John Lewis

A key figure in some of the most pivotal moments of the civil rights movement, Lewis was the face
of the Nashville Student Movement, chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee,
an original Freedom Rider, and one of the keynote speakers at the 1963 March on Washington. He
served as executive director of the Voter Education Project; as associate director of ACTION, the
federal volunteer agency that oversaw the Peace Corps and VISTA; and as a member of the Atlanta
City Council. He was also the bestselling author of several books, including the March comic book
series and the inspiring autobiography, Walking with the Wind.

The defining moment of Lewis’s life occurred on Sunday, March 7, 1965. Lewis and about 600
others intended to march from Selma, Alabama, to the state capitol in Montgomery, 50 miles away,
in support of equal voting rights. As he and the other marchers reached the crest of the Edmund
Pettus Bridge in Selma that day, they saw on the other side what Lewis later described as a “sea of
blue”—Alabama state troopers, who ordered them to disperse. Instead, the demonstrators knelt in
prayer. Through clouds of tear gas, the troopers advanced, trampling the marchers under horses and
hitting them with nightsticks. Lewis, who was struck over the head and repeatedly beaten, crumpled
to the ground with a fractured skull. That day became known as “Bloody Sunday.”

Broadcast on televisions nationwide, the brutal response to what was a peaceful, nonviolent
demonstration helped galvanize public opposition to racial segregation. Just a week after Bloody
Sunday, President Lyndon B. Johnson introduced the Voting Rights Act during a joint session of
Congress. The landmark legislation, which strengthened the federal government’s ability to prevent
state and local governments from denying citizens the right to vote because of race, was signed into
law on August 6.

Elected to represent Georgia in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1986, Lewis garnered the
support needed to pass the Civil Rights Act of 1991, sponsored the legislation that created the 54-
mile-long Selma to Montgomery National Historic Trail, and worked for more than a decade to
establish the National Museum of African American History and Culture on the National Mall in
Washington, D.C. Hailed as the “conscience of the Congress,” he was awarded the Presidential Medal
of Freedom, the nation’s highest civilian honor, by President Barack Obama.
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