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was coming. We had already been
beaten and clubbed earlier that
day. It was Mother’s Day, May 14,
1961. For ten days, two buses had
transported thirteen of us from
Washington, D.C. to the deep
South to see if America would
accept desegregated seating on
buses and desegregated waiting
rooms and restrooms in bus
stations. Now forces of hatred
were bringing my Freedom Ride
to an end. But I’m getting ahead
of the story.

Charles Person was an-18year-old freshman at Morehouse
College in Atlanta, Georgia
in 1961 when he became the
youngest of the original thirteen
“Freedom Riders.” Person and
co-author Richard Rooker tell
Person’s story of the fight for
racial equality in Buses Are a
Comin’: Memoir of a Freedom
Rider from St. Martin’s Press.
Person and Rooker collaborated
on this article for the National
History Club.
“Let’s go,” I said to my
fellow Freedom Rider Jim Peck as
we stood outside the Birmingham,
Alabama bus station knowing a
mob inside waited to beat us, club
us, perhaps kill us. We knew it

The need for the Freedom
Ride came about because when
I was growing up in the 1940s
and 1950s, millions of people in
America did not see Blacks as
equals or as citizens with rights or
even as people. We could not eat
in restaurants or try on clothes in
stores before we bought them. We
had to sit in the back of buses, and
most businesses did not allow us
to use their restrooms.

Issue XLIII
active in multiple clubs. None
of that mattered. In 1961, what
mattered to Georgia Tech was the
color of my skin.
That infuriated me. My
grandfather told me to “Do
something!” about it. I enrolled
in Morehouse College, an allBlack college in Atlanta, and
joined the Atlanta Student
Movement to end discrimination
in Atlanta’s restaurants and stores.
We marched. We sat in. We got
arrested. I spent sixteen days of
my freshman year in jail—ten
of them in solitary confinement
for singing too loudly. When I
got out, I became the Atlanta
representative for “Freedom Ride
1961.”

I went to Washington,
D.C. for training. We spent
three days practicing how to stay
nonviolent if violence came our
way. We thought people might
pour ketchup on us, spit on us,
When I applied to or put cigarettes out on us. So, we
colleges as a senior in high went through drills to make sure
school, Georgia Tech University that none of us would fight back.
rejected my application for one
reason only: I was Black. I was
We left Washington, D.C.,
the salutatorian of my class, the on May 4. By the time we reached
president of the National Honor Atlanta and met with Martin
Society, a star baseball player, and
continued on page 2...

Luther King Jr., we had experienced only minor resistance to our Ride. We hoped Dr. King would join us.
Instead, he had a warning for us. He said terrible things awaited us in Alabama. We should end the Ride
that night. We respected Dr. King, but we had a job to do. The next day we boarded our buses.
As always, we traveled in two buses. Our Greyhound bus left first. My bus—a Trailways—left about
an hour later. At a stop in Anniston, Alabama, our bus driver told us, “The Greyhound bus has been set afire
and they are taking the occupants to the hospital by the carloads.” We were worried for our friends. Later
we found out a mob outside Anniston attacked their bus and set it on fire yelling, “Let’s burn ’em alive.”
Our friends barely escaped their bus before it burned to a shell. As they tumbled out, my Freedom Ride
colleague Hank Thomas was hit with a baseball bat.
Soon, we had problems of our own. In Anniston, a mob of thugs boarded our bus and punched
and kicked us bloody before stacking us in the back like pancakes. By the time we got to Birmingham, we
were still in terrible shape, but Jim Peck and I were the ones designated to sit together in the station and
test the desegregation law. Jim was a middle-aged, white, millionaire who had everything anyone could
ever want—rights, money, relationships, privilege. Yet, here he was willing to die to help Blacks have the
“everything” he already had. Beaten as we were, none of us had any business continuing the struggle that
day, but Jim and I looked at each other, and I said to him, “Let’s go.” Into the station we went to insist upon
our right to be there. A mob attacked and brutally beat us again.
The mobs of Anniston and Birmingham ended our Freedom Ride. We could not find any bus
drivers to continue the journey. We flew to New Orleans to “complete” our unfinished test of our right to
sit anywhere on a bus and be treated equally in a station. It looked like Freedom Ride 1961 was over.
But across the summer of 1961, hundreds of ordinary Americans became replacement Freedom
Riders thanks to the heroic actions of students involved in the Nashville Movement. Black and white Riders
sat together side by side and rode buses from city to city. Half of the Freedom Riders were white, half were
black, and one fourth were women. Many were jailed and imprisoned. But we Freedom Riders forced the
government to enforce the law of the land. The “White only” and “Colored only” signs across the South
came down. They have not returned.
Every generation has its challenges to help move our country in the direction of a “more perfect
union.” Injustices still exist in America. I encourage you to board your bus when it opens its door for you.
The change you help bring about will enrich the lives of those who follow you in ways you may never know.
Board your bus anyway. Have hope, and make America better. n
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Access to the NHC network, which includes chapters in 45 states and over 18,000 members, is a great
benefit of joining the NHC. We encourage you to read about other chapters in your state or across the
country and explore new opportunities! To explore specific sites click on the bolded text to be redirected!

Hidden Valley High School (VA) created a Black History Month project that focused on HBCUs and
the Divine 9. They collected testimonials from members of their community about their experiences at
these institutions and put them together for a clip that made the local news. Check it out HERE!

Suffern High School (NY) held two Civics Days with a local elementary school via Zoom
the past few months, where they educated the students on the value and importance of playing
an active role in their community.

				Spring 2021, Issue XLIII

3

Rainier Jr/Sr. High School (OR) had a handful of historical actors visit their Club this year,
including Mike Lebsock (aka Mr. John Adams) who spoke about his role in colonial America
and being the 2nd President of the United States.

Sayville High School (NY) cleaning the graves
of local veterans in their community in honor of
Veterans Day.
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Charles Person speaking to students of Temple
High School (GA) along with other NHC
members about his role in the Freedom Rides at
the beginning of the Civil Rights movement.

This school year was the NHC's most unique and challenging in its nearly 20 year existence. With many
schools and clubs remote, we pivoted to a monthly Speakers Series that was able to connect History Clubs
from around the country with people who have played a part in pivotal moments in our history. These people
included Jim McGloughan (top left), who received the Medal of Honor in Vietnam, Will Jimeno (top
right), a Port Authority police officer who was rescued in the rubble of 9/11, Charles Person and Joan
Browning (bottom left), two of the early participants in the Freedom Rides during the 1960s, and Dick
Thelen (bottom right), who survived the sinking of the USS Indianapolis during World War II. A special
shout out to NHC Advisor John Garner from Temple High School for helping to put this Series together!
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HISTORY STUDENT OF THE YEAR
This Spring the NHC and George Washington’s
Mount Vernon again co-sponsored the “History Student
of the Year” prize. Each chapter chose a recipient for
this award, and s/he received a copy of "Lives Bound
Together: Slavery at George Washington's Mount
Vernon". This is the 17th year of the partnership
between Mount Vernon and the NHC to sponsor this
prestigious award.
To view all recipients for this year please visit
this page on our website.
Mount Vernon is the most popular historic
estate in America. The estate, gardens and farm of
Mount Vernon totaled some 8,000 acres in the 18th
century. Today, roughly 500 acres have been preserved
16 miles south of Washington, DC, on the banks of the
Potomac River. Visitors can see 20 structures and 50
acres of gardens as they existed in 1799, as well as the
tombs of George and Martha Washington. Mount
Vernon welcomes over 1,000,000 visitors each year.
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Natalie Suding from Brown County
High School in Indiana

NATIONAL HISTORY SCHOLARS SOCIETY
The NHSS was created in Spring 2009 to recognize the truly outstanding members in each Club. Nominees
are expected to have a B grade or higher in at least one Honors/AP history class, have been a member of
their History Club for 2+ years, and be nominated by their Club Advisor.

There were 623 student members inducted into the NHSS this spring (3.6% of total NHC student membership),
and they will proudly wear burgundy honor cords at graduation as a symbol of their academic excellence.
To view the entire list of inductees please visit our NHSS page on our website.
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The NHC is proud to have the support of over 60 college history departments! We hope that any of our members
who are interested in majoring in history in college will visit a college's website listed down below to find out
more about the history department and its offerings.

American University

Marquette University

Texas Christian University

Baylor University

Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Union College

Boston University

Messiah College

University of Alabama

Brandeis University

Mount Holyoke College

University of Arkansas

Carnegie Mellon University

Northern Illinois University

University at Buffalo

Coe College

Northwestern University

University of Chicago

DePaul University

Oberlin College

University of Cincinnati

Drew University

Ohio State University

University of Colorado

Georgia Tech University

Princeton University

UMass Amherst

Gettysburg College

Rhodes College

University of Mississippi

Grand Valley State University

Rice University

University of North Carolina

Franklin & Marshall College

Rochester Institute of Technology

University of Pennsylvania

Harvard University

Rollins College

University of Rhode Island

Hofstra University

Santa Clara University

University of Tulsa

Indiana University

Skidmore College

University of Utah

James Madison University

Southern Methodist University

University of Vermont

Johns Hopkins University

Southwestern University

University of Wyoming

Lawrence University

Stanford University

Vanderbilt University

Louisiana State University

Suffolk University

Vassar College

Loyola Marymount University

Swarthmore College

Wake Forest University

Loyola University Maryland

Syracuse University

Western Carolina University
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NATIONAL HISTORY CLUB
The NHC would like to express our gratitude to the following people and organizations who
make our important work possible...
John Abele

Smithsonian Institution

HISTORY®

The Concord Review

George Washington’s Mount Vernon

The History List

The HBE Foundation

Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund

Alexander Dreyfoos School of the Arts

Woodrow Wilson Presidential Library & Museum

American Association for State and Local History

Patrick Allitt (Professor, Emory)

American Civil War Museum

Carter Bacon

American Historical Association

Peter Baldwin (Professor, UCLA)

Boyertown Museum of Historic Vehicles

Will Fitzhugh

Gilder Lehrman Institute

Joan & Rick Gier

HarperCollins Publishing

Bill Haponski

History News Network

Elizabeth Jones

History 500

William Jordan (Professor, Princeton)

Laurel Hill Cemetery

John Lane

Museum of Florida History

Howard Loken

National Council for History Education

Rod McCaslin

National Vietnam War Museum

Bryan Rogers

National World War I Museum

Guy Rogers (Professor, Wellesley)

National World War II Museum

Gary Rowe

Omohundro Institute of Early American History

Henry Seng

Organization of American Historians

Art Snyder

Parkview High School (GA)

Rick Sperry

Penguin Random House

Lisa Wingate

The National History Club is a 501(c)(3) organization that relies on grants and donations to support efforts.
If you are passionate about history and would like to contribute to our mission of promoting history at the
secondary level please contact Robert Nasson (rnasson@nationalhistoryclub.org).
www.nationalhistoryclub.org

