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Black community played key role in Charlotte's
heritage

Editor's note: This is the first in a series on the African−American
community in Charlotte.

By Josh Arntz

The Dickson Herald

Melvin Corlew's family has owned a piece of property along Dotson and Water streets in Charlotte for over
100 years.

The roughly 5−acre property was deeded to his great−great−grandmother Queene Corlew, who was formerly
enslaved on the land.

Melvin explained that the property's white landowner used Queene as a housemaid, and actually fathered
several children with her. After he died, Queene continued to live on the land. In the late 1970s, early 1980s,
Corlew Street was named in honor of Melvin's family.

Melvin's family is not a solitary case of traditionally divided cultures mingling.

According to Serina Gilbert, a Charlotte resident and historian, many of Charlotte's early white founding
families also lent their names to a multitude of the city's black families, who have played a crucial role in the
city's rich cultural heritage.

Gilbert highlighted the Corlews, Colliers, Robertsons, Hardins, Laniers, Oakleys, Overtons, Andersons,
Sensings and Washingtons as founding families of the city that share both black and white heritage lines.

"Of course James Robertson was one of the first people to settle in this area," said Gilbert, "and his wife
Charlotte Robertson is where the name Charlotte gets its name."

Gilbert explained that the shared names probably indicate that black families simply took the names of the
white families that owned their black ancestors during slavery.
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"After the Emancipation Proclamation was signed and the slaves were free, many did settle in Charlotte
proper on that hill where the Corlew property is located," said Gilbert.

Gilbert explained that Charlotte proper, and "the hill," originally included the area where the CeeBee store
and TriStar Bank are located along Highway 48, and then down Dotson Street to Water Street.

"These were all black families that lived on what we call 'up on the hill' in Charlotte," Gilbert said about
Charlotte's founding black families. "And many of those families are still in the area."

Elaine Primm Haggins, a Charlotte native, noted that during the 1950s and '60s, many in the black
community lived on the land to the east of Highway 48, straddling Highway 47, in a neighborhood known as
Celeste Heights. The area currently has residential homes along Old Columbia Road, Phillips Street and Park
Circle.

Haggins explained that many of the black landowners eventually sold their properties in Celeste Heights, and
now a large portion of the black community lives on the opposite side of Highway 48, down Todd and
Corlew streets.

African−American Communities

Traditionally black communities, like The Coaling, Daniel Town, Promise Land, and Zion (near the
Cheatham County line), also sprung up in the areas surrounding the city.

"When I start talking about Charlotte, I have to look at the communities that surround it," said Gilbert.

The Coaling, located in the northwest corner of the county and adjacent to the Rock Springs community, was
established in 1797 when James Robertson, R.C. Napier and John Bosley built an iron forge on the Old Metal
Road.

Wills recorded from 1856−57 placed several African−American families in the area, including the Bartons,
Collins, Williams, Hughes, Cunninghams, Harris' and Smiths, with many of the former slaves buried in the
Talley Cemetery, donated to the community in the 1880s.

Descendents of these original families still live in the community, including the Hollingsworths,
Edmondsons, Talleys, Sweatts, Hughes, Baynhams and Daniels.

The Coaling is also home to Chestnut Grove Free Will Baptist Church, founded in 1869 and the only
remaining African−American Free Will Baptist church in the county.

Daniel Town, a community located off Highway 49 and Collier Bend Road, was home to basketball legend
Oscar Robertson, who would return to the area to visit his late great−aunt Rosella Daniel.

The Promise Land community was settled by former slaves, many from the nearby Cumberland Furnace,
during the Reconstruction Period between 1865 − 1875, and is located about three miles north of Court
Square and about fives miles south of Cumberland Furnace.

At one time, the community encompassed approximately 1,000 acres, with more than 50 homes, several
stores, three churches and an elementary school. Some of the early settlers were Nathan Bowen, Joe
Washington Vanleer, William Gilbert, John Grimes, Jeff Edmondson, Charles Redden, George Primm and
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U.S. Colored Troop veterans John and Arch Nesbitt.

"I was raised in the Promise Land community of Charlotte," Gilbert said. "My ancestors settled here. So I'm
about a seventh or eighth generation from both my mom and father's side of the family."
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