YOUTH

Making i
aking it happen
Portland woman represents sexual minority youth
at national event

by Martha Allen

achel Ebora wasn’t even born 30 years
ago, when thousands of concerned
youths risked their lives to register
African American voters in the South.

But the mother of a college stu-
dent who was killed by Ku Klux Klan members
during Freedom Summer '64 remembers the im-
pact that youthful activists had on the country. And
through her memories, the mother created Free-
dom Summer '94, a project that took Ebora from
Portland to Washington, D.C., and on to the south
last month.

Ebora, 22, was selected to participate in Free-
dom Summer '94 through her involvement with
Oregon Sexual Minority Youth Network. The
group, which works with lesbian, gay and bisexual
youth throughout the state, was one of 20 youth
programs chosen to join in the nationwide project—
and the only sexual minority program.

“OSMYN is the only queer youth organization
in the project,” Ebora said. “There were other
queer youth there, but, because I was representing
OSMYN, I felt like it was my responsibility to
counter the homophobic
reactions, both within the
project and from the
people we met along the
way.”

Freedom Summer '94
was created by New York
resident Carolyn Good-
man in memory of her son,
Andrew Goodman. An-
drew and two companions,
James Chaney and Mi-
chael Schwerner, were
murdered by the Ku Klux
Klan in Philadelphia,
Miss., while working for
the Mississippi Summer
Project. The project in-
volved thousands of stu-
dents in a voter registra-
tion drive to help African
Americans realize their
constitutional right to vote.

“My son and thousands
of others saw past the ra-
cial barriers commonplace back then,” Goodman
said. “It’s going to be up to young people once
again to reject the prejudices that cripple our soci-
ety ”

"nlis summer’s commemorative m'&-

voted to Andrew’s memory, took representatives
from 20 youth organizations to the nation’s capitol
and on to Mississippi for five days of workshops,
leaming and information exchanges. The sessions
were intended to meet each youth group’s need for
leadership skills, planning, fund-raising strategies,

conflict resolution, training and public relations
tips.

“We went to a church, the last place where
Andrew was seen alive,” Ebora said. “We came in
the middle of a service, and we had to stand up, say
our name and who we were representing. It was the
scariest thing, here we were in the middle of
nowhere, Mississippi, and | had a fear there would
be so much homophobia there. But I did it.”

Later, at a reception after the service, Ebora
found her bravery rewarded when she met some
women from Camp Sister Spirit, the women'’s
conference center under attack in Ovett, Miss.,
about 100 miles from the church.

“1 was able to talk with them about the climate
and the lack of support they are facing,” Ebora
said, adding that the women had dealt with both
verbal and physical attacks from hostile residents.
“That was really hard to hear,” she said. “It’s so
discouraging.”

Ebora left Portland on June 17 and returned
June 26. Her trip included a brief stop in New York
City, where she took in some of the cultural events

going on in conjunction with Gay Games I'V before
traveling to Washington, D.C., where she met with
the Sexual Minority Youth Assistance League.

“It was my vacation from my job,” Ebora said.
“1 wanted to get the most out of it.”

The youth involved in the project represent all
different backgrounds, Ebora said, and their groups
target very diverse young people [see accompany-
ing list]. The best part of the project, Ebora said,
was the reason they all were there—getting to-
gether to share ideas and resources, and to sustain
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Rachel Ebora (center) with Jesse Jackson and other youth representatives

the hope that youth can change the country.

“As opposed to the negative media images, that
Generation X thing, this gives the hope that we can
get together and form our own agenda to change
some of the fucked-up things in this world,” Ebora
said.

To that end, some of the youth representatives
were given achance tomeet with President Clinton

Bus rides and congregating in southern churches helped recreate the atmosphere of Freedom Summer '64.

and other high-ranking political officials. Six youths
were chosen to go to the conference, and Ebora was
one of the six. Three got a chance to meet the
president, but Ebora was not among them.

“We met with members of Congress at the
Capitol,” Ebora said. The youths also met mem-
bers of Clinton’s Cabinet, and Jesse Jackson.

“I actually got a chance to talk,” she said.
“There were so many people. But I feel like I will
actually be able to keep in contact with them.”

Ebora said she spoke to an assistant to Donna

N B e TR R IR R RS D

Shalala, secretary of the federal Department of
Health and Human Services about the needs and
concerns of queer youth.

“I'told her, “There are a lot of things that are not
being addressed as far as gay, lesbian and bisexual
youth are concerned.’ I told her, *You need to look
at these things more closely.” She said that was
true, and asked what the Department of Health and
Human Services could
do. | said, ‘You need to
listen, and give us a voice
in whatever is going on.’
She told me about a con-
ference, and invited
OSMYN to participate.

¢ That was one of the many
things that came out ot

that reception.”

Ebora, who works as
a union organizer, said
her career training as well
as her involvement with
OSMYN had prepared
her to get the most out of
the project.

“I feel like I've been
more effective in talking
to people, and been able
to have them deal with
their homophobia better,
because | am a woman
and a person of color,”
said Ebora, who is
Filipina. “There were many people of color in the
project, and because of that, my main goal was to
get them to widen their analysis of oppression to
of sexual orientation.

“I am able to speak to a more common philoso-
phy, rooted in oppression based on race,” Ebora
said. “Itried to get them to understand that’ s not the
only thing. There are a lot of oppressive forces out
there, targeting other minorities, including queer
youth.”
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