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Formed in 1962 to raise funds for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the Freedom Singers won critical acclaim at the 1963 Newport Folk Festival and performed during the historic March on Washington.  
Born in Albany, Georgia in 1940, Ms. Harris began her journey as a singer in her father’s church, Mt. Calvary Missionary Baptist Church, at the age of eight as a member of the Junior Choir.  She became involved in the Albany Civil Rights Movement in 1961, and was among those dragged and incarcerated in the mass arrests that filled the Albany and surrounding counties’ jails in December of 1961.  She was jailed three times for a total of 14 days.  

Ms. Harris became a singer with a core group of song leaders who led singing at the mass meetings.  During the fall of 1962, she performed with a group of SNCC song leaders at a Gospel Fest for Freedom Benefit at McCormick Place in Chicago.  She subsequently was invited by SNCC field secretary Cordell Hull Reagon to become a founding member of the SNCC Freedom Singers, along with Albany singer Bernice Johnson, and Charles Neblett of Carbondale, Illinois.  Recorded by Mercury Records in 1963, the Freedom Singers performed for audiences eager to connect and become involved in supporting the non-violent Freedom Movement expanding throughout the South.

After the 1963 tour with the Freedom Singers, Ms. Harris continued her work as an organizing singer with the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.  She later earned a music degree at Albany State College and taught music at her alma mater, Monroe High School, for 30 years.  She has earned numerous awards over the course of her career, including the 2001 Martin Luther King Jr. Celebration Dream Award and the 2000 Georgia Outstanding Citizen Award. 

Ms. Harris continues to sing and perform.  She is a member of the Georgia Mass Choir, and along with that ensemble, appeared in the movie, “The Preacher’s Wife,” starring Whitney Houston and Denzel Washington.  Ms. Harris also is director of the Mt. Zion Missionary Baptist Church Gospel Choir and is the founder and director of the Albany Civil Rights Museum Freedom Singers.  Ms. Harris continues to perform reunion concerts with the Freedom Singers as a way to keep the stories of the Civil Rights Movement alive.
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Rutha Harris is one of the original members of the Freedom Singers, an acappella ensemble that traveled 50,000 miles in nine months to 48 states singing and telling the stories of the 1960s Civil Rights movement.








