
by BEN LERARIS
Selma March attendee

Going to Alabama has made me a changed person. I 
now appreciate the things that people take for granted. 

There were a couple of monumental things that struck 
me when I was in Selma for the 50th anniversary of the 
Civil Rights March. First, the atmosphere. Selma is a quiet 
OLWWOH�WRZQ�ƚ�RI�WKH�\HDU��DQG�\RX�FRXOG�WHOO��,W�ZDV�QRW�
made to hold all of those people, which contributed to the 
atmosphere. Everywhere was packed. So many people and 
faces were all crammed into that small town, and I just 
soaked it in. 

The thing that struck me was that I, a teenage white 
male, was the minority. It was a unique experience to have 
because I believe white people now can go almost anywhere 
and still be the majority. So to have the uncomfortable 
experience of being 
different really gave me 
an eye into what life 
might have been like 
for African Americans. 

And that was truly 
remarkable and some-
thing I feel is hard to 
accomplish now, which 
makes it special.

I also appreciated 
being able to experi-
ence this with my 
grandpa. I had heard    
about his journeys to Selma but never really understood the 
VLJQL¿�FDQFH�RI�WKHP��

But I got to travel back 50 years with him to understand 
what he did. I got to go on the road where my grandpa was 
bothered by Alabama State Troopers and where most of the 
march took place. I got to go with him to the memorial of 
Viola Liuzzo, someone my grandpa had lots of respect for. It 
was an honor to take this trip with him.

I was mostly struck by the martyrs of the Civil Rights 
movement whom I didn’t know anything about. The people 
who had brothers and sisters and parents and kids. The 
people who died because of their beliefs. The people who 
you never heard about but who still had an impact on the 
movement. People whose decisions made people more 
SDVVLRQDWH�DQG�¿�JKW�KDUGHU�IRU�WKH�ULJKW�WKLQJ��3HRSOH�ZKR�
exposed the weak injustices of an old society. The people 
who were innocently killed. The people whose determina-
tion was to be admired. The people whose courage was to 
be appreciated. 

Those were the big things I noticed. 
But almost everything I did will have a lasting impact 

on me. And I hope to carry on my grandfather’s legacy. 
President Barack Obama made a speech while I was 

there in Selma that I got to hear. He said we have come a 
long way, but there is still work to be done. And I hope to 
keep marching, for people like my grandfather. For heroic 
martyrs. For the people who were innocently suffering. 

We have come a long way, but it is not far enough.  
We need to keep marching.
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Fifty years ago, an estimated 600 civil rights 
marchers took to the streets to voice their right to 
vote in a march from Selma to Montgomery, Ala. 
The marchers were soon blocked by law enforce-
ment and, as violence struck, March 7 became 
known as Bloody Sunday.

Two weeks later, marchers set off for Selma 
again, and boarding an airplane to join them, 
from California, were freshman Ben Leraris’ 
grandparents, Leon and Janet Riley.

“He goes down to Selma with my grandma,” 
Leraris said. “Both (were) involved in a pro-
test on the mayor’s lawn that resulted in lots of 
people being jailed or (put in a youth recreational 
facility).”

Marchers, including the Rileys, were con-
¿�QHG�LQ�WKH�IDFLOLW\�DV�WKH�MDLOV�¿�OOHG��

Leraris said his grandmother described meet-
LQJ�D�ZRPDQ�O\LQJ�GRZQ�ZKR�LGHQWL¿�HG�KHUVHOI�DV�
Viola Liuzzo, who became a mutual companion 
for the couple.

“Only 300 marchers were approved (to leave 
and continue marching, but) my grandma was 
not one of them,” Leraris said. “She went home, 
and my grandpa drove one of the latrine trucks 
(to Selma).”

Riley was one of three drivers to drive 
through the march from Selma to Montgomery.

“It (the march) took four days, and then they 
got to Montgomery,” said Leraris. “Dr. King gave 
a speech on the steps of the Capitol building, and 
my grandpa was one of six people chosen to form 
a human body shield around Dr. Martin Luther 
King (after the speech).”

Leraris said people were worried that there 
was going to be an assassination of MLK, and 
WKDW�5LOH\�VHOÀ�HVVO\�YROXQWHHUHG�WR�FUHDWH�D�KX�
man body shield around him.

“On the way back, my grandpa was driving 
people back from Montgomery. He got pulled 

over three times and was completely hassled by 
the Alabama State Troopers,” Leraris said.

Riley was stopped for having to many people 
in his vehicle and also for being a “nuisance,” 
Leraris said. 

As Riley continued along the route back to 
Selma, he was stopped by a man in the street.

“The man said ,‘Someone’s been shot,’ ‘The 
lady I had been riding with had been shot’ or 
something to that extent,” Leraris said.

The woman shot happened to be Liuzzo as 
she was with a man by the name of Leroy. The 
two had been going back to Montgomery that 
night when Liuzzo was confronted by KKK mem-
bers. She was shot and 
killed on U.S. 80 and 
became a memorable 
woman to the Rileys as 
they remembered her 
at this month’s Selma 
50th anniversary re-
enactment march. 

Leraris was able to 
attend and witness his 
grandfather’s return 
to Selma as the entire 
family went there to 
participate in the anniversary.

“My grandpa really wanted to come back to 
see how things changed, I would say,” Leraris 
said. “(My grandfather) had never come back to 
Selma (since what happened).”

7KH�¿�UVW�SODFH�WKH�/HUDULV�IDPLO\�ZHQW�ZDV�WR�
the National Voting Rights Museum. Leraris said 
that going to the museum was a nice way for him 
to start off the trip. Leraris also attended Presi-
dent Barrack Obama’s speech.

Also, the Leraris family drove to Liuzzo’s 
memorial which was along the route of where she 
was killed.

“My grandma and grandpa walked up there, 
and we were right behind,” Leraris said. “I would 
say it felt sort of right in a way because I knew 

that my grandpa had high 
respect for her, and so did 
my grandma, so by going to see 
where she was buried . . . was completely mind 
blowing.” 

Along with Leraris and his family attending 
the Selma march anniversary, junior interdisc 
teachers Michael Burr and Richard Phillipy took 
WKHLU�VWXGHQWV�RQ�D�¿�HOG�WULS�WR�ZDWFK�Selma in 
theaters.

“It was Ms. Swain’s (assistant principal Retha 
Swain) idea on what classes to invite,” Burr said. 
“We’re not quite to the Civil Rights unit, but it 
worked out nicely in that we had talked about 

how blacks were kept 
from voting after the 
15th Amendment was 
passed.”

Junior Sloan 
Samuels said she liked 
Selma, but she didn’t 
like that minor details 
of the movie were 
incorrect.

“We discussed 
whether it was a 
movie’s responsibility 

to educate people or just entertain them,” Burr 
said. “ We (discussed the changes in the movie) 
and will discuss the more emotional aspects later 
when we get to the 1960s so it is in context.”

Although students like juniors Jordan 
0DFNOLQ�DQG�0LNHLQDK�'RZQV�HQMR\HG�WKH�¿�OP��
both were disturbed by the graphic details of the 
violence.

“The movie’s events were portrayed well, 
but some of the scenes were a bit too graphic,” 
Downs said.

Overall, Downs said Selma did teach the 
viewers new things.

“The movie showed the brutalness of seg-
regation,” Macklin said. “At the same time it 
showed how people come together for change.”

Dr. King gave a speech on the 
steps of the Capitol building, 
and my grandpa was one of six 
people chosen to form a human 
body around Dr. Martin Luther 
King (after the speech).
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An estimated 70,000 people marched the day after the 50th anniversary to 
honor this historic event. Photo/Brian van der Brug/Los Angeles Times/TNS

Michelle and Barack Obama, and Rep. John Lewis (D-Ga.), were at the anniversary. 
Lewis was in the 1965 march. Source/Brian van der Brug/Los Angeles Times/TNS

Far more people were in Selma this month than were there for the original 
march in 1965. Photo/Brian van der Brug/Los Angeles Times/TNS

A woman at the 2015 Selma march protests for equal voting rights with a sign 
from the American Civil Liberties Union. Courtesy photo/Leraris family
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