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Video: Bridge To Freedom (1965)
Video Excerpts:

And you could see a change in the atmosphere, a spirit of inspiration, motivation and seemingly hope coming back into the eyes and into the minds of these people. And then renewed commitment to the nonviolent method.

NARRATOR: They planned to march on Tuesday, but President Johnson wanted them to wait until they could be sure there would be no violence. In Montgomery, another Johnson, federal judge Frank Johnson, banned the march pending a hearing. Dr. King had never violated a federal order, but there was increasing pressure to march, especially from SNCC. The SCLC ministers left the decision about marching to King. The young members of SNCC, angered by Sunday's attack, wanted to be sure King wouldn't back down.

JAMES FORMAN: You know, federal injunctions and ... (inaudible) have been handed down in the past and really the people here have to make up their minds and make their decisions themselves about what it is they want to do.

NARRATOR: There was private disagreement but public unity.

JAMES FORMAN: There's no disagreement between SNCC and SCLC and that's not -- You know, that's not at issue here.

The announcement was made to the people in the audience that the march that Tuesday would go forward, all right. But some of us also knew that Dr. King had told -- I mean, that Johnson, that he was going to call off the march. So we had a meeting from about 11:00 to 5:00 that morning where we were trying to lay out to him the necessity to keep his word to the people that the march would go forward and that it would not be called off.

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR: We have no alternative but to keep moving with determination. We've gone too far now to turn back. And in a real sense, we are moving and we cannot afford to stop because Alabama and because our nation has a date with destiny.

NARRATOR: Tuesday, March 9th, 2,000 marchers set out to cross the Pettus Bridge. This time, there were politicians, labor and church leaders, members of SNCC, the widow of a U.S. senator and a few southern whites. They were side by side with those who had been beaten two days earlier.

MAJOR JOHN CLOUD: You are ordered to stop, stand where you are. This march will not commence.

NARRATOR: The marchers asked to kneel and pray.

REV. RALPH ABERNATHY: Because we know that America was founded on the principles that all men are free and equal, not just white men, but all men. We don't have much money, but we do have our bodies. And we live on the altar for Thee and for our freedom today.

NARRATOR: Then Dr. King turned the marchers around and walked back across the bridge. Some expressed relief, others shock.

ORLOFF MILLER: All of a sudden, I realized that the people in front were turning around and coming back and I was aghast. What is going on? Are we not going to go through with this confrontation? What's happening?

ANDREW YOUNG: The truth of it was that there was nothing much else to do. We'd been ordered by a judge not to go any further. If we had run into that police line, they would have beaten us up with court approval.

NARRATOR: SNCC members would call the turnaround a sellout, worsening the split between them and SCLC. For others, there was a sense of confusion.

ORLOFF MILLER: We waited to hear Dr. King's explanation of why this had been. We never fully understood, but what we did understand is saying as many of you as can, could you stay a few more days? Could you remain? Most of us had come without even a toothbrush because we thought it was a one-day event. But nevertheless, a number of us decided to stay, I among them.

NARRATOR: Later that evening, Reverend Miller, along with Ministers Clark, Olson, and James Reeb were returning from dinner. Unfamiliar with the town, they took a wrong turn past the Silver Moon Café.

ORLOFF MILLER: And as we started walking, from across the street there appeared four or five white men. And they yelled at us, "Hey, you niggers." And we did not look across at them, but we just sort of quickened our pace. We didn't run, but continued walking in the same direction. And they apparently came across the street from our left and behind us. And one of them was carrying a club. And Clark said he turned around and saw the club just as it was swung. And Jim Reeb being closest to the curb, caught the full impact of that blow.

NARRATOR: James Reeb died two days later. News of the attack provoked a national outcry. In many cities, demonstrators protested the violence in Selma. Some blacks were angry that the death of a white minister stirred a nation that had ignored the death of Jimmy Lee Jackson.

STOKELY CARMICHAEL: What it seemed to me is that the movement itself is playing into the hands of racism, because what you want as a nation to be upset when anybody is killed, and especially when one of us is killed. And so it just played into the hands of racism and it's almost like, you know, for this to be recognized, a white person must be killed. Well, what are you saying?

NARRATOR: When the police barricaded the area around Brown Chapel, SNCC withdrew from the Selma campaign in frustration. The barricades were to keep hostile whites out, the protesters in. One group, led by Jimmy Webb, broke free of the barricade. They were stopped by Clark's men.

L. C. CROKER: I can't follow you and I'm not going to follow you and give you police protection. I'm telling you for your own benefit, you had better turn around and get out of this area. You're not going to the cool house in a group under condition that you come here, and I assure you that.

JIMMY WEBB: All we'd like to do, sir, is to go to the courthouse --

L. C. CROCKER: Courthouse is closed. There's no business there, I'm saying.

JIMMY WEBB: We don't want to go into the courthouse, all we want to do is go to the lawn of the courthouse to kneel in prayer and we'll gladly return...

L. C. CROCKER: You take your prayers back to your church. That's the proper place to pray. I'm sure that God will hear your prayer just as well down there as it will up here, but you're not going on this courthouse lawn.

JIMMY WEBB: Sir, whenever there are men who are in sinful conditions, prayers should be uttered wherever they are.

L. C. CROCKER: Then why don't you pray where you are? Go back down and pray. You think you're lily white? You think you'll have ... (inaudible)? Well, then go back to your church and pray.

JIMMY WEBB: Well, sir, can we pray together, you and I?

L. C. CROCKER: You do your praying, I do mine, big boy. You don't pray for me. I don't want you to pray for me.

JIMMY WEBB: Well, will you pray for us?

L. C. CROCKER: Because I don't think your prayers get above your head.

JIMMY WEBB: Well, will you pray for us?

L. C. CROCKER: No, I'm not going to pray for you. I tend to my business, you tend to yours. Now, you better move these people out of here.

MAN: Sir? Sir?

GIRL: You have to know how to love before you can pray.

L. C. CROCKER: I don't have to love anybody I don't want to love. Do your own loving. You love your little niggers, I love who I please.

JIMMY WEBB: Do you believe in equal justice for all?

L. C. CROCKER: I believe in justice.

JIMMY WEBB: Do you believe in equal --

L. C. CROCKER: I don't believe in equal nothing. There's no two people in this world alike, and they're not equal on any terms or conditions. There's no two peas in the world alike, no two pieces of money or nothing else.

JIMMY WEBB: Then sir, are you saying that if I have a quarter and I'm black, and you have a quarter and you're white, then my quarter isn't worth as much as yours?

L. C. CROCKER: That's your quarter. I'll decide what my quarter's worth, you use yours and I use mine.

COP: You buy a catfish sandwich with yours.

L. C. CROCKER: I have nothing else to say.

WILSON BAKER: What's the deal here now. You people in this small group want to turn and walk back to the group waiting on you?

JIMMY WEBB: Do we have your protection?

WILSON BAKER: We'll do everything we can, just go on back down there. You didn't have it coming up here.

NARRATOR: Plans for the march to Montgomery remained at a standstill pending a federal court decision. Now protecting the marchers became an issue for both President Johnson and Governor Wallace.

GEORGE WALLACE: We got a report, how much it would take to guarantee absolute protection from everyone and we didn't have the resources. So I called on President Johnson and Article IV, Section IV of the Constitution to send us troops to help us maintain order.

NARRATOR: Wallace met with President Johnson in Washington on March 13th.

BURKE MARSHALL: And what happened in the meeting was the President totally snowed us. Governor Wallace didn't quite grovel, but he was so pliant by the end of the two hours with President Johnson putting his arm around him and squeezing him and telling him it's a moment of history and how do we want to be remembered in history? Do you want to be remembered as petty little men, or do we want to be remembered as great figures that faced up to our moments of crisis, and that kind of thing. And then he led Governor Wallace out in the hopes that Governor Wallace who was, by that time, like a rubber band, would give a press statement that confirmed his determination to protect the marchers at Selma, to comply with the court order from Judge Johnson and act like a responsible governor.

GOV. WALLACE: Well, all I can say is I'm very hopeful that we can have a solution to the problems that confront us in this regard and that I did request -- I did make some suggestions and I hope that we can have a cessation some time of the demonstrations, although I recognize the right to peacefully assemble. But I do think there are limitations, but that's all.

MAN: Can you tell us, Governor, what the President --

NARRATOR: Governor Wallace still refused to pay for protecting the marchers. President Johnson, sensing the mood of the country, addressed Congress on national television.

PRESIDENT LYNDON B. JOHNSON: What happened in Selma is part of a far larger movement which reaches into every section and state of America. It is the --

NARRATOR: Eight days after Bloody Sunday, four days after Reeb's death, the President asked for a comprehensive Voting Rights bill and astonished the nation by using the words of the movement.

PRESIDENT LYNDON B. JOHNSON: Their cause must be our cause, too. Because it's not just Negroes, but really it's all of us who must overcome the crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice. And we shall overcome.

JOSEPH SMITHERMAN: Lyndon Johnson came on, the late President, and said, "We shall overcome." And it was just like you'd stuck a dagger in your heart or something like that. I mean, you know, what's this guy doing? And, you know, you had respect for your ... (inaudible) we were patriotic, but it just destroyed everything you'd been allegedly fighting for.

C. T. VIVIAN: We were all sitting around together, and Martin was sitting in a chair looking toward the TV set. And when LBJ said, "And we shall overcome," we all cheered and I looked over toward Martin, and Martin was very quietly sitting in the chair and a tear ran down his cheek. It was a victory like none other. It was an affirmation of the movement.

NARRATOR: But SNCC didn't see any victory. In Montgomery, where they had moved operations, they were being beaten by Alabama police as they tried to confront Governor Wallace.

JAMES FORMAN: There's only one man in this country that can stop George Wallace and ... (inaudible). We can present thousands and thousands of bodies in the streets if we want to. And we can have all of the ... (inaudible) and the moral commitment around this world. But a lot of these problems will not be solved until that ... (inaudible) place called the White House begins to shake and gets on the phone and says, "Now listen, George, we're coming down there and throwing you in jail if you don't stop that mess." It's not just the sheriff of this county or the mayor or the police commissioner or George Wallace. This problem goes to the very bottom of the United States. And you know, I said it to them and I will say it again. If we can't sit at the table, let's knock the fucking legs off, excuse me.

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR: Now there are points that we agree on and there are still points that we must negotiate before we come to a final resolution of the problem.

NARRATOR: Martin Luther King tried to calm the situation in Montgomery while waiting, still, for the court decision on the march.

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR: Let me give you this statement which I think will come as an expression to all of us. Judge Johnson has just ruled that we have a legal and Constitutional right to march from Selma to Montgomery.

NARRATOR: The judge's action cleared the way for the march. But Governor Wallace still refused to provide the necessary protection. So President Johnson federalized the Alabama National Guard. Sunday, March 21st, only 62 days after the campaign began, 3,200 people gathered at Brown Chapel Church for the journey to Montgomery.

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR: We are going to walk nonviolently and peacefully to let the nation and the world know we are tired now. We've lived with slavery and segregation 345 years, we waited a long time for freedom. We are trying to remind the nation of the urgency of the moment. Now is the time to make real the promises of democracy. Now is the time to transform Alabama, the heart of Dixie, to a state with a heart for brotherhood and peace and good will. Now is the time to make justice a reality for all of God's children.

REPORTER: Do you have any feelings about this march?

SHERIFF JIM CLARK: No, I'm glad to get rid of the ones who are leaving, but I wish they'd come back and get the rest of them.

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR: How you doing? Wonderful, wonderful. Why are you marching?

SHEYANN WEBB: So we can be free and justice. And so other people can be free and so troopers can't hit no more.

NUN: I'm from Kansas City, Missouri, and I've answered a call for the Interracial Council there in Kansas City to join the march here. These ideals that have been expressed by all the people have been mine for a long time. I've had an opportunity to do something about it now.

ACTOR: I'm from Hollywood, California, I'm an actor. And I just decided I've got to come, I've got to see what it's all about and I feel very deeply about the situation. And for the first time, I realize what the Negro position is, because here I am called a white nigger.

NARRATOR: The Alabama National Guard under federal direction, kept the hecklers at a distance and checked for bombs. Eleven miles outside Selma, the marchers left Dallas County and came into neighboring Lowndes County. While in Lowndes County, some SNCC members seized the opportunity to do some organizing of their own.

KWAME TOURE (STOKELY CARMICHAEL): We were against the march. I, too, was against it. But again, I said it was a fait accompli. We couldn't stop it, King was going to have it, and there was no way to stop it. So what we had to do now is make a positive out of a negative. What I did was when it entered Lowndes County, I would seek out all the people from Lowndes County who came to the march. I would get them, write down their names, record it, their addresses and tell them, you know, "Listen, we're going to stay in Lowndes County, we're not going to pass through." And they'd be excited to hear that. So the Black Panther Party was built off of the mobilization that King sprout out inside of Lowndes County, and he give us a perfect job.

NARRATOR: As they approached Montgomery, SCLC heard of a plot against Martin Luther King's life, but King refused to leave the march.

ANDREW YOUNG: Martin always wore the good preacher blue suit, and I figured since we couldn't stop him from marching, we just kind of had to believe it was true when white folks said we all look alike. So everybody that was about Martin's size and had on a blue suit, I put in the front of the line with him. And we all just lined up, but there were some very important people who felt as though they were being pushed back. But all of the preachers loved the chance to get up front in the front line with Martin Luther King, but I don't think to this day most of them know why they were up there.

NARRATOR: Fifty-four miles and five days marching. They were now 25,000 strong.

JOHN LEWIS: To me, there was never a march like this one before and hasn't been once since. It was a sense of community moving there. And as you walked, you saw people coming, waving, bringing you food or bringing you something to drink. You saw the power of the most powerful country on the face of the Earth.

NARRATOR: The euphoria of the moment, no one could know the traditional civil rights movement would never again be the same. The fragile coalition that had shaped the movement for so long was coming to an end.

CORETTA SCOTT KING: It was a great moment to go back to Montgomery. Because you see for us, it was returning to Montgomery after ten years. And I kept thinking about ten years earlier, how we were visibly just blacks and when you looked at that march, you had Catholic priests and nuns, you had other clergy and you had a lot of white people. It was really a beautiful thing to pass Basker Avenue and go toward the capitol, marching together and listening to Martin's speech.

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR: We must come to see the being we seek. As a society at peace with itself, a society that can live with its conscience. And that will be a day not as a white man, not as a black man, that will be the day of man as man. However difficult the moment, however frustrating the hour, it will not be long because truth crushed to earth will rise again. How long? Not long. Because no lie can live forever. How long? Not long. Because the arc of the moral universe is long but it bends toward justice. How long? Not long. Because mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord. He's tramping out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored. He's loosed the faithful lightning of his terrible swift sword, his truth is marching on. Glory, hallelujah. Glory, hallelujah. Glory, hallelujah. Glory, hallelujah. His truth is marching on.

NARRATOR: That night, Viola Liuzzo, a white housewife from Michigan, was murdered by Klansmen as she transported marchers back to Selma. President Johnson signed the Voting Rights bill into law on August 6th, 1965. By the following summer, 9,000 blacks registered to vote in Dallas County. August 11, five days after the Voting Rights bill was signed, the Watts area of Los Angeles, California, exploded in racial violence. More than 1,000 people were injured, 34 died. It signaled a new direction for the movement, the next phase of America's civil rights years.

