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Charlotte, county schools were separate and
unequal

Hampton seniors challenge school segregation

Editor's note: The first three articles in this series chronicled the history of Charlotte's black families,
highlighting community landmarks and festivals and homecomings. This final installment will address a
pivotal factor for community success − education.

Dickson County schools were not integrated until August 1965, 11 years after the U.S. Supreme Court ruled
in Brown v. Board of Education that segregation in public schools based on race was unconstitutional.

Before and after integration, African−Americans in Charlotte and throughout the county experienced the
harshness and inequality of Jim Crow daily, especially in the public school system.

One−room schools

Until county school's integrated, black children growing up in the Charlotte area attended Cedar Grove
School, Newport School (The Coaling) and Promise Land School (Promise Land), among several other
all−black schools in the county.

Charlotte proper's Cedar Grove School, formerly located in the current F&amp;AM Prince Hall on Picnic
Street, operated at the turn of the 20th Century as "Charlotte School No. 1 for Coloreds," with McPherson
Lanier and then Ella Robertson instructing classes during this period.

The school had a single classroom for grades 1−8, with outdoor restrooms and a well to drink from and wash
hands. A wood stove heated the building, and opening windows and doors cooled it.

Tommie Gilbert taught the school's students throughout the 1950s until the school closed in 1965, after
integration formally began.

Elaine Primm Haggins, who attended Cedar Grove, explained that learning was difficult with so many
different grade levels in a single classroom. Her aunt, "Miss Tommie" would separate the grades throughout
the classroom and instruct them individually, before moving on to the next grade.
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"It was really an entertaining school, because you learned, but can you imagine from first grade all the way to
eighth grade everybody in one classroom inside one little building," said Haggins. "My auntie (Miss
Tommie) was strict and determined that everyone get an education."

Haggins added that if you got out of line, Miss Tommie would brandish her paddle "Jimmy."

Haggins recalled that the students would play in the empty field adjacent to the school; and annually during
the spring they'd walk to a farm on Stage Road, where they would ride horses and play in the barn.

For a science project one year, Haggins explained that Miss Tommie showed the students how to make oil
from a tree leaf and water. A green leaf from a particular tree was placed in a jar, and water was added. Then
the students mixed and mashed the ingredients with a stick until oil was yielded.

"Back then we didn't have utensils, so we'd just use a stick," said Haggins. "That sort of stuff we did for
science projects. I couldn't even remember what kind of leaf it was to save my life."

Several other one−room classroom schoolhouses also served the Charlotte area, including Newport School in
The Coaling community, Zion School in the Zion community, and Promise Land School in Promise Land.

Serina Gilbert, a Charlotte resident and historian, recalled that the black schools came together quite often for
field days, with children from Promise Land and Cedar Grove walking to either school (at least three miles
apart). Gilbert attended Promise Land through fifth grade, before transferring to Cedar Grove after the former
closed.

Gilbert added that the outlying schools also joined together at Hampton High School every spring for a field
day, with activities like spelling bees, bake−offs and various athletic events.

In 1956, Promise Land's seventh− and eighth−graders were bused to Hampton, and the school was
consolidated with Cedar Grove in 1957 due to low student enrollment. The students were then bused to Cedar
Grove. Miss Tommie's husband was the bus driver.

"It was definitely separate and unequal, because I passed Charlotte Elementary to get to Cedar Grove," said
Gilbert, "and at Cedar Grove and at Promise Land School, we had secondhand everything − desks, books, no
indoor plumbing."

Integration

County schools formally integrated Aug. 24, 1965, with student registration for the county's all−white
schools open to anyone. The movement for integration, however, began in earnest with Hampton High
seniors challenging the status quo in 1961.

Roberta (Russ) Hornbeak moved to Dickson from Michigan in the sixth grade. Because of segregation, she
then went to live with her aunt and uncle in Indianapolis after a year in Dickson.

"(My parents) sent me to Indianapolis because I was confused and didn't want to go to school here, because it
didn't make sense," said Hornbeak¸ who now resides in Lyles. "My dad taught me that I was better than
nobody, and nobody was better than me. That we were all equal, and I couldn't understand."

She returned to Dickson her freshman year and enrolled in Hampton High School.
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On Sept. 14, 1961, Hornbeak and five other seniors filed an application to enter Dickson and Charlotte high
schools. Her fellow seniors were Patricia Driver, Jo Ann Lanier, Josephine Robertson, Peggy Evans and
Bobby Holt.

Hornbeak noted that the students had talked about applying to the all−white schools before, and knew that
they could only enroll in the white schools if those schools offered courses or amenities that the black schools
didn't.

"We didn't have the lab experience, because Hampton High School didn't have a lab for science or anything
of that nature," said Bobby Holt, of Dickson. "A lot of our typewriters, half of them didn't work."

Hampton only offered French, Hornbeak said, and some students wanted to take Spanish at one of the white
schools.

"Then they told us that we were all basketball and football players, and that the school wouldn't get to play
anybody because nobody would play us," said Hornbeak. "Then they told us it would have to be up to the
superintendent."

The students had no way of getting to the superintendent's office in Charlotte, so they contacted Hampton's
Principal Larry Pendergrass, who was also an instrumental figure in the integration process.

Hornbeak recalled that Pendergrass couldn't physically get involved with the situation, but paid for a cab that
took the students to Charlotte.

"(Superintendent Walter Work) said that it couldn't be done then, but he would have to get with the Board of
Education and everything," said Hornbeak.

Their requests for enrollment were officially denied by the Board of Education on Oct. 13, 1961. The Board
of Education, however, adopted a Four−Year Plan of Integration during its regular meeting Nov. 9, 1961,
without court action. The board adopted revised plans for desegregation on May 6, 1965.

"The following year (1962) they started integrating with the kindergarteners," said Hornbeak, "and by '65, my
youngest brother was the last of the students to graduate from Hampton."

According to The Heritage Book of Dickson County, the first African−American child to enter a previously
all−white school was Sherian Childress, who enrolled at Dickson Elementary School. The following year,
Linda Mayes and Tom Nesbitt enrolled in Dickson High School.

The Heritage Book also notes that county school integration "was accomplished peacefully and without
negative incident or strife."

But for many black students, the access to an equal education didn't come hand−in−hand with equal respect
or treatment.

"They say integration went smoothly in Dickson County, but I just don't believe that because it wasn't easy
for the black kids," said Haggins, who attended Charlotte High School. "We didn't know anyone or anything
about the new school, and it was so big and no one would show us around."

Haggins added that the N−word and racial slurs constantly berated the students in every school setting. She
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noted that black girls couldn't speak to white boys, and black boys couldn't speak to white girls without fear
of a harsh reprisal.

Teachers and administrators frequently ignored the harsh words, she said. The school counselor told black
students they weren't college material, but better suited for trade schools, Haggins added.

The learning environment was also more challenging for the students coming from one−room schools.

"It was hard because it was a different set of education. The white kids were more advanced than the black
kids," said Haggins. "It was the hardest thing I ever went through, but I think it made us stronger."

The integration of county schools meant the closing of the county's African−American schools. Along with
Cedar Grove, Hampton High School, which the Julius Rosenwald Fund helped build, closed after its June 2,
1965, graduation ceremonies.

Hampton Elementary School operated through the 1965−66 school year, since Oakmont and DES didn't have
sufficient classroom space. The Board of Education sold the Hampton building in 1968 to the Coca Cola Co.
The Water Authority of Dickson County now rests on the school's former site.

"I think what really irritated me the most was just doing away with Hampton High School," said Haggins. "I
think that should have been preserved."

Graduation rates

According to the state's Department of Education, out of 158 students in Dickson public schools in 1952−53,
only 10 "negro" students graduated from high school, compared to 148 white students who graduated.

The 1950 U.S. Census counted 1,453 black Dickson County residents. Of those accounted, only 10
individuals age 25 and older had completed four years of high school. In 1962−63, the state recorded 19
black students who graduated from Dickson high schools, compared to 205 white students.

Gilbert said lack of transportation may have been a factor in few black students graduating from high school
before integration. She said there was one school bus serving every black family in Dickson County.

"Then also many of them lived and worked on the farm, especially the boys," said Gilbert.

Issues still linger for many minority students statewide.

According to the state Department of Education, 71.5 percent of African−American students and 77.3 percent
of Hispanic students graduated from state high schools in 2009, compared with an 87.9 percent graduation
rate for white students.

"We've came a long way here in Dickson County, but we still have a long way to go," said Holt. "I think we
need to be more diverse. Ain't no doubt about it. There's always room for diversity here in Dickson County."
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