
Chapter Five: The Freedom Rides

In Chapter Five titled "The Freedom Rides," John Lewis reflects on his aspirations to be a teacher and
minister, expressing his belief in the importance of conveying truths to others. As he nears graduation from
the American Baptist Theological Institute, Lewis yearns to stay in Nashville to further his involvement in
the civil rights movement. Disheartened by the diminishing appeal of preaching, he recognizes the need for
training ministers who can lead African Americans toward recognizing the potential of their faith to combat
racial injustice.

Embarking on an initiative to integrate Southern bus stations, particularly Birmingham—then a hub for white
supremacist violence—Lewis presents his ideas to civil rights leader Fred Shuttlesworth, who discourages
him due to the significant risks. However, the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), founded on Gandhian
principles, is planning a similar campaign: the Freedom Rides. This initiative, aiming to test a Supreme Court
ruling desegregating bus facilities, sparks Lewis's determination to participate.

Despite concerns from friends about the dangers of the rides, Lewis prioritizes the mission over his imminent
graduation, taking a bus to Washington, D.C. There he encounters diverse fellow riders, training under
CORE leader James Farmer, and participates in nonviolent workshops. The journey begins on May 4, with
the riders splitting into groups on Greyhound and Trailways buses, only facing minor hostility at first.

Trouble escalates on May 8 in Charlotte when a fellow rider is arrested. In Rock Hill, tensions boil as white
locals attack Lewis and others, revealing the violent resistance they would face. Even after sustaining
injuries, they remain determined to enact change, illustrating their resolve through nonviolent actions despite
the brutality. After a brief personal detour to Philadelphia to accept a fellowship, Lewis returns to find the
Freedom Riders facing increasingly violent opposition.

Amidst the uproar in Alabama, Lewis feels a commitment to continue the rides, spurred by the conviction
that their participation reflects the ongoing fight for justice. They organize a new group to continue the
journey, aware of the risks yet determined to uphold their fight against segregation. The chapter chronicles
their courage and the dangerous conditions they endure, presenting a vivid portrayal of the civil rights
movement's challenges and the people's unwavering commitment to change.


