(passengers) just like a regular
bus run,” he said. “ But nobody
goton. They saw all the guns
and helmets and gas masks,
and said * I believe 1’1 waiton -
the next bus.'”

In Mendian. they changed
drvers. “It was pretty ense,”
Montgomery said. “There were -
ahout 3,000 - 4.000 people out
there, and they behaved. It was
brothcr against brother, and it
was my job to kecp order, and
we did.” Some of his friends
“wondered why 1 did it, but it
wasn’'t a problem. It’s a big
Nauonal Guard state. About
half the wwn was in the
Nauonal Guard unit”

The bus barreled down the
two-lane road, going about 80
or 90 miles per hour as it
headed for Jackson. “I think I -
told the driver one ume, ‘Let’s
not wreek this bus,”™ Mont-
gomery said. In retrospect,
Montgomery believes the
biggest mistake he made was
not asking the driver 1o pull off
the road for a rest stop. The
riders "hadn’t been (o the rest
room since they left Biming-
ham. ...If I had it 10 do over
again, [ would change that.”

Lewis and Filner were sent to
Mississippi's Parchman prison.
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As Filner recalled, the freedom
riders were held in individual
duath row celis w scparate them
{rom the other prisoncrs. The
cells were small, and the
{reedom riders weren't allowed
oul 10 cxcreise. Nor were they
permitied to write, or reccive
mail,

“They wanted to isolatc us,”
Filner said. "They didn't want
anybody to get our 1deas, and
they wantzd o break (us).”
Filner's mother, worried about
her son, ¢contacted the handful
of rabbis in Mississippi. asking
if they wouyld visit him. “None

“would,” Filner recalled. “They

were scared of the situation.”
Filner spent two monthg in
Parchman, Lewis 27 days.

Filncr was a sophomorc at
Comell University when he
heard about the freedom ndes,
which began in the spring of
1961. Four years earlier, as a
high school student in New
York City, he had organized a
busload of students to rally in
Washington for civil nghts.
“My family happened to be very
involved in politics and civil
nghts,” Filner recalled. “Tt was
part of being Jewish. We were
essentially brought up to believe
that as minoriues your lot was
with other minorities.”

Hundreds of students showed
up for the first meeting at
Comcll. But, as the days went
on and the ume arrived for the
valunteers to head o Nashville
for non-violence taining, only
Filner and onc other student
rernained. V'l was looking
around, saying, ‘Where is
¢veryone?"” recalled Filner,
whg at the ume was not
involved in campus politcs.
“Nobody knew who the hell |
wae,”

In Nashville, Filner and the
other volunteers, both black and
white. were coached in prepara-
Lion for the hostility and
possible physical beatings they

.would facc when the buses

rolled through the Deep South.,

Eormey freedom
riders John Lewss
and Bob Filner
today as members
of Congress.

From Freedom
Rides to Capitol Hill

Filner as Cornell
student, May 1961.
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Among their wachers was civil
rights activist Marion By,
now mayor of Washington.
"Jackson, Miss., became the
{ocal point.” said Filner. *“The
idea was 10 fill up the jails.”
As Filner remembers it,
Lewis, alrcady recognized as a
student leader, was on his bus.
“He wouldn'tremember, but |
was so impressed [ was on the

same bus with him,” Filner said.

“John is an authentic American
hero. What he's gone through
compared 10 me, tere’s no
comparison. Being black as
opposcd to being white, they
tock the brunt of it.”

By Lewis’s own estimate, he
was arrested 40 times between
1960 and 1566. “I've seen a lot
of Southern jails,” said Lewis,
who first got involved in the
civil rights movement as a
student in Nashvilie in 1959.

The 1961 Mississippi freedom
rides began the first week of
May in Washington: Lewis was
beaten in Rack Hill, S.C.; in
Bimingham, Ala, the police

* tourist in your state.

put the group in prolccuve
cusialy, and then dropped them
off on the sive of a road carly in
the moming. “ft was Klan
terntory.” recalled Lewis, who
cventwally made it 1o safety.
And in Montgomery, Ala., an
angry mob beat Lewis and other
riders with pipes. “I was hit on
the head, and left lying in a pool
of blood.”

When Filner arrived in

Congress'in 1993 he was placed

on the Veterans' Commitee,
then chaired by Montgomery. “I
didn't know who he was,”
Filner recalled. “The first day I
was here, I met him. I'm
thinking, "How can I rclate o
him?’ | said, ‘I was once a
Lewis recalled that when he
came to the Hill in 1987, he
relared his civil rights involve-
meat at a praycr breakfast, and
Montgomery came up afier-
wards and said that he had
escored the riders w Jackson.
“We've talked about it,” said
Montgomery. now in his 15th

Housc term. “Like John (Lewis)
said, we've all changed.”
Lewis says, “If someone told

"me when [ was on the freedom

ridcs that [ would be in.Con-
aress, [ would have said.
‘You're crazy.”” Overall,
nothing he's seen on the Hill
compares with “the soruggle we
had o overcome the divisions in
the South. ... my involvement
makes me appreciale every
single day here.”

But the legacy of Parchman
prison lives on: Rep. Gene
Taylor (D-Miss.) gave Lewis a
T-shirt with “Mississippi State
Penitentiary” written on it. “He
said § was about the best-kaown
graduate,” Lewis quipped.

Filner, who became a history
professor, said his time in jail
“changed my life,” giving him
“a different kind of confidence.”
In February 1993, Filner spoke
on the House floor to com-
memoraie Biack History Month,
and related some of his experi-
ences gs 2 freedom rider. “It
tells people this is not a Johnny-
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come-lately thing,™ he recalled.
“it’s been pant of me for so
long.”

The irony of the siwaton is
not lost on the three members.

“Only in the Congress of the

United States,” sud Filner.
“We're all from completely
different backgrounds, and hére
we all are.”
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