
Making history in the desert 
w RV    AIUCC    TDIA^( 

Papers and books galore. Peeping 
through them, a figure appears from 
beneath the stacks: He is Dr. Ron 

Messier, a history professor at MTSU. There 
he sits behind his paper desert of ancient 
history, his mischievous eyes glinting with 
with the mysteries of foreign lands. 

Laugh wrinkles mark him as a man of 
good humor, and he shows his smile often, 
especially when he speaks of his dream 
child, Sijilmasa. This is the ancient trading 
city he discovered in Morocco during the 
summer of 1986-The one to which he has 
been returning, along with groups of 
students, to excavate during each of his 
summer vacations. 

Messier is a man who has traveled to 17 
countries and speaks five languages fluently. 
But when he describes his adventures in the 
desert, his eyes gleam as he recalls summers 
in the shimmering sands of Morocco. 

So why does he stay in Tennessee when 
he could be exploring the ancient wonders of 
Morocco, or some other foreign country, like 
Italy, for instance? 

"I love teaching," Messier confesses. 
Messier has taught at least six different 

courses in history and in the university's 
honors program, among them Western 
Civilization, Material Cultural Resources 
and The Medieval Mediterranean World. 
Messier doesn't like to pick favorites when 
he chooses his most interesting class. 

Dr. Ron Messier 
"That's like asking which one of your 

children is your favorite," he grieves. "I did 
like my Material Culture class a lot, though. I 
really find artifacts and materials of a 
civilization to be an important source of 
documenting the past." 
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Messier takes a ten-inch spike off his 
bookshelf. He jokes about using it as a 
paperweight and then tells the story of how 
he came to acquire it as a boy in school. 

"I got this when I was in the Junior Police 
[one of those programs for growing 
adolescents where he grew up in Rhode 
Island]. We went to a Boston Red Sox game 
on a school day as a field trip. On the way to 
the ball game, they were renovating the 
Revolutionary War ship, "Old Ironsides" 
["U.S.S. Constitution"], and there was this 
old nail just sitting there in the ship's hold. It 
took on more significance when I found out 
that it was forged in the foundry of Paul 
Revere," Messier says proudly. 

Artifacts are the things that bind 
Messier's life together. He has just finished a 
book, which he is in the process of titling, 
based on the Almoravids, the ancient 
peoples from Sijilmasa. Messier's characters 
are based on his experiences in Morocco as 
well as from his research. 

The sign on his door reads: "Don't mess 
with Messier," but there was a time when a 
particular pyramid got the better of him. 

Messier's son Ben, who took Western 
Civilization under his father, tells the story 
rather matter-of-factly. 

"He was backing up to take a picture, 
and he just backed up too far," Ben explains. 

George Pimentel, an MTSU graduate 
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Barbara Davis has been kissed by a 
president's brother, serenaded by a 

harmonica-playing pilot and yelled at by a 
preacher—but ifs all in a day's work. 

For 15 years Davis was a gate agent for 
Eastern Airlines at Nashville International 
Airport and every day watched part of the 
world pass by—usually on its way to or 
from another part of the world. Nearly 
everyone from Eddie Murphy to Eddy 
Arnold passed by Davis' counter on the 
way to everywhere from London to Lima, 
Bangor to Bakersfield. 

Looking back over the years, Davis sees 
"a thousand pictures flash through" her 
head. 

"There was this lady going to LaGuardia 
[Airport, New York City]. When she 
checked in with me at the gate, she asked if 
I could check some bags for her. 

"I opened her ticket to check where she 
was going , and I saw three baggage claim 
checks stapled to the ticket jacket for bags 
she had already checked. Three bags is the 
limit for free checked baggage, so I told her 
that in order to check any more [bags] she 
would have to pay the excess charge. 

"She got livid! She said she hadn't 
checked any bags, and I said those claim 
checks were proof that she had. She jerked 
that ticket jacket out of my hand, ripped 
those claim checks out, shoved them in her 
mouth and ate them. 

"I didn't check the extra bags. I don't 
know what happened to them. And to this 
day I don't where the staple went!" 

Davis has also seen her share of 
celebrities. 

"Tammy Wynette came running to the 
gate one day.  Her plane to Chicago had 

just left and was taxiing to the runway, 
she threw a fit because the plane wouldn't 
come back and pick her up." 

"One morning Billy Carter [brother of 
former President Jimmy Carter] came in 
on the first flight from Atlanta. When he 
got to the end of the jetway, where I was 
standing, he stopped and kissed me. 
Even at that hour of the day, he reeked of 
beer." 

"But Eddie Murphy was really nice. 
He and his entourage took up about half 
of the First Class section." 

The good days, says Davis, who 
resembles a petite, pony-tailed Candace 
Bergen, are those when "nothing 
memorable happens, the weather is good 
and flights are on time." 

Unfortunately, there are those other 
days. 
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