
Howard Goes to Ferguson 
By Megan Sims 

Fifty students and faculty members eagerly arrived at the Armour J. Blackburn 
University Center to embark on a journey that is all too familiar with the legacy of 
Howard University.  

“Like the Freedom Rides, this is the history that Howard has always been a part of,” 
HUSA President Leighton Watson said.  

To those who were there, there was a nostalgic feeling stemming from the training of 
Freedom Summer volunteers in 1964. On the day before the 50 Howard students were set 
to depart on a 13-hour bus ride to Ferguson, Mo., they participated in a voter registration 
and sensitivity etiquette workshop. Students had to be prepared to travel to a place that 
has become the face of police brutality in this country.  

On Aug. 9, 18-year-old Michael Brown was fatally shot by Ferguson police officer 
Darren Wilson. Unrest immediately erupted in St. Louis County and spread nationally. 
Television cameras eagerly converged on the scene, showing the nation and world 
images that looked more like the Middle East than a small Midwestern town.  

“I grew up there,” said Anthony Shelton, one of the 50 to go to Ferguson and a St. Louis 
native. “But it was nothing like I remembered on TV. So I felt like I owed it to my 
hometown to try to help.”  

Organized by HUSA and the Howard University Alumni Club of St. Louis, the mission 
of the trip was to actively engage the community and register voters in Ferguson so that 
they can use the power of the vote to bring about necessary change.  

After a long “freedom ride,” Howard students arrived in Ferguson under a graying sky. 
Students pressed their faces against the bus windows looking out to see a neighborhood 
that looked not much different from their own hometowns. Reality, however, hit every 
passenger once the bus stopped at the QuikTrip gas station that had been burned down 
just weeks before. Students were right in the middle of what the media called “unrest” or 
“riots,” but things looked less like a battleground and more like a regular place.  

Hundreds of people from all over the country traveled to Ferguson during the Labor Day 
weekend. It was solemnly quiet at first, but soon the chanting and the walking began.  

“Hands up! Don’t shoot!” “No justice! No peace!” “I am Mike Brown! We are Mike 
Brown!”  

Many residents watched as the massive crowd of marchers walked past their houses, 
some, including children, stood in their driveways with their hands raised in solidarity.  
“I think this is beautiful,” said Robert Elam, a 30-year-old St. Louis resident. “We need 



this, we need solidarity. We need to occupy the white spaces in Ferguson, which is not 
going to be pleasant, but neither is being teargased, neither is being shot six times 
unarmed.”  

Once marchers arrived at the very street where Mike Brown was shot and killed, the 
chants became somber. However, you could see the hope in the faces of Ferguson 
residents at the sight of Howard students joining them in this fight for justice. Students 
from Harris Stowe State University, a Historically Black College and University in St. 
Louis, were right alongside Howard as everyone proceeded from where Brown was 
killed, to a nearby park as it began to pour on Brown’s supporters.  

At the park, the rain had subsided and Brown’s father, Mike Brown Sr., demanded that 
Missouri Governor Jay Nixon step down. But in the middle of the protest, local teens in 
the youth organization Lost Voices broke away from what they considered to be publicity 
seekers and rallied other youth, as well as Howard students on a march of their own to the 
Ferguson Police Department. There they joined hundreds of protesters that voiced their 
concerns in a stone face-to-face confrontation with police officers that stood in the 
driveway of the police station.  

“We cannot give up because I have a grandson that is only three years old,” said Beverly 
Johnson, a 51-year-old St. Louis resident. “In 15 years, he’s gonna be an adult. What’s 
gonna happen to my grandson?”  

After the march, students further enjoyed the hospitality from the Howard University 
Alumni Club of St. Louis, whose members expressed their deep appreciation to the 50 
students who sacrificed their weekend to join the protest. Later on, Howard students 
visited Harris Stowe State University where they discussed long-term and short-term 
goals, as well as how to use social media to facilitate change and promote HBCU unity. 
After the discussion, testimony was given by Mya Aaten-White, the Howard alumna that 
was shot in the head during Ferguson protests:  

“I want you all to take advantage of what you have at Howard. It’s a magical place. Your 
general presence alone is a threat,” Aaten-White said.  

Sunday morning, students and faculty enjoyed breakfast compliments of Wellspring 
Church in Ferguson, Mo., and attended service led by Rev. Willis Johnson. After the 
church service, it was evident that everyone that had traveled to the middle of the 
“unrest,” whom Watson named the “Ferguson 50,” had changed their perspectives 
greatly, which is an important step in being the change they want to see.  

 “What I felt was most significant was that Howard students got to see Ferguson for 
themselves,” Shelton said. “They got to see that these aren’t thugs, rioters and looters, but 
these are decent people.”  
 

Originally published in the Aug. 28, 2014 issue of the Howard University student 
newspaper The Hilltop with a few mistakes edited in.  



 


