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The Mountain Youth 
Photo Contest has 

begun!
See page 22

Baby 
Lion
 See 
 pg. 2
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Frazier Mountain’s 

Freedom 
Rider
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By Patric Hedlund, TME

Frances O’Brien 
decided she 

needed to help 
make a difference

Frances O’Brien of Frazier 
Park helped to change history 
in the summer of 1964. 

Just after the passage of the 
United States Civil Rights Act, 
O’Brien volunteered with a 
thousand other college students 
to help end legalized segrega-
tion and racially-based voter 
suppression in Mississippi.  

Today, retired from a long 
career as a teacher for children 
with special needs, O’Brien is a 
quiet woman with a soft smile 
and bright white hair. Her cabin 
in Frazier Park is a cheerful 
mix of books, family photos, 
floral furniture, scrapbooks of 
her travels, and a collection of 
children’s toys, such as a lovely 
doll house she has had since 
childhood. 

As the nation celebrated 
Martin Luther King Jr. Day 
on Monday, Jan. 15, O’Brien 
recalled meeting the man who 
became a symbol of the struggle 
for equal rights under the U.S. 
Constitution. She arrived in 
Ohio to be trained in peaceful 
nonviolence before getting on 
the bus for Mississippi that 
summer of 1964, just as three 
other Freedom Riders who’d 
left ahead of her were arrest-
ed by a deputy sheriff who 
was a Ku Klux Klan (KKK) 
member. They were murdered 
brutally, their bodies hidden. 
It wasn’t until 40 years later 
that a member of the KKK 

was convicted of the crime, 
though he hadn’t been alone. 
He died in prison this month. 

Three years ago a Baptist 
minister from Memphis, 
Tennessee wrote a letter to 
this newspaper. He was trying 
to thank a woman he met when 
he was a child. His hometown 
paper had run a story about the 
50th anniversary of Freedom 
Summer and the events in 
Vicksburg, MS during 1964. 
Fran O’Brien from Frazier 
Park was quoted in the 
news story. He recalled the 
bombing of the school, known 
as Freedom House, where 
O’Brien taught children about 
their rights as Americans 

under the U.S. Constitution.
Minister Walker Wright 

asked for our help to reach 
O’Brien by telephone to 
personally thank her for 
how she and other college 
students from the north put 
“a fire in my belly for a college 
education.” Inspired, Wright 
went on to earn Masters of 
Divinity and Doctor of Ministry 
degrees. Today he is the pastor 
for White Stone Missionary 
Baptist Church in Memphis. 
This is the story of their visit. 

He was 14 years old, a 
middle school student 

in Vicksburg, Mississippi. He 
lived with his grandparents, 
whom he called “Daddy” and 

“Momma.” They told him sto-
ries of spending the first 25 
years of their lives as share-
croppers on a cotton planta-
tion near Natchez, MS. Walker 
Wright also remembers tales of 
his great-great grandfather, a 
plantation slave who was sent 
by his owner (who had no sons) 
to fight in the Civil War for the 
Confederacy. His grandfather 
was ordered to fight to defend 
slavery as an institution.

She was just finishing her 
junior year at Pacific 

University in Forest Grove, 
Oregon. She had been raised 
in the upper middle-class 
neighborhood of Whittier, 
California. Her father was a labor 

attorney. Her mother was a social 
worker. Frances O’Brien was shy 
and soft-spoken, but the summer 
of 1964 revealed an iron will and 
an unexpected determination 
that surprised her family.

It was a time of great change 
and great turmoil in the United 
States. The Civil Rights Act of 
1964 had passed on July 2 of 
that year, despite passionate 
opposition from segregationists. 

The bill was proposed by 
President John F. Kennedy in 
June 1963. But Kennedy was 
assassinated on November 22, 
1963 in Dallas. 

Vice President Lyndon B. 
Johnson grew up in segregated 

Continued on page 3

Frances O’Brien of Frazier Park
joined the call for volunteers to 

help Martin Luther King Jr. 
with the nonviolent 

civil rights movement in the 
summer of 1964. 


