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“Finding Freedom: the Civil Rights Collection in the Western College 

Memorial Archives” 

 

Jacqueline Johnson 
Western College Memorial Archives 

Miami University 
 

Abstract 
Archives have always been an important part of academic libraries.  Our role 

to preserve and promote materials within our collections is enhanced when 
we have unique collections.   

 
First, we will discuss the history of Western College and the institutions long 

tradition of independence and commitment to social justice and civil rights.   
 

Second, we will discuss the establishment of the Western College Memorial 

Archives and the importance of these unique collections to academic libraries.  
 

Finally, we will discuss the history of Freedom Summer and the civil rights 
materials located within the Western College Memorial Archives.  During the 

summer of 1964 Western College for Women opened its campus to civil rights 
activists for training of college students to register African Americans voters 

in southern states. This training, now known as the Freedom Summer Project, 
was organized by a coalition including the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), 

the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and 
the Student for Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).  The Freedom 

Summer documents collection consists of journals, diaries, posters, 
photographs, newspaper clippings, recorded oral transcripts, and other 

ephemera related to this historic training. 
 

Introduction 

Western College in Oxford, Ohio was the site of the Freedom Summer’s 
training site in 1964.   President Herrick Young and the Western College Board 

of Trustees made the bold and controversial decision that allowed civil rights 
workers to train on the campus.  The materials telling this amazing story are 

now housed within the Miami University Libraries; the Mississippi Freedom 
Summer Collection is part of a broader collection known as the Western 

College Memorial Archives.  It reveals stories of college administrators, as well 
as the Freedom Summer teachers, students, volunteers, and the local 

community’s involvement as well. This decision made the civil rights 
movement a part of the lives of this small town and catapulted it into the 

midst of a struggle for equality.  This decision would bring even national 
attention to Western College. From June 14-27, 1964, Western’s campus was 

the site of orientation and training for an estimated 700 young idealistic 
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volunteers mostly from northern states, as well as some adults, preparing to 

go to Mississippi to work for civil rights. All of those involved were people of 
courage.  The students and workers who came to the training had to face fears 

which were certainly real as was witnessed within two weeks of the start of 
Freedom Summer when James Chaney, Michael Schwerner, and Andrew 

Goodman disappeared and were rightly assumed dead. They were among the 
trainees in Oxford, Ohio. 

 
These materials have a wide applicability to a broad range of the humanities 

and can be used to study the Mississippi Freedom Project.  The information 
can impact the following disciplines: history, anthropology, jurisprudence, 

ethics, photography, print journalism, religion, media studies, psychology, 
women’s studies, African-American studies, music, education, social justice 

and religious studies.  Because of this close association near the inception of 
Freedom Summer, Western College Memorial Archive contains a number of 

revealing materials that provide a direct link to the past. The Mississippi 

Freedom Summer Collection contains: 150 photographs, 120 oral history 
interviews both in transcripts and recordings, 450 newspaper articles, 170 

pieces of correspondence, 77 administrative documents, 10 newsletters, 7 
pamphlets, 18 flyers, and 2 journals. These materials are particularly 

significant because they narrate Ohio’s involvement in the civil rights 
movement making this collection unique to the state of Ohio and therefore of 

national importance as well. Some examples of primary documents are show 
below.  

 
Journals 

There are a number of student journals where the young participants share 
their fears and emotions about the training at Western College, the interaction 

between the two different races represented in the interactions and the work 
in Mississippi. These honest and reflective narratives allow researchers to 

learn about the challenges, injustices, social justice issues, customs and 

mores of the times. One journal by Ellen Barnes, a college student at Miami 
University is a powerful narrative chronicling the events that occurred at 

Western College during the training sessions in 1964.  Her firsthand account 
offers a realistic glimpse of the nonviolent techniques that were being taught 

on the Western campus.  
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Image courtesy of Western College Memorial Archives, Miami University. 

A portion of Ellen Barne’s Journal 

 
Newspaper Articles and Newsletters 

Newspaper articles are also an important part of the collection.  They show 
the various moods in the country and represented the view, opinions and 

event of Freedom Summer across the United States.  A newspaper article that 

appeared in the Oxford Press on June 4, 1964 informs local residents about 
the scheduled training at Western.  It provides detailed information about the 

intention of The National Council of Churches and the pending activities.  The 
community of Oxford was also engaged in the Freedom Summer activities as 

this newspaper article indicates. Oxford also had a “Friends of the Mississippi 
Freedom Summer Project”, a grassroots group of diverse residents of Oxford, 

Ohio who raised funds to support volunteers while in Mississippi. The Oxford 
citizens were by no means left out of this significant portion of our national 

history. 
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Image courtesy of Western College Memorial Archives, Miami University. 

 

Portion of article from Oxford’s Newspapers 
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Image courtesy of Western College Memorial Archives, Miami University. 

 

Friends of the Mississippi Summer Project Newsletter 
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Administrative Documents 

 
Among the administrative documents is an editorial written by Phyllis Hoyt, 

Dean of Students at Western College in 1964. She discussed the training and 
gave glimpses into the administrative decisions that led to Western College 

hosting the training.  These are important documents that allow researchers 
to peer into the decisions of the administrators at Western College. 

 
 

 
Image courtesy of Western College Memorial Archives, Miami University. 

 
A Portion of Dean Hoyt’s Editorial 
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Photographs 

 
Mark Levy a student at Queens College, attended the training at Western and 

then traveled to Mississippi where he served as a teacher in the Freedom 
Schools. He donated The Mark Levy Collection to the Western Archives. These 

photographs were primarily taken while he was in Mississippi.  They capture 
images of segregated Mississippi and offer a realistic offer images of 

segregation.   
 

 
 

 
 

 
Image courtesy of Western College Memorial Archives, Miami University. 

 

Photograph of Mark Levy at Freedom School in Mississippi 
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Oral History Interviews 
There are oral history interviews by local activists which include:  

 
 Rick Momeyer a former Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 

staffer who trained students and volunteered in Mississippi who would 
later become a professor of Philosophy at Miami University; 

 Donald Nelson, Director of International Studies at Miami University; 
 Jane Strippel a local school teacher  

The last two on this list also visited Western during the training sessions and 
were also members of the Friends of the Mississippi Summer Project. 

 
Ephemera 

The ephemera answer specific questions related to the training sessions such 
as:  

 Who were the volunteers and staff members of the Mississippi 

Summer Project? 
 What motivated the volunteers and staff members to get involved? 

 How did the volunteers train to go down to Mississippi?  
 What precautions did they take prior to traveling to Mississippi? 

 How did the interracial group of students interact with one another? 
 How many volunteers and facilitators were on the campus of Western 

College? 
 

Although these materials document the events of the civil rights training we 
must look at them in a broader sense in that they inspire us and allow users 

to reflect upon and explore issues essential to democratic values and heritage. 
These types of collections challenge us to think about moral education and 

what it means to be a citizen of the United States.   
 

The Mississippi Freedom Summer Digital Collection is accessible online at: 

http://digital.lib.miamioh.edu/cdm/landingpage/collection/fstxt/ 
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