60 Years Ago in Chapel Hill
Freedom Riders and Chain Gangs 
[image: image1.jpg]








    


    

Compiled by Al McSurely,Chair, Legal Redress Committee 



     With the help of Dr. Yonni Chapman, History Committee Chair

Chapel Hill-Carrboro Branch 5689

Fred Battle, President
P. O. Box 1236

Carrboro, NC 27510

November 2007

(From the writings of Bayard Rustin, James Peck, and George Houser in Fellowship Magazine (April, 1947); and Raymond Arsenault’s, Freedom Riders: 1961 and the Struggle for Racial Justice.)

The Journey of Reconciliation, later called “The First Freedom Ride,” began on April 9, 1947.  It was led by the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)’s leader, Bayard Rustin.  The First Freedom Riders committed themselves and their bodies to test a U.S. Supreme Court ruling in 1946 that ruled interstate Jim Crow laws on buses and trains were unconstitutional. 
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Members of the Journey of Reconciliation in 1947. Left to right: Worth 
Randle, Wallace Nelson, Ernest Bromley, James Peck, Igal Roodenko, 
Bayard Rustin, James Felmet, George Houser and Andrew Johnson.
The North Carolina Itinerary of the First Freedom Ride
[image: image2.bmp]Petersburg,Va. to Durham, N.C. on 11 April 1947:  On the Greyhound bus (CORE tested both Greyhound and Trailways to determine if they were going to obey the Supreme Court’s decision) to Durham, there were no arrests.  Peck and Rustin sat up front.  About ten miles out of Petersburg the driver told Rustin to move.  When Rustin refused, the driver said he would "attend to that at Blackstone."  However, after consultation with other drivers at the bus station in Blackstone, he went on to Clarksville.  There the group changed buses.  At Oxford, North Carolina, the driver sent for the police, who refused to make an arrest.  Persons waiting to get on at Oxford were delayed for forty-five minutes. A middle-aged Negro schoolteacher was permitted to board and to plead with Rustin to move: "Please move. Don't do this. You'll reach your destination either in front or in back.  What difference does it make?"  Rustin explained his reason for not moving.  Other Negro passengers strongly supported Rustin.  One threatened to sue the bus company for the delay. 
Raleigh to Durham, North Carolina, 12 April:  Lynn and Nelson rode together on the double seat next to the very rear of the Trailways bus, and Houser and Roodenko in front of them.  The bus was very crowded.  The one other Negro passenger, a woman seated across from Nelson, moved to the very rear voluntarily when a white woman got on the bus and there were no seats in front.  When two white college men got on, the driver told Nelson and Lynn to move to the rear seat.  When they refused on the basis of their interstate passage, he said the matter would be handled in Durham.  A white passenger asked the driver if he wanted any help.  The driver replied, "No, we don't want to handle it that way."  By the time the group reached Durham, the seating arrangement had changed and the driver did not press the matter. 
Durham to Chapel Hill, 12 April:  Johnson and Rustin were in the second seat from the front on a Trailways bus.  The driver, as soon as he saw them, asked them to move to the rear.  When they did not move, the driver called the Chapel Hill station superintendent to repeat the order. Five minutes later, the police arrived and Johnson and Rustin were arrested for refusing to move when ordered to do so.  Peck, seated in the middle of the bus, got up after the arrest, saying to the police, "If you arrest them, you'll have to arrest me, too, for I'm going to sit in the rear."  The three men were held at the police station for half an hour.  They were released without charge when an attorney arrived on their behalf and said something about a suit will be pressed against the company and the police for false arrest.  The conversation with the Trailways official indicated that the company knew there was an interracial group making a test.  The official said to the police: "We know all about this. Greyhound is letting them ride. But we're not."  
Departing Chapel Hill for Greensboro, North Carolina, 13 April:  Johnson and Felmet were seated in front.  The driver asked them to move as soon as he boarded.  They were arrested quickly, for the police station was just across the street from the bus station.  Felmet did not get up to accompany the police until the officer specifically told him he was under arrest.  Because he delayed rising from his seat, he was pulled up bodily and shoved out of the bus.  The bus driver distributed witness cards to occupants of the bus.  One white girl said: "You don't want me to sign one of those.  I'm a damn Yankee, and I think this is an outrage."  Rustin and Roodenko, sensing the favorable reaction on the bus, decided they would move to the seat in the front vacated by Johnson and Felmet.  Their moving forward caused much discussion by passengers. The driver returned soon, and when Rustin and Roodenko refused to move, they were arrested also.  A white woman at the front of the bus, a Southerner, gave her name and address to Rustin as he walked by her.  The men were arrested on charges of disorderly conduct, for refusing to obey the bus driver and, in the case of the whites, for interfering with arrest.  The men were released on $50 bonds. 
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Carolina Cab drivers at the bus station, 1947





The bus was delayed nearly two hours in Chapel Hill. Cab drivers standing around the bus station were becoming aroused by the events.  [The cab drivers in the photo are not meant to represent the men who attacked the Freedom Riders in April 1947.]  One hit Peck a hard blow on the head, saying, "Coming down here to stir up the niggers."  Peck stood quietly looking at them for several moments, but said nothing.  Two persons standing by, one Negro and one white, reprimanded the cab driver for his violence.  The Negro was told, "You keep out of this."  Peck and five others were dragged off the bus in Chapel Hill and beaten.  Peck described the incident on Franklin Street:  White cab drivers were hanging around the bus station, with nothing to do. They saw our Trailways bus delayed, and learned the reasons why.  Here was something over which they could work out their frustration and boredom.  Two ringleaders started haranguing the other drivers.  About ten of them started milling around the parked bus.  When I got off to put up bail for the two Negroes and two whites in our group who had been arrested, five of the drivers surrounded me.  "Coming her to stir up the niggers," snarled a big one with steel-cold grey eyes.  With that, he slugged me on the side of the head.  I stepped back, looked at him, and asked, "What's the matter?"  My failure to retaliate with violence had taken him by surprise.—James Peck, “Freedom Ride” (1962). 

In the police station, some men standing around said: "They'll never get a bus out of here tonight."  After bond was set, Reverend Charles Jones, a local white Presbyterian minister [who was expelled from the Presbyterian Church, and then helped found the Community Church of Chapel Hill], speedily drove the men to his home.  They were pursued by two cabs filled with taxi men.  As the interracial group reached the front porch of the Jones home, the two cabs pulled up at the curb.  Men jumped out, two of them with sticks for weapons; others picked up sizable rocks.  They started toward the house, but were called back by one of their number.  In a few moments the phone rang, and an anonymous voice said to Jones, "Get those damn niggers out of town or we'll burn your house down.  We'll be around to see that they go."  The police were notified and arrived in about twenty minutes.  The interracial group felt it wise to leave town before nightfall.  Two cars were obtained and the group was driven to Greensboro, by way of Durham, for an evening engagement.
 
About a month after the Freedom Riders had been attacked, arrested and spirited off to Greensboro, they returned to the Southern Part of Heaven for a trial on 20 May 1947.  Rustin and Roodenko, represented by NAACP lawyers Jerry Gates, Henry Taylor, and Ed Avant, appeared before Chapel Hill Recorder’s Court Judge Henry Whitfield.  The District Attorney, T. J. Phipps, gave an impassioned argument to Judge Whitfield that “our nigras wanted Jim Crow,” and it was the outside agitators coming in that were the cause of all the trouble.


Judge Whitfield agreed, sentenced the Black Rustin to merely paying court costs, on the grounds that Rustin was “A poor misled nigra from the North” and therefore less responsible than the white agitators who should know better.  Then Judge Whitfield turned his attention to the White Roodenko.  “I presume you’re Jewish, Mr. Rodenky.  Well it’s about time you Jews from New York learned you can’t come down here bringing your nigras with you to upset the customs of the South.”   With that, Judge Whitfield sentenced Roodenko to 30 days on the chain gang.   

Then Judge Whitfield considered the cases of the other Black/White pair of Freedom Riders who had been arrested at the Bus Station on Franklin Street, Johnson and Felmet.  The Judge made his view of the “customs of the South” even clearer.  He sentenced Johnson to $50 fine and costs; but saved his real sense of a white man betraying his “race” by sentencing Felmet to 6 months on a chain gang!  When the D.A., somewhat embarrassed by the Judge’s sentence—which was six times harsher than was allowed by the law—pointed out that one month was the maximum, Judge Whitfield said, “I can’t keep all these things in my little head.”


The Chapel Hill Four appealed to the Superior Court in Hillsborough.  The case was heard by Judge Chester Morris in March 1948.  Judge Morris rejected their argument that they were “interstate passengers” and gave them equal opportunity sentences—one month on the chain gang for both the White and Black Freedom Riders.  The NAACP lawyers appealed the case to the N.C. Supreme Court.  In January 1949, our Supreme Court upheld Judge Morris’s convictions and the chain gang sentence.  Because of money problems, lost evidence (the interstate ticket could not be found), NAACP legal priorities, and differences about how to best build the Movement, the N.C. Supreme Court decision was not appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court.  

The Freedom Riders, all members of CORE, were heavily influenced by the “poor misled nigra from the North” who had just returned from a 3-month trip to Europe and India, where he had met with Gandhi’s son.  Rustin argued that if they served their sentence on the chain gang, it would be another form of a “Demonstration to the colored majority of the world of the failures of American democracy.”   Felmut and Roodenko agreed.  Johnson chose to stay in Cincinnati to complete his Senior year at the University.


Bayard Rustin, James Felmut, and Igal Roodenko surrendered at the Hillsborough Court House on March 21, 1949 and were transported directly to the Roxboro Chain Gang.   With good behavior, they served 22 days.  The “ignorant nigra from the North” wrote a journal about his experience—“22 Days on a Chain Gang”—which was serialized in the New York Post and the Baltimore Afro-American newspapers.  Their bravery and prophetic ministry led to a legislative investigation of the treatment of prisoners in N.C. Prison Camps.  Rustin’s writings directly inspired Ms. Rosa Parks, in 1955, and the Freedom Riders of l960-61, to challenge Jim Crow segregation on buses and other southern institutions.[image: image4.bmp]
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