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“The Freedom Rides, A letter, Then Silence”, Etta Simpson interviewed by Kelley Bell 

Etta Marie Simpson Ray is a Freedom Rider and one of the pioneers of the Nashville Student 

Movement (The Nashville 14 from Tennessee A & I, expelled from their university in 1961). Etta speaks 

with poet Kelley Bell about the experience of living in the echo of a movement when your contributions 

have all but been erased, finding the courage to risk personal gain for the collective good, and the 

critical importance of carrying the old days with us. Then Kelley shapes the circuit of Etta's Freedom 

Rider journey, into poetry. 

 

 

CARRY THE DAYS 

Kelley Bell 

 

There are some things she can’t remember, 

Gaps in time that she carries around like empty pockets 

Sometimes she sees a photograph or someone asks, 

“Do you remember being in that basement?” 

And she can’t grasp it. She can’t feel its weight. 

Then again some memories break open like wintered seeds: 



A night spent in the bus terminal, the siege of white robes,  

the quiet help of strangers, a church haloed in tear gas. 

She remembers bus stops in Tennessee, like the one in Nashville  

where a man stuck his head out of the window just to spit on her. 

Or the one where a young man ushered her into the discipline of non-violence, 

And yes the ones in Alabama and Mississippi. 

The ones where violence seethed over them,  

And they decided to go on, 

And decided to go on, 

And decided to go on. 

Somehow her clearest memories afterwards  

of her mother in the doorway of the bedroom,  

crying as she reads the letter of her daughter’s expulsion from school. 

All the weight of what her father and mother had spent, 

All the “yes sirs” and other assents, 

So she could be the first to finish college. 

Everything had changed, but still sometimes it was hard to feel the victory. 

She returned from the rides, flying through thunder and rain 

And through the storm of the country just beginning to open its eyes. 

She came back and walked into the silence of years. 

And now, Nashville buildings shed their inconvenient histories, 

Stores offer her credit cards,  

the same stores that made her siblings relieve themselves in back alleys  

while her mother shielded them from the street. 

The hateful still hide their fists in their pockets and dress their heroes in new clothes. 

Some people erase or forget the violence or say it all happened in the “old days.” 

Maybe that’s what pierces the most, not the silence  



but the distance mistaken in the passage of time. 

It’s not what happened in the old day;  

We carry the old days with us. 

Now silences breaks open. 

She is full of days and words and songs. 

We carry the old days with us, she says.  

“Don’t forget,” she says, “we must carry on.”  

We carry the old days with us. 

She speaks and sings and prays, so her freedom is not made into artifact. 

She prays that we carry the old days with us. 


