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MEMORANDUM TO MICHAEL WALDMAN 
CAROLYN CURIEL 
TERRY EDMONDS 

FROM: 
RE: 
DATE: 

ANGUS KING 
Cong. Filner story 
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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CONGRESSMAN BOB FILNER 
50TH DISTRICT, CALIFORNIA 

330 Cannon House Office Buil<ling 
Washington, DC 20515 
(202) 225-8045 Phone 
(202) 225-9073 Fax 

333 F Street, Suite A 
Chula Vista, CA 91910 
(619) 422-5963 Phone 
(619) 422-7290 Fax 

Date: (p/9 (y7 

Fax Cover Sheet 

nme: -----

To: Sytvi't. mil..+tt,~ws Phone: ----

Fax: '{!(6-670.J 

.From.: ~~"/hµt ~ F~ 
-- C5'ut Pf.ff o} 

Number of Pages (including cover sheet): f 

Message.~ AAµ. Wfl. Cle.I{ ~~ ~1<.d; ~ 
fbf.~td_ G\,:fVt/_,t~ 1Jllf. ~----'"_a __ 

~-t n\U4~ ~ "l1o ~ 
"f'AM1bf,f/J ~I.fl ~t.fJ/D fM»,IJA~~-c.:-



JUN-09-97 MON 09:11 P. 02/05 

Reps. Sonny Montgomery (D-Miss.). left. was Naitonal Guardsman on bu.s with R~ps. John. Lc:wis 
(D-Ca.) and Bob Filner rD-Ca.) who were civil rights demonstrators. 

Freedom Ride united three 
future lawmakers 
by Deborah Kalb 

Today, as member.:> of Con-· 

grcss, lhcy laugh about iL 8ul it 
was no laughing m:mcr back in 
1961 when I.hey ..... ere on a bus 
Lravcling through Mississippi­
lWO dcmonslfators :i.nd a 
N:nion:il Gu:inJsrn:in,- on 
oooosiLc sitli.:~ uf 1..hc ci vii ril!hl..'> 

In Mny 1961, 21-ycar-olJ 
John Lewis and 18-ycar-olu 
Bob Fi Iner were frrLdom riders. 
college 3ludcnts· who hnd 

volunteered to challenge 
longtime Southern laws 
segregating bus facilities. 

Also on the hus w:1.~ Sonnv 

lieutenant colonel in the 
Mississippi N:llion:il Gu:ircl. It 
was his duty ID escort the 
freedom rielers Crom lhe 
Mississippi-Alabama border to 
faekson. Mis.sissippi 's c:ipital. 

Thirty-four ye<i.r.; l;m.;r, Reps. 

Filner CD-Calif.) and Montgom­
ery (D-Miss.), who luve 
campaigned for ~d1 uthcr. jokl! 
about it. "He'll s.'.lY to Lh.c 
conservative freshmen, • I 
arrested !his S.O.B., ·~ Filncr 
SJid. "I'll say to Lhc Black 
C.:i.ucus, 'This S.0.B. arrested 
me."' And he and Rco. Lewis 

program soml!timcs. ancl we· 11 
josh around." 

But in 196 l I.here was no such 
laughter. As the riders ap-
proac hed Mississippi, the 
governor C!llled out the National 
Guafd. 

"Sonny Montgomery was in 
charge of the Mississippi 
Nation.al Guard that met us al 

the Sta.LC line," Lewis recalled. 
At the Jackson bus station. me 
riders were arrested. Lewis 
remembers a police officer 
saying, "Move on .... You 're 
under '1frcst." as Lhcv filed into 
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Sonny Montgomery (center) and two Miss~s_sippi National Guard colleagues in 
National Guard Armory in Meridian c. 1961. 

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

Lewi.,. marc11ing in Selma. 
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trickle in what would become a 
flood of over 300 people, 
filling the fackson j;iils . 

.. l escorted them. John 
Lewis and .Bob Filn~r were on 
there, ·• recalls Montgomery. 
"My u>wn is near th~ Alabama 
border, and the freedom rider:> 
were coming from 
B.i.rmingham .. .it was more of a 
protettion for the freedom 
riders ch:m anything else." 

Montgomery, who is from 
Meridian, Miss., :;aid that 
hefore chis cona'oversial 
assignment, "I was never 
involved in any race issut:s." 
He and h.is Guardsmen. 
brisrling with guns. enu:red the 
bus a.t the st.ate line. 
As the ride continutd, "We 

were supp0sed co pick up· 
(passengers) just like a regular 
bus run." he said." But nobody 
got on. They saw all the guns 
and helmets and gas masks. 
and said ' I believe I'll wait on · 
the next bus .... 
In Meridian. they changed 
drivers. "It was prelly tense," 
Montgomery said. ·'There were · 

about 3.000 - 4.000 people out 
there, and they beh:ived. It was 
brother again:;t brother, and it 
was my job to keep order, and 
we did." Some of his friends 
"wondered why I did it, but it 
wasn't a problem. 1rs a big 
National Guard state. About 
half the !Own was in i:hc 
National Guard uniL .. 

The bus barreled down !he 
two-lane rood, going about 80 
or 90 miles per hour as it 
he..,dcd for Jackson. "I th.ink I 
told the driver one time, 'Let's 
not wreck this bus, ... Mone· 
eomcry said. In retros~ct, 
Montgomery believes the 
biggest mistake he made was 
nm aslcing !he driver to pull off 
the roud for a rest stop. The 
riders ··hadn ·1 been co Lhc rest 
room since they left Bi.rming· 
ham .... If I had ic to do over 
again, I would change !ha.I.." 

Lewis and Filncr were sent t9 
Mississippi's Pa.n;;hmJn prison. 
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As Filncr recalled. the frcce1om 
riders wt~rc held in iridividu:.tl 
uc..ilh row cells 10 separate th..:m 
from the oLhcr prisoners. The 
cr:lls u.'crc small. and the 
fr..:cdom riders wcren'l :i.llou.·cd 
out ID c;i;.crcisc. Nor wl!re lhcy 
permitted to write, or receive 
mail. 

"Tiir..:y wamcd to isolate us," 
Filner said. 'They didn't want 
anybody to £Cl our ideas. and 
they want.:d l.O break {us)." 
Filner"s mother, worried about 
her son. com.:med the handful 
of rabbi:> in Mississippi. asking 
if they would visit him. "None 
would:· r-·ilncr recallea. "They 
were sea.red of the situation:· 
Filncr spent two months in 
Parchman. Lewis 27 days. 

Filncr was a sophomore at 
Cornell University when he 

heard abOut I.he freedom rides, 
which began in the spring or 
1961. Four years earlier, as a 
high school student in New 
York City, he had organizecl a 
busload of students co rally in 
Washington for civil rights. 
··My family happened to be very 
involved in politics and civil 
rights," Filncr recalled. "Ir was 
part of being Jewish. We wen: 
cs.-:emially brought up to believe 
Lhat ns minorities your lot was 
wilh ot.~er minorities ... 

Hundreds of students showed 
up for I.he first meeting at 
Cornell. Bue. as the days went 
on and the time arrived for I.he 
volunteers to he..:i.d to Nnshville 
fof non-violence training, only 
Fi Iner and one other Sludem 
rcrnJ..incd. "I was looking 
around. s:i.ying, 'Where i:; 
everyone?'" recalled Fi Iner, 
who at the time was not 
invol •·cd in campus politics . 
.. Nobody knew who the hell I 
u.::.1.~ ... 

In Na::hvillc, Fi Iner and the 
other volunteers, bOLh blade and 
white. were coached in prepara­
tion for I.he hostility :ind 
po.,siblc physic:tl b\:atings they 

. would face when Lhe buses 
rollc<l lhrough lhc Dc~p South. 

Form~ freedom 
riders ]olm L<:wis 
a.rid Hob Filner 
today as members 
of Co11K'"ess. 

From Freedom 
Rides to Capitol Hill 

Filncr as Cornell 
5foJent, May 1961. 

P. 04/05 
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Among lhcir t1.::.H.:hcrs was civil 
rights activi~t MJJion B:ury. 
now in::iyor of Wa.shinr:t0n. 

'"J;1ck.son. r.-fos., bcc<lmc the 

l'OCJI point. .. sa.iu Filncr. "The 

irlc;J. was lO fill up the jails." 
As Filncr remembers it, 

Lewis. alrca<ly recognized as a 
student leader. was on his bus. 
"'He wculdn"t·remember, but I 
was so impressed I was on the 
same bus with him," Filner said~ 
"John is an auihentic American 
hero. Whal he's gone through 
compared ID me. there's no 
comparison. Being black as 
opposed to being whir.e, they 
took the brunc of it ... 

By Lewis's own estimate, he 
was arrested 40 times between' 
1960 and 1966. "I've seen a lot 
of Sout.hem jails," said Lewis. 
who first got involved in !he 
civil right.s movement as a 
student in Nashville in 19:59. 

The 1961 Mis..c:is..c:ippi freedom 
rides began the first week of 
May in Washington: Lewis was 
be.aten in Rock Hill. S.C.: in 
Birmingham. Ala., the police 

put lh<! group in protective 
(UStoJy, and 1.h.-:n dropped I.hem 
off on 1.h~ siuc of l ro~d C<Uly in 
the morning ... ll w:is Kbn 
lcrritocy." r<!c:illcd Lewis. who 
cvcntu::illy m:Jtlc il to safely. 
And in Montgomery. Ala., an 
angry mob ~[ Lewi.c: and other 
ritlcrs with pipc.s ... I wns hit on 
the head, and lefl lying in a pool 
of blood." 

When Filncr arrived in 
Congress in 1993 he was placed 
on lhe Vcll!rans · Commi11ee, 
then cha.ired by Montgomery. "I 
d.idn · t know who he was," 
Filner recalled. '1"he first day I 
w~ here, I met him. I'm 
Lttinking, 'How can 1 relate to 

him?' I said. 'l was once a 
tourist in your stare."' 
. Lewis recalled that when he 

came to the Hill in 1987,.he 
related his civil right<: involve· 
mc:nt at a prayer breakfast, and 
Montgomery came up atrer­
warrlS and said Ihat he had 
escocu::d the riders to Jackson. 

··we·ve talked about it, .. said 
Monr.gomery. now in his 15th 

.. :'~..,;. . . . . .. ······-:···.·.· 

House t.i:nn. '"Likl: John (Lewis) 
i;ai<l. we ·vc :ill chJngcd:· 

Lewis ::ays, ''If som~one tolu 
·me wh1.:n I was on the freedom 
rides t.h:.il I would be in Con­
g~. I u:ould h::tve said. 
'You' re crazy."' Over-ill, 

nothing hc·s seen on I.he Hill 
comparf'.<: with "the suuggle we 
had to ovc~ome the divisions in 
t.he South .... my involvcmc:ot 
makes me appreciale every 
single dny here." 

But I.he legacy of Pacchman 
prison lives on: Rep. Gene 
Taylor (D-M.iss.) gave ~wis a 
T-shin with "Mississippi State 
PenitentiJry" wrtnen on iL "He 
said [ was abouc che best-known 
graduate," Lewis quipped. 

Filner, who became a hiStory 
professor, said hi.c: time in jail 
"changed my life." giving him 
"a dilferent kind of confidem;c." 
In February 1993. Filner spoke 
on the House floor to com­
memorate Black: Hist0ry Month, 
and related some of his expeti· 
enccs as a freedom rider. "It 
tells people this is not a Johnny-
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eomc-btcly thing.'" he n..'Clllcd. 
~It's teen pa.rt of me for so 
long.-

The irony of the SilUJr..ion is 
not lost on lhc three members. 
... Only in the Congress of lhe 
UniU!d Stales." s:iid Filncr. 
"We're all from complct!!ly 
different backgrounds, and here 
we all are." 
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