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Preface
As we launch this fifth volume of the Prince Edward Storytellers’
magazine, we have a moment to reflect on the impact this collaborative
project provides for our community, museum, and Longwood University.
In 2015, when both Longwood University and the Moton Museum
entered into formal affiliation together, we recognized that this
partnership was about helping to expand the mission of both institutions.
In doing this important work, we knew we wanted to create opportunities
for learning and community engagement for students around our local
civil rights history. We have been fortunate that this magazine has been a
signature effort towards that goal.
This magazine provides a powerful learning experience for our
students. It has shown us the importance community engagement brings
to the learning experience. Before our students connect with their
community storyteller to begin the writing and photography process, they
immerse themselves in an understanding of the history of Prince Edward
County through work with scholars and staff at the Moton Museum.
Additionally, it is also powerful to witness the relationships that students
build with their community storyteller during the semester through the
interviews they conduct, some of these relationships lasting even after
the magazine has been completed.
This magazine has also been impactful to the Moton Museum’s goal
of expanding the Moton story across Virginia and beyond. This magazine
reaches countless individuals, from hotel lobbies, to churches, to rest
stops, to classrooms both across Virginia and outside of the state.
We also believe that this magazine has been important in helping
community members impacted by the school closings feel comfortable
to tell their story. Since we first produced this magazine, we have had
countless community members reach out, feeling inspired by the
words shared by their peers in previous volumes. I enjoy receiving
notes and messages from community members who simply say, “I’m
ready to share” or sitting with storytellers to explain the process of
the project and walk through any concerns or hesitations they might
have. Ultimately, when the community storytellers connect with one
another, often easing any concerns they might have had, it’s a privilege
to witness that generosity of spirit.
We are grateful for students who have a strong passion and
desire to learn, explore, and share. We are grateful for our community
storytellers who have a willingness to trust us with a story that is
personal to them. We are grateful for faculty who are committed
to providing a unique interdisciplinary learning experience for our
students. We are grateful for the collaboration of the Moton Museum,
an institution that serves as an important anchor for our community in
helping to bring this project together.

CAMERON PATTERSON
Executive Director, Moton Museum
The Student Birthplace of America’s Civil Right Revolution
Direct: 434.315.8775 ext. 4 | C: 434-414.1204
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Students walkout at Robert Russa Moton High School in Farmville, VA. Davis
v. Prince Edward is filed, demanding the county improve segregated school
facilities and challenging the constitutionality of segregation.

January: State and federal courts declare Virginia’s Massive Resistance laws
unconstitutional. May: U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit orders
Prince Edward County to desegregate schools by September 1, 1959. The
fight to desegregate the schools will remain in the courts for the next five
years. June: Prince Edward County Board of Supervisors votes to defund
public schools, effectively closing them. An estimated 3,300 students are
affected. September: Public schools do not open, while Prince Edward
Academy opens on a makeshift basis in 15 buildings in Farmville.
In Brown II, the U.S. Supreme Court orders desegregation to occur “with
all deliberate speed” and sends the Davis case back to the Federal District
Court that will oversee the process of desegregation. From now until 1959,
the state of Virginia launches a campaign of Massive Resistance against the
Brown decision.
The U.S. Supreme Court rules in Brown v. Board of Education, which included
the Davis case, that segregation in education is unconstitutional.
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Downtown
Farmville

1. Former location for Prince Edward School board office
2. Mary Branch No. 1
3. Mary Branch No. 2
4. Prince Edward County Courthouse

Training centers and grassroots schools open. The American Friends Service
Committee, a civil rights group, comes to Prince Edward County to assist
with efforts to educate students and to mediate the school closing crisis.
The newly constructed Prince Edward Academy Upper School building
opens.
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. visits Farmville and meets with children shut
out of school.

August: Prince Edward citizens March on Washington. July: Students
and citizens sit in and demonstrate to protest segregation in downtown
Farmville. September: The federally-sponsored, privately-funded Prince
Edward Free Schools open to all county children on an integrated basis.

May: U.S Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy visits Prince Edward Free
Schools. In Griffin v. Prince Edward, The U.S. Supreme Court rules the closed
public schools violated school children’s rights and orders them reopened.
September: An estimated 1,500 students return to Prince Edward County
public schools.
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The Man That
Kept Going:

A Life of Family
and Community
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Writer: Victoria Thompson
Photographer: Rebekah Godfrey
Born in April 1952, Mr. Willie “Bill” Clark Jr.
understood the importance of education, thanks
to his family. He was born and raised in Farmville,
where he lived with his parents and three sisters.
At the start of his elementary years, Bill attended
Mary E. Branch No. 1, finishing the first grade there.
He was supposed to enter the second grade when
Prince Edward County public schools closed in 1959.
The news was hard to accept. Bill felt confused
about the reasons for the closure. “I was wondering,
why did the schools close? I couldn’t think of a
reason why. I’m the type of person that [thinks]
everybody should have an education, so why did
they close?.... I mean, I wondered why we just
all couldn’t go together, and why we couldn’t
get along?”
Soon after, Bill spent a couple of months
going to the basement of the First Baptist Church
training center to keep up with his education. Then,
his parents moved the family to live with relatives
in Cumberland County, so he and his sisters could
go to school. He went there from second grade
through sixth grade.
“Education was very important to me, and it
was very important to my parents too. [Otherwise],
they never would’ve tried to send us to another
county to continue our education.”

Bill seemed to take everything in stride as best
as he possibly could, noting that he did what needed
to be done. Differences between Cumberland and
Prince Edward didn’t cross his mind much because
he knew he had to keep going to school.
When Prince Edward schools reopened in
1964, Bill and his family came back home. He
attended R.R. Moton High School from seventh
grade until graduation.
“I had heard some stuff about segregation, not
wanting Black kids to go to school with white kids,
but after the schools opened back up, we all came
together and went to school anyway. Matter of
fact, I had a couple of white friends.”
He recalls, “I wanted to play sports, but I
couldn’t because our mother was stricken down
with rheumatoid arthritis, the crippling kind ... We
couldn’t stay after school and participate in sports
or anything like that because we had to help her,
had to help keep her going.”
While he never had the chance to play sports
for school, Bill would occasionally go to basketball
games. In his spare time, he would play on a court
once located behind the old Moton High School,
in a corner of the field that is now used by the
Longwood University soccer teams. This was
convenient since it was two streets over from

“[Education] was very important to
me, and it was very important to my
parents too; [otherwise], they never
would’ve tried to send us to another
county to continue our education.”

(Left) Willie “Bill” Clark stands near the Longwood University softball field,
which is located where he used to play basketball in his free time growing up.
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his childhood home on Hill Street. Bill recalls,
“There would never be a time [when] it was empty.
Someone was always there playing basketball.”
He played often with his best friend Duke,
mentioning how his friend was the only one who
could really compete with him. Today, Bill lives
down the street from Duke and visits him often.
Bill ended up graduating a year early from R.R.
Moton High School in 1969 with one of his older
sisters, Mattie, because his credits transferred
over from their time at the school in Cumberland.
After graduating high school, Bill went to trade
school in Crewe to take up welding. His passion
for the trade started from the required shop class
he had taken in high school.
Since finding jobs in welding was hard at the
time, Bill volunteered for the Navy, serving from
1970 to 1972.
For a while, he worked in construction, which
admittedly wasn’t his first career choice, but some
of his previous welding knowledge helped him
with it at times.
Eventually, he found his way into a new career
as a Correctional Officer for the Commonwealth of
Virginia in 1983, working in Buckingham County. He
heard about the position from his sister who worked
in personnel at the time. “I was right there in the thick
of things with the inmates.”
Even though many people from small towns
choose to move away after school, Bill chose to
stay in Farmville simply because it was the place
he called home. Outside of work, Bill continued
to make time for his family, and still does to this
day. “We still keep in contact with each other and

thank God all of us are still here.”
After 33 years of working in corrections, Bill
retired in 2015.
Now in his retirement, he spends time connecting
with the Farmville community in more relaxing
ways. As a hobby, he likes to bake desserts like
sweet potato pie and chocolate chip cookies with
walnuts for his family and friends.
B i l l a d m i t s , “ I l i ke to b a ke , b u t g e t
this, I don’t eat sweets much. I like to see if
other people like them.”
While his school days ended years ago, learning
remains an important part of Bill’s life. While he had
been aware of what is now known as the Robert
Russa Moton Museum for some time, he had never
toured there prior to the interview for this piece.
“I wanted to, but I said, ‘If I go in there, it’s just
gonna hurt, probably bring back some memories.’
But I’m glad I came in here. There’s a lot of history
here in Prince Edward County.”
Bill is considering bringing his only daughter
on a tour of the Moton Museum, saying that it
would “amaze her.”
In addition, “I would advise every young person
after me to come by and go through and look and
read the history of Prince Edward County because
I was right in the thick of it. I should have been
here a long time ago myself.”
As he walked through the museum, Bill
recognized some faces from the Farmville community
and his youth. With reconnection found at a place
that represents his early education, Bill has returned
to his roots of learning in the Farmville community
with his loved ones.

“I thought ‘If I go in there, it’s just gonna
hurt, probably bring back some memories.’
But I’m glad I came in here. It’s a lot of
history here in Prince Edward County.”
11

Rebecca attended school at Levi Baptist Church beginning two years after the school closings. Here is the building today.
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The Long Walk
Writer: Tjyshawn-Demar Eades-Mitchell
Photographer: Kara Parr
“My two sisters and brother, along with
other neighborhood students, had to find a
way to meet the Lunenburg bus.” So Rebecca
(Lee) Randolph, her siblings, and her peers
walked across the line that divided Prince
Edward County from Lunenburg County each
morning. The students would walk together
down Route 360 for approximately one mile,
cross over a pathway, then walk through
a yard full of chickens, horses, cows, and a
scary dog. After crossing through the yard,
the group of children would meet the other
children where they lived, which was a few
doors down from the yard full of animals.
Rebecca and her group took this walk twice a
day, to and from school. Rebecca was fearless.
“There was nothing to be afraid of; there were
about 14 other children.” The group of children
grew so tight that there was never a time that
any of the students got left by the bus.
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“My two sisters and brother, along with
other neighborhood students had to
find a way to meet the Lunenburg bus.”

“Nobody got left because we held each
other accountable. If someone was running
behind, we would wait for them and cheer them
on. Come on, the bus will be here soon! Come on,
[…] you can catch up!”
Rebecca and her siblings knew that the bus
arrived at 7:30 a.m., so they had to get up at 6
a.m., eat breakfast, put on their walking shoes,
and go meet the other children. If it was a rainy
day, one of the parents would take all the kids
to a store in Meherrin that the bus had to pass.
But that was ONLY for rainy days.
When schools closed in 1959, Rebecca was
in the seventh grade. She was out of school for
two years. However, the two years were not
completely lost because students from Queens
College in New York came down and met some
of the Prince Edward students at Levi Baptist
Church in Green Bay, Virginia, and tutored them.
In 1961, her parents enrolled their children
in the Lunenburg County public school system.
This enrollment was fairly easy because
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Lunenburg administrators knew about the Prince
Edward County situation and welcomed those
children with open arms. Rebecca’s older sister
graduated from Lunenburg Schools in 1963. In
the fall of 1963, the Prince Edward County Free
Schools opened. Rebecca and her other siblings,
her older brother and younger sister, attended.
Her brother graduated in 1964, and she and her
younger sister graduated in 1966 and 1967. By
the time Rebecca graduated in 1966, she had
changed schools five times.
After graduation from R.R. Moton in 1966,
Rebecca received her Clerk Typist degree,
now known as Business Administration, from
Southside Skills Center in Crewe, Virginia.
Rebecca enjoyed it and really enjoyed the fact
that she was able to drive herself there.
In 1970, she started working at the Prince
Edward County School Board. In 2009, Rebecca
used the Brown v. Board Scholarship to attend
Saint Paul’s College and receive her Bachelor of
Science degree in Business Administration.

Mrs. Randolph is displayed in the Moton Museum with student-tutors from Queen’s College New York.

The Brown v. Board of Education Scholarship
Program was established to provide a public
education to those persons who were denied
public school education between 1959 and 1964,
but only in the jurisdictions that closed schools to
avoid desegregation.
Virginia Law 23-7.4 says that only the students
who are domiciled residents of Virginia would
be eligible to receive the Brown v. Board of
Education Scholarship awards.
Although Rebecca’s brother and sister were
affected by the Prince Edward County School
Closings, they were not eligible for the Brown
v. Board of Education Scholarship because they
moved out of state.
However, her sister did not let that affect
her, as she continued on to get her nursing
degree in Maryland and become an LPN. As for

Rebecca’s brother, he was not able to use the
scholarship, so he did not attend college and
began working. Rebecca explains, “[The Brown
v. Board Scholarship helped] me and other
students involved that were directly affected
by the closings from 1959-1964.” She feels as
though the scholarship was a privilege to her
because it allowed her to attend college free
of charge. She remembers liking being with
students who were on her level and teachers
that taught to that level.
When Rebecca retired from her job as the
Accounts Payable Bookkeeper for the Prince
Edward School Board in 2012, she had worked
there 42 years. Today, you’ll find Rebecca still
putting her degrees to use, returning part-time
as the Accounts Payable Bookkeeper in the
Prince Edward County School Board.
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Never Take it Back
Writer: Grace Norton
Photographer: Courtney Mason
Joyce (Allen) Jefferson spent the summer of 1963
protesting the school closings in Prince Edward county. She
recalled standing under the blistering Farmville summer sun
and feeling sad that white people felt so strongly against the
idea of integration.
“We all had different signs and picked a different one each
day, but they all had the same message – Prince Edward needed
to reopen our schools.”
Joyce grew up on a farm in Pamplin, Virginia and attended
Five Forks Elementary and First Rock Elementary for grades
one through five. She then attended Mary E. Branch on Main
Street in Farmville for sixth grade.
Joyce vividly recalls the last day of school in 1959 when
she learned her school would not be reopening for the next
school year.
“No one had told us. We found out from our teacher. The
last bell rang, and she said she was going to miss us since we
would not be there the next year. We all were very confused.
She was the one who told us the school was closing and why.”
The “why” was because the Prince Edward County Board
of Supervisors voted to defund all county public schools rather
than obey a federal court order to desegregate. White citizens
organized a system of separate private schools for white and
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Black children. Many white parents signed on for their children.
Black parents were aware that if they accepted the option they
would be opting for “separate but equal“ again.
When August 1959 rolled around, Joyce did not know what
to expect. She knew her school was closed, and her family did
not have the means to send her and her sister, Grace, to another
school. She spent that school year farming, gardening, and
reading whatever books they had on hand.
“We did a lot of reading that year. When we finished all our
books, we would switch with the neighbors. Momma would
make sure we took the time to read every day.”
Joyce’s friends either attended makeshift schools taught
by teachers in their neighborhoods or were sent by their
parents to live with family members outside of the county.
Neither of those options were available to Joyce in Pamplin,
so she did not attend school that year.
The second year of the closing in August 1960, Joyce’s
parents sent her to live with a family friend in Appomattox.
There she attended Carver-Price High School for seventh grade.
By the time Joyce was 16, Prince Edward County Schools
had still not reopened. Reverend Griffin, First Baptist Church
minister and prominent Civil Rights activist in the community,
decided it was time to take action.

Joyce Allen in Farmville, Virginia.

“We all had different signs and picked a
different one each day, but they all had the
same message – Prince Edward needed to
reopen our schools.”
Joyce Allen’s senior photo alongside fellow graduates of R.R. Moton High School.
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“He said, ‘You’ll probably get
arrested.’ We said, ‘That’s fine.’”
From June to August of 1963, Joyce and her sister would wake
up at 7 a.m. and carpool to Farmville for a day of protesting. Her
parents supported the cause but could not join in, for fear of losing
their jobs. Upon arrival, the student activists met in the basement
of First Baptist Church to discuss placements and shifts. Reverend
Griffin met with the students protesting to make them aware of what
they were about to do. “He said, ‘You’ll probably get arrested.’ We
said, ‘That’s fine.’”
And she did get arrested one afternoon in July.
Joyce and three others were protesting in front of J.J.
Newberry’s, a department store in what is now the home of the
Longwood Center for the Visual Arts on the corner of Main and Third
Street, when a town policeman walked up. He told the protesters to
move, and the group refused.

Joyce and three others protesting in front of College Shoppe on Main Street.
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The police arrested all four of the student activists and
transferred them to the Campbell County Jail, an hour away from
Farmville, for three nights. “My sister had to go home and tell my
parents I had been arrested. They weren’t surprised because we had
all been told to expect this.”
Once the group was released, a local activist drove 50 miles to
the Campbell County Jail to pick up Joyce and the other students and
drove them back to Farmville, where their parents waited.
While Joyce was able to attend the Prince Edward Free Schools
beginning in 1963, and graduate from R.R. Moton High School in
1966, she still looks back and knows despite being arrested, despite
losing a year of school, she stood up for what was right. And she
would never take that back.

Joyce Allen standing in front of the doors of First Baptist Church where the meetings before the protests were held.
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Hazel “Leon” Hill’s mother expected nothing but
excellence when it came to completing school, and Leon did
just that. Leon attended the Twenty-Two School during the
first grade, First Rock Elementary School second through fifth
grade, Mary E. Branch No.1 for sixth grade, and Mary E. Branch
No. 2, which is now the present day R.R. Moton Museum, for
seventh grade, all of which were located in Prince Edward
County, Virginia.
Growing up, Leon had the kind of childhood that
didn’t differ much from other children in Prince Edward
County. He began working on his family’s tobacco farm at
the age of nine. He played baseball on his school’s team.
And often, he watched Westerns on television during his
free time. His mother worked as a teacher’s aide and ran
the family farm while his father worked on the railroad in
Norfolk, Virginia.
Just as Leon was about to move to the ninth grade, Prince
Edward County shut down the public schools. While many
students stayed home or were home schooled, Leon, his two
aunts, and six cousins moved to Appomattox so that they
could continue their education. Monday through Friday, Leon
would stay in Appomattox for school with his grandmother
who moved with them, and on the weekend, he would come
back home to Prince Edward County with his mother.
While attending Carver-Price High School, Leon worked
hard and did what he needed to do. He soon became a part of
the academic top ten percent of his school.
Although it was hard work, it paid off when Robert
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Kennedy came to visit R.R. Moton High School, the new school
that was now being rented by the Prince Edward Free School
Association. Leon and his other scholarly peers were able to
take a field trip and see his speech.
Prince Edward county was on the national map when
Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy urged action by
stating that “the only places on earth not to provide free
public education are Communist China, North Vietnam,
Sarawak, Singapore, British Honduras — and Prince Edward
County, Virginia.”
President Kennedy’s administration joined efforts
with state and private organizers in the Prince Edward
County Free School Association, which opened four
of the closed public schools for any students to
attend during the 1963 – 1964 school year. Fifteen
hundred and seventy-four students, including four white
children, attended.
On May 11, 1964, Robert F. Kennedy and his wife Ethel
arrived by helicopter and visited Farmville to observe the
Free Schools. Students had gathered pennies as a memorial
to Kennedy’s brother who had been assassinated in November.
They donated $99.64 for the John F. Kennedy Memorial Library
in Boston.
Although Leon doesn’t remember much of the speech,
he was proud of his hard work and will always remember
the experience. He completed his studies at Carver-Price
High School in Appomattox, Virginia where he graduated
on June 4, 1964.

Hazel “Leon” Hill sitting at home, surrounded by his milliary achivements and awards.

A New Perspective

Writer: Tamara Washington
Photographer: Annabelle Riexinger
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While Leon was on base, he was seen as
‘equal.’ But as soon as he left the base, he
was brought back to the harsh reality that
segregation was still alive and well.

One door closes, another opens.
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Once Leon graduated, he immediately joined
the military. “I saw my cousin’s uniform … the starch in
his clothes … the blue rope around his arm … the spit shine
boots ... that’s what I wanted.” Leon’s original plan was to
be on a train and head to basic training Fort Jackson,
North Carolina to begin his career in the military. Those
plans quickly changed. While awaiting departure on
the train, a white man in a military uniform came on
board and took two black men and two white men off
the train and onto a plane to be sent to a different
basic training location.
Leon was one of them. It was his first time being
on an airplane in his life. “I wasn’t afraid or nervous
or anything. I had already been sworn in, so whatever
I was told to do I had to do because that was now my duty
and job.” While the rest of the world was still segregated,
the military integrated in 1948. And yet, Black men outside
of the military still had to get their food from the back of
restaurants or separate doors. For Leon on base, this just
meant that while he was in his uniform and on base, he
was seen as any other white man in the same uniform. As
soon as he left the base, he was brought back to the harsh
reality that segregation was still alive and well.
Leon stayed and served for a total of 27 years, two
months, and 14 days. He served two tours in Vietnam.
The first was January to December of 1966 and his second
was January to December of 1970. He was awarded two
Purple Hearts, March 29,1966, and June 14, 1970. In May
of 1978, he completed the highest enlisted ranking of
sergeant major.

“I was a go-getter
in school and wanted to
excel in the military too.”
He now has children of his own who are 46, 49, and
53 years old, all of whom have joined the military. Leon’s
younger brother, who wasn’t affected by the school
closings, graduated from Virginia State University and
was the first person in his family to graduate from a fouryear university.
Leon reflects on the fact that his mother made sure
that her children were given the best opportunities that
she could offer. He is thankful to this day that she made it
possible to move to a new town even if it meant having to
travel a little way down the road.
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Elna Ann “E.A” (Wilson) Mayo was raised in
Farmville, Virginia, and went to Farmville High
School all four years. Much of her life during this
time was consumed by school as she was heavily
involved with clubs and sports. These activities
included: yearbook staff, Safety Patrol, Student
Council Association, Magazine Campaign, Girl’s
State, Cheerleading Squad, the girls’ basketball
team, Monogram Club, Spanish Club, Class of 1952
Executive Board, and Science Club.
High school in the 1950s was much different
for girls than it is now. E.A. recalls how the girls’
basketball team was only allowed to play halfcourt, “We were not strong enough. Fast enough.
Didn’t have the stamina or what have you.”
Laughing, she asked, “Can you believe that we put
up with that?”
Not only were sports different for young
women, but politics as well. E.A. was deterred
from running for student body president after her
student council advisor told her that it should be a
boy instead. “And I remember being disappointed
in a way. But then this was the way it was.”
During E.A.’s junior year, on March 13, 1951,
five R.R. Moton High School students—Naomi
Hendricks (18), Dodson Hendricks (15), Christine
Hendricks (18), Hettie Dungee (17), and Winfield
Page (14)—were killed in a tragic accident as a
train collided with a school bus in Elam, in the
western part of Prince Edward County. As E.A.
was the vice president of the student council,
she thought that “it would be the compassionate
thing to do for the school to send a wreath for the
funeral for those children who were killed.”
However, when she proposed the idea, the
Student Council Advisor thought it “unwise at the
present time” and struck it down. The advisor was
also E.A.’s Sunday School teacher, someone she
respected and trusted. She did as she was told, but
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she did not understand why the advisor would say
no to such a simple act of kindness. “And the thing
was, I was kind of devastated.”
This experience was difficult yet illuminating
for 17-year-old E.A. “I think this was the first time
that I realized that something wasn’t right here.”
It was common back then for many students
at Farmville High School to walk home for lunch
since it was a short trip. For E.A., this was just
four blocks.
However, on April 23, 1951, her friends
convinced her to go to Dean’s Luncheonette, a
black-owned restaurant just two blocks away
from the school. She did not tell her parents
because she knew they would say no. For lunch,
she tried one of Mr. Dean’s famous hot dogs with
mayonnaise while she chatted with her friends.
The phone rang, and Mr. Dean answered.
When he put the phone down, he looked towards
E.A. and her friends, “There’s trouble at the
school. You children go back to the high school
where you belong.”
Barbara Johns had just led her fellow students
out of R.R. Moton High School leading to a student
strike for equal facilities. E.A. reflects on the
events that occurred that day: “Looking back at it,
the courage Barbara Johns had is beyond belief.”
Barbara defied the gender roles for young women
in the 1950s.
Although E.A. clearly remembers this day, she
cannot recall anyone ever talking about Barbara
Johns and the walkout, whether at school or at
home. “It was like there were two different worlds.
There was the white world and the black world,
and they didn’t know how to interact very much
except business wise.”
E.A. grew up in the Farmville Presbyterian
Church, and she recalls people in the church like
Sunday school teachers pushing the question of

Out of Sight
Writer: Georgia Adair
Photographer: Camryn Dodson
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integration to the side when it was brought up. “It
was not something that was discussed, and I think
that bothered me.”
She was also a part of a youth group who went
to other churches across the state. “Guess what?
In other places they were discussing integration
… it was completely different.”
E.A. began noticing which people had
twisted views — “those people I looked up to and
respected” — people like the superintendent,
whose daughter she was friends with, people like
teachers, business owners, and neighbors. “I mean
these were wise people who knew what you ought
to do, right?”
E.A. graduated in 1952 from Farmville High
School and attended Randolph-Macon Woman’s
College in Lynchburg, Virginia, just an hour’s drive
from Farmville. “I really didn’t know much about
the outside world I guess until I went to college
and then … suddenly it was a whole different
world out there.”
The college was not very diverse, as the
majority of students were white. In 1960, E.A.
heard of two R-MWC women participating in a
civil rights sit-in with two African American college
students at a Lynchburg drug store. They were
jailed for a few weeks. E.A. was amazed by the
courage of these women. “I know I wouldn’t have
ever done that. I wouldn’t have protested.”
Going to college and watching even more
people continue with the strength she had seen
in Barbara Johns was an experience she now says
starts with her time in Farmville, “and I’ve been
enlightened ever since.”

“And the thing
was, I was kind
of devastated.”

Elna Ann Wilson, senior, 1952 Farmville High School yearbook.

(Above) The Farmville Herald newspaper headline that called
attention to the tragic events that took place on March 13, 1951.

(Right)Teacher Elna Mayo, 1958 Lane High School Yearbook, Charlottesville, Virginia. That same year, Gov. James Lindsey Almond Jr.
closed Lane High School as part of “Massive Resistance” to resist court-ordered integration of Virginia public schools. In 1959, U.S.
District Court Judge John Paul ordered the immediate transfer of some Black students known as the “Charlottesville Twelve.”
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God Chose
Prince Edward County
Writer: Garrett Drinkard
Photographer: Morgan Lent
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Reverend Wesley at church with his wife, children, and grandchildren.
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“It had to be done somewhere and
God chose Prince Edward County.”
Stanley Wesley was slated to start
school in the fall of 1959, which became
a problem for many six-year-olds when
public schools were closed in Prince Edward
county. When public schools reopened four
years later, he was able to start first grade.
Being the third youngest of ten,
however, Wesley did not return to school
uneducated. His older sister had already
gone through a year of school, and she had
taught him things such as numbers and the
alphabet while they played games.
Reverend Wesley spent his days playing
with his siblings and doing chores, oblivious
to the effects of not going to school. “We
just had no place to go. And since I had not
been to school before, I didn’t know what I
was missing out on.”
When schools reopened, Reverend
Wesley attended Worsham Elementary, a
few miles outside of Farmville, where he
stayed for a couple weeks until he was
moved to Mary E. Branch No. 2, at what is
now the R.R. Moton Museum.
This migration was an effort of the
school board to separate the older first
graders from the younger ones to properly
integrate them back into the school system.
He was then moved back to Worsham later
because of where he lived in the county.
Wesley finished elementary at Worsham

and started high school at R.R. Moton in
seventh grade, as did all of his classmates.
During high school, Reverend Wesley
worked year-round. After working on farms
in the summer, he saved enough money to
buy his first car. He would drive his 1964
yellow Volkswagen Beetle down to Bob’s
Super Market to work. Bob’s was the largest
supermarket in town at that time.
Wesley recalls fond memories of
working at Bob’s Super Market; however,
he also recalls working late into the night
and coming home almost too tired to
do homework.
As it would turn out, the white workers
were getting off earlier than the black
workers. Reverend Wesley explains, “It
didn’t dawn on us that they should be
getting off at the same time as everyone
else.” This injustice wasn’t realized until
years later.
Although Reverend Wesley’s mother
and father kept up with the civil rights
movements that were blossoming around
the country and in Farmville, they did not
attend meetings or protests. As a result,
Wesley didn’t have first-hand exposure to
the movements until there was a walk out
and a protest for his teacher, Mr. Burwell
Robinson, on April 21, 1969.

Reverend Wesley pastoring at Old Green Creek Baptist Church in
Cumberland, Virginia.
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Reverend Wesley and his wife, Gertrude, on Christmas Eve.

Robinson was a white teacher at Prince Edward County
High School who repeatedly advocated for racial equality and
shined light on the injustices facing the Black community.
After news broke out that Robinson was potentially going to
lose his job over these advocacies, young Armstead “Chuckie”
Reid and Edward “Blue” Morton organized a walk out to fight
for Robinson’s job and protest the poor quality of the school
facilities. Students walked out of the high school and down
Main Street to the Prince Edward County courthouse, nearly
three miles away. The teacher’s job was not saved, but those
student leaders were heroes to the students.
By the time Reverend Wesley graduated high school,
he was the same age as a college graduate. But this did not
discourage him, as he “wanted to get that diploma, if nothing
else.” The same year Wesley married his wife, Gertrude.
He went on to take courses at Liberty University in
Lynchburg and graduated from Lynchburg College with
a degree in ministry. Gertrude graduated from Longwood
College and taught in Prince Edward County for 25 years.
During his schooling, Wesley gained experience in
home improvement which led him to found “Wesley’s Home
Improvement” in addition to pastoring. The business has run
for 20+ years and continues to complete home improvement
projects all over Prince Edward County.
“Wesley’s Home Improvement” is something the Reverend
is very proud of; however, his family is his true pride and joy. His
two daughters LaQuisha and Teresa and his son Lorenzo have
all been “blessed” with successful career paths and healthy
lives — a blessing he credits to God.
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“Pastoring is
the highlight of
my life.”

Pastoring, he says, “is the highlight of my
life.” In 1984, a few years after graduating, the
Lord called Reverend Wesley to the ministry.
For 18 years, he pastored at Bethel Grove
Baptist Church in Rice, about a nine-mile drive
from Farmville.
Afterwards, Wesley started an outreach
ministry that helped connect him to people
all over Prince Edward County and beyond.
After 12 years of ministering with the outreach
church, they merged with Mount Moriah
Church because of good fellowship between
the congregations.
After a total of 35 years of pastoring,
Reverend Wesley retired in December of 2019.
When asked what he thought of the events
that took place during his childhood and
whether it had an effect on the outcome of his
life he replied, “I’m not bitter about what took
place then. It’s been eye opening. What took
place then, I feel God was working through
Prince Edward County to bring about a better
period of time.”
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In the footprint of one of the original ‘tar paper shacks’ at R.R. Moton High
School is now an office and educational space at the R.R. Moton Museum.

Photographer: Noel Preece

A Tribute

35

“It is with the most profound regret that we have been compelled to take this action” - The Prince Edward
County School Board on their decision to close schools instead of integrate them.
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The campus of Fuqua School, a private, co-educational, K-12 day school, formerly Prince Edward Academy.
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staff: Assistant Director Leah Brown , Executive Director Cameron Patterson, and
Associate Director Cainan Townsend in the auditorium of the R.R. Moton Museum.
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A Family Home:
Missed Memories
of Togetherness
Writer: Darvonette Johnson
Photographer: Lauren Barker
Aldrena (Pryor) Thirkill grew up with her
mother, grandmother, and siblings on a farm
in Prospect, Virginia, about 10 miles from
Farmville. She is the second youngest out
of her four siblings – a total of five children
in one household.
They lived in their family home, originally
bought by Aldrena’s grandfather and with
additions built on. Her father lived in Baltimore
for his job at Bethlehem Steel, which offered
opportunities to help him provide for the
family while her mother worked as a maid
and took care of the farm.
Aldrena attended First Rock Elementary
School from 1956 -1959. “Everything was old
fashioned back then.” Just like her homelife,
at school they used “wells and wood stoves.”
There was no indoor plumbing, so they used
an outhouse. They also had tar paper shacks
set up outside the school with potbelly stoves
for extra space.
Her two eldest siblings were ten and eleven
years older than her. Aldrena’s third eldest sibling,
Roy, and younger brother, Charles, were closer
to her in age. When the schools in Prince Edward
County closed in 1959, her two eldest siblings had
already graduated. However, she and her other
brothers were severely impacted.
When her mother found out about the
closings, Aldrena’s mother “rented a [room
in Appomattox] and we went [to Carver-Price
High School] for … maybe a couple of weeks
or so.” After a few weeks passed, the principal
called Aldrena’s family along with others to
come to the school.
“What they said was … part of the house … the
bedroom was in Prince Edward County so therefore

we couldn’t go to school in Appomattox. And there
were several families. It wasn’t just mine. I think
we had two other families with us.”
Aldrena’s mother didn’t know what to do, so
the three children stayed at home and helped
her on the farm and cared for their grandmother.
Many parents had to make arrangements
for their children to attend schools. Quite a few
kids were sent out of the county so they could
attend school. Aldrena had no idea where most
of her friends were sent. She never spoke to
many of them again.
In November 1959, Aldrena’s grandmother died
and a few months later in March 1960, her father
passed. While suffering through these losses, her
mother realized that her husband’s passing created
an opportunity. Because he worked at Bethlehem
Steel, she received a lump-sum death benefit.
S h e c a l l e d h e r b r o t h e r w h o l i ve d i n
Baltimore and asked if he could house all
three of her children and if they could attend
school there. He agreed.
She used the benefit money to pay for their
transportation, food, clothes, and anything else
her children needed. Aldrena and her brothers
lived with their uncle and his family for three years
while their mother, with occasional help from their
aunt, stayed in Prospect to take care of the farm
and maintain the house.
A l d r e n a d o e s n’ t r e m e m b e r m u c h o f
anything from the three years she spent in
Baltimore. Yet, she can recall some of the drastic
changes she had to get used to such as “indoor
plumbing, sinks … street lights, buses going
back and forth.”
Another change was the people. “There, it’s almost
like people just kind of did things that they had to do.
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You know, get up, eat, go to work and come home.
You know, that kind of thing. But there wasn’t any
socializing together.
“On weekends [in Prospect] ... people would
come around and sit on the porch socializing, talking
and laughing. Having a good time. As far as I can
remember, the people that I lived around and lived
with [in Baltimore] ... weren’t quite as welcoming and
friendly ... I found myself, a lot of times, just sitting
in one room with just me ...
“Even though my brothers were there, they
were out doing their thing too. So it was kind of like
I was just there.”
When she started school, she was asked to take a
placement test. Fortunately, she was only held back for
the one year that she was out of school. She started in
school in Baltimore at the sixth grade level.
In 1963, the Free Schools in Prince Edward
County opened, and she and her two brothers
returned home. Aldrena also became involved in the
community and supported the local and national
Civil Rights Movement.
She participated in the sit-ins and protests in
Farmville during the summer of 1963. She, along
with what she estimates to be about 45-50 other
Prince Edward students, attended the March on
Washington for Jobs and Freedom that August.
“I could hear Dr. King, Peter, Paul, and Mary, and
Mahalia Jackson real good but couldn’t see them
real well. One thing I wanted to do initially was
know how to get back to my bus!”
By September 1964, R.R. Moton High School, the
public high school in Prince Edward, opened. Aldrena
graduated in 1967, followed by Charles.
However, her older brother never went back to
school. She speculates that he didn’t go back because
he just looked older than most of the kids in his grade,
and it was hard for him to adjust.
Shortly after graduating, she worked for the
U.S. Department of the Navy from 1968-2006,
first as a Clerk Typist. She gained an array of
certifications through her job training and got to
travel to many places: California, Italy, England, and
many more. She also met her husband and had two
daughters, Erika and Robyn.
In 2003, an honorary graduation ceremony
was hosted for students directly impacted by the
school closings in which they received honorary
diplomas. Roy, Aldrena’s older brother, walked at the
second honorary ceremony held in 2004 in the high
school auditorium.
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Aldrena and Charles were never contacted
to participate presumably due to a loss of school
records, but they did receive their diplomas in the
mail. Regardless of their inability to take part, it
was something Roy was proud to be a part of, and
Aldrena knew it meant a lot to him.
Aldrena decided to continue her education when
she applied and received the Brown v. Board of
Education Scholarship through the Commonwealth
of Virginia for students who were affected by the
school closings.
Thanks to the scholarship, she attended
college at Marymount University in Arlington,
Virginia, and then transferred to Saint Paul’s
College of Business where classes were held at
Moton High School.
She said all her experiences outside of Prince
Edward County were eye-opening. Yet, with
all the traveling and excitement that Aldrena
got to experience once leaving the county, she
came back here to live, saying “[i]t’s a family
home here.”
Although she is happy to be living in Prince
Edward, she misses the togetherness that the
community used to have: “I don’t think people
really visit like they used to. You know… go
to somebody’s house to visit and just to say
hi and always have maybe a little cake and
punch or something.
“We, as children, that’s what we saw. I’m sure
my mom was just visiting to say ‘Hi. How are you
doing?’ but that doesn’t happen anymore.”
However, she is not alone; her brother, sister,
and younger daughter, Robyn, live in Prince Edward
County as well. She was reunited with a few of her
friends who moved back.
And through Prince Edward Storytellers’
Magazine, she had the opportunity to learn about
what happened to them and where they went, some
for the very first time. Aldrena had not shared her
own story for 40 years until she attended a musical
about the era of the school closings. Once she
started, she realized how important and healing
it is to speak about it.
In reflecting on the experience of sharing her
own story in the magazine, she said, “I have a lot
of [the magazines] ... and I’ve read through ‘em
and kept debating whether or not I would like
to do that ... It’s not easy but ... what I’m told is
that it kind of helps someone else ... maybe tell
their story.”

Ms. Thirkill on the right and her youngest daughter, Robyn, on the
left, who lives with her on their families’ land.

“It’s a family home here.”
The old family home.
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No Set Back Could
Set Him Back
Writer: Aaron Barksdale
Photographer: Thomas Hoke

When John Jasper Ross’s mother moved to Latham, New
York, for a nursing job, she decided that her son John should
stay behind and live with his cousins and uncles who were all
close in age. “They treated me as a brother and still do.”
He remembers the experience clearly: “Now being in that
house was something. Before I came, there were 21 children
being raised. I ended up making it 22 … We would always be
working to ensure we had everything we needed: from going
hunting, to working in our garden, and raising livestock.”
John’s life changed abruptly again when his mother
returned after he had missed two years of elementary school
– third and fourth grade. “She just came back. We packed my
stuff, and we were on our way to New York.”
New York presented John with an entirely new set of
challenges.“There were 100 students in the school, but only
eight or ten of us were black and that was very different.” The
facilities were different too. “The schools in New York were
better than I had ever seen. Classrooms and hallways were so
clean. It was honestly shocking.
“When it came to teaching, the nuns were strict, but
they were excellent teachers because the classrooms were
smaller, so it was easier for them to teach as well as for [us]
to pay attention.”
John remembers that, in contrast, “the school conditions
in Farmville were very poor. It was hard to learn in a classroom
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that was old, damp, cold, and overcrowded; it was impossible
to learn in an environment like that as a child.”
Later, John returned to Farmville and attended high
school. He recalls a speech made by the principal, Clarence
Penn: “Mr. Penn looked every senior in the eye and told all the
seniors, ‘Just come to school; we’ll help you get your diploma.
The students who work to provide for their households could
still work.’ All he asked was for us to come to school.” John
graduated from Prince Edward County High School in 1975.
“I was 20 when I graduated. [It was because] I missed that
early time in school. I was still two years behind, and so were
some of my classmates. Maybe some were even more behind
than me.”
After high school, he got a job at Longwood College where
he sold surplus. He says that he got the position because the
vice president liked his character and imagined a job that he
would be great at. “It was a new challenge for me. I had to take
night classes to understand the computers and software and
some of the challenges that I had from reading and writing
in school hurt me, but the best part about surplus was it was
mostly math, and I was always good in math.”
In his first year, John amazed the vice president by selling
over $75,000 of surplus, which would be roughly a quarter of a
million dollars today. Then the next year he sold surplus worth
over $100,000. After doing great back-to-back years, the vice

Mr. John Ross and his grandson, Aaron Barksdale, the writer for this story.

“They treated me as a
brother and still do.”
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Mr. Ross identified multiple people in the school walkout group who he knew through the community.

“Now, being in that house was something.
Before, I came there were 21 children being
raised, but I ended up making it 22.”
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president decided that he would reward John with savings bonds. The
savings bonds, explained the vice president, would be better than a
raise because they would be more valuable over time. “He wanted to
ensure my future, so that my family would be more financially secure.”
Unfortunately, after 20 years of working for Longwood College,
he and many other employees were let go.
John had a hard time getting back on track. “It was a frustrating
time. I just knew I had a family to care for at the end of the day.”
Opportunity came when he was offered a position to be Vice Chair
on the Prince Edward County School Board. John was on the board
from 1995 to 2004; he knew that he wanted to make an impact. One
of his missions was to help Black students realize how to navigate real
world challenges.
“When growing up, not all of us were very well educated. All my
brothers and sisters worked. We gained skills that couldn’t be taken
away, so that’s what I pushed for: those life skills such as cooking, brick
mason work, and carpentry trades. Trades like that should be taught
by our school as well.”
He explained to the School Board that students should have skills
that would help them in life. John says that he and his siblings were
hurt by the poor education they received. However, he celebrates the
ways in which they faced this problem.
“Everyone still made their way. They overcame setbacks by going
back to school, joining the military, working … It didn’t matter. We can
all make our way, no matter who we are.”
Mr. Ross built this kitchen in his backyard over 30 years ago so that he could start his catering business.
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The Doors to Education
Writer: Nikolas Lethco
Photographer: Elizabeth Garri
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View of Prince Edward County High School, where Overstreet taught for over 40 years.

Rachel (Nunnally) Overstreet knew that she wanted to be a teacher, even before she began her studies at Longwood
College. Longwood felt inviting to her. Seeing the campus since she was a young child, she knew that this was where she
wanted to go. Her older sister went before her to Longwood, and she knew a lot of the history. When she got word that
she was accepted, she was thrilled. She began to believe that her dreams of being a teacher would become a reality. She
enrolled in the fall of 1971 and completed her degree in two and a half years. She began her student teaching through the
Longwood College education program. Her placement was Prince Edward County High School (formerly named R.R. Moton
High School) in the fall of 1973 at the age of19. Mrs. Overstreet remembers feeling nervous when the first day of school
began, but after meeting her students, her nerves were calmed. Often, her students would ask her how old she was, and
she would not tell them, worried that they would see her as incapable of being their teacher.
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“Their schools may
have closed, but
certainly they have
not closed the
doors to education.”
Overstreet reunites with a former student from her first class of seniors, Earl Townsend.

She believed that she fooled them, though
they figured it out. “I didn’t fool them! They
were by far smarter than I!” She mentions that
her supervising teacher, Mrs. Jerri Bryant, was
a great mentor and an outstanding teacher
overall. Mrs. Overstreet had big shoes to fill,
but she did not let that get the best of her.
She knew this was her dream. Mrs. Overstreet
made sure that she stayed by Mrs. Jenni’s side.
Although Prince Edward County High School
and its surrounding community were suffering,
the students were resilient. Mrs. Overstreet
remembers, “Their schools may have closed,
but they certainly had not closed the doors to
their own education.” She explains that her
students were very bright and eager to learn.
Students wanted to learn and they wanted
to be challenged. Just as much as they were
eager to learn, Mrs. Overstreet was eager to
teach. By the end of the first week, she asked to
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start teaching rather than observing. She says
that the students became “her first babies.”
In her first year of teaching, she had students
similar to Earl Townsend. Earl Townsend was
eager to get back into school and learn. He
was dedicated to obtaining his diploma. Many
of Mrs. Overstreet’s students were kind to
her. After her student teaching was over, she
did not want to leave. She could not imagine
leaving the young students, and not seeing
them again. When her supervising teacher
became pregnant, Principal C. P. Penn asked
Mrs. Overstreet to apply for a position at the
school. She completed her application quickly
and returned back to the school February 1,
1974, and remained there until June 1, 2021.
She finished up her master’s degree in English
at Longwood College in the Spring of 1984. She
says that she has no regrets and loved every
minute of it.

Overstreet at the podium during her first year of student
teaching at Prince Edward County High School in 1974.
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A Guiding Hand
Writer: Teddie Hairston
Photographer: Rio Weber

Dr. Phyllis Wacker, Emeritus
Professor of Psychology, was only
27 when she moved to Hampden
Sydney, Virginia, with her three
young children after her husband
was offered a coaching job at
Hampden-Sydney College.
She was planning to stay home
with the children for a few more
years. In fact, she just had her
youngest child. Her husband asked
one of his co-workers if he knew
someone that could help around
the house. The man recommended
his wife, Tillie Allen. About a week or
so into working with her, Dr. Wacker
asked Mrs. Allen if she had children.
Mrs. Allen said she had three.
Only slightly aware of the school
situation in Prince Edward, Dr.
Wacker asked,“Aren’t you glad that
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they’re in school?” Mrs. Allen told
her that none of her children were
in school. “It just hit me, like, this is
real. It’s affecting people I know,
somebody I see every day.”
About a year later, one day
in late August, on a trip to Nags
Head, North Carolina, she heard on
the radio that there was going to
be a Free School opening up in the
fall. “I remember saying, ‘Thank
God that something is going to
happen, that these children can
go to school.’”
After vacation, her friend called
to have lunch. At the lunch meeting,
she learned that the Free School, in
order to be accredited, was in need
of a licensed guidance counselor. Dr.
Wacker held a license in guidance.

A portrait of Dr. Phyllis G. Wacker, Spring 2022.

When she got the phone call
from Billy Baldwin, Business Manager
of the Free School, asking for an
interview joined by Dr. Sullivan, she
didn’t hesitate to go. “It didn’t
really take me much convincing.
I was originally going to talk to
my husband, but I walked out of
that interview with the contracts
signed.” Due to the efforts of the
Kennedy Administration and the
Prince Edward County Free School
Association, the children had access
to nearly everything that other
schools would have had and more.
Some students were in need of
clothes, medical attention, and
dental services. “The school would
even offer clothes drives and give the
students shoes and clothes because
some of the kids didn’t have clothes
to wear to school.”

Given the extensive and varied
needs of the children, along with the
extensive and varied experiences
of the staff in many cases coming
from out of state, Dr. Neil Sullivan,
superintendent of the Free Schools,
took care to explain every aspect
of running the schools. He sent out
typed bulletins to staff outlining
the school plans and procedures as
much as possible. Within 10 days,
ten of these bulletins were sent out
—one a day, outlining a different
aspect of the school’s operation
and procedures, in many cases
progressive and innovative methods
to reach students from varied
contexts. “He didn’t let the grass
grow under your feet,” remembers
Dr. Wacker. The first few weeks
everyone on staff had to report
directly to Dr. Sullivan.
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“I was very proud to be a part of it.”

Whereas most other schools had data on
hand for the students, the Free Schools had to
collect it anew. One of Dr. Wacker’s main goals
during the data collection was to identify which
children had missed significant schooling during
the closures.
“We had a large first grade class. And we
spent, I think, the first two or three weeks doing
testing to see which children were special needs
and which students simply hadn’t been in school
to learn.”
For the staff, there really was no such thing as
an average day at the Free School, “Not in the way
that there would be in a normal functioning public
school that had always done it this way. You know,
everybody knew what to expect day-by-day, and
[yet] each day was a new day for the Free School.”
For the students, the days operated as they
would have in any other school. The school was
complete with a variety of year-round activities
and clubs for the students. They had a dance
group and a drama club, which was run by the

Bulletin #4 from Superintendent Neil Sullivan of the
Free School Association. Provided by Dr. Wacker.

head of the theater department, Duane Jones,
who would later star in the 1968 film, Night of
the Living Dead.
Under Dr. Sullivan’s leadership, Dr. Wacker
and the guidance office conducted additional
studies to learn as much as they could about the
students in the school. This meant that every day
was filled with new studies and new work to do.
“They were really making a difference in a
way that I hadn’t seen at any public school I’ve
ever taught.” Despite having missed school
for so many years, the children were resilient.
Dr. Wacker recalled being amazed at how well
the student body readjusted to this new form
of education.
The school ran like a well-oiled machine,
and Dr. Wacker was an important part of that
system. “It opened my eyes to many things. It
broadened my world view.” Dr. Sullivan's work
for the children here in this county was impactful
far beyond the one year of the Free Schools. “I
was very proud to be a part of it.”
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Earl Townsend sitting on the front steps of what used to be the New Bethel Training School.
The training school had two rooms in it: the classroom and kitchen/dining area.

The Next Generation

Writer: Matthew Kaiser
Photographer: Ariel Birkholz
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When Prince Edward County’s school system closed
in 1959, many children were prevented from returning to
school. Others, like 6-year-old Earl Townsend, were not
given the chance to begin public school in the first place.
“It never actually registered for me that we would not be
going to school the following year.” Earl would recall the
curious sight of school buses as he worked in the garden,
noticing that only white kids would ride them.
The third of nine children, Earl Townsend enjoyed life
growing up in Meherrin, Virginia. He and the other children
in the neighborhood would play baseball for hours. Their
ball was made of mismatched socks that were rolled up,
and the bats were pieces of two-by-four.
“We made it work, man. When there’s a will, there’s a
way. We had the will, so we found the way.” In the wake of
the school closings, Earl attended the New Bethel school
in Meherrin, one of the many training centers that opened
during this time. These training centers were put in place
around the county for Black students so that they could
continue their education. Whoever was available would
teach at these centers, family members being common.
He would only attend for six months, until that too shut
down. Earl attended the Virso school in Meherrin during
the last two summers before the public schools reopened.

A group of dedicated Hampden-Sydney students drove
him and other children to the school and proceeded to
teach them. When asked how he came into contact with
these Hampden-Sydney students, Earl said, “All I know
is, one day this Volkswagen pulls up in the yard and my
mom says, ‘Y’all go with them.’” The Virso school was a
two-room building where they were primarily taught math
and reading skills.
Much of Earl’s time was spent working the tobacco
fields with his mother, who he described as “one of the
fastest tobacco tiers that I had ever seen … it took three
of us to hand leaves to her.” They made five dollars a day
while working the tobacco for Earl’s grandfather, with
only fifty cents going to Earl. A sixteen-ounce bottle of
Coca-Cola or Pepsi were some of his favorite purchases.
Five dollars a day jumped to twenty dollars a day when
they began working at Bailey Shelton’s tobacco farm
in Lunenburg County.
Shelton’s tobacco farm was large, about sixty acres
according to Earl. “Anywhere you looked other than up,
you saw tobacco.” Earl would be picked up either Sunday
evening or Monday morning and would come back home
on Friday evening during the summers that he worked the
tobacco fields.
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When the public schools reopened, Earl had to
start first grade at 10 years old. There were only two
white students in his first grade class. These white
students were the same age as Earl. As Earl got older,
he would reflect on these students, realizing that they
were in the same situation and that anybody can be
poor and uneducated.
As a child in public school, Earl didn’t understand the
age differences. Children much younger than him were in
his grade and in grades above him. Earl became a protector
to those younger children, not allowing them to be bullied.
Earl’s teachers were his largest source of influence, including Rachel Overstreet. “You looked up to these people.
These people became role models for you.” Mrs. Overstreet
taught Earl for twelfth grade English and was younger than
him due to Earl’s five-year delay in starting school and her
being a new student-teacher. They reunited during the production of this magazine; it had been three decades since
they last saw each other.
It wasn’t until he started high school that Earl became
aware of the severity of the school closings. Earl witnessed
an event happening downtown and asked the older attendees what the event was about. He learned that this event
was a celebration of the walkout led by Barbara Johns, and
started to become interested in her, Brown v. Board of Education, and other significant civil rights events of the time.
When asked why he wanted to stay in Prince Edward,
Earl said, “I never really considered going anywhere else but
back home.” He would go on to serve in the Farmville Police
Department, becoming the first African American in the department to reach the rank of sergeant. He also served in
the United States Air Force for two years.
Earl wanted to pass what he knew down to his children.

“I don’t want them to get out
into the world and people
speaking of it – something
that was that detrimental or
whatever, and they have no
knowledge of it.”
Earl’s youngest son, Cainan Townsend, graduated from
the same Prince Edward County High School and then went
to Longwood University for his bachelor’s and his master’s.
Cainan is now the Associate Director and Director of Education & Outreach at the Robert Russa Moton Museum, where
he teaches visitors about this history – including his father’s
story – everyday.
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Young Earl Townsend.

“It never actually registered for me that
we would not be going to school the
following year.”
Earl Townsend, posing in his signature stance.
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David Crute, son of former Mayor Dave Crute and grandson of former Police Chief Jim Crute, in front of Crute Stage.

Crute Legacy

Writer: Anna Chappelle
Photographer: Ben Ricker
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On March 28, 1962, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. visited
First Baptist Church in Farmville, Virginia. David Crute and
his father, Dave, stood across the street, on the steps of
the Federal Building, and witnessed the historic visit. David
recalls his father telling him,

“I want you to remember that
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was here.”
He was only four years old at the time, so the significance
eluded him until he was old enough to appreciate the
historical event.
At the end of the 1959 school year, the Prince Edward
County School Board decided to close the schools, rather
than desegregating. This led to a five-year education loss for
Black students of all ages in Farmville. White students did not
suffer the same consequences, as they had the opportunity
to attend private schools in Farmville.
Dr. King visited First Baptist Church to inspire the
students and residents to continue to challenge the closing
of the schools. The Reverend L. Francis Griffin led the
First Baptist Church, which became a center for civil rights
activism. The church sanctuary housed mass meetings of the
Black community, while the basement of the church served
as a makeshift classroom for many Black students.
In July 1963, Rev. Griffin’s church served as an organizing
center for protests and demonstrations in downtown
Farmville. Young people who were shut out of the schools
led the boycott of downtown stores, staged sit-ins, and
protested continuing segregation, the lack of voting rights,
and the shuttered county public schools. Demonstrators
picketed along Main Street in front of businesses and
churches, holding signs lobbying for the schools to reopen.
To document the protests, Farmville Police Chief Otto
Overton hired an amateur photographer. The photographer
was none other than his father, Dave Crute. Today, the
photos have been digitally archived and published by the
VCU Library Digital Collections.
Dave owned a small convenience store on the corner
of High St. and Main St. called Southside Sundries, later
renamed Crute’s. Southside Sundries consisted of office
and school supplies, mostly for the students and faculty of
Longwood College and Hampden-Sydney College.
Dave borrowed cameras from his store and used them
to photograph the civil rights activists.
The store included a soda machine and counter seating.
Dave served residents and students at the counter and
served all patrons – regardless of race – with respect.
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One day, Chief Overton came into Southside Sundries and
told Dave he could not serve Black customers in his store. Dave
questioned, “Why not? It’s just a soda.” To which Otto replied,
“You just can’t serve [Black people]. It’s the law.”
Dave removed the tops of the stools for a short while, then
later put them back.
Dave then removed the counters altogether later.
T h e co u n te r w a s n’ t m a k i n g m u c h m o n e y a n d h e
needed the retail space. In addition, some local
business leaders were upset about schools reopening
under forced integration and Dave worried about his
supply store suffering.
On May 25, 1964, the U.S Supreme Court decided
on a verdict for Griffin v. School Board of Prince
Edward County. The decision stated that the county
had violated the students’ rights to education and ordered
the schools to reopen.
In 1964, roughly 1,500 students entered classes in Prince
Edward County Public Schools.
David Crute entered first grade at Prince Edward
Academy, while many students reentered schools
after having missed five years. David was still young
during the period of the Prince Edward County school
closings, so he does not have many vivid memories about
the events.
David does have fond memories of frequenting a local
restaurant, Chicken Shack, which was located in what is now
Christopher’s Fine Arts & Framing on Second Street. At six
years old, David walked into the restaurant and remembers
being the “only white kid in the whole place.” The owner asked
what his name was, to which David responded, “David Crute.”
The owner proceeded to show young David a photo
displayed on the wall of a former police chief, Jim Crute,
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David’s grandfather. The owner said to David, “He was a good
man. You’re welcome to come back anytime.”
In 1972, David’s father, Dave Crute was elected mayor of
Farmville. He served until 1998. Crute’s Stage on the corner
of Main and Fourth Street, formerly the Eaco Theater, was so
named after an ice storm in 1994 took down the roof, leaving
the stage exposed. The space was converted to an open air
stage that now hosts the Main Street Music Series and the
summer film festival “Stars Under the Stars.”
Experiences such as David’s meant that he was sheltered
from the explicit racism in Prince Edward that resulted in the
school closings. He recalls people referring to each other as
“sir” and “ma’am” no matter the race. To him, people of all
races were formal to each other.
Yet, from an early age, David was confused as to why
people were racist towards Black people and did not
understand why no one his age questioned the racism. As
he got older, David asked people why they thought that way
about Black people, to which they responded, “It’s just what
we were taught.”
David does not remember ever seeing anyone being
mistreated but he is quick to say that does not mean that Black
people were treated equally. Even as a child he could see the
difference. “I remember asking a family friend about this and
was told something to the affect that Black people needed
to know their place. I also clearly remember asking what that
means and never getting an answer.”
Following David’s graduation from Prince Edward
Academy, he continued his education at the Virginia Military
Institute and Longwood University, and later joined the
U.S. Army. David states, “Getting out of Farmville gave me a
different perspective on racial issues.” Today, David resides in
Farmville and works as a Systems Architect for IBM.

Protesters at Grants Safeway, Farmville VA, 1963.

Protesters gathered near First Baptist Church Farmville VA, 1963.

Source: Virginia Commonwealth University Libraries

“Getting out of Farmville gave me a
different perspective on racial issues.”
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“I always kept reading and picked
up whatever I could understand.”

“It was kind of scary. We hadn’t heard a bell
in so long we thought it was the fire alarm.”
On May 5, 1959, the U.S. Court of Appeals
for the Fourth Circuit ordered that schools in
Prince Edward County should desegregate in
September in compliance with Brown v. Board of
Education, but the county Board of Supervisors
had other plans.
Anita Adkins was only seven years old when
she was forced to leave school. “I remember asking
why I couldn’t just go to school.” There was a sense
of confusion within the community because, from
their perspective, everything happened so rapidly.
She lost an entire year’s worth of school while
others lost up to five years. Anita attended school
at Mary Branch No. 1 and No. 2 in Farmville and
then the new R.R. Moton High School down the
road once schools reopened.
Anita was at Mary Branch No.1 for first
grade; there was no kindergarten in those
days. When the schools closed, she attended
classes at First Baptist Church during the
summer. “I always kept reading and picked
up whatever I could understand.”

She loved school, so it was hard to adjust
when schools closed. “It knocked my learning
ability down because I couldn’t do the work, but
if you stand beside me I could do it.” She didn’t
let this stop her at all. She continued her studies
by reading and writing. “Momma always would
tell me to go do my work, and all I could say
was, ‘Yes ma’am.’”
Anita was one of the few people able to stay
in Farmville when the schools closed, and in part,
she credits her commitment to community. Most
of her friends moved away to go to school in other
counties and sometimes other states to live with
family or strangers. They would only come back
about once a year.
Anita and her friends still in Farmville sought
out normal activities, despite the stress of the
school closings. She would go to a barber shop
on South Street at the time when it was known as
Johnny Rucks. It was only two doors down, which
allowed her to go often.
She would go to Mr. Coles’ store every day
after school with her friends to get cookies and
snacks. She recalls her visits to the barber shop

On Stage
Writer: Hayley Bazala
Photographer: Rachel Baber
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“It was like well you just gonna
have to do what you gotta do.
And I surely did.”
and store for baked goods fondly during these
uncertain times.
“I’m just ready to go. I’m ready to be in school.”
But when Anita returned to school, she was filled
with fear and uncertainty.
The students who had been pulled out of
school at such a young age had little to no idea
what it was going to be like when they were able
to go back. School was quite the adjustment. “After
two weeks, I kind of calmed down because I was
like, okay, it’s going to be okay, this is an everyday
thing we do.”
Discipline is one aspect that sets Anita’s school
experience apart from others. She recalls students
being told to hold up signs with their mistakes
written out as punishment.
“We had to get up on the stage if we got in
trouble.” When Anita Adkins got in trouble, her
sign said: Joe Frazier will not fight Cassius Clay
no more. They were required to repeat it for
however long they were told. Even though
this form of discipline was unconventional,
Anita thought of it as a good thing. “It was
discipline, and it helped me.”
Despite these difficult times, Anita points
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out the positivity that stemmed from the
experience of the school closings. It made her a
more caring and compassionate individual. She
was always willing to help out, whether at home
or at school. She was always helping around
the house and doing chores or doing a grocery
run for her mom.
In May 1964, Robert Kennedy visited the Prince
Edward Free Schools to see the children. One of the
reasons why Anita was able to stay so optimistic
was because of the speech given by Kennedy. “The
speech was amazing. He truly wanted us to succeed
and told us to keep fighting and working hard.”
One of her teachers asked her to assist another
student in the class who was having a hard time.
No matter what Anita was going through, she kept
her head held high. “I was like, well, you just gonna
have to do what you gotta do. And I surely did.”
Anita worked diligently to become a certified
nursing assistant, which she still is today. “I pushed
through it. I had a good instructor. . . Most kids,
when they were not allowed to be in school, just
never went back to school, so they tried to find
jobs.” This was not the case for Anita. She was
resilient and kept fighting for her education.
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This production would not have been possible without the help of the following:
Willie “Bill” Clark
J. David Crute
Anita (Atkins) Edmonds
Hazel “Leon” Hill
Joyce (Allen) Jefferson
Elna Ann (Wilson) Mayo
Rachel (Nunnally) Overstreet
Rebecca (Lee) Randolph
John Ross
Aldrena (Pryor) Thirkill
Earl Townsend
Phyllis Wacker
Stanley Wesley
Deloris (Blanton) Hendricks,
who shared her interview experiences with this volume’s storytellers.
Special thanks to Dr. Thomas Nez for copyediting and researching locations for our map.
Cameron Patterson, Executive Director of the Robert Russa Moton Museum
Cainan Townsend, Director of Education and Outreach of the Robert Russa Moton Museum
Leah Brown, Assistant Director for Education of the Robert Russa Moton Museum
Sherré Atkins, Guest Services Coordinator
Staff and Volunteers of the Robert Russa Moton Museum
Dr. Larissa Smith, Provost of Longwood University,
Thank you.
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For those who have passed and those who are present those who
can’t tell their story or won’t, if you would like to tell your
story about your experiences during the strike,
the school closings, or the protests we are here to listen.
Please contact Sherré Atkins,
Guest Services Coordinator of the Robert Russa Moton Museum,
sherre.atkins@motonmuseum.org or 434.315.8775 (ext. 6).
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