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The Memphis State 109 were the catalyst for racial change at the university
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It was spring of 1969 and David Acey was prepared to be shot.
In that year after Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, the civil rights movement was forever changed by that tragedy, particularly for young people who backed the city's sanitation workers.
Some of them were African-American students who attended what was then Memphis State University, and they were keenly aware of the currents of change affecting the world, the nation, the campus.
Acey started at MSU in 1965 and saw little to like. "Then they didn't have black people doing anything except picking up garbage and cutting grass," he says. And being a black student meant only partial participation in campus life, no basketball, no fraternities. "I felt as a student I was being cheated. I was there on the GI Bill and walking around campus but not involved in homecoming or anything -- and the faculty was racist."
"I had been in the movement and I was raised on doing what was right," Acey says. So he became one of the leaders of the Black Student Association that was determined to bring change to the university.
Change, the students knew, would not come without leverage, and a tactic that had been working for college students around the country was confrontation. On April 23, about 75 students staged a sit-in at the office of university president C. C. Humphreys. The event that sparked the demonstration was Humphreys' refusal to provide $1,750 to the
BSA to bring controversial U.S. Rep. Adam Clayton Powell from Harlem as a speaker.
The students met with Humphreys but would not leave until police were called in. The students left peacefully, but events had been put into motion.
The sit-in had prompted support from the local chapter of the National Association of Colored People and a group called Community on the Move for Equality (COME). The latter group was active in supporting the sanitation workers strike the year before and was led by black ministers. Strengthened by this encouragement, the BSA held more meetings and resolved to again occupy the president's office.
But there was trepidation. A disruptive event like this could have dire consequences. Acey, a leader in the BSA, got a handful of people. "I said to them, 'Listen, are you ready to do this?' They said yeah, and I said, 'You're going to jail and probably not graduate, and you might get shot.' "
Even knowing this, 109 students massed on April 28 and occupied the offices of the absent president Humphreys.
The police were again called, but this time the students refused to leave. There was no violence, but 109 students went to jail, charged with trespassing.
The NAACP provided legal counsel, and bonds for the arrested students were underwritten by COME and the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees.
The charges eventually were dismissed for most, but the reverberation from the occupation is still felt today.
More black students enrolled and more black faculty members were hired. Fraternities were integrated and African-Americans became fully involved in campus life.
Members of the Memphis State 109 have gone on to distinguished careers. In 1976, the university gave Acey the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Human Rights Award. Acey has taught communications at the university for more than 30 years. He has served on civic boards and is executive director of the nonprofit Africa in April cultural festival since its founding 22 years ago.
"They arrested 109 of us," Acey says, "and we integrated the university."
Those events of the past brought headlines and television coverage for days. Today, however, there is relatively little awareness of the history that occurred before most current students were born.
That's one reason for the creation of a daylong panel discussion to be held Wednesday at U of M's Rose Theater, sponsored by the Luther C. McClellan Alumni Chapter and Africa in April.
Maurice Williams, a graduate student, is coordinator for fundraising and development for the alumni chapter.
"It's been almost 40 years and we wanted to relive that time and help us understand what happened to make that progress," he says.
County Commissioner Henri Brooks was one of the 109 and will be on the panel. She says reuniting with other protesters will be an emotional time, "but also I'm going to be putting in context where we are now versus where we were then and what we were trying to do."
Panel members besides Acey and Brooks include City Council member Janis Fullilove, Carolyn Goodwin, E.L. Hurt, Rev. Eddie Jenkins and James Pope.
Williams says the panel will be recorded and preserved in the Mississippi Valley Collection at U of M.
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Two panel discussions that are free and open to the public will be held Wednesday in U of M's Rose Theater.
10 a.m.: "Historical Accounts of the Memphis State 109" with former 109 members.
1:30 p.m: Discussion moderated by historian Michael Honey, author of "Going Down Jericho Road: The Memphis Strike, Martin Luther King's Last Crusade."
Panelists include civil rights movement and labor activists Joe Warren, Jessie Epps and Rev. Harold Middlebrook; Memphis Invaders leaders Charles Cabbage and Dr. Colby Smith; former editor of The Commercial Appeal Angus McEachran, and former police officer Ed Redditt.
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