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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the memory of Dr. Wendolyn Bell, Dean of the College of Arts
and Sciences, and Ms. Viola Woods, Assistant Professor of Art, at Tennessee State
University; the latter was a member of the planning committee for the Local Conference
on Afro-American Culture and History. For many years, these Tennessee State
University women supported the conference with their time and talents and assisted in
making the annual day-long meeting a stimulating and edifying exchange of African
American culture and history.

This book also is dedicated to Lois C. McDougald, T.S.U. Professor of History Emerita
and long-time resident of Nashville, until early December of 1995, when she returned to
her home state of North Carolina. As a teacher, she demanded excellence; as a mentor,
she inspired and supported her students; as a member of the Local Conference planning
committee, she kept us focused and committed and as a friend, she epitomized
friendship.

As we dedicate this second edition in 2021, we must also acknowledge and celebrate
several individuals who played key roles in this publication and in the enduring legacy of
the conference. This includes the founding members of the planning committee: Bobby
L. Lovett (Tennessee State University), Lois C. McDougald (Tennessee State University,
dec.), May Dean Coop Eberling (Metropolitan Historical Commission, dec.), and Linda
T. Wynn (Tennessee Historical Commission). In memoriam, we also recognize the many
contributions of Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr. (Fisk University), who served on the committee
from 1984 until his death in 2020.
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

As we celebrate 40 years of highlighting the history of African Americans in
Tennessee, the Nashville Conference on African American History solemnly invokes the
memory of enslaved Africans and their descendants who made freedom possible for those
who would eventually be known as African Americans. We also acknowledge those who,
by nature of citizenship restrictions and cultural identity, are Black but not African
American. As a collective, Black people in Nashville and Middle Tennessee painstakingly
and courageously laid a foundation for thriving communities and cultural institutions
that continue to shape the Music City. Indeed, even the Music City’s iconic moniker owes
a debt to the legacy of Black Nashvillians.

This conference, intended to highlight the history and achievements of generations
of Black Nashvillians, began as the Annual Local Conference on Afro-American Culture
and History in September of 1981 at Tennessee State University’s downtown campus. The
inaugural conveners of the conference included Dr. Bobby Lovett and Professor Lois C.
McDougald of Tennessee State University (TSU); May Dean Eberling, Executive Director
of the Metropolitan Historical Commission; and Linda T. Wynn of the Tennessee
Historical Commission. The inaugural conveners received support from their respective
institutions and agencies. Through the years, TSU’s Deans of the College of Liberal Arts
Drs. Wendolyn Bell, William Lawson, and Gloria Johnson actively participated in and
supported the conference, as well as Herbert L. Harper, executive director of the
Tennessee Historical Commission. The conference continues to attract scholars from the
region and around the country to share their insight into Nashville’s rich history and its
connections to Middle Tennessee and beyond. We are proud to celebrate four decades of
this memory-keeping endeavor.

In the twenty-five years since the publication of the first edition of Profiles of
African Americans in Tennessee, the annual conference has grown in ways reflective of
its history as a local endeavor with national resonance. Now in its fortieth year, the
conference enjoys generous support from Tennessee State University, Fisk University, the
Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson County, and numerous community
partners. It is an honor to receive sustained support from institutions dedicated to
uplifting these legacies and promoting the well-being of Nashville’s current population.
These collaborations are reflective of the communal spirit that ensured the growth and
survival of this city and remind us to attend to those within and beyond our communities.

Initially chaired by Bobby L. Lovett from 1981 to 2002, the committee welcomed
Reavis L. Mitchell Jr. and Linda T. Wynn as co-chairs from 2003 until 2020. Now in our
fortieth year, we pause to thank Bobby Lovett and Linda Wynn for their loving and tireless
efforts on behalf of the conference. As Linda Wynn steps down as lead chair after
seventeen years of dedicated service to our mission, we would like to enthusiastically
welcome Learotha Williams, Jr. as the incoming co-chair of our committee. A
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longstanding champion of North Nashville, Williams is poised to lead the conference in
new directions that honor the foundation laid by its prior chairs.

With heavy hearts, we offer posthumous tribute to Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr. and
Kwame Lillard, two lights who continue to guide us with the important lessons they
imparted. Others who guided us over the years and faithfully served on the committee
include TSU Professor Lois C. McDougald, Special Collections Librarian Vallie Persley,
artist Viola Wood, and TSU and Fisk University artist Greg Ridley. Although they are no
longer among us, their illustrious lights continue to shine and influence the planning
committee. Some debts can only be paid forward, and we offer this fortieth
commemorative edition of the profiles in memory of our ancestors for their work in
celebration and defense of Black Nashville. It is our sincere hope that you find something
nostalgic, something new, and something inspiring in these pages. Nashville’s history is
our legacy, and it is an honor to celebrate Black Nashville with you.

Onward,

Linda T. Wynn
K.T. Ewing
January 2021

*Editor’s Note: While all profiles and original content have been subjected to minor
technical edits, original nomenclature has been preserved so the pieces retain their
author’s intended voice and message. Academic opinion on the appropriacy of certain
terms may have changed since their original publication. Examples include the use of
such terms as “slaves” rather than “enslaved persons” or “Afro-American” rather than
“African American.” The annual conference moniker reflects this shift in popular
vocabulary—in 2003, the Afro-American Culture and History Conference was renamed
as the Nashville Conference on African-American History and Culture. For more
information about the conference, visit the Metro Historical Commission website or the
new conference website, www.NCAAHC.org.
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

This publication is a project of the planning committee for the Annual Local
Conference on Afro-American Culture and History. The project is an effort to collect and
publish nearly seventy one- to two-page historical profiles presented at the Local
Conference from 1983 through 1995.

Through the efforts of Representative Rufus Jones, representing House District 86
in Memphis, some funding was provided by the Tennessee General Assembly.
Representative Harold Love, representative for House District 54, and Senator Thelma
Harper, representing Senatorial District 19, were very supportive of the project from its
inception. Members of the Tennessee Caucus of Black State Legislators, as well as other
General Assembly members, gave support for funding this project. General Assembly
funding became a special appropriation to Tennessee State University, where the co-
editor and the Conference were headquartered.

The Annual Local Conference on Afro-American Culture and History (ALCACH)
began in September of 1981 at Tennessee State University's downtown campus. The
founding members were Bobby L. Lovett (Tennessee State University), Lois C.
McDougald (Tennessee State University), May Dean Coop Eberling (Metropolitan
Historical Commission), and Linda T. Wynn (Tennessee Historical Commission). The
purpose of the conference was to hold an annual all-day meeting for presentation of
papers, projects, and activities related to local and Tennessee black culture and history.
During its second conference in February of 1983, the ALCACH began publication of one-
to two-page profiles of black historical personalities and institutions.

The Conference published four or five profiles for distribution at each annual
meeting, totaling nearly seventy profiles by the Fourteenth Annual Conference in
February of 1995. The conference's profiles and additional ones gathered from across the
state during 1994-1995 serve as the main body of this publication.

Bobby L. Lovett
December 15, 1995
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RESOLUTIONS HONORING 40 YEARS OF THE

NASHVILLE CONFERENCE ON AFRICAN AMERICAN

Xiv

HISTORY AND CULTURE

Metropolitan Nashville and
Davidson County, TN

Legislation
Resolution: RS2021-778

A resolution recognizing and honoring the Nashville Conference on African American
History and Culture for forty years of research, publishing and educational outreach.

WHEREAS, the Metropolitan Historical Commission and Tennessee State University orgamzed the
first Local Conference on Afro-American Culture and History in 1981; and

WHEREAS, the conference has educated Nashvillians of all ages about the diverse and significant
contributions of African Americans to our state and local history; and

WHEREAS, over 290 performances and papers have been bresented, and over 130 Profiles of
African Americans in Nashville and Tennessee have been published since the conference’s
inception; and

WHEREAS, Fisk University, the Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson County,
Middle Tennessee State University, the Tennessee Historical Commission, Tennessee State
University, and private supporters have contributed resources ensuring the success of the
conference; and

WHEREAS, the Conference on African American History and Culture celebrated its fortieth

anniversary on February 12, 2021; and

WHEREAS, it is fitting and proper that the Metropolitan Council recognize the Conference on
African American History and Culture for forty years of outstanding work in educating the public
about the considerable contributions African Americans have made to Nashville and Davidson
County.

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED BY THE COUNCIL OF THE METROPOLITAN
GOVERNMENT OF NASHVILLE AND DAVIDSON COUNTY:

Section 1: That the Metropolitan County Council hereby recognizes and honors the Conference on
African American History and Culture for forty years of research, publishing, and educational
outreach.

. Section 2: The Metropolitan Council Office is directed to prepare a copy of this resolution to be

presented to the Metropolitan Historical Commission and Tennessee State University for inclusion
in the 2021 commemorative program.

Section 3: This Resolution shall take effect from and after its adoption, the welfare of The
Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson County requiring it.

Mayo% 67*—"*——- Date FEB 17 2021
n Cooper




Tme&yee Senate

OFFICE OF THE CHIEF CLERK

SENATE RESOLUTION NO. 5
By Gilmore, Campbell, Yarbro

A RESOLUTION
to honor the Nashville Conference on African American History and Culture
for forty years of research, publishing, and educational outreach.

WHEREAS, the Metropolitan Historical Commission and Tennessee State University
organized the first Local Conference on Afro-American Culture and History in 1981; and

WHEREAS, the conference has educated Nashvillians of all ages about the diverse and
significant contributions of African Americans to our State and local history; and

WHEREAS, more than 290 performances and papers have been presented, and more
than 130 Profiles of African Americans in Nashville and Tennessee have been published since
the conference's inception; and

WHEREAS, Fisk University, the Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson
County, Middle Tennessee State University, the Tennessee Historical Commission, Tennessee
State University, and private supporters have contributed resources that ensure the success of
the conference; and

WHEREAS, the Conference on African American History and Culture celebrates its
fortieth anniversary on February 12, 2021; and

WHEREAS, it is most appropriate that we recognize the Conference on African
American History and Culture for forty years of outstanding work in educating the public
about the considerable contributions African Americans have made to Nashville and Davidson
County; now, therefore,

BE IT RESOLVED BY THE SENATE OF THE ONE HUNDRED TWELFTH GENERAL
ASSEMBLY OF THE STATE OF TENNESSEE, that we hereby honor and commend the
Conference on African American History and Culture for forty years of research, publishing,
and educational outreach and extend our best wishes for much continued success in its future
endeavors.

Adopted: February 25, 2021

—H
peaker of the Sennb

Senator Brenda Gilmore



INTRODUCTION

A Profile of African Americans in Tennessee History

In every significant chapter of Tennessee’s history, black men and women have played
important roles. Yet few of the many books published on Tennessee’s history attribute
significant roles to the state’s African-American citizens.

Except for chapters on slavery, the aftermath of slavery, and civil rights, the books
written by most European-American authors generally ignore social and cultural African-
American history in Tennessee. Therefore, the majority of history books on Tennessee are
inadequate and incomplete for the full study of the state’s rich history and culture,
because in the nineteenth century African Americans comprised fully a quarter of
Tennessee's citizens--which should mean that they would be included in at least twenty-
five percent of the state’s history. That is not the case and in Tennessee, in particular, early
black history is sorely lacking.

Not until the twentieth century were real attempts made to complete studies on
Tennessee’s African-American history. Caleb P. Patterson published his thesis, The Negro
in Tennessee, 1780-1865 (1922), and Chase C. Mooney of Vanderbilt University published
his master’s thesis and Ph.D. dissertation into a book entitled, Slavery in Tennessee
(1957). Although these studies by white graduate students contributed greatly to the study
of Tennessee’s black population, the books focused on blacks as mere workers and objects.
Precisely because of this national problem, black historian Carter G. Woodson, the second
black American to receive a Ph.D. in history, joined with other concerned black leaders in
Washington, D. C., to form the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, Inc.
(ASNLH), in 1915.

During the period from 1916 through 1941, the American black history movement
began as African Americans increased their understanding of race, culture, and the idea
of blackness. For instance, in 1916 the ASNLH began publication of its quarterly Journal
of Negro History. In 1929, the graduate students and social-science professors at Fisk
University and other black colleges began interviewing former slaves through a federal
Works Progress Administration project. These interviews began the “Slave Narratives,”
which eventually were published in several volumes by Greenwood Press of Westport,
Connecticut. The slave narratives (volume 19 for Tennessee) gave different (black)
perspectives of slavery. The former slaves saw themselves differently than the white
historians, who previously presented a sterilized story. They especially would make no
judgments about fellow white men and women who perpetuated the evil institution of
human bondage. The Fisk slave narratives were entitled, God Struck Me Dead: Unwritten
History of Slavery (1941). Despite the existence of the black narratives on the slave states,
including Tennessee, still there was no scholarly study of African Americans in Tennessee
history by blacks.

Between 1929 and 1941, however, a Tennessee study from the black perspective was
researched and published by Fisk University’s dean and historian, Alrutheus Ambush
Taylor. He and other local black historians came under the influence of Carter G.



Woodson, who spoke in Nashville on several occasions. Taylor titled his study, The Negro
in Tennessee, 1865-1880 (1941). Taylor’s book not only complemented the one by
Patterson, but the study went beyond slavery and covered Reconstruction history and
various aspects of black life, including business and politics. Taylor’s classic was
published and distributed by The Associated Publishers, an affiliate of the ASNLH. Also,
as a result of ASNLH's influence, Professor Merle R. Eppse of Tennessee Agricultural and
Industrial State College published his book, The Negro, Too, in American History (1938).

With the introduction of graduate studies to Fisk University and Tennessee A & I
State College (Tennessee State University), many master’s theses appeared. These small
studies (which are available at the institutions’ libraries) encouraged more writing about
Tennessee’s black history, including theses and dissertations at white colleges and
universities. The civil rights movement of the 1960s produced a demand for scholarly
studies and books on black Americans, causing white historians to enter the market for
such books. After a black professor of history at Tennessee State University, Mingo Scott,
published his Blacks in Tennessee Government and Politics (1975), two white professors
published their doctoral dissertations: The Triumph of Jim Crow: Tennessee Race
Relations in the 1880s (1976) by Joseph H. Cartwright and Black Tennesseans, 1900-
1930 (1977) by Lester C. Lamon. Both authors attempted to take Tennessee’s black story
a few chapters beyond A. A. Taylor’s 1880 stopping point.

In 1978, Bobby L. Lovett’s Ph.D. dissertation, The Negro in Tennessee, 1865-1866: A
Socio-Military History of the Civil War Era, appeared as a paperback and a hardback by
University Microfilm International of Ann Arbor, Michigan, and addressed the neglected
history of black Tennesseans during the Civil War period. Lovett, a Tennessee State
University history professor, concentrated on the Civil War period because it was a
chapter of Tennessee’s history that had been purposely distorted by white southern
historians. Lovett’s dissertation was preceded by his scholarly article, “The Negro’s Civil
War in Tennessee, 1861-1865,” which was published in the ASNLH’s Journal of Negro
History (1976).

Then in 1981, under the auspices of the Tennessee Historical Commission, Lester C.
Lamon attempted to bring synthesis to the black story in Tennessee by publishing a small
book entitled, Blacks in Tennessee, 1791-1970. In 1985, John Cimprich published his
doctoral dissertation, Slavery’s End in Tennessee, 1861-1865. Other books and scholarly
articles by blacks and whites followed, until an extensive picture of African-American
history in Tennessee was generally clear by 1995.

More than 100 years passed after the neo-Confederate writers took control of the
state’s history, causing black history to become “lost, stolen, or strayed” (to quote actor
Bill Cosby) from Tennessee’s history books. In their zeal to cleanse the evil chapter of the
Confederacy and redeem their Confederate ancestors, many white writers contributed
consciously and unconsciously to deficits and distortions in Tennessee’s history. They
painted a colored canvas, using one color (white) to sterilize slavery and glorify the
Confederacy. Reading their books and articles, including works from the public sector
(i.e., the state Tennessee Blue Book), children in particular could conclude erroneously
that all blacks were slaves, all whites were slave owners, the Confederates won the Civil
War, and freedmen contributed nothing to the intellectual, the cultural, and the economic
society of Tennessee. So, the writing of articles and books (like this one) exclusively
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devoted to black history became necessary to provide researchers and writers the
information needed to write a more complete history of Tennessee. And the movement
started by Carter G. Woodson and the association for the Study of Negro Life and History
that was spread to Tennessee under the tutelage of such persons as Fisk University’s
Alrutheus Ambush Taylor and Tennessee A & I State College’s Merle Eppse during the
1920s and 1930s surely continues today.

The African-American history of Tennessee generally begins with the settlement of
North Carolina and proceeds with the transformation of that state’s western territory into
the state of Tennessee in 1795-96. Historical documentation, including Ivan Sertima’s
They Came Before Columbus (1976), indicates clearly that blacks entered the future
Tennessee territory with the earliest of European explorers and probably before
Europeans arrived in America. When the results of the American Revolution ended
British control of the territory west of the Appalachian Mountains in 1783 (and a few years
before that date), white settlers from the Carolinas and Virginia rushed into the rich
Tennessee Valley, many bringing slaves with them. By 1791, the Tennessee territory, now
under the auspices of the new United States Congress, held 35,691 people, including 3,417
(9.6 percent) blacks. By 1860, African Americans constituted over twenty-five percent of
Tennessee’s population.

Yet the early history of Tennessee was not wholly about the story of slaveholding
whites and black slaves. Fort Nashborough (Nashville), which was settled in 1780, had
approximately twenty percent black population, mostly slaves but also several free blacks,
among the original settlers. A black man was among the small party of men who explored
and selected the Fort Nashborough site in the winter of 1779. Knoxville and East
Tennessee, which were settled before Nashville, had as many free blacks as slaves.
Whereas some 5,000 blacks served in the various armies of the Revolutionary War, some
free blacks, too, came into the Tennessee territory just as white veterans also sought land
grants and economic opportunity in the Old West. Tennessee was populated mostly by
free and slave African Americans and non-slaveholding European-American yeomen and
free farmers.

Although Tennessee was a slave state, it was not a large one. However, its small
slaveholding population was a powerful slavocracy. Neighboring Arkansas (a younger
state by far) had a median slaveholding of 23.4 slaves compared to Tennessee’s median
of 15.1 slaves in 1860. Less than twenty percent of the families in Tennessee ever could
afford to own slaves, some worth more than $855 dollars each in 1846 and then $1,350
each by 1860. Even in a wealthy area like Davidson County, most white male Tennesseans
owned no slaves and many had no land. Among the powerful Tennessee slavocracy some
ninety-two percent of slaveholders owned land. Slavery hurt most white Tennesseans
because cheap slave labor and the domination of the state’s best lands by the slavocracy
impoverished many white families, leaving some of them in an economic existence barely
above that of slaves.

Yet conservative writers often glossed two important Tennessee stories: (1) since the
1790s Tennessee had supported a large anti-slavery element, and (2) most Tennesseans
were not slaveholders. For more than a generation after the American Revolution,
Tennessee was a notable manumission state. The early Tennessee General Assembly
facilitated voluntary manumission of slaves by their owners. By 1819 Elihu Embree, a
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white Quaker (member of the Society of Friends), published The Manumission
Intelligencer and then The Emancipator (1820) in Jonesborough, Tennessee. Quaker
Charles Osborn and other religious leaders, including some Presbyterian ministers, also
began a movement to rid the state of the evil institution of human bondage (slavery). Anti-
slavery societies existed in most regions of the state, and the American Colonization
Society (an effort to colonize freed slaves in Liberia, Africa) operated openly in Tennessee
after 1821, later receiving some support from the General Assembly.

After the 1831 slave rebellion in Virginia caused Negrophobia to sweep the region and
Tennessee, slaveholders and aspiring slaveholders found reason enough to tighten the
controls on slavery. They forced many outspoken antislavery men to flee Tennessee.
Negrophobia and the movement against domestic and northern abolitionists engulfed
Tennessee’s society between 1834 and 1861. Suspected white abolitionists, like Amos
Dresser (a member of an Ohio abolitionist group), were tarred, feathered, and forced to
flee Tennessee in 1835. Also, in the preceding year, the Tennessee Constitution was
changed to exclude free blacks from voting rights.

It is likely that the blacks’ support of the Whig party and Negro opposition to Andrew
Jackson's Democratic party gained few political friends for free black Tennesseans.
Moreover, antebellum politics soon focused on the issue of slavery. In the South, the
debates about slavery involved mainly the Whig and the Democratic parties, particularly
in Tennessee. The Democratic party attracted many persons who were aspiring
entrepreneurs and future slaveholders, men who desired one day to exploit Tennessee’s
rich natural resources. Therefore, the Democratic party became fanatical about protecting
slavery to the point of treason and rebellion, even though the Whig party really had more
slaveholding members. Yet the Whigs were ready to compromise with the North to keep
the institution of slavery in some milder form.

The poorer whites, who felt altogether excluded front the American dream and
economically depressed in the Age of Jacksonian Democracy, hated the blacks (“the
neggars’) and resented the economic dominance of slavery. Many non-slaveholding
whites (indeed, poor European immigrants who began to arrive in Tennessee’s cities
during the 1840s and 1850s) feared any social and economic advantages for free blacks.
After the 1830s, white workers in the cities persuaded the governments to pass municipal
codes to protect their jobs against slave and free black competitors. Some white workers
attacked prosperous free blacks and quasi-independent (self-hired) slaves during
Nashville’s race riot in December of 1856. In Memphis in 1860, the city’s 4,339 poor Irish
immigrants disliked black competitors.

Neither free Negroes nor slaves had any respect for landless, poor whites (“po’white
trash”). Slave children frequently made fun of their poor, malnourished white playmates.
In Nashville, some slave and free black youngsters angered poor white children by name-
calling and reminding the white youngsters that “yo daddy is too po’ to even have a
servant.” The gulf between poor white Tennesseans and blacks persisted through
postbellum times and made it difficult to develop a winning black-white political coalition
against the elite whites, even during the Populist party movements in Tennessee (1880s-
1890s).

Because it was controlled by the slavocracy and dominated by the presence of the
institution of slavery, antebellum Tennessee likewise was an autocratic, undemocratic,
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oppressive republic. By 1860, when slaves numbered 275,719 persons and slaveowners
constituted 36,844 of the state’s 826,722 white citizens, the slaves represented 24.8
percent of Tennessee’s population, not including over 7,300 free blacks. Although small
in numbers, the slaveholders comprised some 58 percent of Tennessee’s landowners and
held the state’s real economic, political, and social power in their hands.

After slavery spread rapidly across Tennessee between 1820 and 1860, the oppressive
slave society became worse for most Tennesseans. After 1818, when Andrew Jackson and
other speculators concluded treaties with the Native Americans and forced them to move
westward, white entrepreneurs and planters rushed into West Tennessee. Although the
area really was not opened until 1820, the fertile lands of West Tennessee became home
to over 70 percent of Tennessee’s black inhabitants, followed by Middle Tennessee and
then East Tennessee. With its rocky and less fertile plateaus, East Tennessee held few
slaves, but Middle Tennessee’s counties (particularly in the basin area) held many slaves
because the soil could sustain crops of cotton and tobacco, mining, shipping, and
commercial activities that fully utilized black workers. Middle Tennessee, the state’s
wealthiest area, had many large plantations, including Belmont, Overton Place, the
Hermitage, Belle Meade, and Wessyngton. Businessman Montgomery Bell also
maintained huge holdings of slaves, and some 300 slaves worked Bell’s iron industries in
Davidson and Dickson counties. John W. Jones of Fayette County held over 250 slaves,
growing cotton and other products. The plantations often involved attempts by their
owners to experiment with improved social organization of the slave community.

Tennessee’s slaves experienced a harsh existence, living mostly on small farms instead
of large plantations. There was no such thing as a “good master.” Members of the
slavocracy enslaved other human beings and confiscated the fruits of their labor for the
selfish enrichment of the elite class. Organized slave patrols were authorized by the
General Assembly to keep the slaves under constant observation and in perpetual fear.
Farms were few and far between each other, creating isolation. It was difficult for the
slaves to communicate with one another. Still, many slaves rebelled by purchasing their
freedom, running away, breaking tools, making mules go lame, being disobedient, and
even attacking and killing some masters. Between 1844 and 1859, public hangings of
slaves for either murder or conspiracy to commit murder of their masters were not
uncommon. Many slaves escaped via the Underground Railroad through Middle
Tennessee, then across Kentucky, and into Ohio.

Tennessee became an active slave-trading state, with Memphis second only to
Louisville, Kentucky, as a slave market in the Upper South. In Nashville, slave brokerage
houses were plentiful near Cherry Street (present Fourth Avenue, North) and Cedar (now
Charlotte) Street. There one also could borrow the money at six percent per annum to buy
slaves. In Middle Tennessee, John Overton, John Armfield, and Isaac Franklin made
fortunes buying and selling black human beings as slaves. In Memphis, Nathan Bedford
Forrest and other white men made fortunes telling, buying, and renting slaves. From
Tennessee, the slaves were sold into notorious frontier lands like Alabama, Mississippi,
Texas, and Florida. The hiring of slaves became big business, resulting in a quarter of the
slaves being hired out in many towns, bringing the owners as much as $150 a year. The
first of January was a dreadful day for blacks because it was the time each year when
Negroes were sold and rented to other masters, breaking up the slave families. Even free



blacks feared for their lives and freedom when “Negro stealers” (poor whites) made their
living kidnapping blacks and selling them into the Deep South.

When the whites tightened the controls on slavery, while fighting their wars of
propaganda against northern abolitionists and antislavery literature, more white hatred
was generated against free blacks. In Nashville, the city council passed laws that excluded
free blacks from engaging in the meat industry (increasingly controlled by German
immigrants), operating lucrative freight wagons, and owning stalls in the Market Street
(now Second Avenue, North) commercial district. The latter jobs were preferred by Irish
and Jewish immigrants. To stop the rapid increase in the free black population, owners
could not manumit their slaves without permission of the county courts and manumitted
blacks could not remain in Tennessee without approval of the courts. Any free blacks
remaining in Tennessee had to carry papers (proof of freedom) on them at all times. The
Tennessee General Assembly passed legislation to help transport manumitted-slave
volunteers to Liberia, Africa, under the auspices of the American Colonization Society. No
more than 2,000 freed blacks left Tennessee, voluntarily and involuntarily for the Liberia
colony. Further legislation unsuccessfully attempted to force free blacks to assume white
masters or leave Tennessee by 1859--such legislation actually passed in Arkansas.

Although white society was oppressive for free Negroes in heavily black West
Tennessee, blacks enjoyed a free environment in East Tennessee. By 1860, most of the
457 black residents were free persons in Knoxville. There the free blacks lived peaceably
but not prosperously. When several free blacks migrated from neighboring North
Carolina to Tennessee after the Nat Turner rebellion, whites in Friendsville (a Quaker
community) welcomed them to Tennessee.

Middle Tennessee enjoyed moderate race relations, at least until the 1840s when
there was a heavy influx of immigrants and non-slaveholders. More than half the free
blacks were mulattoes (of half-white and half-black ancestry), who were related by blood
to members of the white slavocracy. Because of this relationship and their small numbers,
free blacks enjoyed a benevolent and paternalistic alliance with the wealthy, elite whites
who protected them, often employed them, and allowed free Negroes privileges that
violated antebellum race rules. In Nashville, over 719 free blacks comprised nearly twenty
percent of the town’s black population and another twenty-five percent of the local blacks
were quasi-independent slave persons, whose masters allowed them to hire out their time
and even live in their own rented quarters and houses.

Between 1833 and 1857, Nashville’s free blacks operated their own schools, because
they were excluded from the city’s public schools, which opened in 1853. Free black
teachers like Alphonso Sumner, Daniel Wadkins, Sarah Porter, Joseph Manly, and Rufus
Conrad became Tennessee’s pioneers in providing education for black people. There were
no free black schools in Memphis, but there the blacks enjoyed simple lessons taught in
the Sabbath schools until 1856, when reactionary whites demanded an end to teaching
Negroes to read.

The free blacks owned businesses, including monopoly of the barbering trade (giving
whites baths, shaves, and teeth-pulling services). Mulatto Frank Parrish (a quasi-
independent slave) was so popular as a barber that Nashville's newspapers allowed him
to place advertisements for his business. Free blacks controlled the hack (taxi) service in
large Tennessee towns like Nashville. By 1860, some thirty-eight free black women, for
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example, owned $249,400 in total real property holdings in Tennessee. Sarah Estell of
Nashville owned and operated the town’s most famous ice-cream parlor before the Civil
War. And Nashville's Joseph Manly operated a popular bakery in the same city.
Postbellum racial segregation eventually destroyed the black entrepreneur’s white
customer base.

Some of Nashville’s free blacks became nationally prominent leaders after slavery.
James T. Rapier attended the free black schools in Nashville and became Alabama's first
black U. S. Congressman after the Civil War. James's grandmother, Sally Thomas, was a
quasi-independent slave, who operated a boarding house and laundry in downtown
Nashville. Her son, Rapier’s father, was purchased and freed by his white employer’s will
before moving to Alabama to become a wealthy barber and owner of real estate. Rapier’s
uncle, free black James P. Thomas, also became a prosperous barber and owner of real
estate in Nashville before moving to St. Louis in 1856 and later writing his autobiography,
From Tennessee Slave to St. Louis Entrepreneur. The book manuscript was discovered
at Howard University (Washington, D. C.) and edited and published in 1984 by historian
Loren Schweninger, who also wrote James T. Rapier and Reconstruction (1978).

James C. Napier (1845-1940), born a free mulatto in Davidson County, also attended
the clandestine free black schools in Nashville, recalling that Daniel Wadkins’ classes
could not meet many days because whites were watching the place. Napier attended
Oberlin College in Ohio and became Nashville’s first formally-educated black lawyer,
being graduated from Howard University in 1872 along with a black classmate from
Memphis. In 1878, Napier married the daughter of Reconstruction leader John Mercer
Langston. Napier was elected to Nashville’s city council for five terms (1878-1885). He
served as Register of the United States Treasury (1911-1913) under Republican President
William Howard Taft. Napier also served on the state executive committee for the
Republican party of Tennessee and was a delegate to several National Republican Party
Conventions. When he died in 1940, Napier was still serving as a member of the Nashville
Housing Authority and as cashier (manager) of Nashville’s Citizens Savings and Trust
Company Bank.

Samuel Lowery, also born free in Davidson County, was a product of Nashville's free
black schools and a local college (Franklin Institute) where the liberal white proprietor
allowed a few free blacks to work and study their lessons apart from the white students.
After the Nashville race riot of 1856, Lowery became a minister in Cincinnati, Ohio, and
Canada, before returning to Union-occupied Nashville as a missionary teacher of black
Union army soldiers, and then a lawyer and notable inventor of silkworm culture and
manufacturing. He and his father, Samuel Lowery (a wealthy free black), and others
founded the Tennessee Manual Labor University, modeled after the Franklin Institute,
on December 10, 1867.

No doubt Tennessee’s urban slaves had advantages over the rural slaves, who toiled
on isolated, small farms and large plantations. Free blacks and urban slaves attended the
attractions of the age, including circuses, theater shows, dances, cock fights, and horse
races. Black musicians (slave and free), including Jordan McGowan and James (“Jim”)
Hill, catered music for the finest white balls and dances. James P. Thomas recalled that
he and other blacks attended the rare performances in Nashville by the famous singer
Jenny Lind a Swedish operatic diva. Blacks danced the “Rubin Rede, the Juba, and
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Jumping Jim Crow,” said Thomas. Even the slaves visited the towns during the Christmas
season. In his autobiography, James P. Thomas wrote:

In Nashville before Christmas would be posted in conspicuous places
ordinance for the regulation of “slaves,” “free Negroes” and “Mulattoes.”
Nevertheless, all were expected to have a good time in the city and country.
Feasting and dancing were indulged in freely. I was at the Hermitage
[Andrew Jackson’s plantation] during the Christmas week and they (the
Genls men and women of all work) commenced dancing in the morning.
Some played cards, while others would seek some secluded spot for Cock
fighting around the city.

Whereas about ten percent of the slaves lived in towns and cities, another ten percent
or so helped build businesses and industries in Tennessee. Slave artisans were
Tennessee’s craftsmen, building fine mansions for whites, making shoes, crafting wagons,
and doing the jobs of blacksmiths, stonemasons, coopers, and boatmen. Over 10,000
slaves served as principal workers at Tennessee’s iron and mining industries, centered in
Nashville and stretching into the Rim counties of Dickson, Hickman, Lawrence,
Montgomery, Stewart, Wayne, and even some parts of Cheatham, Maury, and
Williamson, which held less-concentrated deposits of iron ore. Near Patterson (or
Pattison) Forge in Davidson County--now part of Cheatham County--a village housed the
hundreds of slave iron workers, according to the Tennessee Department of Conservation’s
Division of Archaeology publication, A Cultural Resource Survey of Tennessee's Western
Highland Rim Iron Industry, 1790s-1930s (1988). Nashville held many of the iron
region’s foundries, furnaces, and machine shops that produce a variety of iron products.
James C. Napier’s white grandfather, Elias Napier, was one of the largest employers of
slaves in Tennessee’s iron industry. Slaves also worked the riverboats and waterways and
helped build Tennessee’s first railroads.

Antebellum blacks also maintained churches. These institutions were controlled by
white congregations, mostly in towns and cities (i.e., Columbia, Knoxville, Memphis, and
Nashville). Slave Christians existed throughout slavery and enjoyed the privileges of
baptism, official membership, and the Lord’s Supper with the white members. They also
experienced excommunication.

And then there was the “invisible” black church. Services were operated by slave
preachers, like Dick Ham, in clandestine places, like Nashville's Buck’s Alley. To gather
their flocks and watch for slave patrols, the members of the invisible black churches used
singing codes such as lyrics of Steal Away to Jesus; announcements of Weeuvils in the
Wheat warned against white knowledge of any impeding meeting; and “Raid Foxes” were
designated among swift young runners to decoy white patrollers away from the sacred
“brush arbors.”

Slave religion became formalized during the 1830s, when the southern churches
began an evangelical movement to Christianize more slaves and their owners. This was
an effort to counter the northern abolitionists’ arguments that slavery was evil, un-
Christian and should be abolished immediately. Most slaveholders were not church
members, and generally they were crude and uncultured men who forbade the slaves to
gather for any meetings, including church services. More than a few slaveholders
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fornicated with their enslaved workers, committed adultery against their white wives,
raped abused black women and slave children, reared their white children with their
illegitimate black siblings, and sold their own mulatto children and grandchildren. As a
result of the southern evangelical movement, by the 1840s some Baptist and Methodist
churches included many slaveholders and had more black members (slaves) than white
ones.

To relieve overcrowding and to respect the desire of some non-slaveholding whites
to remain socially above black people, many integrated Tennessee churches began to
separate their black Christians into separate (evening) services and some into quasi-
independent congregations led either by white ministers or white-supervised black
preachers. Nashville had several quasi-independent black church congregations: Capers
Colored Methodist (1832), First Colored Baptist Mission (1848), First Colored Christian
(Disciples of Christ) Church (1855), and Central Baptist Church’s African Mission (1861).
Columbia had the oldest black-church building, Mount Lebanon Baptist Church (1843),
which was turned over to the blacks after the whites built a new one. In Memphis, where
109 free blacks and 2,362 slaves lived by 1850, a white man named Silas T. Toncray
operated a church for blacks. The black congregation ran the church after Toncray’s death
around 1847, but whites forced the church to close in late 1856. That was the year that a
race riot hit Nashville and fear of a regional slave rebellion swept from the iron districts
of Middle Tennessee and southern Kentucky into West Tennessee. Yet, in Memphis the
whites of Wesley Chapel allowed a Negro preacher to instruct the congregation’s black
members.

In many antebellum churches in West Tennessee, the whites feared the great
numbers of slaves. Most masters preferred to keep the blacks in integrated congregations,
often seating the blacks in newly constructed balconies and rear pews. Many slave masters
began to encourage preachers to “speak” to their slaves, often to make the blacks more
obedient. Both slave and free black preachers, including Daniel H. Jones, Pompeii,
Edmund Kelly, and Nelson G. Merry, became notable speakers among Tennessee’s
antebellum black Christians. Nelson G. Merry, a slave who was freed in 1845, became the
first black to be ordained (November of 1853) and placed over a black congregation as
“moderator” (pastor of the First Colored Baptist Mission). After gaining a taste of religious
freedom, the black Christians tired of the white ministers’ devilish sermons: “If a man is
a slaveowner when he becomes a Christian, let him remain a slaveowner; if a man is a
slave when he becomes a Christian, let him remain an obedient slave.” Blacks also tired
of the quasi-independent churches, which were controlled by white congregations. In
1859, some blacks in Memphis began Collins Chapel Methodist Episcopal Church.

The Civil War brought an end to spiritual enslavement of black Christians by white
Christians who worshipped a degenerate southern religion: New Testament theology,
southern nationalism (regionalism), and racism. The black churches gained their
independence during and after the war and took various names (even charters), including
First Colored Baptist Church of Nashville, Capers Memorial Colored Methodist Episcopal
Church of Nashville, First Colored Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) of Nashville,
First Baptist Church of Chattanooga, Mount Lebanon Baptist Church of Columbia, Collins
Chapel Methodist Church and Beale Street Baptist Church of Memphis, and the Colored
Methodist Church of Knoxville. One of Memphis’ most famous black preachers, former
slave Morris Henderson (1802-1877), founded and built the Beale Street Baptist Church
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(now listed in the National Register of Historic Places). Memphis Avery Chapel A.M.E.
Church was founded by a black Union soldier. In 1866, Nashville had eight black
churches, Memphis had as many, Knoxville had at least two, and Chattanooga had one.

The Civil War era became an important but also the most convoluted period of
African-American history in Tennessee. Because of the protracted effort by so many white
writers to cleanse Confederate history and redeem the “Lost Cause,” this period (1861-
1865) also became the most distorted chapter in Tennessee’s history. Almost all
Tennessee history books treat the Civil War blacks as non-participants, noncombatants,
and docile onlookers--something to be studied, but not respected as men and makers of
history. From these books, a reader could form the impression that the Confederates won
the Civil War and the evil Confederacy was good and glorious, but these were falsifications
of Tennessee’s history. The historical truth is:

(1) Tennessee Confederate military forces were easily defeated
by a powerful Union army;

(2) Black Tennesseans played a pivotal role in the Union
Army’s victories and its control of Tennessee;

(3) Men and women who supported the rebellion against the
United States of America constituted a numerical minority
of Tennessee’s black and white inhabitants.

Among some 1,140,000 Tennesseans, nearly 700,000 of them did not give support
to the Confederate rebellion against America. In 1861, almost all 290,000 black
Tennesseans naturally supported the Union cause. Despite slavery and racial
discrimination, African Americans remained notoriously loyal to the country, from
Revolutionary War times through modern times. Tennessee's pro-Confederates were
outnumbered by the whites who opposed the rebellion, the whites who refused to become
involved, plus the hard core Unionist whites of East Tennessee and some in Middle
Tennessee, and, of course, over a quarter of a million blacks. Among nearly 850,000 white
Tennesseans, a high estimate is that 115,000 men served in the Confederate armies, and
half of the white Tennesseans--which included soldiers’ families--gave at least spiritual
support to the Confederate cause. But spiritual support was not enough for the
Confederacy to win either the war in Tennessee or the regional war in the South.

Most Tennesseans (white male voters) opposed attempts to secede Tennessee from
the Union of American states. This opposition persisted even after the November 1860
election of Republican Abraham Lincoln caused South Carolina to lead a campaign to
establish a southern nation. Slaves outnumbered whites in South Carolina, and the white
minority there was notorious for its black codes, brutality against humanity, and racism.
In Tennessee, a moderate white leader in Nashville, William F. Cooper, rightly said that
unless the North moved decisively before Lincoln’s inauguration (March 4, 1861), “the
secession feeling is on the increase.” Surely Governor Isham G. Harris had no reservation
about committing treason against America, and he--like his counterpart in neighboring
Arkansas--persisted in maneuvering Tennessee toward an alliance with the Confederate
States of America. On January 1, 1861, Harris played the race card and said that “the
President-Elect [Lincoln] asserted the equality of the black with the white race.” Despite
the opposition from a majority of free Tennesseans, Harris issued an “executive order” to



withdraw Tennessee from the Union. On February 9, 1861, the voters (white males)
rejected the governor’s action. After fighting broke out in South Carolina, however, in
April of 1861, the Tennessee General Assembly voted to secede. The participating voters
ratified secession on June 8, 1861, but in the face of great opposition.

Instead of staying home and assuming (like most voters) that Governor Harris’
Confederate movement would win anyway, nearly 50,000 Tennesseans voted against
secession and treason. The East Tennesseans even held a Union Convention and started
a movement to secede from Tennessee, with the intention of establishing a separate state
that would remain loyal to the American Union as the West Virginians successfully did.
But Harris’ administration sent troops and scattered the East Tennessee leaders. Most
non-slaveholders dared not voice too much opposition to the powerful minority
Confederates in West and Middle Tennessee. Although they hated Lincoln and the
abolitionists, not all slaveowners were disloyal to the Union; and some slaveholders
refused to support the Confederacy. One owner, John Trimble of Davidson County, not
only opposed the southern nationalists’ war, but near the end of the war he voluntarily
freed his slaves, became a leader in the local Republican party, and sold much of his land
to Nelson Walker, a black barber and businessman. Walker used the land to begin
Nashville’s oldest surviving black neighborhood: Trimble Bottom. Meanwhile, the
Confederates raised their Rebel flag over the State Capitol in Nashville on June 16, and
the Confederate States of America included Tennessee by June 22, 1861.

Although the Tennessee Confederates were outnumbered by the combination of pro-
Union whites, black Tennesseans, and rebellious whites in East Tennessee, they
continued to take effective measures to protect slavery and maintain illegal control of the
state. Slave patrols were greatly increased to restrict the usual movement of slaves and
free blacks. Around Christmas time, when slaves traveled into the towns in great numbers
to shop and visit relatives and friends, the 1861 slave patrols became heavy, abusive, and
notorious. To control the pro-Union whites, the Tennessee Confederates imposed
conscription acts, loyalty tests, and domestic terror.

Despite its coercive and intolerable acts against pro-Union whites and blacks, the
Tennessee Confederate government had too little popular support to fight an effective war
against a powerful Union army and a wealthy American nation. Tennessee’s capable
Confederate General Sidney S. Johnston struggled heroically, but he failed to build an
effective Confederate Army of Tennessee. In heavily Unionist northwest Tennessee, the
citizens refused to sell provisions and forage to the Confederate government. In East
Tennessee, Confederate troops went hungry because supplies did not reach them in a
timely way. The Confederate army’s quartermaster (in charge of supplies) and
engineering departments offered to hire slaves at fifty cents per day or twenty-five dollars
per month plus rations, clothing, and quarters, but most slaveowners refused to lend their
valuable slaves for military work. The Confederate military was forced to confiscate slave
laborers and draft free blacks.

Several military commanders petitioned the General Assembly to recruit free blacks
“to do such menial service as they are competent to perform.” On June 28, 1861, the
legislature authorized a draft of free black men. This order affected some 2,000 blacks,
but most free black men evaded the Confederate draft and the local sheriffs who tried to
capture them. The draft yielded few results because free black males of military age



(eighteen to forty-five years) were so few in numbers. Some free blacks (like J. C. Napier
and his family) left Tennessee. Others fled to antislavery Quaker and German settlements
and Union territories. William Scott, a free black migrant front North Carolina to
Knoxville, later fled to Friendsville, near Knoxville, and then to Union-occupied Nashville
to prevent Confederate impressment of his son. In 1865, Scott started the state's first
black newspaper in Nashville, The Colored Tennessean.

By February 16, 1862, the Tennessee Confederates--despite their pretending to be all-
powerful--were easily defeated at Fort Henry and Fort Donelson. Confederates from
neighboring states answered Harris’ call for more soldiers; nevertheless, a large Union
army emerged from the Ohio Valley under General Ulysses S. Grant and compelled the
Confederates to abandon the gateways to the Mid-South. The Confederates’ calls for “loyal
southerners” to rise against America’s loyal soldiers did no good: most Tennessee citizens
stood outside the doors of their cabins and houses and watched in silence (sometimes the
women waved their handkerchiefs) when the beaten Confederate soldiers and their
tattered battle flags made their humiliating retreat toward Nashville. After all his
proclamations and promises, Governor Harris himself caused unnecessary public panic
when he went galloping foolishly through Nashville’s streets shouting, “The Yankees are
coming!”

Once General Johnston, his army, and engineers retreated southward and arrived at
Nashville, they decided to abandon the “indefensible” city and flee east to Murfreesboro.
Nashville citizens panicked and cursed General Johnston, but he had no real support and
no acts. Governor Harris beat the main army out of town and followed Johnston's army,
often serving as the General’s courier to take desperate messages from one brigade to
another. Then some elder men, who had attached military stripes to their trousers and
pranced about Nashville with spiteful announcements against tile United States, quickly
changed clothes and hid their empathy for the Confederates. Confederate casualties were
rushed to military hospitals in Chattanooga, and Rebel stragglers looted Nashville’s
warehouses. Many pro-Confederate citizens loaded wagons and trains to head south to
safety.

A week later, when the advance Union army regiments camped on the opposite bank
of the Cumberland River, Nashville’s officials rowed across and surrendered the city,
rather than have it destroyed by the Union gunboats. Only seven months had passed since
Harris and his minority Confederate party had forced the Tennessee government to join
the rebellion against America. On February 23, 1862, the Union gunboats arrived,
displaying bold armor; belching steam, smoke, and ashes; and generally showing
America’s economic and military might. It was a proud sight to loyal blacks and Union
whites. A regimental band disembarked and proudly marched up Broad Street, playing
Hail Columbia! amidst a crowd of jubilant white and black Unionists dancing in the
streets. Black children ran ahead, shouting, “The blue man’s coming!” At the Capitol,
William Driver, a Unionist citizen and former sea caption, tearfully asked that his
American flag (which he named “Old Glory”) be hoisted in place of “that damned Rebel
flag.” The Confederate flag (a symbol of slavery, treason, and racism) was lowered from
the state Capitol--the Rebel emblem never again would be the official flag of Tennessee.

After some early victories against poorly organized Union armies in the eastern
theater, the Confederate war effort took a turn for the worse in mid-1862. Although his
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Confederate state government was in exile and incapable of giving adequate resources to
the Confederate army, Governor Harris continued to tag along when the Confederate
Army of Tennessee lost the infamous Battle of Shiloh on April 6-7, 1862. Although they
fought gallantly, General Johnston’s hurriedly trained soldiers were forced to retreat into
neighboring Corinth, Mississippi. Johnston’s junior officers were no more competent
(contrary to postwar myths fabricated by southern historians) to lead brigades than
President Jefferson Davis and his ineffective cabinet were culpable of administering a
regional “defensive war” (as they and other southern nationalists called it). Then Grant’s
forces took Corinth, Mississippi, and secured the rail lines into Memphis and West
Tennessee. Union gunboats forced Memphis to surrender on June 6, 1862, forcing
Governor Harris’ state government and the notoriously racist Commercial Appeal
newspaper staff to flee to Mississippi. Then black Memphians also danced in the streets.

Meanwhile, the Confederacy lost control of the southern railroads, roads, and the
important river systems. In the eastern theater of the war, the Confederate South’s most
able general (Robert E. Lee) began his famous retreat from Gettysburg, Pennsylvania,
enabling President Lincoln to later present his famous “Gettysburg Address.” By early
winter, the Confederate Army of Tennessee was forced to retreat from Kentucky to
Murfreesboro, Tennessee, where it lost the Battle of Stones River in early January. The
Tennessee Confederate soldiers then retreated east to Chattanooga, where they lost
successive battles; they were forced to flee to northern Georgia (above Atlanta) for refuge.
In quick succession the Confederates lost Vicksburg, Mississippi, and Helena and Little
Rock, Arkansas, by September 10, 1863.

Many slaves realized that the Civil War meant the collapse of the slavocracy’s power.
It also meant a revolutionary change in race relations and the de facto end of slavery in
Tennessee.

Like hundreds of other teenage black males, Wilson County slave George Knox was
taken by his Confederate master to serve as a military laborer. When he and his fellow
black Confederate servants heard that the Union army was winning the Battle of Stones
River, Knox recalled, “I put on a long [sad but false] face as possible ... but I was secretly
rejoicing at the success of the Union army.” After reluctantly kissing his girlfriend
goodbye, Knox escaped into Union lines near Murfreesboro. There he became a federal
teamster. Knox later followed some Union soldiers on furlough to Indiana, where he
settled and became a barber and an operator of an Indianapolis newspaper. Knox’s
autobiography (printed in various issues of his newspaper) was edited by Williard B.
Gatewood, Jr., and published under the title, Slave and Freeman (1979).

Like Knox, many slave laborers shed their “Sambo” personalities, abandoned the
Confederate camps and farms, and headed for Union army camps. At first most Union
commanders allowed “loyal” slaveowners in Tennessee to retrieve their slaves from Union
camps, but many black bondsmen heard via the black “grapevine” that they could qualify
for freedom under the federal Contraband Act (August 6, 1861), which forbade the use of
slaves and other contraband goods for making war against America. When the black
refugees came into the Union camps, they quickly learned to say, “My master is a damned
Rebel and fighting in the Confederate army.” Then President Lincoln issued his
Emancipation Proclamation (a psychological weapon) on September 22, 1862, which
declared slaves free in territories still in rebellion against the United States by January 1,
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1863. Although the Proclamation did not apply to Union-held Tennessee, the state’s
slaves were practically free any way. Nashville’s black leaders celebrated their first
Emancipation Day anniversary a year later.

Comparatively, in Texas (Tennessee’s sister state), where the Civil War battles never
reached the vast interior, the slaves did not receive word of Emancipation until June 19,
1865 (“Juneteenth”). In many southern states, including parts of Tennessee, some slaves
remained on the farms either because of total isolation, ignorance, and loyalty to the
master’s family or fear of military activities and the outside world. In order to act like a
free person, one needed to experience “living free.”

Throughout the war, Tennessee’s slaves continued to arrive by the thousands at Union
camps. They frequently arrived with the master’s wagon, mules, tools, and even bales of
cotton to sell for the support of their slave families. Runaway slaves ignored the white
mistress’s empty threats and pleas to stay and help her with the farm. When pursuing the
defeated Confederates in August of 1862 and traveling through West Tennessee, so many
destitute fugitive slaves surrounded General Grant’s federal army that he ordered
Chaplain John Eaton to establish a contraband-camp system throughout the Mississippi
Valley to house and feed the contrabands and put them to work on abandoned lands.
Eaton established the first contraband camp at Grand Junction. By 1864, there were large
contraband camps at Clarksville, Pulaski, Brentwood, Hendersonville, Edgefield,
Nashville (two camps), Knoxville, Chattanooga, Memphis (three camps), Somerville,
Brownsville, and throughout the Mississippi Valley. The “Shiloh” Contraband Camp in
Memphis alone had over 300 log cabins and 2,000 inhabitants. Memphis’ “New Africa”
and “Camp Dixie” contraband camps held just as many black refugees. So many black
faces surrounded the federal armies that it seemed a flood was about to drown the white
man’s fragile existence in the South. Unlike whites in West Tennessee, Mississippi, South
Carolina, and many other parts of the South, the white Yankees had never before seen this
phenomenon.

The contraband camps became military processing stations where fugitive slaves
were transformed into freedmen, wage earners, and precious labor for the Union army.
There they received shelter (tents, log cabins, and plank houses), army rations (pork, corn
meal, flour, beans, sugar, coffee, vinegar, salt, star candles, and potatoes), clothing,
medicines, military or agricultural jobs, and wages. The army employed the contrabands
as laborers at ten dollars per month for women and ten to thirty dollars a month for boys
and men. More than 2,700 Union black laborers worked on Fort Negley (the largest Union
fort west of Washington, D. C.) and twenty-three other redoubts and forts to protect
Nashville. In the Memphis area alone, thousands of black laborers (including 800 at Fort
Pickering) built Union forts and river fortifications. By March of 1864, thousands of black
laborers and free blacks completed the Northwestern Military Railroad, a strategic line
running seventy-five miles from Nashville to the Tennessee River, where northern
steamers deposited huge quantities of military supplies in preparation for the Union
army’s attack on Atlanta, Georgia.

By summer of 1863, the flood of fugitive slaves overwhelmed the Union army, causing
the federal commanders to invite help from northern churches and missionary societies,
including the American Missionary Association. More than a dozen organizations,
including the African Methodist Episcopal Church, answered the call to “toil in the
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vineyards” of Tennessee. The black and white northern missionaries helped to establish
freedmen’s institutions such as churches, schools, hospitals, and benevolent societies.
These social welfare functions were assumed by the federal Bureau of Refugees,
Freedmen and Abandoned Lands (Freedmen’s Bureau) in March of 1865. Also, the
Freedmen’s Bureau began the process of legalizing the blacks’ marriages and recording
them in the county records by 1865 (see Freedmen’s Marriage, 1865-1866, in various
county records).

Although the Union army tried to prevent it, the black tide flowed from Tennessee’s
farms and plantations, as well as from northern Georgia, northern Alabama, northern and
central Mississippi, eastern Arkansas, and southern Kentucky. Even free blacks from the
North came to Tennessee to fill non-commissioned officers’ positions in black regiments
and to seek economic and political opportunities in Reconstruction Tennessee. By 1864,
thousands of blacks jammed Tennessee’s Union camps and the cities; the Clarksville
camp held over 3,000 contrabands and several missionary schools. In late 1865, the
Freedmen’s Bureau began a program to relocate “idle freedmen” from the urban areas
back to the farms. The approximate number of relocated freedmen included 6,000 from
Memphis and 4,000 from Nashville, with hundreds from Knoxville and Chattanooga.

Approximate Black Population Increases, 1860-1865

City 1860 1865
Nashville 4,000 12,000
Memphis 4,000 17,000
Knoxville 752 2,609
Chattanooga 457 2,776

Black migration into Tennessee’s towns and cities continued at a steady pace.
Although by 1890 most black Tennesseans still lived in the rural areas, the state’s black
citizens soon became urbanized because of the Civil War. The sites of former contraband
camps became black neighborhoods like Edgehill and Edgefield in Nashville and South
Memphis (“Fort Pickering”) in Memphis. In Knoxville and Chattanooga, too, former
contraband sites became the foundation of urban black neighborhoods.

Despite the presence of the Freedmen’s Bureau, little economic opportunity
developed for rural blacks during and immediately after the war. Almost all 355,731 acres
of land confiscated from Tennessee’s Confederates were returned to whites after 1866.
Slaves were transformed into landed serfs, working white farms for shares (sharecrops)
and wages barely enough for the necessities of human existence. In Giles County, 20,500
blacks engaged in sharecropping in 1866. In Wilson County, the blacks owned less than
thirty of the 10,997 acres. In Fayette and Haywood counties in West Tennessee, the white



minority allowed little land to fall into black hands. No more than 400 black Tennessee
farmers owned their land by the end of 1866. By 1910, compared to most white Tennessee
farmers, only 25.7 percent of Tennessee's black farmers owned their own land.

A positive effect, however, of the Civil War was the Union army’s transformation of
blacks into Union army soldiers. Tennessee had over 55,000 black males of military age.
On September 10, 1863, the Bureau of U. S. Colored Troops (USCT) opened at 38 Cedar
Street in Nashville. Soon, recruiting stations existed throughout Tennessee. Among
America’s 179,000 USCT, some 20,133 were raised in Tennessee. Thousands more of
Tennessee’s blacks served on Union naval ships on the Cumberland, the Tennessee, and
the Mississippi River systems. Black Tennesseans also served as military laborers and
spies in white Union regiments, and some 3,737 black men served in Tennessee’s “Home
Guards” militia units. By comparison, some 31,092 white Tennesseans served in the
Union Army of Tennessee, and an estimated 115,000 Tennessee men served in
Confederate military units.

Tennessee’s USCT Units, 1863-1866

Infantry Regiments Heavy Artillery Light Artillery Cavalry

11th) 12th 13th  g4th 15t USCHA 2nd USCLA, Batt A 314 USCC
15th, 16th, 17th  18th 4th USCHA 2nd USCLA, Batt F

4qoth, gond gqth goth) 6th USCHA 2nd JSCLA, Batt I

59th, 61st, 631, 68th oth USCHA

88th, 100th, 110th, and

111th,

Free blacks helped with the formation of USCT units. Nelson Walker and other black
Nashvillians organized a company of the 17th USCT Infantry Regiment, complete with an
outstanding musical band. Samuel Lowery returned from the North and served as army
chaplain and teacher for the 2nd U.S. Colored Light Artillery, Battery A, in Nashville. The
3rd USC Cavalry was organized in Memphis but served mostly in Mississippi and
Arkansas.

Tennessee’s 20,133 USCT served in every major skirmish, battle, engagement, and
town within and around Tennessee during 1863-1866. Not only did Tennessee USCT units
accompany Union General William T. Sherman to his Chattanooga staging base and then
on to the famous and successful “March through Georgia,” they also engaged enemy
troops at Moscow (December of 1863), Fort Pillow (April of 1864), Brice’s Crossroads
(June of 1864), Tupelo (July of 1864), and Nashville (December of 1864).
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At Fort Pillow in West Tennessee, a black detachment from Memphis’ Fort Pickering
suffered a massacre at the hands of recalcitrant Confederate troops under General Nathan
B. Forrest. General Forrest and some southern historians denied the massacre, but
Forrest admitted that he enforced Confederate government policy to give black soldiers
“no quarter” and treat all USCT as escaped, traitorous slaves. It was hypocrisy, however,
that Confederate soldiers charged former slaves in the Union army with “treason,” but
denied after the war that service in the Confederate army was an act of treason against
the United States of America. After the Fort Pillow massacre, the USCT in Memphis
(whom native whites considered to be an arrogant bunch of black men) proudly pranced
about town with medal badges that read, Remember Fort Pillow.

However, the USCT regiments in Middle Tennessee were the ones who avenged Fort
Pillow. The USCT (stationed in Chattanooga) who accompanied General Sherman saw the
Confederate Army of Tennessee driven out of Atlanta, Georgia, in September of 1864. The
Confederates and their General John Bell Hood headed west for an attack on Nashville,
hoping to draw Sherman’s 100,000-man army out of Georgia. That was not to be the case.
On the bitterly cold days of December 15-19, 1864, about 13,000 USCT and 29,000 white
Union troops under General George H. Thomas defeated Hood’s Army of Tennessee
(approximately 36,000 men) in the decisive Battle of Nashville. Thomas’ two USCT
brigades suffered 575 dead and hundreds wounded. In one place, at the bottom of icy
Overton (Peach Orchard) Hill, the USCT’s dead and wounded were piled “five deep.”

The Confederates lost their last major army in the Upper South. They suffered some
6,000 casualties and the loss of six generals at the preceding Battle of Franklin (about
thirty miles south of Nashville) on November 30, 1864. Then some 10,000 casualties
(dead, wounded, and prisoners) were suffered on the Nashville battlefield just two weeks
later. Some barefooted and shivering Confederate soldiers were glad to be captured by
black soldiers. General Hood headed the remnants of his confused army south across the
Tennessee River, then through Alabama into Oxford, Mississippi, where he resigned in
humiliation by January 15, 1865.

The commanding Union general at Nashville, George H. Thomas, said: “The blood of
white and black [Union] men has flowed freely together for the great [American] cause,
which is to give freedom. Colonel Charles H. Thompson of the 12th USCT Regiment and
his brigade of Colored Troops exhibited courage and steadiness that challenged the
admiration of all who witnessed the charge.” The Nashville True Union reported, “The
hills of Nashville will forever attest to how desperately the despised slave will fight when
he strikes for freedom.” When the USCT marched from the battlefield, the men sang a
moving rendition of John Brown’s Body (“Glory, Glory, Hallelujah! His soul is marching
on!”), leaving few spectators without tears.

John Brown, a fanatical white abolitionist, and his black and white vigilantes attacked
Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, on October 16, 1859, and fired the first shots of the coming Civil
War in a futile effort to free and arm the local slaves. Brown, his son, and the black and
white vigilantes lost their lives either in the battle or by hanging. Brown’s memory and
heroic efforts were preserved in the melodious songs of black people.

Before the last black regiments were mustered out of service in 1866, about 5,107
USCT casualties were suffered from capture, disease, wounds, and death in Tennessee.
The graves of the USCT still can be found in various national cemeteries: Nashville

XxXii



(1,909); Memphis (4,208--including the “Fort Pillow” section); Chattanooga (103);
Knoxville (663); Cumberland River (12); and Stones River (186). After the war, some
blacks made annual pilgrimages (even as late as 1979-1995 in Nashville) to the local
national cemeteries to honor the black Union soldiers and view their tombstones marked
distinctively USCT .

There was a category of “black Confederates.” Nearly 2,000 blacks (some voluntarily,
but most involuntarily) served the Confederate Army of Tennessee in various capacities,
including impressed servants, cooks, laborers, herders, and teamsters. When the
Tennessee General Assembly amended the 1906 Confederate Pension Law in 1921 to
include former (“loyal”) black Confederate workers, there were several black applicants.
Recorded in the file of Caesar Hays are his words: “I stayed with my master until we were
captured, and that was all I could do.” Richard Lester of Wilson County could get no
pension because he escaped when his master was captured at Fort Donelson. Monroe
Stephenson of Maury County remained with Company B, 9th Tennessee Cavalry, until the
last surrender.

The Confederates in Richmond tried to organize black regiments. After receiving
written support from General Lee, the Confederate Congress passed a law to organize
slave soldiers in March of 1865. On the same day that President Lincoln made an
impressive review of 25,000 black Union army soldiers on the James River, the
Confederates precipitously paraded a slave regiment in Richmond, where they hoped that
“our loyal slaves” would fight as effectively for the Rebels as the USCT then performed for
the Yankees. But it was too late for a dying and desperate Confederacy.

Blacks were of no real use to the Confederate war effort. There were too many barriers
for the Confederates to overcome: their deep racial hatred for blacks; the slaveowners’
opposition to the military use of valuable slaves; and the blacks’ loyalty to the Union. All
these factors negated any real gains the Confederates could realize through forced black
participation in a white southern rebellion. In his book, Southern Negroes, 1861-1865
(1938), southern historian Bell 1. Wiley wrote, “It hardly seems likely that slaves who
greeted the Yankees and grasped freedom with such alacrity under ordinary
circumstances would by the donning of Confederate uniforms have been transformed into
loyal and enthusiastic fighters for the establishment of the institution of slavery” (p. 162.)
The slavocracy moaned that the “slaves trusted most” were often the first to flee to the
Yankee side.

After four years of running around in circles, mostly in his home state, General Lee
suffered the humiliation of surrendering the major Confederate army in Virginia on April
9, 1865. To make Confederate humiliation worse, President Lincoln and General Grant
gave the USCT regiments the honor of being the first Union troops to occupy Richmond,
the Confederate capital. Warned in advance by Lee, President Jefferson Davis and his
officers commenced their desperate escape toward Mexico. Near Memphis, the 3rd USC
Cavalry boarded Union gunboats and sped south on the Mississippi River to cut off Davis’
escape. A jury of black and white men was set to try Davis for treason, but he later was
released. After the Civil War, a white commander of the 14th USCT (which served in
Gallatin, Chattanooga, and Pulaski, Tennessee), Colonel Thomas Jefferson Morgan, said:
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If the records of their [USCT] achievements could be put into such shape
that they could be accessible to the thousands of colored youth in the South,
they would kindle in their voting minds an enthusiastic devotion to liberty
and manhood.

The black soldiers were not mean toward Confederate sympathizers, and black
leaders sought no revenge against the slavocracy. When the USCT arrived in Richmond,
the soldiers faithfully guarded the house of Davis’ ailing wife, who had been left behind.
Over in Tennessee, to mark the end of the Civil War, the Reverend Nelson Merry and
other black Nashvillians held a mass meeting in the First Colored Baptist Church to pray
for peace and to “forgive and forget the past.” Throughout Tennessee, blacks prayed for
peace, cheered for the Union victory, and took no revenge against their former masters.
As late as July 5, 1875, black preacher Hezekiah Henley held a racial unity celebration in
Memphis and invited some former Confederate generals, including the notorious Nathan
B. Forrest. General Forrest, “the devil himself,” said that he had been maligned and
misunderstood by black people: “I assure you that every man who was in the Confederate
army is your friend; and why should we not be brothers and sisters?” Forrest’s words were
ones of heartless and hollow utterances.

The period of Reconstruction became the most arduous one in the African-American
history of postbellum Tennessee. Reconstruction in Tennessee began in March of 1862
when Tennessee’s loyal U. S. Senator, Andrew Johnson of East Tennessee, was appointed
military governor and arrived in Nashville to assume control of the government. A black
leader, Elias Polk--a former servant to President James K. Polk--was among the local
Unionist delegation which traveled to Murfreesboro to meet Johnson's train as it
approached Nashville. When he spoke at the dedication of the Northwestern Military
Railroad at Johnsonville on the Tennessee River in March of 1864, Governor Johnson
urged Unionists to “go to the ballot box” and vote slavery dead in Tennessee. In the fall of
1864, black leaders organized a torchlight parade to honor Governor Johnson and
petition for application of the Emancipation Proclamation to Tennessee. Johnson
proclaimed himself “your Moses” and declared slavery dead in Tennessee. Blacks not only
supported Johnson and Lincoln’s policy, they held mock elections in November of 1864
for the reelection of Lincoln, with Johnson as vice presidential candidate.

On January 2, 1865, nationally known black leader John Mercer Langston gave the
address for Nashville’s Second Annual Emancipation Day Celebration program. Three
days earlier, Langston had visited thousands of triumphant USCT regiments that had
returned to the city after pursuing the remnants of the Confederate army into Alabama
after the Battle of Nashville. Later in January of 1865, the Tennessee General Assembly
amended the state’s constitution to prohibit slavery; voters ratified the amendment in
February. In March, black Tennesseans held parades to celebrate the official end of
slavery, and on April 5, 1865, the General Assembly ratified the Thirteenth Amendment
to the U. S. Constitution. The amendment abolished slavery throughout the country by
December 13, 1865.

To effectively organize themselves to participate in the Reconstruction of Tennessee,
on May 27, 1865, black leaders issued the call for their first State Colored Men’s
Convention. They met for several days in the early fall at Nashville’s Saint John’s African
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Methodist Episcopal Church. Some black leaders from Nashville and Memphis had been
delegates to the National Colored Men’s Convention in Syracuse, New York, during the
summer of 1864, where they learned to articulate black issues and organize the freedmen.
According to Scott’s Nashville-based The Colored Tennessean of August 12, 1865, the first
Tennessee State Colored Men’s Convention called for final ratification of “the 13th
National Amendment, as well as citizenship and black suffrage.” A militant delegate,
Sergeant Henry J. Maxwell (representing the Memphis 3rd LT. S. Colored Heavy Artillery,
Company B), said:

We shall be heard before the Congress and before the legislature. For rights
we labor; for them we will die. We have gained one — the [Union army]
uniform is its badge. We want two more boxes besides the cartridge box —
the ballot and the jury box. We shall gain them.

In vain the black leaders petitioned the all-white Tennessee General Assembly, but
conservative whites controlled the legislature, even though most of them were
Republicans. Nightriders terrorized loyal East Tennessee and rural black communities
throughout the state. White terror and anarchy caused General George H. Thomas to
bring more Union soldiers into Tennessee. The legislature passed an “act to define the
term ‘person of color,” but not to give blacks full citizenship rights. Black leaders
successfully petitioned the Congress to deny Tennessee’s return to the Union.

On May 26, 1866, the General Assembly did give persons of color the rights to make
contracts, sue, inherit property, and have equal benefits with the whites under the laws
and for protection of life and property. But this measure was passed only after the
Memphis race riot of May 6, 1866, left forty-eight blacks and two whites dead. Congress
passed the Civil Rights Bill of 1866 and overrode President Andrew Johnson’s veto on
July 16, granting citizenship to the blacks. About the same time that Congress acted, the
Tennessee General Assembly ratified the Fourteenth Amendment to the U. S.
Constitution, which eventually (1868) provided constitutional guarantees for (1) full
citizenship; (2) equal protection under the laws; and (3) due process for former slaves. As
a result of state ratification, Tennessee was readmitted on July 24, 1866, into the united
American states.

Yet, blacks still could not vote. On June 13, 1866, black leaders issued the call for the
second Tennessee State Colored Men’s Convention, to meet on August 6, 1866, in
Nashville’s Saint John’s African Methodist Episcopal Church. Delegates arrived from
Bedford, Blount, Davidson, Dekalb, Giles, Hamilton, Knox, Marshall, McMinn,
Montgomery, Robertson, Rutherford, Shelby, Sumner, Williamson, and Wilson counties.
Among the black leaders were Sampson W. Keeble, Daniel Wadkins, Nelson G. Merry,
Nelson Walker, Nelson McGavock, Berber Alexander, George King, Edward
Merriweather, Adolphus Smith, Alfred E. Anderson, Samuel and Peter Lowery, William
Sumner, Benjamin Holmes, Charles Mullins, and E. D. Livingston. These black men were
mostly educated, articulate, and brave in their campaign to assure voting rights for black
Tennesseans.

In pursuit of black suffrage, the State Colored Men’s Convention delegates organized
a Tennessee chapter of the National Equal Rights League. Then Tennessee’s black leaders
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organized crowds to demonstrate daily at the General Assembly’s chambers “until a black
suffrage bill is passed.” The Knoxville Whig of February 6, 1867, reported that so many
blacks sat in the legislature’s gallery, that it looked like “The gathering clouds of dusky
humanity...” On February 25, 1867, the Tennessee legislature granted blacks the right to
vote (and hold office), and the governor signed the bill the following day. In March of
1867, the blacks held their first political meetings to organize the black vote. Black
Nashvillians first voted in the city’s election of September 1867, and elected two black
councilmen, of whom one--Daniel Wadkins--was not seated. For reasons unknown, a
white man was appointed to fill Wadkins’ seat. Black Tennesseans voted in their first
presidential election (since 1832) during the November 1868 election and cast almost all
their votes for General Ulysses S. Grant for President of the United States.

As aresult of their newfound political power, black Tennesseans gained several public
offices and enjoyed a marriage with the Republican party for more than three generations
after Emancipation. In September of 1868, Nashville elected five blacks to the city council.
Through the 1880s, blacks not only occupied city council seats in Nashville and other
towns, but held city and county positions, including magistrate and justice of the peace.
Due to the political skills of black leader Edward Shaw, Memphis had as many as six black
councilmen during the 1870s. Edward Shaw obtained the lucrative job of wharfmaster. In
1876, Knoxville’s William F. Yardley became the first black man to campaign for governor
of Tennessee.

The rising political power of the blacks and the Republicans caused a violent reaction
from native whites, who believed that the Radical Republicans were taking racial equality
too far. The Ku Klux Klan, a white supremacy organization headed by former Confederate
General Nathan B. Forrest, began a campaign of terrorism in 1866. The KKK murdered
white Unionists, lynched outspoken black leaders, and burned many freedmen’s
schoolhouses and churches. Despite the terrorism, black voters continued to turn out in
huge numbers all over the state, and federal troops and state militiamen launched
effective police action against organized white violence. Finally, in 1869, Forrest
personally dissolved the Klan after a highly publicized “KKK Convention” in Nashville.
However, white supremacists, Democrats, and Conservatives soon returned to political
power.

As early as the September 1869 elections, the triad of white supremacists, Democrats,
and Conservatives regained power in Nashville. The black voters divided themselves into
three political factions: (1) Elias Polk and former-slave house servants, who supported the
native elite white Democrats (Conservatives); (2) Randal Brown and black street-crew
bosses and others, who supported the Radical Republicans (carpetbaggers) in Davidson
County; and (3) Nelson Walker, Henry Harding, and other elite black entrepreneurs, who
backed the native (moderate) Republicans. In 1870, the Democrat and Conservatives won
the state elections because of more divisions in Tennessee, Republican party and because
white Conservatives controlled the county registrar positions. From Memphis to
Knoxville, the Conservatives employed white hoodlums and tactics of intimidation and
violence against the freedmen at the polls to “redeem” state government. Several former
Confederates also won public office; even former Confederate Governor Isham G. Harris
eventually won election as a U. S. senator from Tennessee. The new Tennessee General
Assembly quickly repealed the State Militia Act and the anti-terrorist acts, thereby



removing obstacles to the white Radicals’ violent anti-black attacks and lynching
activities.

Still, by the mid-1880s some thirteen blacks won election to the Tennessee General
Assembly. Nine of these men came from five heavily black counties in West Tennessee. In
East Tennessee, Hamilton County sent two blacks to the legislature, although that
county’s black population was only thirty percent of the total citizenry. Among the early
black legislators were Sampson W. Keeble and Thomas A. Sykes of Davidson County;
Thomas F. Cassels, Isham F. Norris, Leonard Howard, Greene E. Evans, and William A.
Fields of Shelby County; John W. Boyd of Tipton County; Samuel A. McElwee of Haywood
County; David F. Rivers and Monroe W. Gooden of Fayette County; and William C. Hodge
and Styles L. Hutchins of Hamilton County. Another black man, J. M. H. Graham of
Clarksville, was elected to the House of Representatives in 1896, but the white members
refused to seat him. Six decades would pass before any other blacks were elected to the
Tennessee General Assembly.

Once they regained control of the state, the white Conservatives imposed poll taxes
and other electoral laws that gradually disenfranchised most black voters in Tennessee;
the disenfranchisement of black Tennesseans was nearly complete in the rural areas by
the early 1900s. Even the Tennessee Republican party began a “lily-white” movement (as
black leaders called it) to exclude blacks and attract more whites to the party. Black
leaders resisted the “lily-white” movement and continued to support “good Republicans”
on the state and national levels, but they voted for fusionist and moderate Democratic
candidates on the city and county levels. A few blacks continued to run for public office,
and some of them were elected to minor offices. A black attorney, Solomon Parker Harris,
won a Nashville city council seat in 1911--the first since 1885.

After the Civil War, blacks feverishly engaged in efforts to build a black political
economy. Black Nashville had its first black-owned drug store by 1886, as well as six
blocks of black businesses housed on the town’s Cedar Street by the 1950s. Between 1865
and 1874, four Freedman’s Savings and Trust Company Bank branches operated in the
state in Chattanooga, Columbia, Memphis, and Nashville. The Freedman’s Bank at
Nashville was the largest and most prosperous one in Tennessee, and in 1872 it built its
own building, Liberty Hall, at 44 Cedar Street. The economic depressions of the 1870s
and fraud by white managers of the main branch in Washington, D. C., caused all
Freedman’s banks to collapse in March of 1874. Between 1870 and 1884, blacks like
William Sumner and Henry Harding operated their own hotels in downtown Nashville.
In South Memphis (“Fort Pickering”), too, black businesses dotted the black
neighborhoods.

Despite hard-won advancement after the Civil War, thousands of blacks joined the
Black Exodus out of Tennessee because of poor economic conditions and campaigns of
terrorism by radical whites. Only seventy-nine percent of the blacks remained in
Tennessee after the war, compared to ninety-five percent in Arkansas and eighty-eight
percent in Texas. After 1890, black migration (caused by economic, political, and racial
oppression) was directed toward the industrial towns of the North. Tennessee’s black
population declined from twenty-six percent to only sixteen percent by 1995.

Because of economic oppression and the white Conservatives’ rapid return to political
power, by 1869 some of Nashville’s black leaders encouraged the former slaves to join the
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Black Exodus to Kansas and western homestead lands. Black Nashvillians held a meeting
on September 11, 1869, where black city councilman Randal Brown urged black people:
“let us go where we can grow lawyers, doctors, teachers, and other things; where we can
be as good as anyone in society.” Brown and four other black councilmen had just suffered
defeat by the white Conservatives in the September elections. But some black leaders,
notably the conservative Reverend Daniel Wadkins, feared a black exodus from
Tennessee “when the [white] people are trying to procure [Chinese] laborers....” to replace
black workers.

Benjamin “Pap” Singleton, a fifty-two-year-old mulatto and former Davidson County
slave, forged ahead with plans to take black settlers to the West (i.e., Kansas). Singleton
noted that even though blacks comprised one-third of Middle Tennessee’s population,
only six percent of black families owned any land by 1870. Although by 1886 black
Tennesseans owned taxable property worth $211,768,438, as late as 1910 only twenty-five
percent of black farmers owned their lands. In West Tennessee, where blacks comprised
nearly forty percent of the population, they were mostly sharecroppers and laborers.

Around 1870, Singleton joined forces with the Reverend Columbus M. Johnson of
Sumner County and Abram Smith of Nashville to form the Edgefield Real Estate and
Homestead Association. Johnson, Smith, and Singleton had been skilled slave artisans.
They sent a committee to study settlement in Kansas in 1872 and petitioned the 1873
Tennessee State Colored Men’s Convention for support. The 1875 Tennessee State
Colored Men’s Convention discussed the issue of black migration to the West and formed
the Colored Emigration Society of Tennessee. The convention’s delegates blamed the
freedmen’s misfortunes on the “white people of Tennessee...[where]..the color line is so
closely drawn as...to prevent us from sitting on juries...”

By holding dances, parties, and fairs, Singleton and the Association raised money to
help transport thousands of blacks to Kansas. Singleton personally directed nearly 8,000
blacks via steamboat and train to Kansas. By June of 1879, he had founded the Dunlap
colony in Morris County, Kansas. Although the exodus stopped around 1881, from
Nashville alone the out-migration of blacks during the Black Exodus period numbered
2,407 persons. In addition, thousands of blacks migrated from West Tennessee into
Arkansas to seek homestead lands and higher farm wages. The Black Exodus from
Tennessee was but one strategy by blacks to achieve equality and economic rights. Most
black Tennesseans chose to stay and fight racism at home, as Frederick Douglass so
eloquently advised them when he spoke in Nashville in September of 1873.

Between 1881 and 1921, black Tennesseans led their second civil rights movement--
one that sought equal rights under the new Jim Crow (so named for an early nineteenth-
century minstrel show character) system. As if to provoke the blacks toward this second
movement, in 1881 Tennessee passed the nation's first Jim Crow (racial segregation) law.
The law segregated railroad trains and caused black Nashvillians to lead their first
freedom-ride demonstration by buying first-class tickets and attempting to board the
cars. Jim Crow legislation flowed from the southern legislatures until the crescendo
reached a climax in the 1890s. The U. S. Supreme Court sanctioned the Jim Crow system
in 1896, when it ruled in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson that “separate but equal” public
facilities did not violate black citizens’ rights under the Fourteenth Amendment. By 1900,
most black Tennesseans tolerated the southern Jim Crow system. Many elite black leaders
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embraced Booker T. Washington’s philosophy, which compromised and accommodated
the whites’ racial feelings in exchange for separate black schools, institutions, and
economic concessions.

However, some black leaders continued to protest against Jim Crow’s unfair practices.
The leaders of this civil rights movement were elite blacks, who ironically supported
Booker T. Washington's accommodationist philosophy yet opposed Jim Crow laws which
denied equal (first-class) accommodations to upper-class blacks. The whites, however,
did not recognize classes among Negroes, although some blacks were educated and
wealthy. When the General Assembly passed a Jim Crow streetcar law in March of 1905,
elite blacks launched public protests and even operated the Union Transportation
Company in Nashville (1905-1907) and a streetcar company in Chattanooga, rather than
ride in segregated cars. The early streetcar boycotts died because the elite blacks could
not evoke the participation of the black masses, as grassroots civil rights leaders later
would do successfully during the third civil rights movement in the post-World War 11
era. Still, the second civil rights movement continued with intensity through the 1920s.

By 1911, a branch of the National Urban League was operating in Tennessee, in an
effort to improve the social conditions of urban blacks. Soon there were active branches
of the Colored Young Men's Christian Association in some Tennessee cities. In the North
in 1910, former Tennesseans Mary Church Terrell and Ida B. Wells-Barnett were founding
members of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).
In 1918, Robert Church, Jr., and other blacks formed the Memphis chapter of the NAACP;
a Nashville chapter followed in January of 1919; and soon Nashville’s James C. Napier led
a large public march to present the governor with a petition against racial lynchings.
William J. Hale, head of the Tennessee Agricultural and Industrial State Normal School
for Negroes, and other black leaders helped moderate whites form the Commission on
Interracial Cooperation. By 1921, Chattanooga had a branch of Marcus Garvey’s more
militant Universal Negro Improvement Association.

Racial oppression, however, continued in Tennessee, and more Jim Crow legislation
flowed from the Tennessee General Assembly after 1921: the elite whites approved it, and
the middle- and professional-class whites passed the laws to enforce it. It was the radical
whites who used violence to keep blacks behind the Jim Crow line. The elite whites
enjoyed a return to power and a sense of royalty. Then, just as in the days of slavery,
neither the poor and middle-class whites nor the blacks (even the elite ones) could
threaten elite white society.

Between 1890 and 1950, racial lynchings plagued Tennessee. Approximately 235
black Americans lost their lives to lynch mobs in 1892, and 204 blacks suffered lynchings
in Tennessee between 1890 and 1950. Frederick Douglass came to Nashville on May
20,1892, to speak at First Colored Baptist Church just after the brutal lynching of a black
in Goodlettsville and another one on Nashville’s Woodland Street Bridge. A Memphis
black schoolteacher, Ida B. Wells, wrote a stinging article in her newspaper, the Memphis
Free Speech against a recent lynching. The result was that the whites burned the
newspaper office in March of 1892 and forced Wells to flee to the North to live in exile.
Wells and Douglass became America's most able speakers and international crusaders
against lynching.
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Thousands of black Tennesseans began the Black Northern Migration around 1890,
when they headed to industrial centers like Indianapolis, Chicago, Cincinnati, Milwaukee,
Cleveland, and Detroit. Because of the Black Northern Migration and the immigration of
whites to Nashville, the city’s black population decreased from forty percent in 1890 to
only twenty-two percent by the 1970s. In Memphis, the blacks lost their majority and did
not regain it until the 1980s. Just as early twentieth-century black Southerners fled to the
North to seek justice and jobs, some four million poor white southerners joined them in
the North. Then race riots soon became modern phenomena in northern cities. From 1870
to 1930, Tennessee's black population declined from 25.6 percent to 18.3 percent.

Despite the out-migration of many capable and ambitious blacks from Tennessee, the
state’s black communities continued to make social and cultural progress. Most large
black communities had newspapers, including Nashville’s Colored Tennessean (1865-
66), Tennessee Star (1880s), and Globe (1905-60); Memphis’ Free Speech (1880s-92),
Moon Illustrated Weekly (1905), and Ed Shaw’s The Memphis Planet; and Chattanooga’s
Blade (early 1900s) and the Observer. In Nashville, there were three large black religious
publishing houses: AME Sunday, School Union (1882- ), National Baptist Publishing
Board (1896- ), and Sunday School Publishing Board of the National Baptist Convention,
U.S.A., Incorporated (1915- ).

In addition to being the founder of the NBPB, the Reverend Richard H. Boyd helped
other black leaders push a progressive business movement in Tennessee, urging blacks to
“buy black,” to vote for “good Republicans,” to start businesses, and to purchase homes.
Several chapters of Booker T. Washington’s Negro Business League operated in
Tennessee after 1902, and Nashville's J. C. Napier became president of the National Negro
Business League. By 1910, there were black owned-and-operated banks, insurance
branches, real estate agencies, and recreational parks in Tennessee. Memphis’ Bert Roddy
organized the Negro Southern Baseball League. Robert R. Church, Sr., built a recreational
park for blacks on Beale Street in 1899. By 1905, Nashville’s Preston Taylor had opened
his huge Greenwood Park on Lebanon Road. In July of 1912, Nashville opened the nation’s
first public park for blacks (Hadley Park) and a Negro Carnegie Library.

Black Tennesseans also enjoyed a cultural renaissance. Between 1898 and 1915,
several black printing companies published many books and treatises to advance the
black man’s cause. The Baptist minister Sutton E. Griggs wrote and published thirty-three
books while living in Nashville and later Memphis. In 1915, black companies in Tennessee
had published dozens of books, and Fisk University started its own University press. (This
renaissance spirit was revived in 1976, with publication of Alex Haley’s highly popular,
Pulitzer Prize-winning book, Roots.)

Postbellum Tennessee had several major black colleges: Roger Williams University--
formerly Nashville Normal and Theological Institute (1866-1929); Fisk University (1866-
); Walden University--formerly Central Tennessee College (1868-1922); Tennessee
Manual Labor University (1868-1874); LeMoyne College--now LeMoyne-Owen College
(1869- ); Knoxville College (1876-); Tennessee Agricultural and Industrial State College-
-now Tennessee State University (1912- ); Meharry Medical College--formerly part of
Walden University (1915- ); National Baptist Training School and Theological Seminary
(1918-1934); and American Baptist Theological Seminary--now American Baptist College
(1924-).
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In 1920, Tennessee took center stage in the women’s suffrage movement, as women
across the nation sought the thirty-sixth state needed to ratify the Nineteenth
Amendment to the U. S. Constitution, granting women the right of “full franchise.” In
Nashville, black women such as J. Frankie Pierce and Mattie E. Coleman formed
coalitions with white women to secure female suffrage. Dr. Coleman, a Meharry Medical
School graduate and community leader during World War I, was the impetus behind the
September 3, 1918, formation of the Women’s Missionary Council of the Christian
Episcopal Church. Coleman became the new organization’s first president. Frankie Pierce
was among Nashville’s first black public school teachers in the 1880s, founder of the City
Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs, and a founder of the Tennessee Federation of
Colored Women’s Clubs. On May 18, 1920, Pierce addressed the first meeting of the
Tennessee League of Women Voters in the chambers of the Tennessee House of
Representatives, saying:

Yes, we will stand by the white woman....We are interested in the same
moral uplift of the community in which we live as you are. We are asking
only one thing -- a square deal. It remained for the [First World] war to show
what the [N]egroes could do. We bought bonds, we gave money, we made
comfort Kkits, we prayed....We want recognition in all forms of this
government....We want a state vocational school and a child welfare
department of the state, and more room in state schools.

After Tennessee ratified the Nineteenth Amendment on August 18, 1920, and
removed the immediate poll tax for female voters, black women voted in their first
election in Nashville during the fall of 1920. According to newspaper accounts, black
women voters tuned out in greater numbers than did black male voters. Among the black
female leaders who cheered the result was Nettie Langston Napier, who had worked the
Republican polls on the black side of town (as many black women did, with badges pinned
to their dresses) since the 1870s. Like the male members of their families, the black
suffragists remained Republicans, but they voted Democratic on the local level. As a result
of women's new political influence and Frankie Pierce’s tireless efforts, the General
Assembly passed a bill creating the Tennessee Vocational School for Colored Girls (to be
located on Nashville’s Heiman Street) on April 7, 1921.

Economic depression plus white racism (Jim Crowism) left most black Tennesseans
and their offspring unable to compete in a post-World War I society dominated by white
Conservatives. Memphis’ one black bank collapsed in 1927. Nashville’s Peoples Savings
and Trust Company Bank closed in 1930; the city’s Citizens Bank was bailed out of
financial trouble by the New Deal’s Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation. Black barber
shops, beauty shops, and funeral homes seemed immune to the economic depression.
Certainly, black death rates (i.e., infant mortality) far exceeded white death rates, and
black prison and jail rates, as well as health statistics, were shameful in Tennessee. After
slavery (1866), blacks had lower arrest and jail rates than whites, but by the 1880s black
arrests and imprisonment exceeded those for white Tennesseans, partly due to racially
unfair police and court systems.
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Indeed, a combination of economic and social Jim Crowism, plus political impotency,
left black Tennesseans too weak to be competitive with whites in the twentieth century.
Only twenty-five percent of black Tennesseans were skilled or professional workers by
1930, and during the 1930s only, some 900 black Tennesseans were graduated annually
from high school. Although Memphis had twenty-three teachers and five black schools in
1885, there was no black high school until the 1920s. Nashville’s blacks gained a high
school (Meigs) by the late 1880s, but only after public protest. Many Tennessee counties
had no public schools for blacks beyond the middle grades until the Julius Rosenwald
Fund provided money to build them. In a city as progressive as Nashville, the all-white
school board allocated only seven dollars per black pupil, compared to more than thirteen
dollars for the education of each white student.

As early as 1940, half of black Tennesseans performed domestic and menial service
jobs. Rural blacks mostly sharecropped or picked cotton for two to three dollars per
hundred, earning less than four hundred dollars per year as late as the 1950s. In Memphis
until the 1950s, crowds of blacks stood on street corners before daybreak, waiting for
buses to transport them to cotton fields in rural West Tennessee, northern Mississippi,
and eastern Arkansas to earn two to three dollars a day picking cotton. Entire urban black
families made their seasonal earnings this way. Therefore, after successful military service
in World War II (repetitive of military achievements during World War I), black
Tennesseans began a third phase of their civil rights movement.

Black Tennesseans first launched an attack on educational Jim Crow during the
1940s. They used the federal courts to sue for desegregation of the graduate school at the
University of Tennessee, equal pay for black and white public school teachers, and equal
curricula in black schools. Blacks in Clinton successfully filed a federal court suit to
desegregate the town’s schools in 1951, causing white Radicals to bomb the school in 1958.
After the U. S. Supreme Court ruled in the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka,
Kansas case that separate but equal was unconstitutional, Nashville’s A. Z. Kelley (a
barber and parent) and black attorneys Z. A. Looby and Avon N. Williams, Jr. successfully
sued the Nashville Board of Education after black children were denied admission to a
white public school in the fall of 1955. This success also caused white Radicals to bomb an
integrated school. In Memphis (“the capital of Mississippi,” as militant young blacks often
expressed their cynicism), the public schools did not desegregate until 1961, although
Memphis State University began “gradual desegregation” during the 1955-1959 era.
Rather than attend public schools with black people, white Memphians (many of whom,
indeed, had their roots in Mississippi) created one of America’s largest private school
systems, leaving Memphis’ public schools almost all black by 1995.

Black Tennesseans also took aim at social Jim Crow. In 1959, the Reverend Kelly
Miller Smith (pastor of Nashville’s historic First Colored Baptist Church), the Reverend
James Lawson (divinity student), and local college students began training for sit-in
demonstrations. They intended to bring civil disobedience to bear as a weapon to
dismantle Jim Crow in public places. Smith, a friend of the Reverend Martin Luther King,
Jr., believed in the social activism of the black church. Beginning in February of 1960, the
students and the Nashville Southern Christian Leadership Conference continued months
of public demonstrations until Mayor Ben West and the city’s leaders voluntary
desegregated downtown public facilities, making Nashville the first southern city to
voluntarily end segregation.
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The attack on political Jim Crowism was in progress by 1948. Nashville blacks formed
the “Solid Block” and published the Solid Block newspaper in 1949, in an effort to force
the General Assembly to repeal the poll tax. After extensive debate and having received
many petitions, the legislature repealed the tax, and as a result, in 1950, two black men
(Robert L. Lillard and Z. Alexander Looby) were elected to Nashville’s city council. In
rural Fayette County during 1959-1965, John and Viola McFerrin led blacks in revolt
against the Jim Crow voting system, causing whites to evict thousands of black
sharecroppers from their homes. In 1965, the rural blacks regained the right to register,
vote, and hold local public offices. In Memphis, black leaders Russell Sugarmon,
Benjamin Hooks, A. W. Willis, Jr., and others led a renewal of black politics under a new
banner: the Democratic party. Although they lost their first elections, the experience left
the black leaders with political acumen and organizations that eventually would gain
black political power. In 1965, Memphis sent a black man, Archie W. Willis, Jr., to the
state House of Representatives--he was the first black elected to the General Assembly
since Fayette County Democrat Monroe Gooden (1887-89). Between 1966 and 1971, the
General Assembly included ten other blacks: Senator J. O. Patterson and representatives
Dorothy Brown, Russell B. Sugarmon, Jr., M. G. Blakemore, Harold Love, Alvin King,
Avon N. Williams, Jr., Ira Murphy, Robert Booker, and James I. Taylor. Representative
Love served faithfully for more than a quarter of a century. The black civil rights
movement (which included demands for economic justice) continued to sweep across
Tennessee, ostensibly to culminate in 1968 with the murder of national civil rights leader
Martin Luther King, Jr., during the black sanitation workers’ strike in Memphis. In 1969-
70, however, black Memphians led their successful “Black Mondays” to boycott the public
schools and force the city to change its at-large school board seats to districts, so that
blacks also could serve on that governing body.

Yet Tennessee remained a state where descendants of Confederates and slaveholders
and their supporters waved the bloody flag of Civil War. For example, over the objections
of black citizens led by Leo Lillard and others, conservative whites and neo-Confederates
placed a bust of the former head of the Ku Klux Klan, Nathan B. Forrest, in the Capitol
rotunda. They also supported monuments and state pensions for participants in the “Lost
Cause,” daring others to speak against such historical foolishness. Because of their
political allies in the General Assembly, their operative heritage organizations, and their
aggressive intimidation of “pro-Union” writers and speakers, the neo-Confederates of
Tennessee managed to postpone the placement of a statue of President Andrew Johnson
until one was erected at last on the State Capitol grounds on October 18, 1995. Ironically
(for the sake of accurate history), a Republican governor presided over the ceremonies.
The correct revision of Tennessee’s history remains underway.

Through the 1970s, black Tennesseans continued to redeem their rights and bring
equity and justice into an unfair Tennessee society, where citizens of color were assigned
positions on the bottom. After the federal court ordered the reapportionment of
Tennessee’s political districts, Memphis’ Harold Ford, former state representative and
graduate of Tennessee State University, became in 1974 the first black to represent
Tennessee in the U. S. Congress, where he has served twenty years. To advance
desegregation efforts, Tennessee State University (formerly Tennessee Agricultural and
Industrial) and the University of Tennessee's Nashville branch campus were merged in
July of 1979 under the name Tennessee State University. Ten years of court cases (Geier
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v. Tennessee) by a group of black and white plaintiffs and attorney Avon N. Williams, Jr.,
had resulted in this historic pairing. An ironical outcome of the Geier v. Tennessee case
was that in the 1980s and 1990s it initiated a movement by middle-class whites and white
Conservatives to dismantle “racially identifiable” public colleges (i.e., Tennessee State
University) and oppose “special privileges” (affirmative action programs) for any racial
group.

All the aforementioned changes helped transform Tennessee’s black communities for
better and worse by 1995. African Americans earned less than half the average income for
local white families in 1960. White businessmen and governmental officials continued to
shut African Americans out of the state’s economic prosperity, except as cheap laborers.
In 1967, only one hundred and sixty-eight blacks were employed by the Tennessee Valley
Authority in the Knoxville area, whereas poor and less-educated whites received TVA
employment in greater numbers. By 1970, some thirty-eight percent of Tennessee black
families lived below the poverty level. The percentage of black high-school graduates
ranged from fifty-four percent in Davidson County (a percentage higher than that for
whites in many Tennessee counties) to only 16.6 percent in Cheatham County by 1980.
By 1986, however, approximately 27,514 blacks attended the state’s colleges and
universities.

Through the mid-1990s, black Tennesseans continued to make slow progress. In the
State of the Black Economy, a report to the Twenty-first Annual Legislative Retreat
(November 16-19, 1995), it was shown that Tennessee’s black population increased by
1990 to sixteen percent (778,000), with forty-six percent of the total (360,000) living in
Shelby County and the next largest percentage (119,000) residing in Davidson County.
(pp- 1-7). Fayette County (44.19%) and Haywood County (49.65%) also had large black
population percentages. In 1995, blacks comprised over fifteen percent of the students in
Tennessee’s colleges and universities. Yet only fifty-nine percent of blacks twenty-five and
older were high-school graduates and some ten percent had completed college, compared
to sixty-eight percent and seventeen percent, respectively, for white Tennesseans. In
further comparison, some sixty-three percent of America’s black adults completed high
school, and eleven percent were college graduates by 1990. As in the nineteenth century,
over half of black Tennesseans remained in lower-skilled jobs, and black households
earned only sixty-three percent of the income earned by white Tennessee households by
1989 (some 32.4% of blacks and only 12.5% of whites in Tennessee lived in poverty by

1989).

In the 1990s, however, black Tennesseans moved toward the twenty-first century
without hesitation. A black man, W. W. Herenton. became mayor of Memphis,
Tennessee’s largest city. Other blacks held the mayor’s job in other towns, including
Jonesborough in East Tennessee. A black man, James Walker, became president of the
white Middle Tennessee State University in Murfreesboro, and several of Tennessee’s
state commissioners were black men and women. Otis Floyd, former president of
Tennessee State University, became chancellor of the Tennessee Board of Regents. Across
the state, black men and women engaged more than 10,000 small and large businesses in
the fields of technology, manufacturing, communications, health care, finance, and other
services and products. By 1993, black businesspeople annually added about
$6,000,000,000 to Tennessee’s economy.
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To sustain this progress and overcome persistent obstacles, an active and influential
caucus of black state legislators provided leadership in identifying problems and solutions
for gaining economic equality for Tennessee’s black citizens. At the Annual Black Caucus
Retreat each November, citizens from across Tennessee met to discuss problems and
develop legislation and solutions. The meetings’ serious tone was reminiscent of the old
State Colored Men’s Conventions of 1865-1885: perhaps African-American history had
come full circle in Tennessee.

Thus, by 1995 African Americans in Tennessee--whose legacy is a long story of
triumph over human slavery, tragedy, Jim Crow, and racism--stand poised on the
threshold of the twenty-first century to continue to make significant contributions to
Tennessee history.

Bobby L. Lovett, 1995
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Topic/Name: Year: | Author:

Richard Henry Boyd 1983 | Lois McDougald

Nelson G. Merry 1983 | Linda T. Wynn

James C. Napier 1983 | Herbert Clark

Preston Taylor 1983 | Joe E. McClure

Fisk University 1984 | Reavis Mitchell and Haywood
Farrar

John Wesley Frierson 1984 | Reavis Mitchell

Sutton E. Griggs 1984 | Helen R. Houston

Z. Alexander Looby 1984 | Linda T. Wynn

Samuel Lowery 1984 | David Mills and Bobby Lovett

Roger Williams 1984 | Bobby Lovett

University

Tennessee State 1984 | Lois McDougald and Bobby Lovett

University

Arthur Melvin Townsend | 1984 | Linda T. Wynn

Citizens Savings Bank 1985 | Linda T. Wynn

and Trust Company

First Colored Baptist 1985 | Linda T. Wynn

Church

McKissack and 1985 | Linda T. Wynn

McKissack Architects

Meharry Medical College | 1985 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.

J. Frankie Pierce and the | 1985 | Virginia Edmondson

Tennessee Vocational

School for Colored Girls

Robert Fulton Boyd 1985 | Linda T. Wynn

Walden University 1985 | Bobby Lovett

Avon Nyanza Williams, 1985 | Linda T. Wynn

Jr.

William Edmonson 1986 | Linda T. Wynn

National Baptist 1986 | Linda T. Wynn

Publishing Board

Kelly Miller Smith, Sr. 1986 | Linda T. Wynn

Union Transportation 1986 | Linda T. Wynn

Company

Henry Allen Boyd 1987 | Bobby Lovett

Capers Memorial CME 1987 | Carmelia D. Gregory

Church

William Jasper Hale 1987 | Vallie P Pursley

Ella Sheppard Moore 1987 | Beth Howse

John W. Work III 1987 | Linda T. Wynn

Blue Triangle YWCA 1988 | Carrie R. Hull and Linda T. Wynn




First Baptist Church East | 1988 | Bobby Lovett
Nashville

Charles S. Johnson 1988 | Reavis Mitchell

ST. John AME Church 1988 | Jamye C. Williams
Willa Ann Hadley 1988 | Linda T. Wynn
Townsend

DeFord Bailey 1989 | Linda T. Wynn
Meredith William Day 1989 | Lois C. McDougald
William Daniel Hawkins | 1989 | Mary Evans Hawkins Barnes
Carrie John Richardson 1989 | Emma White Bragg
White

Randall B. Vandavall 1989 | Bobby Lovett

Elder Zema W. Hill 1990 | Reavis Mitchell

Fisk Jubilee Singers 1990 | Kay Beasley
Sampson W. Keeble 1990 | Linda T. Wynn
Benjamin "Pap" Singleton | 1990 | Bobby Lovett

The Stone Sisters 1990 | Emma White Bragg
Ernest Raymond 1991 | H. Henryne D. White
Alexander

Josephine Groves 1991 | Harriette Allen Insignares
Holloway

Georgia Gordon Taylor 1991 | Emma White Bragg
Susanna McGavock 1992 | Emma White Bragg
Carter

Nashville Sit-Ins 1992 | Linda T. Wynn
Mother Mary Magdalena | 1992 | F. Dovie Shuford

L. Tate

Meredith Ferguson 1993 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.
Fort Negley 1993 | Bobby Lovett

Robert Emmitt Lillard 1993 | Linda T. Wynn

Pearl School 1993 | Linda T. Wynn
Robert Reed Church, Sr. | 1994 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.
Coyness L. Ennix, Sr. 1994 | Bobby Lovett and Lois McDougald
Hulda Margaret Lyttle- 1994 | Linda T. Wynn
Frazier

Freedman's Bank 1995 | Bobby Lovett

Mount Ararat and 1995 | Bobby Lovett
Greenwood Cemeteries

Nashville's 1905 Streetcar | 1995 | Linda T. Wynn
Boycott

Blacks in Union Army of | 1995 | Bobby Lovett
Tennessee

Dr. Lemuel Arthur 1995 | Linda T. Wynn
Bowman
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Jubilee Hall Fisk 1996 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.

University

Knoxville College 1996 | Robert J. Booker

LeMoyne-Owen College 1996 | Perre M. Magness

Spruce Street Baptist 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Church

Wessyngton Plantation 1996 | John Baker

A. M. E. Sunday School 1996 | Jamye C. Williams

Union

American Baptist College | 1996 | Bobby L. Lovett

Austin High School 1996 | Robert J. Booker

James and Ethel Beck 1996 | Robert J. Booker

Bethlehem Centers of 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Nashville

Arna Bontemps 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Bradley Academy 1996 | Willie A. McGowan

Robert T. Burt 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Lucie Campbell-Williams | 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Charles W. Cansler 1996 | Robert J. Booker

Church Park 1996 | Ronald Walter

Robert Reed Church, Jr. | 1996 | Roberta Church and Ronald Walter

William H. Franklin 1996 | Robert J. Booker

Alex Haley 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Green P. Hamilton 1996 | Roberta Church and Ronald Walter

William Henry Hastie 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Julia A.B. Hooks 1996 | Roberta Church and Ronald Walter

Lane College 1996 | Lane College

Crawford B. Lindsay 1996 | Bobby L. Lovett and Rachel O.
Lindsay

Martin Hotel Site 1996 | Ronald E. Brewer

James Mason 1996 | Robert J. Booker

Samuel McElwee 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

James H. Presnell 1996 | Robert J. Booker

Walter C. Robinson 1996 | Malcolm J. Walker

William O. Smith 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Sunday School Publishing | 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Board

Swift Memorial College 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Tent Cities of Fayette & 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Haywood Counties

Mary Church Terrell 1996 | Roberta Church and Ronald Walter

Ida B. Wells-Barnett 1996 | Linda T. Wynn

Emma R. Wheeler 1996 | Linda T. Wynn




John Lee "Sonny Boy" 1996 | Linda T. Wynn
Williamson

Negro Branch of Carnegie | 1997 | Linda T. Wynn
Library

Wilma Rudolph and the | 1997 | Bobby L. Lovett

TSU Tigerbelles

Tennessee Centennial 1997 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.
Exposition

African-American 1998 | Robbie D. Jones
Builders of Sevier County

Aaron Douglas 1998 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.
Harold M. Love 1998 | Pamela Smoot
Theodore "Ted" Rhodes 1998 | Linda T. Wynn
Jefferson Street 1999 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.
People's Savings Bank 1999 | Linda T. Wynn

and Trust Company

Luther Plato Carmichael | 2000 | Linda T. Wynn
Marshall Keeble 2000 | Linda T. Wynn

Patti Julia Malone 2000 | Mary Glenn Hearne
Tennessee Rural African- | 2001 | Caneta Skelley Hankins
American Church Project

Eva Lowery Bowman 2001 | Linda T. Wynn
Vivien T. Thomas 2001 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.
Clinton High School 2004 | Linda T. Wynn
Desegregation

C.E. "Curlie" McGruder 2004 | Pamela Lane-Bobo
Southeastern Conference | 2004 | Linda T. Wynn
Desegregation

Economic Withdrawal 2005 | Linda T. Wynn
during the Nashville Sit-

Ins

Frances Euphemia 2005 | Leslie N. Sharp
Thompson

Gregory D. Ridley, Jr. 2006 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.
Nashville Student 2006 | Linda T. Wynn
Activists and the 1961

Freedom Rides

Pearl High School 2007 | Linda T. Wynn
Basketball

Kelley v. Board of 2008 | Linda T. Wynn
Education

Henry Alvin Cameron 2008 | Donald L. Johnson
James Raymond Lawson | 2008 | Crystal deGregory
Fisk's Stieglitz Collection | 2008 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.

Controversy
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Cameron School 2009 | Donald L. Johnson

100th Anniversary of the | 2009 | Linda T. Wynn

NAACP

Nashville Sit-Ins 2010 | Linda T. Wynn *revised from 1992

Walter S. Davis 2010 | Crystal deGregory

Carl T. Rowan 2010 | Tara Mitchell Mielnik

Stephen J. Wright 2010 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.

Mattie E. Coleman 2011 | Linda T. Wynn

Nashville's Jefferson 2011 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr. *revised from

Street 1999

Nashville Student 2011 | Linda T. Wynn *revised from 2006

Activists and the 1961

Freedom Rides

Tennessee State 2012 | Tara Mitchell Mielnik, Lois

University at the McDougald, Bobby Lovett

Centennial

Tennessee State 2012 | Linda T. Wynn

University's Aristocrat of

Bands

Coach Ed Temple and the | 2012 | Yildiz Binkley, Reavis Mitchell, and

Tigerbelles Tara Mitchell Mielnik

Metropolitan 2013 | Carole Bucy

Consolidation and

Nashville's African-

American Community

Emancipation 2013 | Linda T. Wynn

Proclamation in

Tennessee

Hiram Van Gordon 2013 | Learotha Williams

Aaron Douglas 2013 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr. *revised from
1998

Beth Madison Howse 2014 | Crystal deGregory

James Weldon Johnson | 2014 | Linda T. Wynn

Thomas Washington 2014 | Tara Mitchell Mielnik

Talley

Fort Negley 2014 | Krista Castillo *revised from 1993

Elbert Williams 2015 | Linda T. Wynn

John McCline and Clover | 2015 | Steven Rogers

Bottom Farm

Samuel Yette 2015 | Pamela Foster

Wessyngton Plantation 2015 | John A. Baker, Jr. *revised from
1996

Juliette Derricotte 2016 | Linda T. Wynn

Fisk University Historic 2016 | Tara Mitchell Mielnik

District




John Hope Franklin 2016 | Learotha Williams

Roland Hayes 2016 | Pamela Bobo

Matthew W. Kennedy 2016 | Gloria Haugabook McKissack

Coach Edward S. Temple | 2017 | Fletcher F. Moon

(1927-2016)

Lillian "Lil" Hardin 2017 | K.T. Ewing

Armstrong (1898-1971)

Alberta Hunter (1895- 2017 | Linda T. Wynn

1984)

The First Day of 2017 | Tara Mitchell Mielnik

(Desegregated) School in

Nashville, Sept. 9, 1957

Remembering the 2018 | Linda T. Wynn

Reverend Dr. Martin

Luther King Jr. (Jan. 15,

1929-April 4, 1968)

Edgehill Neighborhood 2018 | Joel Dark

George Edmund Haynes | 2018 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.

(1880-1960)

Nettie Langston Napier 2018 | Learotha Williams, Jr.

Nashville and Davidson 2018 | Linda T. Wynn

County Public Schools

Named for African

Americans

DeFord Bailey (1899- 2019 | Linda T. Wynn *revised from 1989

1982)

Interstate 40 and the 2019 | Linda T. Wynn

Decimation of Jefferson

Street

Lewis Winter, Nashville 2019 | Gloria Haugabook McKissack

Entrepreneur (1839-1911)

Zema W. Hill (1891-1970) | 2019 | Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr. *revised from
1990

Lest We Forget: 2020 | Linda T. Wynn

Remembering African

Americans during the

1960s in Nashville

Josie E. Wells, M.D. 2020 | Learotha Williams, Jr.

Lynching in Davidson 2020 | Gloria McKissack

County, Tennessee: 1892-

1924

"When and Where I 2020 | Linda T. Wynn

Enter": the 19th

Amendment and African

American Women

J. Robert Bradley 2021 | Linda T. Wynn
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Charles O. Hadley 2021 | Caroline Eller
Rep. John Lewis 2021 | Caroline Eller
Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr. 2021 | Linda T. Wynn
Jackie Shane 2021 | Caroline Eller
Rev. C.T. Vivian 2021 | Linda T. Wynn




100TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE NAACP

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) celebrates its
one-hundredth anniversary in 2009. With mission geared towards "making democracy
work," the nation's oldest civil rights organization was founded on February 12, 1909, the
centennial year of Abraham Lincoln's birth. The NAACP has been instrumental in
improving the civil rights, economical, educational, legal, and political and lives of African
Americans for a century. Depending on the judicial system as a means to secure these
objectives, NAACP officials focused on eliminating inequalities in public education up to
the mid-twentieth century, including but not limited to its most famous Brown v. Board
of Education case (1954), which most historians agree denoted the first phase of the
modern Civil Rights Movement.
Throughout its one hundred years
of existence, the NAACP has labored
to fulfill its goals of civil and human
rights, the right of enfranchisement,
and the cessation of segregation and
racial violence. From its inception,
: & people and events with a Tennessee
: "“{HU\JM ae Y VRS TR connection played an important
s RS et Y & o role in the nation's premier civil

Join & . .
V%Wf rights organization.

auih

Established by an interracial group
of black and white activists, the
| association was organized in

response to the August 1908 race
riot in Springfield, the capital of Illinois and the birthplace of Lincoln. An out-growth of
the Niagara Movement founded by W. E. B. Du Bois and others, the association's
organizers were horror-struck by the violence perpetrated against African Americans. To
address these concerns, social worker Mary Ovington White and Oswald Garrison Villard
(both descendants of abolitionists) among others issued a call for a meeting to discuss
racial injustice. Over sixty people signed "The Call," including seven African Americans.
Of that group, Du Bois, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, and Mary Church Terrell, all of whom had
Tennessee connections, were signatories.

According to Nina Mjagkij, editor of Organizing Black America, An Encyclopedia of
African American Organizations, conferees combined the esprit de corps of nineteenth-
century abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison with the Niagara Movement strategy of civil
rights activists Du Bois and newspaper editor William Monroe Trotter to protest black
disfranchisement, social segregation and educational inequities. They sought to advance
race relations through agitation, court action, and federal legalization. The like-minded
assemblage envisioned a comprehensive association with local chapters throughout the
country, including the South, designed to rectify "national wrongs," especially those due
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to the intimidating effects of the U.S. Supreme Court's Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) decision
that ruled "separate but equal" provisions for black and white Americans were
constitutional and served as the foundation for nation's apartheid system of Jim Crow.

The NAACP established its national headquarters in New York City, named a board of
directors and Moorfield Story, a white constitutional lawyer and former president of the
American Bar Association, as national president. Other officers included William English
Walling, Chairman of the Executive Committee; John E. Milholland, Treasurer; Oswald
Garrison Villard, Disbursing Treasurer; Frances Blascoer, Executive Secretary; and W. E.
B. Du Bois, Director of Publicity and Research. In 1910, the only African American among
the NAACP's executives, Du Bois established The Crisis: A Record of the Darker Races,
the organization's official organ, which was named after James Russell Lowell's popular
poem, "The Present Crisis." In The Crisis, Dubois promoted black literature, culture,
history, gender equality, and aided in forming public opinion.

The Association's early court battles included a victory against a discriminatory
Oklahoma law that predicated voting upon a grandfather clause (Guinn & Beal v. United
States, 1915) that enfranchised only those black males whose ancestors voted in 1866.
Ruling in favor of the NAACP and its plaintiffs, the nation's highest tribunal decreed that
Oklahoma violated the Fifteenth Amendment to the U. S. Constitution. This case helped
to establish the NAACP as a legal advocate, a role it would play with enormous success.
The same year, the civil rights organization boycotted the New York screening of D. W.
Griffith's inflammatory film Birth of a Nation, which was based on Thomas Dixon's 1905
bigoted melodramatic staged play, The Clansman: An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux
Klan, the second volume in a trilogy. The subject matter of the film caused immediate
criticism for its racist and "vicious" portrayal of blacks, its proclamation of miscegenation,
its pro-Klan stance, and its endorsement of slavery.

As the United States fought to make the world safe for democracy in World War I, the
NAACP aided black victims and defended participants in the 1917 race riot in East St.
Louis, Illinois. It also protested by organizing a mass demonstration against racial
violence with a silent parade of thousands in New York City. Throughout the 1920s, the
civil rights organization fought against lynching. It passionately supported the Dyer Anti-
lynching Bill in the United States Congress. Although the Dyer Bill never passed, the
NAACP entered the legal arena and exposed the heinous crime of lynching. Many credit
the public discourse, kindled by the organization's report Thirty Years of Lynching in the
United States, 1889-1919, with significantly reducing the frequency of lynching. As
membership grew and under the directorship of James Weldon Johnson, the association's
first black field secretary, NAACP branches were established in the South.

In June 1917, Robert R. Church Jr., the younger brother of Mary Church Terrell,
established Tennessee's first NAACP chapter in Memphis. Two years later, James C.
Napier organized a chapter in Nashville and later led 2,000 people to the governor's office
to protest lynching. Before the decade ended, chapters were organized in Chattanooga,
Knoxville, and Jackson. The organization slowly moved into rural counties. In 1936, Ollie



and Mattye Tollette Bond established a local NAACP chapter in Brownsville. According
to the Tennessee State Conference of the NAACP--chartered in 1946 after members of the
Chattanooga, Knoxville, Memphis, and Nashville branches came together to aid black
citizens of Columbia, Tennessee, following a race riot that killed several and injured many
others--there are seven chapters in East Tennessee, eleven chapters in Middle Tennessee,
and seventeen chapters in West Tennessee.

As celebratory events are held across the nation, it is impossible not to note the diversity
of the NAACP's founders and those persons and events associated with Tennessee. Du
Bois, Wells-Barnett and Terrell joined forces in a national effort for increased racial
equality. Wells helped in a petition drive to use the one-hundredth anniversary of
Lincoln's birth to protest and improve the conditions of African Americans. James
Weldon Johnson, the association's first black field secretary (1916) who served as a
professor of creative literature at Fisk University from 1930 to 1938, established thirteen
southern branches including the five early branches in the Volunteer State. Tennessee
also provided Thurgood Marshall, the head of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, his closest
encounter with violence. In 1946, he traveled to Columbia to assist the defense of African
Americans accused of participating in the race riot that summer. At the conclusion of the
trial, Marshall was driving from Columbia to Nashville with attorney Z. Alexander Looby
when local police, who separated the two attorneys, stopped him. Looby refused to drive
away. Instead, he followed the police car that had taken Marshall, probably averting
violence against the future United States Supreme Court justice. From school
desegregation, to the first voter registration drives in Haywood and Fayette Counties, to
the Nashville sit-ins, and all civil rights issues in between, all drew upon NAACP support.
From 1977 to 1993, Benjamin J. Hooks of Memphis was the NAACP's executive director.

The courageous leadership of NAACP officials and members provided a foundation for
the Civil Rights movement in Tennessee. Throughout its one hundred years of existence,
Tennesseans both well-known and unknown alike have fought among its legions of
members for equality and justice for all of America's citizenry.

Linda T. Wynn, 2009

“WHEN AND WHERE I ENTER”: THE 19TH AMENDMENT
AND AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN

In the summer of 1920, the state of
Tennessee captured the attention of
the nation, as those who favored
women gaining the right of the
franchise (suffragists) and those who
opposed women gaining the right of
the franchise (anti-suffragists)
" descended upon the Volunteer State to
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campaign for their respective positions. The Tennessee General Assembly was poised to
consider ratifying the 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, giving women the right
to vote. Thirty-five of the thirty-six states needed had ratified the amendment. Eight states
rejected the amendment and five states had taken no action. Most southern states rejected
the woman’s suffrage amendment because of the bigoted and racialist calculation that the
entitlement would also include African American women. Anti-suffragists used this same
reasoning in Tennessee. Suffragists considered Tennessee as their last and best chance
for ratification before the presidential election of 1920. If Tennessee ratified the
amendment, approximately 27 million women would be eligible to cast a ballot in the next
presidential election. Governor Albert H. Roberts called a special session of the General
Assembly on August 9, 1920 to consider the issue of women and the vote. However, the
road to the 19th Amendment to the U. S. Constitution began long before its ratification.
It was the culmination of almost a century of activism, agitation, and protest for woman’s
suffrage.

The right to vote had been an issue at variance with America’s founding principles since
its beginning when those who penned the lofty document wrote “We the People.” It is
impossible to commemorate the centennial of women’s suffrage without looking at the
sesquicentennial of the 15th Amendment to the United States Constitution, which was
ratified February 3, 1870, giving African American men the vote, and its impact on both
the pro and anti-suffragists. It is important to emphasize that from the beginning, African
Americans, both women and men, were involved in the almost century-long struggle to
gain the right of the franchise for women.

During the early 19th century, African Americans and white women organized around the
abolition movement. Bostonian Maria Stewart, a pioneering African American activist
and the first woman to speak before a mix-gendered audience, spoke out for both the
rights of African Americans and women. On July 19—20, 1848, in Seneca Falls, New York
at the first women's rights convention in the United States, Elizabeth Cady Stanton waged
her discontent by rewording the most famous phrasing in the American political creed:
“We hold these truths to be self-evident. That all men and women are created equal.” She
further proposed a resolution that called for women’s right of the franchise. One of the
few men and the only African American to attend the Seneca Falls Convention, universal
suffragist Frederick Douglass supported Stanton and her call to giving women the right
to vote. He argued that “the ballot was the guarantor of all other rights, the key to liberty,
and women must be bold.” Formerly enslaved, Douglass described himself as a “Women’s
Rights Man.” He knew first-hand the injustices superimposed upon the enslaved and
understood that women, like free and enslaved African Americans, were all constrained
by American law and custom. Douglass remained committed to women gaining the right
to vote throughout his life even when consternation began to stir with the pending passage
of the 15th Amendment that gave African American men the vote.

Three years after the Seneca Falls convention, on May 29, 1851, Sojourner Truth (formerly
known as just Isabella or Isabella Baumfree), an abolitionist and formerly enslaved black
woman, addressed a Women’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio. Her address has often



been referred to as “Ain’t I A Woman.” However, this speech was written and published
in 1863, twelve years after Truth gave the "Ain't I A Woman" speech, by a white
abolitionist named Frances Dana Barker Gage. She not only changed all of Truth’s words
but represented her speaking in a stereotypical 'southern black slave accent,' rather than
Truth’s distinctive upper New York State low-Dutch accent. The most authentic version
of Sojourner Truth's, "Ain't I A Woman," speech was first published in 1851 by Truth's
good friend the Rev. Marius Robinson in the Anti-Slavery Bugle and was titled, “On
Woman’s Rights.”

The American Civil War disrupted the woman’s suffrage movement as many continued
championing the abolition of enslavement. Once the war ended, and as talk of the 14th
and 15th Amendments increased, many women hoped to be granted the same rights of
citizenship that would be granted to those previously enslaved. The Fourteenth
Amendment, Section 2 added the first mention of gender into the Constitution, which
stipulated that all male citizens over twenty-one years of age should have access to the
ballot. Simply stated, the 14th Amendment defined "Citizens" and "voters" exclusively as
male. Later, Congress passed the 15th Amendment, which was ratified February 3, 1870.
It granted African American men the right to vote and caused consternation among
women who had sought the right of the franchise. Throughout the 19th century, the
“woman question” was at the core of movements against enslavement and for civil rights.
By the end of second decade of the 20th century, Nashville, the state of Tennessee, and
woman’s suffrage captured center stage. Almost from the beginning, woman’s suffrage
was entangled with the issue of race and this entanglement played out in Nashville, fifty-
five years after the Civil War’s last battle. Despite racism being front and center in
Nashville among both the suffragists and the anti-suffragists, African American women
were among those who favored women having the right to vote.

Unlike white women activists, who often created their own institutions separate from
men, African American women often organized within already existing institutions—
churches, political organizations, mutual aid societies, and schools. The first convention
of the National Association of Colored Women (NACW—founded in 1896) held its first
convention in Nashville in 1897. Nettie Langston Napier (wife of J. C. Napier) served as
treasurer of the national organization. Other members included Minnie Lou Crosthwaite,
Dr. Josie E. Wells, Dr. Mattie E. Coleman, Juno Frankie Pierce, Hattie S. Jackson (wife of
the Rev. G. L. Jackson), and Georgia Bradford Boyd (wife of Henry Allen Boyd). These
women not only enjoyed local support but also through such organizations as the NACW
and with African American communities in Tuskegee, Atlanta, and Washington, D.C. By
1919, as people in Tennessee worked for or against becoming the 36th state to ratify the
19th Amendment, the suffrage movement was mostly segregated, especially in the Jim
Crow South. However, during a meeting of white women in Nashville, which Coleman
was asked to attend, she offered support for the reforms of white activists and reminded
them that “12,000 negro [sic] of the state are organized and are seeking a vocational
school for their girls.”



African American women's clubs worked with white women’s clubs on several social
issues, and these connections promoted an association in Nashville on women’s suffrage.
African American women worked with the white suffrage organizations to get out the vote
in the 1919 municipal elections. During that year they helped to get 2,500 African
American women to vote in the city's first election in which black women were eligible to
vote. The chair of the Tennessee Equal Suffrage League, Catherine Kenny, was awed with
Pierce’s organizational skills and invited her to address the first convention of the
Tennessee League of Women Voters in the State Capitol’s lower chamber in May 1920.
“What will the Negro women do with the vote?” the daughter of a free father and an
enslaved mother, asked her audience. “We will stand by the white women...We are asking
only one thing—a square deal...We want recognition in all forms of this government. We
want a state vocational school and a child welfare department of the state, and more room
in state schools.” The League adopted the school as part of its legislative agenda and
lobbied extensively for its passage and realization. Through their actions, African
American women echoed Anna Julia Cooper’s declaration “When and where I enter...then
and there the whole Negro race enters with me.”

After the resolution passed the Tennessee State Senate, both suffragists and anti-
suffragists desperately lobbied to secure votes in the House of Representatives where the
vote was close. Representative Harry T. Burn of Niota changed his vote in support
ratification, thereby breaking a tie in the House of Representatives and subsequently
making history. The Tennessee General Assembly ratified the 19th Amendment to the
United States Constitution on August 18, 1920. Opponents worked to rescind the
ratification vote on constitutional technicalities. Some anti-suffrage legislators even fled
the state in an attempt to prevent a quorum in the General Assembly. Their efforts failed.
On August 24, 1920, Governor Albert H. Roberts certified Tennessee’s ratification of the
19th Amendment. Two days later, U. S. Secretary of State Bainbridge Colby issued a
proclamation that officially declared the ratification of the 19th Amendment and made it
part of the United States Constitution. Tennessee provided the 36th and final state needed
to ratify the amendment to the U.S. Constitution that gave women the right to vote.

The passage and ratification of the 19th Amendment did not guarantee African American
the right of the franchise, as racial segregation and Jim Crow laws prevented many African
American women from voting. It would take the civil rights crusades of the 1960s before
African American women realized full suffrage through the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

Linda T. Wynn, 2020

50TH ANNIVERSARY OF FREEDOM RIDERS OF 1961

On May 17, 2011, the Freedom Riders from Nashville and those cognizant of the modem
Civil Rights movement timeline will pause to remember and commemorate the fiftieth



anniversary of the Nashville student activists' entrance into the Freedom Rides of 1961.
Because of their heroic actions and refusal to relent to the demands of government
officials, the Kennedy administration ultimately directed the Interstate Commerce
Commission to issue regulations prohibiting racial segregation in all transportation
facilities. The Freedom Rides were not a new tactic of the 1960s Civil Rights struggle.
Fourteen years earlier, in 1947 the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and the Fellowship
of Reconciliation (FOR) organized and implemented the interracial Journey of
Reconciliation throughout the Upper South to test the United States Supreme Court’s
decision in the Morgan v. Virginia (38 U.S. 373 [1946]) case, which mandated interstate
bus desegregation.

As was done in 1947, the May 1961 Freedom Rides tested another Supreme Court
decision, Boynton v. Virginia (364 U.S. 454 [1960]), which extended the Court's 1946
directive to all interstate transportation facilities, including terminals, waiting rooms,
restaurants, and other amenities. The Court's decision made it unconstitutional to racially
segregate waiting rooms, restrooms, and lunch counters. The South, known for its racial
rigidity, often dismissed Supreme Court decisions as they related to racial desegregation.
James Farmer and CORE were determined to make sure that both the South and the new
Kennedy administration recognized that the Court's decision in Boynton v. Virginia could
not be disregarded. While the 1947 and the 1961 rides were comparable in that they both
tested decisions handed down by the nation's highest court, John Lewis asserts that the
1961 rides had been designed to be more cogent, bolder, and to move further into the deep
South. In his Walking with the Wind: A Memoir of the Movement, Lewis states, "It would
be a bolder title as well -- nothing so tame and accommodating as 'reconciliation,’ which
is how Farmer came up with the phrase 'Freedom Ride.' There was a tone of demand in
that phrase, a sense of proclamation, of no more waiting."

On May 4, 1961 CORE sent two buses and an assembly of thirteen Freedom Riders (seven
black men, three white men, and three white women) on what was intended to be a two-
week trip, traveling through the deep South from Washington, D.C. to New Orleans, to
test their right to intermingle blacks
and whites in the region's bus stations.
CORE officials notified the United
States Justice Department and the
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
of their schedule, which was also
transmitted to local police forces, and
in Alabama, through them to the Ku
Klux Klan. The interracial group
encountered only a few problems
during their first week of travel.
However, when they reached Anniston,
il Alabama, on that fateful May 14, the
Freedom Riders met a vicious horde of
more than 100 angry whites, who
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brutally beat them and firebombed the bus. In Birmingham, a mob toting iron pipes and
other weapons greeted the riders where they were battered, knocked unconscious, and
hospitalized. While the violence garnered national and international attention, it also
caused Farmer to terminate the ride.

Although not the progenitors of the Freedom Rides of the 1960s, Nashville's student
activists, under the leadership of Diane Judith Nash, became their driving force. Despite
the Kennedy administration's prodding of CORE to abort their plans to ride to New
Orleans, Nash and the Nashville student contingent moved into action upon hearing the
news about the assault on the Freedom Riders. They felt the ride must continue. In their
opinion, the movement's future was at stake. If the rides were terminated, as Diane Nash
said, "it would prove that violence could overcome nonviolence." The students
comprehended the importance of continuing the Freedom Rides after the Alabama
attacks, and strengthened their resolve that the Klan could not be left triumphant to claim
control of the streets. On May 17, 1961, recruits left Nashville for Birmingham, on the
seventh anniversary of the Supreme Court's unanimous Brown v. Board of Education
decision.

When the Nashville student contingent arrived in Birmingham, Theophilus Eugene "Bull"
Connor, the city's racially-intolerant chief of police, ordered the new Freedom Riders
taken to the Birmingham jail. The following night, he released them at the Tennessee-
Alabama state line. Within days, they regrouped and rejoined the route at Montgomery,
undeterred by the mob violence in Birmingham or the threat of it that mounted as they
approached Montgomery. However, the law enforcement presence that had accompanied
their trip suddenly fell away at the city line. It was in Montgomery, the "Cradle of the
Confederacy," that the Freedom Riders rode into the national and international
consciousness as the media broadcast the mayhem perpetrated upon them by a mob of
Klan members and other angry whites. These merciless attacks on those riding for
freedom and justice forced the national government to act.

As stated in Mary L. Dudziak's Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American
Democracy, "President Kennedy was angered by the Freedom Riders' persistence." In
President Kennedy: Profile of Power, Richard Reeves asserts that the President was
disconcerted in some measure because the viciousness against the Freedom Riders was
"exactly the kind of thing the Communists used to make the United States look bad
around the world." Embarrassed by the fiasco of the Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba,
Kennedy was preparing to meet Nikita Khrushchev, the leader of the Soviet Union, for the
first time at a summit conference in Vienna. It was Kennedy’s hope to draw attention away
from the Bay of Pigs and establish himself as a global leader. The Freedom Rides
obstructed these aims. According to Harris Wofford's Of Kennedy and Kings: Making
Sense of the Sixties, Kennedy "supported every American's right to stand up or sit down
for his rights but not to ride for them in the spring of 1961."

The students' single-mindedness to carry on the Freedom Rides had major consequences
for the southern Civil Rights movement. The Freedom Rides continued for the next four



months with student activists in the forefront. While segregationists' vindictive show of
aggression only served to make the tightly-knit group of trained student activists more
resolute to bring down the nation's bastions of racial segregation, it also forced the federal
government into action. On September 22, 1961, in response to the Freedom Rides and
under pressure from the Kennedy administration, the Interstate Commerce Commission
promulgated regulations eliminating racial segregation in train and bus terminals. These
regulations went into effect on November 1, 1961.

Linda T. Wynn, 2011

AFRICAN-AMERICAN BUILDERS OF SEVIER COUNTY

The architectural landscape of Tennessee's rural areas, small towns, and large cities is
comprised of hundreds of historic buildings designed and built by African Americans. One
rural county in East Tennessee has an extraordinary history of African-American
builders. Established in 1794 along the North Carolina border, Sevier County has never
featured a large black population; however, black builders constructed nearly every
important late nineteenth and early twentieth century private and public building in the
county. The county's African-American population never exceeded 700 people, but its
tight-knit black community produced at least a dozen black brick masons, prolific all-
black construction companies, and an exceptional black carpenter and furniture maker.
Until recently, their amazing story remained untold.

In the late 1860s, Isaac Dockery (1832-1910) built a brick kiln near Sevierville and
established a brick masonry business. Dockery, who was born a free Black, moved to
Sevierville to work as a merchant clerk for a white businessman, Henry M. Thomas, before
the Civil War. After the war, Dockery became instrumental in establishing the brick
masonry tradition within the African-American culture of Sevier County. Often, he
inscribed his initials, “I.D.,” and sometimes a date on his bricks as a trademark. Dockery
taught his brick masonry craft to his sons, his sons-in-Jaw, and his grandsons. Dockery
constructed brick foundations and chimneys for many dwellings throughout the county,
but his most notable buildings were located in Sevierville. Recognized as Sevier County
landmarks, these buildings include the New Salem Baptist Church (1886), the original
Murphy College building (1891), the Sevierville Masonic Lodge (1893), and the elaborate
Sevier County Courthouse (1896). Dockery moved to Newport in adjoining Cocke County
in 1898 and died at his son's home in Knoxville in 1910. He was buried in the public
cemetery for African Americans near Sevierville.

Several members of Dockery' s family also became well-known brick masons in Sevier
County, including Paris Witt McMahan (1852-1929), a former slave who established the
Riverside Steam Brick Company that operated near Sevierville until the 1930s; George
and Stewart Burden (1890-1988), who established a highly productive collection
company in the early twentieth century; Bill Coleman, who moved to neighboring
Jefferson County; and Joe Leak McMahan, Sr. (1881- 1964). Fred McMahan (1895- 1980),
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perhaps the most notable of Dockery's descendants, attended Knoxville College in the late
1910s and earned his master's degree in Architectural Engineering at the University of
Illinois at Champaign-Urbana. Around 1920, he returned to Sevierville and established
the J F & N McMahan Construction Company with his brothers, James and Newt
McMahan.

One of the most prolific black builders and brick masons in the state, McMahan and his
construction company were responsible for scores of Sevier County buildings, beginning
with the Pleasant View Rosenwald School in 1921-22. The company built landmark
buildings throughout the county and in adjoining counties between 1920 and 1960,
including dwellings, churches, schools and college campus buildings, automobile
showrooms and service stations, a WPA-funded post office, and commercial buildings.
One of the most important buildings that Fred McMahan constructed may be the Dwight
and Kate Wade House, which was finished in 1940 at Sevierville. This house was designed
by Verna Cook Salomonsky, a leading female architect from New York City, and is a
replica of an avant-garde exhibition dwelling at the 1939-40 New York World Fair's Town
of Tomorrow exhibit. McMahan's own home still stands outside Sevierville.

Perhaps the most significant African American builder in Sevier County's history was not
a brick mason, but a highly-skilled carpenter, cabinetmaker, and house builder. Lewis C.
Buckner (1856-1924), who was born a slave, had a white father and an African-American
mother. During the years following the Civil War, Buckner most likely learned his trade
in Sevierville as an apprentice to Christian H. Stump, a white furniture and cabinetmaker
originally from Michigan. It was in Sevierville that he began his cabinetmaking business
in the 1870s. By the late nineteenth century, the African-American artisan was building
houses throughout Sevier County that featured robust Italianate and Queen Anne style
architectural elements. Using his unique interpretation of national architectural styles
acquired from patternbooks and published journals, Buckner's original work is extremely
creative. Rarely were two pieces rendered exactly alike. The country artisan's well-crafted
architectural detailing features vernacular renditions of Victorian patterns that include
naturalistic elements such as a unique flower motif that became his signature trademark.

Nearly twenty examples of dwellings exhibiting Buckner's extraordinary craftsmanship
still exist in the county. Buckner built these houses between 1880 and 1921, and he
embellished them with the flamboyant architectural elements indicative of Victorian-era
ebullience. Buckner usually built an entire dwelling and lived at the building site during
its construction; however, he also traveled the countryside in order to construct
decorative details, such as porches, staircases, and mantels for otherwise ordinary
farmhouses. Buckner also crafted elaborate and ornate furniture, such as bedroom suites,
cupboards, bureaus, washstands, cabinets, and even picture frames. Many of his works
are prized family heirlooms. Buckner's own house, which he built in 1894 outside
Sevierville, still stands. He was buried in an unmarked grave at the Union Hill Cemetery
nearby.
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The dozens of examples of well-crafted buildings and the extraordinary furniture, crafted
by talented black brick masons and carpenters serve as historic reminders of the
exceptional impact that African Americans had on the rural communities of East
Tennessee, especially Sevier County.

Robbie D. Jones, 1998

LEST WE FORGET: REMEMBERING AFRICAN AMERICANS
DURING THE 1960s IN NASHVILLE

In 1960, Nashville’s African American community and the city in general, experienced
events that changed the timbre of race relations in the Athens of the South. In many ways,
Nashville and its contributions to the overall narrative of the Civil Rights Movement are
barely recognized. Nashville student leaders, whose fearless resolve allowed them to
travel throughout the South to wage war on racial discrimination, with the exception of a
few are scarcely mentioned in the Modern Civil Rights storyline. Their seeds of courage,
faith, determination, and resolve, were planted, watered, and nourished in the ethos of
the nonviolent, direct-protest classes they attended at Clark Memorial United Church
under the Reverend James Lawson, Jr., a graduate student at Vanderbilt’s School of
Divinity who came to Nashville at the urging of the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
In the dorm rooms of the city’s Historical Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and
the Nashville Student Movement Office on 21st Avenue North and Jefferson Street,
students at American Baptist Theological Seminary (now American Baptist College), Fisk
University, Meharry Medical College, and Tennessee Agricultural & Industrial State
University (now Tennessee State University) were leaders in challenging racial
segregation at its core and helped construct the foundation of the freedom movement.

From staging some of the modern movement’s earliest sit-ins, to helping to organize the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), to continuing the Freedom Rides,
to participating in voter registration drives, to the March on Washington for Jobs and
Freedom, to the Selma-to-Montgomery March for voting rights, Nashville student
activists participated and in many cases were in the forefront as leaders. Nashville
students met weekly during the months of September, October, and November of 1959.
During those months, Lawson introduce the student activists to the philosophy of Jesus
Christ, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, and Henry David Thoreau, among others.
Lawson and others, the Reverend C. T. Vivian among them, gave the students a view of
nonviolence by role-playing experiencing violence being perpetrated upon them. As
Diane Nash, one of the student leaders noted, one of the movement’s goals was to “be
respectful of the opposition and try to keep issues geared towards desegregation, not get
sidetracked.”
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On February 13, 1960, Nashville students launched their sit-in movement, when they
gathered at Kress, Woolworth’s, and McClellan stores at 12:40 p.m. in downtown
Nashville. The students continued the sit-ins over the next three months, expanding their
targets to include lunch counters at the Greyhound and Trailways bus terminals, W. T.
Grant’s, Walgreen’s Drugstore, and major Nashville department stores, Cain-Sloan and
Harvey’s. The first violent response to the protests came on February 27, 1960, which
Lawson called “big Saturday.” Eighty-one protestors were arrested and charged with
disorderly conduct. However,
they all refused to pay fines and
remained incarcerated as a
continuation of their protest. The
| first phase of the Nashville Sit-in
Movement continued until a
resolution came to the forefront
on May 10, 1960.

On April 19, 1960, lawyer Z.
Alexander Looby’s Meharry
Boulevard home was destroyed
by dynamite. Looby had gained
prominence in 1946 when he,
Maurice Weaver and Thurgood
Marshall were hired by the
National Association for the
Advancement for Colored People (NAACP) to represent the African Americans charged
with murder following a race riot in Columbia, Tennessee. During the sit-in
demonstrations and civil rights marches of the 1960s, Looby and other black attorneys
provided money and legal services for local college students arrested and jailed. The
bombing of Looby’s home caused a definitive moment for Nashville’s Civil Rights
Movement. It served as the catalyst for a silent march later that day when a diverse group
of 3,000 people marched to City Hall where Mayor Ben West met them on the steps of
the plaza. After questioning by Nash and Vivian, West stated that lunch counters should
be desegregated. A watershed moment, this admission by West paved the way for the
beginning of desegregated lunch counters making Nashville the first southern city to do
so.

As regional desegregation sit-ins led by African American college students grew, Ella
Josephine Baker, a student at Shaw University—an HBCU in Raleigh, North Carolina—
persuaded the SCLC to invite southern university students to the South-wide Youth
Leadership Conference at Shaw University on Easter weekend in 1960. This was a
gathering of sit-in leaders to meet, assess their struggles, and explore the possibilities for
future actions. At this meeting the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)
was formed. Baker saw the potential for a special type of leadership by the young sit-in
leaders who were not yet prominent in the movement. She believed they could revitalize
the Black Freedom Movement and take it in a new direction. To this end she worked to
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keep the students independent of the older, church-based leadership. While many of the
student activists thought Nashville Student Movement leader Diane Nash would be
elected as the first president of SNCC, it was her fellow student and colleague at Fisk
University, Marion Berry who became the organization’s first president. “Diane was a
devoted leader...but she was the wrong sex,” said John Lewis. “There was a desire to
emphasize and showcase black manhood.”

SNCC aided in the coordination of sit-ins and other acts of nonviolent civil disobedience
throughout the South. In the fall of 1961, following the United States Supreme Court
decision in Boynton v. Virginia (1960) ending racial segregation of public transportation
and eating facilities within those locations, SNCC members confronted violent opposition
as Freedom Riders on buses that carried integrated groups of passengers from
Washington, D.C. and Nashville through the Carolinas, Georgia, Alabama, and
Mississippi. The first group of Freedom Riders, sponsored by the Congress of Racial
Equality (CORE) and traveling in two groups on Trailways and Greyhound buses, met
unmerciful violence and CORE abandoned the rides. The Nashville Student Movement,
under the direction of Nash and others, decided that “we can’t let violence overcome
nonviolence. We are coming into Birmingham to continue the Freedom Ride.” Members
of the Nashville Student Movement left Nashville on May 17 for Birmingham. Upon their
arrival, Theophilus Eugene “Bull” Conner, city commissioner of public safety, ordered the
new group of Freedom Riders taken to jail. The Riders were released the following day at
the Alabama state line. Three days later, despite the governor’s pledge of protection,
approximately three hundred white segregationists attacked the new group of Freedom
Riders, which included thirteen students from Tennessee A&I State University, four from
American Baptist College, two each from Fisk University and George Peabody College,
and one student from Atlanta’s Spelman College, as well as John Seigenthaler, the U.S.
Justice Department representative of the Kennedy administration, as they pulled into at
a bus depot in Montgomery. The Riders remained indomitable and started out again four
days after the Alabama assault. When the Riders arrived in Jackson, Mississippi, no
fanatical white mobs awaited them. However, as they entered the whites-only waiting
room, police immediately steered them into police vehicles and whisked them away to
jail. On September 22, 1961, in response to the Freedom Rides and under pressure from
Attorney General Robert Kennedy and others in the Kennedy administration, the
Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) promulgated regulations prohibiting racial
segregation in train and bus terminals, effective on November 1, 1961. Nashville student
activists continued to toil in the civil rights vineyard fighting for all to be treated with
dignity and the rights as articulated in America’s governing documents.

Lest you forget, the 60th Anniversary of the Nashville Sit-in Movement, the bombing of
Z. Alexander Looby’s home, the silent march in protest against white supremacists, the
desegregation of Nashville lunch counters and other public accommodations, and the
Freedom Rides, remember Nashville activists also played key roles in the 1963 March on
Washington, the Birmingham campaign of 1963, their frontline leaders during the
Mississippi Freedom Summer of 1964, and the struggle to gain voting rights in Selma, all
events at the apogee of the modern struggle for civil and human rights. As the late
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historian and Fisk University alumnus John Hope Franklin said of them, they were
“probably the most courageous and the most selfless” civil rights workers.

Linda T. Wynn, 2020

ERNEST RAYMOND ALEXANDER (1892-)

Ernest Raymond Alexander was a prominent contributor to the Nashville Chapter of the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and a member of
the Fisk University board of trustees. He was born in Dixon Springs, Tennessee, on June
21, 1892. After his family moved to Nashville, young Ernest attended Meigs School in
1910. He completed Fisk University in 1914.

Alexander attended the University of Minnesota's medical school but completed his
medical degree at the University of Vermont (1919). While at Vermont he was awarded
"Honor Man in Medicine," the first prize for "Special Merit in Medicine," and the
Woodbury prize for "Clinical Proficiency in Medicine." He worked in the fields of
dermatology and syphilology.

Dr. Alexander opened his medical practice in Harlem during the summer of 1920 and he
joined the staffs at Bellevue Hospital and Harlem Hospital. He completed post-graduate
studies at Columbia University and additional work at
New York University and the Bellevue Hospital
Medical College by 1925. He was a member of many
professional organizations and author of several
| medical articles.

Dr. Alexander became involved in the advancement of

black people. He was an active member of the
Abyssinian Baptist Church and a contributing member
to the YMCA, the National Urban League, and the
NAACP. He was one of the first life members of the
NAACP. He also was an advisor to the Boy Scouts of
America and received the Silver Beaver Award (1949)
and the Silver Antelope Award (1954).

Dr. Alexander's wife, Lillian, donated the E. R.
Alexander Collection of Negroana to the Fisk
University Library and gave a matching endowment of
five thousand dollars to support it. Mrs. Alexander was
a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of the University of Minnesota. When visiting Nashville, the
Alexanders attended First Baptist Church of East Nashville. Dr. Alexander had great
influence on developments in black Nashville, especially through his Negroana collection
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at Fisk University, where black achievement and culture are displayed through the
Alexanders' efforts.

H. Henryne D. White, 1991

AFRICAN METHODIST EPISCOPAL SUNDAY SCHOOL UNION (1882-)

In 1787 in the city of Philadelphia, Benjamin Franklin, John Hancock, Alexander
Hamilton, and others gathered to frame the Constitution of these United States. At the
same time and in the same city, Richard Allen, Daniel Coker, and others were meeting to
organize what has become the African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) Church. It was not
established because of any theological differences with the Methodist Church, of which
the founders were a part. Rather, it was established as a protest against segregation and
discrimination which these founders had experienced in St. George’s Methodist Church.
With the increase in numbers of these black churches in the Philadelphia and Baltimore
areas, the first General Conference was held in 1816 and the African Methodist Episcopal
Church became the first black denomination in the United States.

In 1818, Richard Allen, the founder and first consecrated bishop, realized that it was
necessary to initiate a method of disseminating information if there were to be growth of
this embryonic church. The first department, therefore, to be established was
Publications, with its Book Concern becoming the “oldest publishing house of any
importance owned by Negroes.” It
was designed to print the discipline,
hymnals, church supplies, study
courses for young ministers, and
church materials such as books,
newspapers, and magazines.

In 1847 the A.M.E. Church, which
had become interested in the
¥ development of Sunday schools,
*| considered several proposals for a
| Sunday School Union to organize
: and develop Sunday schools. It was
not until 1882 that the Reverend
Charles S. Smith of Bloomington,
Indiana, projected a plan that brought into existence the Sunday School Union, at which
the first Sunday school literature by African Americans was published. The department,
first located at Bloomington, moved to Nashville in 1886, where the Reverend Smith, the
first secretary-treasurer, purchased a five-story brick and stone building at 206 Public
Square. Upon the election of Smith to the bishopric in 1900, the Reverend William D.
Chappelle became the second secretary-treasurer, serving until 1908.
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Ira T. Bryant, the first layman to hold the position of secretary-treasurer, was elected in
1908 and served until 1936. During his twenty-eight-year tenure a larger building at 404
Eighth Avenue, South, was purchased; a modern printing plant installed; and additional
property acquired. When he was defeated for office by E. A. Selby in 1936, Bryant
contested the election and was able to retain the connection's property for five years, until
the case was decided by a federal court. It was not until eight years later that the Church
was awarded several pieces of contested property and given a monetary settlement.
During Selby's twenty-eight-year tenure, the Department of Publications and the Book
Concern, which was in reality a book agency, merged with the Sunday School Union.

Elected in 1964, the Reverend Charles S. Spivey, Sr., served until he retired in 1972.
Reverend Henry A. Belin, Jr., who became the secretary-treasurer in 1972, was
responsible for the building of a much-needed publishing house at 500 Eighth Avenue,
South, which was dedicated In November of 1977.

When Belin became a bishop in 1984, the Reverend A. Lee Henderson was elected.
Henderson, who had a successful publishing background, added brilliant color and
creative graphics to give the Sunday school literature and other publications a new look.
The A.M.E. Sunday School Union continues its mission of publishing for the purpose of
disseminating information to churches and the general public.

Jamye C. Williams, 1996

AMERICAN BAPTIST COLLEGE (1924-)

American Baptist College is located
at 1800 Whites Creek Pike in
Nashville. The institution offers the
B. A. and the Th.B. degrees in
humanities, biblical and theological
studies, and church vocations. The
idea for such an institution began as
early as September of 1895 when
the National Baptist Convention
(NBC) and its Educational Board
were founded. However, not until
1913 did the National Baptist
Convention form a seminary
committee and secure support from the white Southern Baptist Convention (SBC). In
1915, the plans were further delayed when the National Baptist Convention split into
opposing factions: National Baptist Convention of America, Unincorporated (UNBCA),
and National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., Incorporated (NBCI).
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The opposing black National Baptist Convention factions proceeded to open separate
seminaries. The National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., Incorporated, opened the National
Baptist Theological Seminary and Bible Training School in Howe Institute in Memphis in
1916, and the National Baptist Convention of America, Unincorporated, founded the
National Baptist Seminary and Missionary Training School (1918-1931) in Nashville’s
former white Boscobel College campus. The National Baptist Convention, U.S.A.,
Incorporated, moved its school from Memphis in 1918 and located the classes in the Roger
Williams University facilities on Whites Creek Pike.

With help from the Southern Baptist Convention, the National Baptist Convention,
U.S.A., Incorporated, purchased land next door in 1921 and constructed facilities by 1923.
On September 14, 1924, the American Baptist Theological Seminary opened its doors. The
school struggled under presidents William T. Amiger (1924-25) and Sutton E. Griggs
(1925-26). After the adjacent Roger Williams University closed in 1929, the seminary
moved to quarters rented on Meharry Medical College’s First Avenue South campus,
where it remained during 1931-1934. Meanwhile, white Trevecca College occupied the
former campus on Whites Creek Pike. In September 1934, the Seminary moved back to
the Whites Creek property, and Trevecca relocated to the former campus of Walden
College (a black school operated during 1868-1922) near Murfreesboro Road.

In 1936, the Convention placed a Missionary Training School for Women next door, in
the old Roger Williams University buildings. The co-ed classes, as well as night and
summer classes, were begun. The Southern Baptist Convention agreed in 1937 to help
finance the budget. Thirty-eight students--the largest class ever--were graduated in 1948.
The training school and the seminary merged by 1957. Under President Charles E. Boddie,
the institution gained accreditation in 1971. By 1995, the Southern Baptist Convention
withdrew its support and its members of the board of trustees. American Baptist College
continued, under the leadership of President Bernard Lafayette, to educate and train
church workers, ministers, and other students.

Bobby L. Lovett, 1996

LILLIAN “LIL” HARDING ARMSTRONG (1898-1971)

Acclaimed musician “Lil” Hardin Armstrong was born in 1898 to William and Dempsey
Hardin in Memphis, Tennessee. In the late 1900s, Memphis was a city that flowed with
the pace of the Mississippi River. Sometimes peaceful, at times turbulent, always in
motion, the Bluff City was home to a significant black population that grew larger after
the Civil War. The Hardin family was among the residents who relocated there in hopes
of a better life. Lil grew up in a home with her parents and her grandmother, a woman
who had intimately known slavery. As the shadow of Jim Crow grew darker over the
South, Priscilla Martin resolved that her granddaughter would have a better future than
anyone imagined possible.
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After recognizing her daughter’s keen interest in an old harmonium, Dempsey invested
in music lessons with Ms. Violet White, a private tutor. Young Lil took quickly to formal
instruction and soon outgrew Ms. White’s teaching. Pleased by her daughter’s progress,
Dempsey enrolled her in the Hooks School of Music, headed by Mrs. Julia Britton Hooks.
Mrs. Hooks, a well-known civil rights activist, founded the school as an extension of her
mission to provide young black children with the best possible opportunities to excel. Lil’s
talent continued to flourish, and she generously referred to herself as a child prodigy in
later interviews.

The Hooks School of Music was not Hardin’s only influence. Swirling, strong, and pulsing
with rhythm, Beale Street was a nexus of black Memphis. It was home to everything from
legitimate commerce to illicit crime. It served saints and sinners alike. Beale Street was
also the perfect place for mid-Southerners to listen to the growing blues genre. Like fellow
Memphian Alberta Hunter, Lil was fascinated with the sounds of W. C. Handy’s band
slowly strolling down Beale, playing tunes that would shape the sounds of the city for
decades to come. However, the street’s reputation did not sit well with Dempsey. She
forbade her daughter to visit Beale Street.

In the fall of 1915, Lil made the two-hundred-mile journey from Memphis to join Fisk
University’s college preparatory program in Nashville, Tennessee. By the time she arrived,
the university had a reputation for excelling in music, most notably because of the Jubilee
Singers. In addition to the school’s musical reputation, its stringent adherence to
Christian moral principles appealed to Dempsey’s urge to keep her young daughter away
from the temptations of Beale Street. Lil chafed under the strict rules at Fisk, but she also
grew as a musician. One of her biggest
disappointments was learning that she’d been
taught incorrect techniques at the Hooks School. In
spite of her progress at Fisk, she withdrew from the
university in search of more adventure.

Lil found another opportunity to pursue music
when her family relocated to Chicago with her
stepfather. The petite teenager secured her first job
in the Windy City as a music demonstrator at Jones
Music Store on State Street. When an employee was
unable to impress her with his performance of a
piece of sheet music, Lil asked to play it for herself.
She surprised him and the store owner with her
ability to read and flawlessly perform sheet music
on the spot. Not only could Lil read sheet music, she
could also quickly memorize and play any song by
ear. These talents served her well as she climbed
the city’s entertainment ladder. She worked a series of entry-tier entertainment gigs until
she landed bigger opportunities at the De Luxe Café and the Dreamland Café. She was
enamored with the big city. However, remnants of the South met her in the Midwest.
Coincidentally, she played accompaniment for another Memphis native, Alberta Hunter,
at the Dreamland. Though their careers eventually drove them in different directions,
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they would continue to cross paths and praise each other’s artistry, aesthetics, and
professionalism.

Lil also met another talented musician at the Dreamland. When he arrived in Chicago,
Louis Armstrong was playing second trumpet to bandleader King Oliver in his Creole Jazz
Band. Lil initially paid little attention to Louis until King Oliver mentioned his superior
skills. Professional appreciation soon turned into romantic love, and the hot new couple
became the band’s centerpiece. Lil and Louis Armstrong married in 1924. Rightfully
credited with identifying Armstrong’s potential for stardom, Lil Hardin’s legacy is often
mentioned only in relation to Louis. However, her music catalog and business acumen
speak for themselves. These accomplishments stand on their own artistic and
professional merits.

For roughly fifty years Lil’s entertainment career included work as an accompanying
pianist, band leader, and soloist. She cut several records for large companies such as
Decca Records and Riverside Records. She composed a number of original songs, most
notably “Just for a Thrill,” “Struttin’ with Some Barbecue,” “Perdido Street Blues,” and
“I'm Not Rough.” Ray Charles amplified the popularity of “Just for a Thrill” in his 1959
rendition of the song. In 1961 Lil reunited with Alberta Hunter and Lovie Austin, another
entertainment veteran, to record Chicago: The Living Legends. The album, a reflection
on the impact of black women in music, was one of her last.

Following Louis Armstrong’s death in July 1971, Lil Hardin Armstrong collapsed at her
piano during a tribute concert for him in Chicago in August. She died on August 27, 1971
and is interred in Lincoln Cemetery in Chicago. The City of Chicago renamed a community
park in her honor in 2004. She was posthumously awarded with induction to the
Memphis Music Hall of Fame in 2014. Her music catalog remains among the most
influential in jazz history.

K. T. Ewing, 2017

AUSTIN HIGH SCHOOL (1879-1968)

On July 3, 1994, Knoxville’s Austin
High School Alumni celebrated the
115th anniversary of the school.
Founded in 1879, it was the first
public high school to educate the
city’s black youngsters and was the
great-great-grandmother of the
present Austin East High school.

When Miss Emily Austin, a white
woman of Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, came to Knoxville in
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1870, there were various classrooms for black children in church basements and lodge
halls, as well as one-room schoolhouses scattered here and there. With her connections
in the North, she was determined that black children would be offered a decent education.
After teaching these children in grade school for eight years, she felt the time had come to
open a black high school. She returned to the North, raised $6,500 among her friends,
and asked the Knoxville Board of Education to contribute another $2,000 to make the
school a reality. Austin High School opened during the fall of 1879.

The first black principal of the school, John W. Manning, arrived in the fall of 1881. A
native of Edenton, North Carolina, he had been graduated from Yale University earlier
that year. He structured the school's curriculum and graduated its first tenth-grade class
in 1888. He retired as principal in 1912. Charles Warner Cansler, known as a
“mathematical wizard” and a teacher at the school since 1900, became its principal in
1912. He had read law and had been admitted to the Knoxville Bar in 1892. He was a
Republican candidate for the state legislature in 1894, but he decided to give up politics
and law for a career in education.

Austin High was originally established on Central Street in an area which, by the turn of
the century, was called one of the city’s worst vice districts. After much clamoring by local
blacks, the school was moved to Payne Avenue in 1916 and renamed Knoxville Colored
High School. In just twelve short years this building, too, was overcrowded and outdated
for the city's growing black population.

In 1928 a new Austin High School was built just a few blocks away on Vine Street. William
A. Robinson was named principal. He moved to Atlanta two years later and was succeeded
by Thomas R. Davis, who died in office in 1948. Fannie C. Clay, the Dean of Girls, was
acting principal until Otis T. Hogue was appointed principal in the fall of 1949. By 1952,
a third Austin High School building was under construction just a block away. It would
offer more space and programs for a modern education. It officially opened in the fall of

1952.

In an effort to bring about full racial integration in Knoxville’s high schools, the city Board
of Education in 1968 decided to combine Austin High with all-white East High, some eight
or ten blocks away. Austin students moved to the East High building in the fall of 1968.
The school was renamed Austin East High School.

Robert J Booker, 1996

DEFORD BAILEY (1899-1982)

DeFord Bailey was born on December 14, 1899 at Carthage, Smith County, Tennessee.
His mother died when he was a little more than a year old, and his father’s sister and her
husband reared DeFord. Stricken with infantile paralysis at the age of three years, the
bedridden child was given a harmonica as a means of amusement. Bailey overcame polio,
although he had a deformed back and never grew taller than four feet, ten inches.
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However, his skill with the harmonica and his musical talent gained Bailey renown in the
field of country music.

Bailey’s impressionable years were spent around the rural communities of Newsom’s and
Thompson’s Stations, located near the railroad, where Bailey composed many of his tunes
on the harmonica. He had to go under a train trestle on the way to school, and Bailey said
he would wait for the train to go over; then “I would get under it, put my hands over my
eyes, listen to the sound, and then play that sound all the way to school.” Bailey became
famous for recreating the sounds of rushing locomotives. During teenage years, Bailey
worked for a white storekeeper in Thompson’s Station and played the harmonica, to the
delight of the customers and the proprietor. He remained with the storekeeper for some
time before joining his family in Nashville, where he held several jobs. He continued to
play the harmonica.

On December 6, 1925, DeFord won second place with his rendition of “It Ain’t Gonna Rain
No More” in a French harp contest on radio station WDAD. Soon after, Bailey made his
first appearance on WSM Radio, after overcoming some racial opposition from the
station's director. The young black performer was given the title “Harmonica Wizard.”

Bailey played a role in the naming of the “Grand Ole Opry.” In 1926, the WSM Barn Dance
followed an hour of symphonic music, and one evening its programming concluded with
a selection by a young composer from Iowa reproducing the sound of a train. Bailey
opened the country music program with his rendition of “Pan American Blues.” The
difference in the musical genres caused the director,
George D. “Judge” Hay, to observe, “For the past hour we
have been listening to music taken largely from grand
opera; from now on we will present “The Grand Ole Opry.”

Bailey toured with other stars of the Opry, including Roy
Acuff, Uncle Dave Macon, Bill Monroe, and others. During
his travels throughout the South in the 1930s, he was well
received by the country music public, although racial
segregation laws caused Bailey problems in hotels and
restaurants. To get a hotel room, on some occasions either
he posed as a baggage boy for the white performers or
pretended to be Uncle Dave Macon’s valet.

In April of 1927, Bailey teamed with the black Golden Echo
Quartet to make his first recordings of “Pan American
Express” and “Hesitation” for Columbia Records in
Atlanta. The Columbia recordings were never released.
Two weeks later he recorded eight titles for Brunswick label
in New York. On October 2, 1928, DeFord recorded for
Victor records during a Nashville session. “Ice Water Blues/Davidson County Blues”
became so popular that the Victor label released it three times.
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Bailey’s popularity peaked and waned over the next fifteen years. During the height of his
popularity, he was allowed a twenty-five-minute performance on the three-hour Opry
show. By 1941, he was off the Opry and beginning a thirty-year career of shining shoes at
his shop on Twelfth Avenue South. Apparently, WSM dropped Bailey because of his
limited repertoire and his failure to convert to new tunes and written music. Bailey denied
that he refused to learn new tunes; he claimed that the audience and the director insisted
on hearing the old tunes.

During the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, Bailey’s career was revived. He made an
appearance on a local syndicated blues television show, “Night Train,” and in 1965 he
made a rare concert appearance at Vanderbilt University. He appeared on the Opry’s
oldtimers show in 1974 at the Ryman Auditorium. On December 14, 1974, Bailey
celebrated his 75th birthday by appearing in the new Grand Ole Opry House and playing
several of his old tunes. He played for the homecoming show on April 3, 1982.

DeFord Bailey died at the age of 82 on July 2, 1982. On June 23, 1983, the country music
industry celebrated DeFord Bailey as the first African-American star of the Grand Ole
Opry. The mayor unveiled a historical marker in Bailey's honor, and a monument was
placed at his grave site in Nashville's Greenwood Cemetery. Bailey’s memorabilia was
presented to the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum.

Linda T. Wynn, 2019

Further Reading:
“DeFord Bailey: A Legend Lost,” Nashville Public Television, 2002.

David C. Morton, with Charles K. Wolfe, DeFord Bailey: A Black Star in Early Country
Music. Knoxville, Tenn.: The University of Tennessee Press, 1991.

JAMES GARFIELD BECK (1881-1969)
ETHEL BENSON BECK (1896-1970)

James Garfield Beck and Ethel Benson Beck were two of the most glamorous and
influential members of Knoxville’s black community during the 1920s, '30s, and '40s.
They were in the forefront of most civic, church, and social activities. They were extremely
attractive, had money, and were athletic.

Beck was an intellectual, while his wife had a business mind. He came to Knoxville in 1898
from Camden, Alabama, to attend the Knoxville College Normal School, which he finished
in 1902. He was graduated from Knoxville College in 1906. In college, Beck distinguished
himself in several sports, and he was particularly good in baseball. After graduation, he
taught at several schools, including Austin High in 1910. He also served as the first athletic
director at Knoxville College.
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Mrs. Beck was a native of Morristown, Tennessee, and received her early training at
Morristown College. It is possible that the Becks first met when he played baseball against
the Morristown team. They were married in 1913, the same year he became the first black
postal clerk in Tennessee when he was hired by the Knoxville Post Office. Over the years,
they amassed a fortune in real estate.

The Becks were involved
in the establishment of the
Knoxville Colored
Orphanage in 1919. That
summer a group of
citizens saw the need to
care for and protect
unfortunate black children
and formed a board of
management to organize
an orphanage. A popular
subscription raised about
$7,500 and property near
Knoxville College was
purchased for the project. After several months, the project seemed doomed to failure,
until Ethel Beck was elected to head the board. Within two years, she had wiped out all
debts and announced that she intended to build a first-class brick building to cost
approximately $10,000. She made good on that promise, and by 1941 the name of the
orphanage was changed to the Ethel Beck Home for Children.

James Beck was a life-long Republican, who served as a sergeant-at-arms at the 1940
National Republican Convention. He was one of the chief organizers of the Knoxville
Branch NAACP in 1919. He was a candidate for city council in 1951.

Ethel Beck was active with the Order of Eastern Star and served as Honored Grand
Conductress for eight years. She was president of the Tennessee State Congress of Colored
Parents and Teachers. Being a sports enthusiast, she played in a national tennis meet in
Bordentown, New Jersey, in 1928. She was the superintendent of the playground at the
popular Cal Johnson Park for four years. The Beck Cultural Exchange Center in Knoxville
is named for the Becks.

Robert J. Booker, 1996

BETHLEHEM CENTERS OF NASHVILLE (1894-)

Beginning in 1894, a group of Nashville women associated with the Methodist Church
assisted many immigrating families, and two years later they established the Door of
Hope Mission which offered early child-care services and a rescue mission for girls. The
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Methodists in Nashville had been immersed in the “social gospel” since the 1870s. In 1901,
they led the way when the City Mission Board established the first full-fledged settlement
home on Claiborne and Fillmore streets in South Nashville. Two years later it was named
Wesley Community House, and its programming was modeled after Jane Addams' Hull
House in Chicago, Illinois. Its programs for the disadvantaged ranged from educational
to recreational services. In 1913, after numerous moves, the Wesley Community House
moved into new facilities on Wharf Avenue, where it remained until 1957. Officials of
Wesley House developed the J. C. Napier Center in 1956 to serve the African-American
community.

In 1908, the Warioto
Settlement House began for
mill workers at the Morgan and
Hamilton Bag Company's
Warioto Cotton Mill. These
| were white, predominantly
rural migrant workers, who
lived in Kalb Hollow, in North
Nashville. Young Methodist
women from the Methodist
Training School of Nashville
canvassed the community and
invited mill workers to the new
settlement. Warioto settlement
services ranged from activities
for pre-school children to
sewing and cooking groups, to mothers learning the newest techniques of childcare, diet,
and the prevention of disease. From funds raised through the Methodist Centenary Drive,
the Warioto Settlement House moved to Monroe Street in 1919. Two years later, a new
building was erected and Warioto was given the name Centenary Methodist Institute.

Another Methodist settlement was encouraged by Sallie Hill Sawyer, an African
American, who in 1907 approached the Methodists at the Training School and urged them
to extend services to Nashville's indigent African Americans. A graduate of Fisk
University, Sawyer was a former schoolteacher and a member of Capers Memorial
Colored Methodist Church. In 1913, Estelle Haskins, of the Missionary Training School,
and Sallie Sawyer began a kindergarten, well-baby clinic, sewing circle, and recreation
programs for African Americans in the basement of St. Andrews Presbyterian Church. In
1914, with funds from the Tennessee Conference Woman’s Missionary Society, a building
for Bethlehem Center was built at Tenth and Cedar streets for African Americans. A year
later, the center, with an interracial staff, moved to Eighth and Cedar streets. During
World War I, Nashville’s African-American women were organized for Red Cross work on
August 31, 1917, under the name of the Unit Auxiliary. The Bethlehem Center served as
the headquarters for all “colored workers” of the Red Cross.
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In 1929, six years after Bethlehem Center moved to its present location (1417 Charlotte
Avenue), forty-eight acres of land were purchased in Cheatham County and given to the
center. Camp Dogwood was built and became the first location in Middle Tennessee for
African-American youngsters to attend camp. Bethlehem Center conducted a
comprehensive program of individual and group services, including out-reach programs
to residents of Andrew Jackson and John Henry Hale public housing communities.
Bethlehem Center, like other settlements, was an early training center for college
students.

In 1969, Bethlehem Center was admitted to the United Givers Fund (now United Way).
The following year, the organizational structure changed, and the three settlement houses
were consolidated under the name of the United Methodist Neighborhood Centers, with
Bethlehem Center serving as the administrative agency. In 1921, the board of directors
changed the name of the agency from United Neighborhood Centers to Bethlehem
Centers of Nashville.

On February 19, 1994, the Tennessee Historical Commission recognized the significance
of Bethlehem Centers of Nashville to the state’s social history when it approved the
placement of a historical marker commemorating the centers’ 100 years of service to the
Nashville community.

Linda T. Wynn, 1996

BLACKS IN THE UNION ARMY OF TENNESSEE (1861-1866)

Black Tennesseans were active participants in the American Civil War. They contributed
immeasurably to the Union victory. In 1860, Tennessee had 275,719 slaves, who
represented twenty-five percent of the population. Tennessee also had 7,300 free blacks
in 1860, but they suffered racial discrimination and second-class citizenship without the
right to vote. The slaves were owned by 36,894 persons, less than twenty percent of
Tennessee's white families. The majority of non-slaveholding whites belonged to the
yeoman class (farmers and the poor, landless white class). Many white (i.e., East)
Tennesseans opposed slavery and wanted it stopped.

After the Civil War hostilities began at Fort Sumter, South Carolina in April 1861,
Tennessee's radical Democrats, slaveowners, and southern nationalists led a campaign
for secession. The voters defeated the first sec