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i e "W Were Prepared for the Possibility of
o e Death”: Freedom Riders in the South, 1961

A civil rights group’s mission — and the FBI’s coverage of it —
provide a perspective into American politics and society
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e To test President John F. Kennedy’s commitment to civil rights, the Congress of
aaTbey o Racial Equality (CORE) proposed a Journey of Reconciliation. The “Freedom Ride”
had an interracial group boarding buses destined for the South. At rest stops, whites
would go into blacks-only areas and vice versa. “I think all of us were prepared for

as much violence as could be thrown at us,” said CORE director James Farmer. “We
L R O SaraT were prepared for the possibility of death.”
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LLECTRN: s P b Pty Pt i Sl The buses left Washington on May 4, 1961, bound for New Orleans. The tour

= met little resistance in the upper South, but was greeted by 200 angry people

L AN - MOS0 - Sraten 18 ST in Alabama, where several Riders were beaten. By the time the tour arrived in
Mississippi, the Riders were at the mercy of the local courts. At the end of the
summer, more than 300 had been arrested.

L AL 1SN Sacilva.20 The Riders never made it to New Orleans. Many spent their summer in jail; others
were scarred for life from the beatings they received. But their efforts forced the

Kennedy administration to take a stand on civil rights.

T N800 — Ha BTIAT — Seciiss 1 As a source for African American history, radical studies, civil rights, political

e st a1 science and more, “We Were Prepared for the Possibility of Death”: Freedom Riders
in the South, 1961 delivers a wealth of documents. Scholars and faculty will find
surveillance reports, chronologies, witness statements and more. These materials
provide unique (and in some cases recently declassified) insight into the Freedom
Rides, the Kennedy administration and the segregated South.
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“We Were Prepared for
the Possibility of Death”:
Freedom Riders in the
South, 1961

The FBI materials that comprise this collection
trace the gathering of the participants from all
over America through local and state police reports
to FBI field offices; assessments from FBI special
agents on the “communist” or “fellow traveler”
associations of the Freedom Riders; timelines of
the rides into the Deep South; correspondence
between the FBI, Attorney General Robert
Kennedy, and the White House regarding the
Freedom Rides and the concern for violence;
informant reports from inside Ku Klux Klan
organizations and much more.

Correspondents include:
« Robert Kennedy

« J. Edgar Hoover

« Special agents-in-charge in Atlanta, New York
City, Memphis, Montgomery, and other cities

Research topics:
« Mob violence

« Use of military forces in civil disturbances

« Communist influence in the civil
rights movement

- Student protests and the civil rights movement

« Jim Crow, segregation, and the Freedom
Ride movement

« Desegregation of public transportation

« Role of the Justice department and the Attorney
General in the early civil rights movement
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Twenty-seven Ireedom ridors procesded from Mnﬂonﬁ- p
Alabama, in two separate huses om E..l‘:-lfll.“ -

The trip m without incident until they miwﬂt
dackson, Mississippi, where. th-;u:lﬂ nrnlm for ulh-pl:i,g;
o s 'hhl facilities in the

m-- arrested are boing held in lieu of 51,000 bond
‘ and have iodicated that thoey will oot attempt to make bond even
if they remain in jail after wwlnlun ponding appeal.
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t t Btaying at rnutlur'n home
naéd more than ofdinary protection po they shonld give him
advance notice whenever they inte to leave the house in order
that protecticd may be furnlshed. Y

Genaral Graham considers Abernathy's home his biggoest
security problem., He believes floodlights should be installed
nod he had 30 Hational Guardsmen at Abernathy's house last night.
Genaral Graham requested FBI officials be given his
pergonal thaoks for information furnished him regarding the
possible ambush-of the freedom riders' buses which went from
Montgomery, Alabams, to Jackson, Mississippi, 5/24/6l. He
baliaves the 1nfurlntiun was mlilhla fnd the ambush mépnld have
taken place if adegua - had
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