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United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

National Register of Historic Places Registration Form 
 
This form is for use in nominating or requesting determinations for individual properties and districts.  See instructions in National Register Bulletin, How to 
Complete the National Register of Historic Places Registration Form.  If any item does not apply to the property being documented, enter "N/A" for "not 
applicable."  For functions, architectural classification, materials, and areas of significance, enter only categories and subcategories from the instructions.  
1.  Name of Property 
 
Historic name Cemetery School 
Other names/site number N/A 
Name of related multiple 
property listing N/A 

    (Remove “N/A” if property is part of a multiple property listing and add name) 
 
2.  Location 

 
Street & Number:  

      City or town:  State: County:  Murfreesboro  TN       Rutherford                            
Not For Publication:    Vicinity:      Zip:  _______37129__ 

 
3.  State/Federal Agency Certification 

 
 

Mt. Olive Road 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended,  
I hereby certify that this    X    nomination  ___ request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation 
standards for registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional 
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.  
In my opinion, the property  __X_  meets   ___ does not meet the National Register Criteria.  I recommend that this 
property be considered significant at the following  level(s) of significance:  

                                  national     statewide   x local 
 

 
Applicable National Register Criteria:      
     

x A  B x C  D 

 

 

 
Signature of certifying official/Title:                                     Date 

 

Deputy State Historic Preservation Officer, Tennessee Historical Commission 
 

State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government 

 

In my opinion, the property        meets        does not meet the National Register criteria.   

Signature of Commenting Official:                                     Date 
 
 

  
Title:  State of Federal agency/bureau or Tribal 

Government 

 

 

N/A
 
  

N/A
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I hereby certify that this property is:  
       entered in the National Register  
       determined eligible for the National Register  
       determined not eligible for the National Register  
       removed from the National Register  
       other (explain:)  _____________________                                                                                 
 
______________________________________________________________________   
Signature of the Keeper   Date of Action 
 

5.  Classification 
 

Ownership of Property                                               Category of Property 
 (Check as many boxes as apply.)  (Check only one box.) 
  

Private   Building(s) 
 
 Public – Local    District  
 
 Public – State    Site 
 
 Public – Federal    Structure 
 
    Object 

 
 

 
 
 

4. National Park Service Certification 

Number of Resources within Property 
 (Do not include previously listed resources in the count)              
                      Contributing   Noncontributing 

2 0 buildings 
 

0 0 sites 
 

0 0 structures 
 

1 1 objects 
 

3 1 Total 
 

 
Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register  0 

 

x
 
 

 

 
  

 
  

 
  

x
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6.  Function or Use 

 
 

7.  Description 
 
Architectural Classification  
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

  
Materials: (enter categories from instructions.) 
Principal exterior materials of the property:  

 
 
Narrative Description 
 
The 1941 Cemetery School building is located on Mt. Olive Road near Old Nashville Highway just north of 
Stones River National Cemetery and Battlefield (NR Listed October 15, 1966) in Murfreesboro, Rutherford 
County, Tennessee.  The Cemetery community derives its name from its historic connections and proximity 
to the National Cemetery.  The school building is a one-story cinder block, rectangular, side-gabled building 
with a metal roof and windows, set on a poured concrete foundation. The majority of the interior is 
comprised of two large, adjacent classrooms divided by a sliding partition.  The building has seen almost no 
change since its service as a school building for the Cemetery community.  It maintains many character-
defining features, including its simple rectangular form; gabled roof and portico with rafter tails beneath the 
eaves; steel pivot windows; interior arrangement; and beadboard ceilings.  These features lend the building 
integrity in design, materials, and workmanship.  The only other contributing resources are a c.1941 wood 
frame privy located southeast of the school building, and a c. 1941 metal flagpole located to the southwest of 
the school building. Cemetery School is located in an area of limestone cedar glades and cedar forests near 
Stones River National Cemetery and Battlefield, both of which are managed by the National Park System.  
Its location near these landmarks and setting within a forested area where trees and limestone outcroppings 
closely surround three sides of the small school yard speak to its historic connections to the National 
Cemetery, the Battlefield, and the tendency of African Americans to be relegated to land characterized by 

Historic Functions  Current Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions)  (Enter categories from instructions) 
EDUCATION/school  WORK IN PROGRESS 
SOCIAL/meeting hall   
   
   
   
   
   
   

No style 
 
 
 

CONCRETE; METAL; WOOD 
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rocky, thin soil, considered marginal in areas reliant on agricultural production.  These qualities lend the 
nominated building integrity of feeling and association.  
 
Setting 
 
Cemetery School is located in the historically-Black Cemetery community, a post-Emancipation rural 
settlement historically connected to and located near the Stones River National Cemetery and Battlefield 
near the northwest section of Murfreesboro.  Limestone glades and cedar forests characterize the area.  The 
school is located northwest of the Cemetery and Battlefield, just south of Old Nashville Highway, and is 
accessed by Mt. Olive Road that begins near the Stones River United Methodist Church.  Cemetery School’s 
location near this congregation, as well as the Evergreen Graveyard, is an important component of the 
nominated building’s integrity as the three institutions were established around the same time and represent 
an early core of Cemetery community’s establishment as a Black place.   
 

 
Figure 1. Aerial view with locations of Cemetery School, Stones River Methodist, and Evergreen Graveyard identified. 

 
A dirt and gravel driveway begins near the building of the Stones River United Methodist Church 
congregation and leads southwest a short distance before approaching the Cemetery School to the east.  The 
driveway continues past the school, providing access to three single-family residences.  Limestone 
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outcroppings and cedar forest surround the school building closely on the east and south.  Small open 
greenspaces that are shaded by a few large cedar trees north and south of the school.  Near the driveway, and 
within the boundaries of this nomination, is a non-contributing, c.2017 sign identifying Cemetery School 
framed by mortared limestone.  In the southwest section of the school yard is a contributing flagpole, also 
within the nominated boundaries of the nomination, used while the school was in operation.  To the southeast 
of the school, past the wood line, is the contributing privy.  The forest surrounding the school building and 
the residences just beyond it help provide a visual buffer to the gravel company lot to the north and the 
inactive rock quarry to the west of the cluster of buildings.  While the rock quarry and the associated gravel 
lot near the school mildly affect the setting, the existence of the modern quarry within the historic Cemetery 
community reflects the trend of African American communities often being limited to settling on limestone 
riddled land in areas historically reliant on agriculture.  The present adverse effects of this particular natural 
resource extraction within the community, such as poorer air quality and destabilization of homes, as well as 
the moderate visual intrusion to the historic landscape, also speaks to historic minority settlement patterns.  
 
Cemetery School, 1941  Contributing 
 
The Rutherford County Board of Education began construction on the nominated Cemetery School building 
in late 1940, and the building opened to students in early 1941.  Though the building was not supported by 
the Julius Rosenwald Fund, there are architectural elements, particularly the adjacent classrooms divided by 
a sliding partition and the banks of windows in the east elevation, that were inspired by two-teacher plans 
designed and implemented as part of Rosenwald’s school building program in the earlier part of the 20th 
century.   
 
Exterior 
 
West Elevation 
 
The west elevation is the building’s primary façade. The cinder block building is rectangular in form with a 
side gable roof covered in crimp metal roofing panels and exposed rafter tails.  There is a front-gabled 
portico near the center of the west façade that shelters the building’s primary entrance.  Wood brackets 
attached on either side of the door support the portico’s crimp metal roof. Beneath the eaves of the roof and 
portico are original wood rafter tails.   The foundation is poured concrete. In the upper third of the wall, there 
are four three-light steel, horizontal pivot windows with concrete sills.  A fifth window is currently boarded 
up.   
 
South Elevation  
 
The south elevation has an attic vent beneath the gable, comprised of two horizontal rows of seven oval-
shaped holes.  There is a single-leaf, four-panel door near the southwest corner of the building that leads to 
an office space.  There is a small exterior metal light above the northwest corner of the door.  
 
East Elevation   
 
The east elevation has two banks of five 12-light steel windows, each with a concrete sill.  Each window has 
a 6-light pivot sash in the center.  A centered brick interior chimney pierces the roof on this elevation.  
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North Elevation  
 
The north elevation has no windows or doors, only an attic vent that is identical to the vent on the south 
elevation.  Wood fascia and soffit paneling are visible on the gable ends of the north and south elevation. 
 
Interior  
 
The interior of the building is mostly comprised of a large open space that can be divided into two separate 
classrooms with the extant movable wood partition.  There are five smaller rooms arranged along the length 
of the west side of the building.  The interior retains its concrete block walls, beadboard ceiling, and poured 
concrete floor.  The original light fixtures and interior doors with five horizontal panels are also extant. 
 
The interior is accessible through the entrance on the west elevation. The entrance leads into a narrow 
vestibule.  Beyond the single-leaf door in the east wall of the vestibule is the classroom space.  The floors are 
made of large rectangle segments of poured concrete that were painted different colors.   
 
On the east wall are the two banks of windows; each bank lights one section of the classroom space.  Along 
the south wall is a stage raised by concrete blocks, topped with a poured concrete floor.  There is a 
chalkboard above the stage on the south wall.  There is also a chalkboard on the north wall.   
 
Located through the west wall of the classroom space are five smaller rooms.  In the northwest corner of the 
building is a windowless storage room, accessed through a single-leaf door.  Between this storage room and 
the vestibule is the kitchen.  Sources suggest this space was originally a cloakroom which was converted to a 
kitchen c.1948.  There is a counter and a set of cabinets built into the west wall of the kitchen, above this are 
two windows.  Two single-leaf doors provide access into the kitchen.  One of the doorways retains a wooden 
board laid horizontally within the frame that helped the doorway function as a food-serving window.  
 
South of the vestibule along the west wall of the classroom space are three more small rooms.  In the 
southwest corner of the building is a small office with one window in its west wall.  In addition to the access 
through a single-leaf door from the classroom space, an exterior door is located in the south wall of the room.  
North of this room is a small storage room with no windows accessed through a single door.  In between the 
small storage room and the vestibule is a larger room, likely a cloak room, with two windows in the west 
wall, accessed through a single-leaf door.   
 
Privy, c.1941  Contributing 
 
To the southeast of the school, there is a wood frame privy.  The privy is clad in vertical board siding and 
capped by a shed roof covered in metal panels. It has deteriorated but retains integrity of setting, location, 
design, workmanship, and materials.  
 
Flagpole, c.1941 Contributing  
 
Southwest of the school building is a c.1941 metal flagpole.  
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Sign, c.2017  Non-contributing 
 
Near the driveway leading to the school building, and to the northwest of the building itself, is a sign 
identifying Cemetery School. The framework around the sign is mortared limestone with the sign placed 
within.  The sign reads: “The Cemetery School On these grounds Free People with a thirst for knowledge 
became Education Citizens of the United States of America.” Directly above the sign, the mortared stones 
form a small arch from which hangs a small, metal bell.  
 
Integrity  
 
The Cemetery School building remains in its original location and has seen very little change since its 
completion in 1941.  The existence of a gravel lot to the north and an inactive rock quarry to the west mildly 
affects the setting of the school though, as explained above, the type of extractive industry related to the 
gravel lot and quarry reflect historic patterns of African American communities forming near land that was 
once deemed marginal.  The trees surrounding the school building and yard, and the larger ring of forest that 
surrounds Mt. Olive Road, provides a visual buffer which helps retain integrity of setting.  The only 
modification to the building was the 1948 conversion of a cloakroom into a kitchen.  The lack of non-historic 
changes results in the building retaining integrity of materials, workmanship, and design.  Taken together 
these characteristics impart integrity of feeling and association.  
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8.  Statement of Significance 

Areas of Significance  
(Enter categories from instructions.) 
Education 
Ethnic Heritage: Black 
Social History  
Architecture 
 
 
 
Period of Significance  
1941-1962 
 
 
Significant Dates 
N/A 
 
 
 
Significant Person  
(Complete only if Criterion B is marked 
above.) 

N/A 

 
Cultural Affiliation 

N/A 

 
 
Architect/Builder 
National Youth Administration  
 
 

Applicable National Register Criteria  
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria 
qualifying the property for National Register 
listing.) 
 
x A Property is associated with events that have 

made a significant contribution to the broad 
patterns of our history.  

 B Property is associated with the lives of 
persons significant in our past. 
  

x C Property embodies the distinctive 
characteristics  
of a type, period, or method of construction 
or represents the work of a master, or 
possesses high artistic values, or represents a 
significant 
and distinguishable entity whose 
components lack individual distinction.  

 D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, 
information important in prehistory or 
history.  

   
Criteria Considerations  
(Mark "x" in all the boxes that apply.) 

Property is: 
 

A 
 

 
Owned by a religious institution or used for 
religious purposes.  

 
 
B 

 
removed from its original location. 

 
 
C 

 
a birthplace or grave. 

 
 
D 

 
a cemetery. 

 
 
E 

 
a reconstructed building, object, or structure. 

 
 
F 

 
a commemorative property. 

 
 
G 

less than 50 years old or achieving 
significance within the past 50 years. 

N/A 
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Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph  
 
The Cemetery School is eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places for its local 
significance under Criterion A in the areas of Ethnic Heritage: African American, Education, and Social 
History due to its association with the development of education in Cemetery, a rural Black community that 
developed adjacent to Stones River National Cemetery after the Civil War.  A school to serve the Cemetery 
community first opened in 1874.  The National Youth Administration (NYA) erected the nominated building 
in 1941.  In addition to serving as an elementary school for Black children, the building was designed to and 
served as a place for local Black residents to gather for community events.  The building is also locally 
significant under Criterion C as one of two extant examples of school design and craftsmanship for Black 
schools funded by the NYA in Rutherford County.  The building’s retention of its simple, rectangular form; 
concrete block construction; exposed rafter tails; metal windows; interior, two-classroom arrangement; and 
interior finishes, including beadboard ceilings and concrete floors, substantiate its architectural significance.  
Cemetery School’s Period of Significance begins in 1941 with the completion and opening of the school, and 
ends in 1962, when the Board of Education consolidated Cemetery students at Smyrna Rosenwald School.   
 
Narrative Statement of Significance  
 
Historical Background 
 
One of the thousands of post-Emancipation African American settlements established across the South, the 
Cemetery community formed after the Civil War on land where the Union Army defeated Confederate forces 
during the Battle of Stones River (December 31, 1862 – January 3, 1863).  The majority of the African 
Americans who settled in the area were formerly enslaved people who chose to stay near where they had 
always lived.  Many labored on the battlefield, returning the land to agricultural production of corn and 
cotton, while some sold bayonets and the lead bullets they found in the dirt for extra income.  Others were 
former United States Colored Troops (USCT), specifically the 111th regiment, assigned to the Stones River 
National Cemetery established in 1865.  These residents became employees of the U.S. government’s War 
Department and played an instrumental role in relocating the bodies of servicemen to the Stones River 
National Cemetery, the community’s namesake.  In addition to its importance as a source of employment, the 
federal presence afforded by the National Cemetery may have also played a role in African Americans 
settling the area, as it may have provided some sense of security. Regardless of where the earliest members 
of the community came from or why they came, “By settling on the fields of Union victory, the people of 
Cemetery were separating themselves both symbolically and physically from the ‘old ways’ and learning 
how to define the terms of their new existence.”1 
 
In addition to the uncertainty of the post-Emancipation era, the early residents of the Cemetery community, 
like their counterparts across the South, endured incredible violence.  One 1869 account from an elderly 
Black man who picked cotton on the battlefield reported the Ku Klux Klan “acted awful bad” and “drove 
more than a hundred colored people away from their crops.”2  After the near-fatal beating of a Black man, 
“Black people around here loaded up their old guns to defend themselves with.  This made the Ku Klux even 
madder than ever, and they rode out every night doing all kinds of devilment.”  This environment was 

 
1 Lydia Simpson, “Settling In: Tracking the Formation of the Cemetery Community through Public Records,” (master’s thesis, 
Middle Tennessee State University, 2011), 27. 
2 Avery [only name given], “The Battle Field of Stone [sic] River,” Cincinnati Commercial Tribune, September 27, 1869.  
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corroborated by a federal agent on business with the Freedman’s Bureau who wrote, “Threats are being daily 
made by the Ku Klux Klan in Murfreesboro, [sic] and vicinity to annihilate the negroes and union citizens, 
and the county Sheriff reports that he is entirely powerless to execute the law or prevent outrages by the 
Klan.”3  While the battlefield of Union victory offered a symbolic departure from slavery, and the continued 
federal presence at the Cemetery likely did offer a degree of psychological, and perhaps sometimes realized, 
security, these factors may have also served as a lightning rod for white violence. 
 
It is within this environment that newly freed people established separate communities complete with social 
and familial networks and institutions that helped sustain them “from the cradle to the grave.”4  The residents 
of Cemetery began construction of the school in the mid-1870s. Around the same time two other community 
institutions, Stones River Methodist Church and Evergreen Graveyard (not to be confused with the 
Evergreen Cemetery within the city limits of Murfreesboro), were established northwest of the National 
Cemetery on the Nashville and Murfreesboro Pike (now Old Nashville Highway).  The close proximity of 
the school, church, and graveyard is a physical representation of the symbiotic relationship between the 
institutions. As one Tennessee historian asserted “churches signified the establishment of a sacred place 
where community institutions would be nurtured, cemeteries would be established, and rituals of cultures 
and identity perpetuated and protected.”5  The extant Cemetery School building, erected near the same 
location as the school’s original building, retains these close physical relationships with its counterpart 
institutions (See Figure 1).  The church and school anchored an area within the larger Cemetery community 
referred to as the “Bottom” or “Bottoms” due to the land’s tendency to flood.  The graveyard was located in 
the “Glades” area, near Broad Street.  In the 1880s, residents established two more churches, Mt. Olive (or 
Olivet) Missionary Baptist Church and Ebenezer Primitive Baptist Church, both located along Van Cleve 
Lane, in the area known as the “Cedars.”6  Thus, before the end of the 19th century, the residents of 
Cemetery community had established several institutions to meet needs – spiritual, educational, social, and 
practical – that were increasingly denied them due to the hardening of Jim Crow segregation and 
discrimination near the turn of the century. 
 
 

 
3 Lt. Col. Jospeh W. Gelray to General Carlin, Bureau of Refugees, Freedman and Abandoned Lands, State of Tennessee, 
Assistant Commissioners Office, Nashville, Tennessee, June 19, 1868, Records of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and 
Abandoned Lands, National Archives and Records Administration, Series T142, Records of Field Offices – Tennessee, reel 38.  
4 Ash, Middle Tennessee Society, 215.  
5 Carroll Van West, Center for Historic Preservation at Middle Tennessee State University, “Powerful Artifacts: A Guide to 
Surveying and Documenting Rural African American Churches in the South,” (July 2000), 27. 
6 Leonora Washington, quoted in Nancy de Gennaro, USA Today Network – Tennessee, “Spotlighting History: Battlefield tour 
draws attention to Cemetery Community,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), February 20, 2017.  
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Figure 2. Cropped image of an 1878 D.G. Beers & Co. map indicating the location of the National Cemetery and “Cemetery 

Station,” a train stop on the rail line.  The Stones River Methodist Church is labeled “Col. Ch.” to the west of the cemetery. Map 
courtesy of Library of Congress.  

 
 

With the creation of the Stones River National Military Park in the late 1920s and early 1930s, the federal 
War Department displaced the residents of the Cedars.  The approximately 325 acres sought by the 
government was found in 39 separate, privately-owned tracts: 29 owned by Blacks, and 10 owned by whites.  
This area of the Cemetery community represented a small concentration of Black land ownership in 
Rutherford County during the early Jim Crow period.  A contemporary description derived from primary 
source research stated: “The majority of Black-owned parcels were more or less clustered in the center of the 
[current] park site – small plots of rocky land shaded by cedars, situated along Van Cleve Lane and two dirt 
roads branching from it.  Although the soil quality was poor, the nature of land improvements indicates that 
people living in the Cedars were engaged in at least subsistence agriculture.”7   
 
Not surprisingly, people were resistant to sell and relocate after at least two generations had made this place 
their home, putting immeasurable labor into their land, houses, and barns, not to mention the sentimentality 
attached to domestic spaces.  Gale McLean, a descendant of early Cemetery residents explained, “They 
really didn’t want to sell the land because that was the first thing they owned.”8  It was also apparent to some 
of the Black residents that the white landowners, on the whole, received more money for comparable 
acreage, leading the former to resist selling as long as possible.  The family of Percy Minter, who attended 
Cemetery School in the 1930s and 1940s, provides an example. His mother owned a four-room house on an 

 
7 Conard, “Historic Cemetery Community,” 18.  
8 Gale McLean, quoted in de Gennaro, “Spotlighting History: Battlefield tour.” 
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11-acre tract that also included a barn, smokehouse, sheds, and several fruit trees.  And though some of their 
land was riddled with limestone, Percy, his mother, and siblings grew cotton on their seven tillable acres.  
The Minter property had official valuations of $750 and $1,350, compared to Rowena Minter’s (Percy’s 
mother) own valuation of $3000.  She refused to sell until the courts ordered her to do so, and she received 
$2393.47.9  One Cemetery descendant told a local newspaper, “What I understand was, that if the blacks had 
not moved from here, they would be burned out.”10  When the government took control of all 325 acres, 
there were seventeen homeplaces on that land.  The federal agent in charge of land acquisition provided his 
perspective: “The houses are generally worthless, and yet, they are the family’s home and we are displacing 
the family which must find a new home some place.”11 
 
Some of the displaced Cemetery residents moved to other areas of Rutherford County or further away.  
Others moved to the Bottom area, as did the two displaced church congregations, leading to somewhat of a 
consolidation of community institutions near Cemetery School by the mid-1930s.  Mt. Olive Missionary 
Baptist and Ebenezer Primitive Baptist moved their congregations to sites along Nashville and Murfreesboro 
Pike, so that the two displaced congregations were now very close to the school, Evergreen Graveyard, and 
Stones River Methodist.12 
 
Cemetery School 
 
The roots of postbellum education for African Americans in the South often began in the contraband camps 
before the Civil War ended.13  After the war, the Freedmen’s Bureau, northern churches, and benevolent aid 
societies helped Blacks in Rutherford County lay the foundation for what would become the African 
American side of the racially-segregated school system for the next one hundred years.  After the 
Freedmen’s Bureau dissolved in 1869 and aid from northern organizations waned, local African Americans 
were left largely to their own devices regarding education. A local historian asserted in those early years that 
“schools were especially facilitated by African American preachers and churches, which were a power base 
within the African American community, offering leadership and serving as a catalyst for unifying the 
African American citizens as a collective force capable of meeting the challenge of educating themselves.”14  
Thus it should come as no surprise that the first Cemetery School building, as well as the nominated one, was 
located so closely to Stones River Methodist Church.   
 
In 1874, Eliza Ready Burrus deeded one acre of land to James Stockard, Elisha Hunt, and John Clapton, 
commissioners for Public School District 9.15  Before the Civil War, Eliza and her husband Lafayette Burrus 
were major planters in the vicinity who enslaved more than 50 individuals before the war on more than 600 

 
9 Rowena Minter et al to U.S.A., Decree Deed, Rutherford County Deeds, Book 78, 259-260. 
10 McLean, quoted in de Gennaro, “Spotlighting History: Battlefield tour.” 
11 George Chandler, Officer in Charge, to Quartermaster General, memorandum re: “Purchase of Land QM 601.1 C-R,” October 
22, 1929, File 601, Stones River National Military Park, RG 79, Records of the War Department Relating to National Parks, 
National Archives.  
12 Information from Leonora Elaine Washington included in Conard, “Historic Cemetery Community,” 22.   
13 Laura C. Jarmon, Arbors to Bricks: A Hundred Years of African American Education in Rutherford County, Tennessee, 1865 to 
1965 (Murfreesboro: Middle Tennessee State University, 1994), 37.  
14 Ibid., 27. 
15 Eliza Burrus to Stockard and others, Deed, Rutherford County Deeds, Book 20, 10. 
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acres near where the Battle of Stones River was fought.  When Eliza deeded the land for the school, she was 
widowed and living on her farm with some of her children.  The Black residents of Cemetery community 
with the last name Burrus, including some students of Cemetery School, were likely descended from 
individuals enslaved on the Burrus plantation.16 
 
As no building was mentioned in the deed, it is reasonable to assume the first Cemetery School building was 
erected for the institution soon after the land transaction.  The process through which Cemetery School 
obtained its first dedicated building falls into the larger trend of Blacks acquiring early public-school 
buildings. A local history explained, “Between 1872 and 1918, the county’s African Americans bore major 
responsibility for building the schools, and the county’s white citizenry contributed some materials and sold 
some land on a selective basis.”17  This was largely a result of the “hands-off” approach taken by the state, 
when in 1870 a new public school law “virtually remitted the whole subject of popular education to the 
several counties without imposing any restrictions on them to take action in the premises.”18  The same law 
also repealed state levies on property specifically for the purpose of funding schools.  The lack of 
governmental oversight and financial support, and the general disinterest in public education among southern 
whites, especially for African Americans, colluded to leave Black citizens largely on their own to build, 
furnish, and maintain their separate schools.  
 
At the time of writing, there has been no information found regarding who specifically was involved in 
acquiring the materials for the first Cemetery School building, nor who supplied the labor during 
construction.  During this era, Black communities often held rallies to procure pledges of financial assistance 
and labor as a major supplement to what was provided by the state and local board.  Similar to many Black 
and white rural school buildings at the time, the first Cemetery School building was reportedly a single-story, 
one-room school of frame construction.  Percy Minter, who attended Cemetery School from the first through 
eighth grades in the building, remembered it was “an old frame building…two windows on this side, two 
windows on that side, just a front door.  We didn’t have no back door.  Just a little frame building.”19 
 
A photograph from the late-1920s (See Figure 3) provides a glimpse of the interior of the original Cemetery 
School building, as well as some of the young male students.  Charts and illustrations were placed along the 
front of the classroom.  Floral wallpaper covered the walls; the wood floors were bare.  The doilies and 
flower bouquet located on the small table were likely brought in by the teacher or parents to help beautify the 
space.  While the young men in the image all appear to be wearing similar clothing, some of them were 
barefoot.   
 

 
16 1850 Slave Schedule; 1850 Agricultural Census; 1870 Federal Census.  
17 Jarmon, Arbors to Bricks, 32.  
18 John M. Fleming, Annual Report of State Superintendent of Public Instruction for Tennessee, For the Scholastic School Year 
Ending Aug. 31, 1874 (Nashville, Tennessee, 1875), 6.  
19 Percy Minter, “Oral history interview with Percy Minter,” November 11, 1999, accessed May 10, 2022, 
https://cdm15838.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/stonesriver/id/679/rec/1.  
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Figure 3. Image of teacher and male students inside the original Cemetery School building. Photograph is part of the Dr. Harry 

Mustard Photograph Album. Courtesy of Tennessee Virtual Archive.  
 
The photograph in Figure 3 was taken to document the public-school work of Rutherford County’s rural 
health demonstration project supported by the Commonwealth Fund of New York.  Rutherford was one of 
four communities across the nation to work with the Commonwealth Fund, which sought to establish model 
health programs to help improve public health.  Part of the program’s outreach to white and Black schools in 
Rutherford County included encouraging students to form routines to maintain basic hygiene, such as regular 
teeth brushing.  Health officials found that star charts, like the one in the photograph, piqued students’ 
interest and motivated them to the task.20 
 
The school offered grades one through eight, all taught by one teacher in one space.  After the eighth grade, 
students had to travel to downtown Murfreesboro to pursue a high school education.21  Some of the early 
teachers in the original Cemetery School building were Tennie Butler, Polly Smith, Bloss Pinkerton, Eisley 
Butler, Kitty Howse, L. W. Florer, and Webber Smith.  Cemetery School’s schedule, like other Black 
schools and many white schools around the county, operated around the planting season:  beginning in late 
July when cotton was in the ground and well on its way to maturation, ending in early October in time for 
harvest, beginning again in mid- to late November, short breaks for the holidays at the end of the year, and 

 
20 Carroll Van West, “A Sense of Permanency: The Commonwealth Fund and the Rutherford Hospital and Health Center, 1926-
1940,” Border States: Journal of the Kentucky-Tennessee American Studies Association online, no. 10 (1995). 
21 Black students wishing to pursue education beyond 8th grade could attend Bradley Academy, and after 1929, Holloway High 
School, in downtown Murfreesboro.  Jarmon, Arbors to Bricks, 35.  
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ending around the time of planting in late March.22  “‘Basics’ were emphasized at the Cemetery School,” 
according to one of its teachers Emma Roberts who came to Rutherford County and taught at the school 
during the late 1930s after graduating from Prairie View College in Texas.23 
 
Articles in the Nashville Globe demonstrated the pride that the African American community felt towards the 
Cemetery School.  One article reported, “Our school is progressing” with students receiving “highest marks 
in examination.”24  “Our school is doing splendidly,” reported another piece.25  The articles also shed light 
on the relationships between the larger community and the school.  Before the construction of the nominated 
building in 1941, community gatherings were often held in church buildings – which were likely more 
accommodating than the wood frame Cemetery School building.  However, newspaper accounts indicated 
local pastors visited the Cemetery School for lectures, students put on “entertainments” open to the larger 
community, and occasionally provided the music for local funerals, as in the ceremony for local Black 
farmer Andy King in 1909.26  The social pieces in the newspaper also reported individuals, usually the 
parents of Cemetery School students, hosting parties in honor of the teacher, such as the “very enjoyable 
water melon [sic] and music entertainment [given] by Mrs. N. Mason in honor of their teacher [at Cemetery 
School] Miss House.”27 
 
New Deal Impact  
 
By the time the Rutherford County School Board approved a new building for Cemetery in 1940, the original 
one was more than 60 years old and in dire need of improvement.  One community remembered she was told 
by her elders, “It was propped up on one side.  It had gotten that shabby.”28  Historian Mary S. Hoffschwelle 
found that the county’s “school building program in the late 1920s focused on white schools,”29 once again 
leaving Black schools largely reliant on their communities for school plant improvements with the exception 
of those who received funding from the Julius Rosenwald Fund (JRF), a rural school building program 
designed to assist African American communities in erecting new, state-of-the-art facilities for their children.   
Cemetery School never received assistance from the Rosenwald Fund and was thus almost entirely 
dependent on Cemetery residents for maintenance and improvement of their school plant.   
 
A local history of Black schools in Rutherford County indicated that, in addition to Cemetery School, the 
schools at Locke’s, Happy Hill, Shiloh, Silver Springs, and Little Hope were “rebuilt as concrete structures” 

 
22 Louise Houck Wiser, compiler and ed., A history of Rutherford County Schools to 1972, Vol.1 (Murfreesboro, Tennessee: 
Rutherford County Historical Society, 1986), 146; Several “Cemetery Notes” articles found in early 20th century Nashville Globe 
newspapers occasionally reported openings and closing of school terms.  Many times information was found alongside reports 
regarding the current phase of planting and harvesting of cotton.  
23 Jim Leonhirth, “Forty Years in Education,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), June 27, 1976.  
24 “Cemetery Notes,” Nashville Globe, August 28, 1908.  
25 “Cemetery Notes,” Nashville Globe, February 8, 1918.  
26 “Cemetery Notes,” Nashville Globe, September 10, 1909; “Cemetery Notes,” Nashville Globe, October 1, 1909; “Cemetery 
Notes,” Nashville Globe, January 28, 1910.  
27 Ibid. 
28 Leonora Washington, interview with Antionette van Zelm, December 4, 2004.  
29 Mary S. Hoffschwelle, “Rebuilding the Rural Southern Community: Reformers, Schools, and Homes in Tennessee, 1914-
1929,” (PhD diss., Vanderbilt University, 1993), 362. 
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during the decade.  Of these, Cemetery, Locke’s (located west of Murfreesboro near Almaville), Shiloh 
(located east of Murfreesboro), and Little Hope (located northwest of Murfreesboro near the Blackman 
community) school buildings were erected in the early 1940s with federal aid from New Deal agencies.  In 
addition to the ever-present advocacy of Black parents and teachers who pushed white-controlled education 
boards for better public support of their children’s schools, the availability of assistance from the U.S. 
government was likely a catalyst in these communities acquiring new facilities.30   
 
Construction on the two-teacher school building for Cemetery School began in November 1940 by the 
National Youth Administration (NYA).31  President Franklin D. Roosevelt established the NYA during the 
Great Depression to provide work scholarships for needy students to help them stay in high school and 
college.  In a statement accompanying his executive order, the President “determined that we shall do 
something for the nation’s unemployed youth because we can ill afford to lose the skill and energy of those 
young men and women,” who “must have their career in school, their turn as apprentices, and their 
opportunity for jobs – a chance to work and earn for themselves.”32  The NYA often hired young women to 
do service-oriented work in school libraries and offices, while young men worked on physical improvement 
of public spaces through a large public works program designed “to teach students a permanent trade and 
result in the construction of educational, recreational, or community buildings.”33 
 
Local education officials applied directly to the NYA’s state office in Nashville for labor assistance in school 
plant improvement.  Local governments and boards of education often supplied materials and equipment.  
Some of the earliest NYA work done for the Rutherford County school system took place at the 1936 all-
white Smyrna High School and Kittrell High School. Young women worked in the Smyrna High library and 
helped prepare lunches, and males worked on improving the school building, repairing furniture, in addition 
to “beautifying the grounds with hedges and shrubbery.”34  At Kittrell, students were paid by the NYA to 
thoroughly clean the building near the beginning of the 1936-1937 academic year.35  At the all-white 
McFadden School in Murfreesboro, NYA laborers excavated beneath the school’s existing stage to create a 
room for the manual arts department.  
 
The NYA also provided the labor for the construction of a frame school building for white children at Rocky 
Fork (1938) and a white teacher’s home in Rockvale (1938).  NYA projects that reached beyond the public 
school system in Rutherford County included improvement of the courthouse grounds; a summer sewing 

 
30 Rutherford County Board of Education meeting minutes, June 13, 1940, Tennessee State Library and Archives, Nashville, 
Tennessee; Jarmon, Arbors to Bricks, 35; “Little Hope Has New School Building,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, 
Tennessee), November 12, 1948; “Happy Hill School Erected in 1947,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), 
November 12, 1948; “Ground Broken for New NYA Workshop in County,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), 
December 12, 1940; “Construction Work Begins on Three Negro Schools,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), 
October 24, 1940. 
31“New Negro Schoolhouse Being Built at Cemetery,” Rutherford Courier (Smyrna, Tennessee), November 15, 1940; “Ground 
Broken.” 
32 President Franklin D. Roosevelt, quoted in Frederick A. Storm, “New Deal Agency Gets $50,000,000 in New Program,” 
Nashville Banner, June 26, 1935.  
33 Carroll Van West, Tennessee’s New Deal Landscape: A Guidebook (Knoxville: University Press of Tennessee, 2001), 22. 
34 “N.Y.A. Work Begun at Smyrna High,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), February 11, 1936.  
35 “Kittrell High School News,” Daily News Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), September 24, 1936.  
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school held in the basement of city hall where young women made clothing for the poor out of old army 
materials; the construction of a Scout lodge for white children (nonextant); employing young women in the 
nursery program of the Wesley House (a local Methodist mission to help needy women and children); and 
numerous projects on the campus of what is now Middle Tennessee State University.36   
 
 

 
Figure 4. Image of Cemetery School being built from Murfreesboro’s Daily News-Journal, December 15, 1940 

 
Architecture  
 
Simplistic and unadorned, Cemetery School reflects local trends in school architecture, while also standing 
as one of the last remaining buildings in the area erected by the NYA.  Completed in 1941, Cemetery School 
represents a local trend of constructing simple, concrete block buildings for existing rural schools, 
particularly Black schools, in Rutherford County in the 1940s. Many African American schools built during 
this period were of concrete block construction. The reason for this was simple. By the time concrete block 
became a popular building material and federal assistance from New Deal agencies became available, it was 
the county’s Black schools that were in dire need of better facilities.  This trend is visible in date on schools 
erected in Rutherford County. A study of county expenditures on school construction found that of the 45 
schools built in Rutherford County between 1914 and 1929, 20 were for Black students, and 14 of the 20 
were erected with JRF assistance.37 
 
Though the concrete block buildings erected for rural Black schools in the early 1940s in Rutherford County 
(like Locke’s, Cemetery, Little Hope, Shiloh) were simple, they were considered relatively modern in their 

 
36 “Work to Start on Rocky Fork School,” Daily News-Journal, (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), September 12, 1938; “NYA Sewing 
School to be Established in City Hall Here,” Daily News-Journal, (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), April 9, 1937; “N.Y.A. Project 
Finished,” Daily News-Journal, (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), January 18, 1938.  
37 Jarmon, Arbors to Bricks, 35.  
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construction and design.  Increasingly popular after the turn of the 20th century, manufacturers touted 
concrete blocks as having the “desirable qualities of utility, attractiveness, and permanence.”38  If well made, 
claimed the Portland Cement Association (PCA) claimed, the blocks “grow stronger with age, and…are 
fireproof, rotproof, ratproof, sanitary, and require minimum of maintenance,” all characteristics particularly 
attractive to education authorities responsible for the construction and maintenance of school buildings 
throughout the county.  Concrete blocks were also cheap, relatively easy to make (as evidenced by local 
NYA’s mass manufacture of them), and, as the PCA suggested, their strength and stability imparted a sense 
of longevity vis-à-vis initial investment.   
 
By the late 1930s, pieces regarding “concrete masonry” and “concrete block” construction began appearing 
in Murfreesboro’s local newspaper.  By the time construction began on Cemetery School and its 
counterparts, local NYA administrators and laborers were already familiar with manufacturing and building 
with concrete blocks.  In early 1939, a local newspaper article announced a $5,500 project “for making of 
concrete blocks toward the construction of an N.Y.A. shop and headquarters on the McFadden School 
campus…”39  The machine that made the blocks was owned by the county, with NYA laborers operating it.  
The new concrete block NYA workshop building at McFadden was completed by the fall of 1940, around 
the same time a concrete block building for Locke’s School (See Figure 5), an all-Black school near 
Almaville was completed.40 
 

 
Figure 5. c.1986 photograph of Locke’s School taken by Bealer Smotherman.  

 
38 Portland Cement Association, Concrete Building Block and Brick (Chicago, IL: 1918), 2. 
39 “McFadden School N.Y.A. Project Will Start Soon: Concrete Blocks For Shop Headquarters To Be Manufactured,” Daily 
News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), February 17, 1939.  
40 “70 Rutherford Boys Apply For NYA Training,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), November 26, 1940; Jarmon, 
Arbors to Bricks, 35; “Locke’s Began Eighty Years Ago,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), November 13, 1963. 
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As mentioned above, Cemetery School was constructed in 1941 as one of a set of three new concrete block 
buildings for rural Black schools in the county, the others being Shiloh and Little Hope.  Laborers under the 
NYA manufactured the blocks for all three schools at the NYA workshop at McFadden School.41  The three 
new school facilities were nearly identical (See Figures 6, 7, & 8) as two-classroom buildings with side-
gabled roofs, small windows in the upper portion of the wall flanking the main entrance, several full-size 
windows in the rear wall, and a sliding partition inside to divide the large space into two separate rooms.  Of 
this set of three, Shiloh remains extant; Little Hope was used as a community center for several decades 
before it was razed sometime in the early 2000s.  
 
 
 

 
Figure 6. c.1986 photograph of Cemetery School taken by Bealer Smotherman.  

 
 
 

 
41 “Ground Broken.” 

DRAFT



United States Department of the Interior  
National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form  
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018      
 

Cemetery School  Rutherford, Tennessee 
Name of Property                County and State 
 

20 
 

 
 

 
Figure 7. c.1986 image of Shiloh School taken by Bealer Smotherman.  

 
 

 
Figure 8. c.1986 image of Little Hope School taken by Bealer Smotherman.  
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Cemetery School certainly aligns with one historian’s assertion that “the designs of many NYA projects 
across [Tennessee] had little architectural style”42 while exhibiting Progressive Era educational architecture 
features most notably associated with school building projects assisted by the Julius Rosenwald Fund.  Near 
the turn of the century, education officials began connecting student learning experience, and thus eventual 
success in the broader society, to the physical environment in which students learned.  This resulted in the 
promotion of model school plans which prioritized clean, comfortable classrooms where student learning 
could be optimized.  In the early 1900s, a Chattanooga architectural firm published Plans and Specifications 
for Public School Buildings which advocated for clean and attractive buildings, generous natural lighting to 
prevent eyestrain, ventilation to cool classrooms during warm months, and economic construction.   
 
The Julius Rosenwald Fund helped to popularize these concepts through multiple publications entitled 
Community School Plans in the 1920s.  Many of the ideas promoted in these bulletins lived on to influence 
the construction of schools for white and Black children for decades, of which Cemetery School is an 
example.  This influence is perhaps most noticeably illustrated by the series of tall windows that perforate 
the building’s east wall.  Lighting was considered an “essential aspect of school hygiene for the conservation 
of children’s eyesight and general sanitation”43  The placement of the windows in one wall, instead of two, 
and in an east- or west-facing wall, was ideal so that “a single stream of light falling from left to right would 
illuminate the blackboards and desks.”  Rosenwald plans also encouraged the use of a movable partition for 
two-classroom building designs to create a flexible, public space.  In Cemetery School, the double classroom 
space takes up the vast majority of the interior.  An extant movable partition was drawn across the room 
during school sessions, with grades one through four taught on one side, and grades five through eight on the 
other.  Before the construction of the new building, community events were held at the local church 
buildings in the Cemetery community. After the nominated building was erected, Cemetery residents used 
the building for Cemetery community events – in large part due to the flexibility embedded into the 
floorplan.  A small stage (extant) is located at the south end of the building, and was ideal for elevating song 
leaders, speakers, or performers in community plays.  
 
Other extant features of the nominated building that reflect these Progressive Era trends in school 
architecture include the use of “the classroom rectangle as the basic organizational unit” – the building’s 
form is rectangular and within it are two rectangular classrooms; the arrangement of auxiliary rooms along 
the wall opposite the series of windows; smaller windows in the upper portion of some of the auxiliary 
rooms; and the white paint on the exterior walls which imparted cleanliness.   
 
A New Building for Cemetery School    
 
A school register book from 1941-1942 provides a glimpse of the physical environment and daily routines of 
within the new Cemetery School building in the 1940s.  Emma Rogers, the principal teacher, reported 20 
single desks and 16 double desks, $5.00 worth of playground equipment, two outdoor toilets, and 226 books, 
the majority of which were likely hand-me-downs.  Cemetery School alumna and former owner of the school 
building, Leonora “Boe” Washington remembered, “Our educational foundation was laid by using second-

 
42 Carroll Van West, Tennessee’s New Deal Landscape: A Guidebook (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2001), 83. 
43 Mary S. Hoffschwelle, The Rosenwald Schools of the American South (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2006), 95.  
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hand books thrown away by schools of Caucasian students.”44  Of the building, Washington elaborated, 
“There was no indoor plumbing, running water, or air conditioning…We drank water from a well with a 
pump and six openings for a water fountain…A huge coal stove supplied the heat.  Older students took turns 
cleaning out ashes, filling coal buckets, and gathering wood for the stove.” 
 
The school day at Cemetery was broken into four to six periods, depending on the age of the students and 
whether there was one or two educators throughout the building’s two decades as a school.  First period 
began with explanations and plans for the day, health inspections, and a salute to the flag in the front yard of 
the school.  Period two included art work and social studies before a break for recess.  Washington 
remembered the 30-minute recess period as the “highlight” of her day where the children went outside to 
play softball, hide and seek, jacks, checkers, hopscotch, Little Sally Walker, Ring Around the Roses, and 
Red Rover.  Period three began with language arts and then a short devotion before a lunch break around 
noon.  Washington stated parents “occasionally” provided hot lunches but most students brought their own 
lunches.  The day ended with arithmetic and cleanup to prepare for the next school day.   
 
Given space to elaborate on the 1941-1942 “year’s work,” Mrs. Rogers wrote:  
 

Centers of Interest: Home life in other countries was discussed and a comparison made with homes in 
America.  Means for improving health conditions were discussed.  Plans for improving health conditions 
in the in the home, school and community were presented.  All useful information obtained from various 
sources on current issues and the National Defense Program was present.  Outcomes: Development of 
skills, cooperation, and correct uses of leisure time. A greater appreciation for American and a desire to 
aid in this national crisis.45 

 
In her summary of the 1942-1943 school year, Mrs. Rogers wrote that Cemetery School contributed to the 
home front efforts during World War II by “purchasing war bonds, stamps, collecting scrap, and planting 
victory gardens.  All students participated in the physical education activities.  Much interest was shown by 
students and parents in all school projects.”46 Mrs. Rogers also wrote about support the Cemetery School 
enjoyed from the Cemetery community’s parents in a 1948 newspaper article, stating that the “P.T.A. is 
greatly responsible for the success of the school and its activities.”47  
 
As reflected in the newspaper article, Cemetery School’s Parent Teacher Association was deeply involved in 
the goings on at the new school building, reflecting the school’s ties to the broader Cemetery community – a 
dynamic often seen in African American communities.  Along with churches and cemeteries, schools were 
among the first institutions established after Emancipation.  Whether originated solely through local efforts, 
or assisted by the various postbellum missions among Blacks in the South, schools in Black communities 
were points of pride.  According to a former teacher of Cemetery School, “Most of the [community] interest 

 
44 Leonora Washington, “Saving an African American Schoolhouse, Saving Fond Memories,” National Trust for Historic 
Preservation, Facebook, September 11, 2009. 
45 Emma G. Rogers, writings in Tennessee School Register book for Cemetery School, July 21, 1941 to April 24, 1942, Rutherford 
County Archives, Murfreesboro, Tennessee.  
46 Emma G. Rogers, writings in Tennessee School Register book for Cemetery School, July 18, 1942 to April 27, 1943, Rutherford 
County Archives, Murfreesboro, Tennessee.  
47 E.G. Rogers, “Cemetery School Has 29 Students,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), November 12, 1948.  
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was with the church and with the school and what they were doing.”48  Because white school board members 
funneled public money away from Black schools for nearly a century, the institutions and the buildings that 
housed them were most often the product of a community’s material resources and social capital.  
Additionally, segregation laws and social mores limited the spaces African Americans could occupy.  As a 
result, school buildings such as the nominated Cemetery School were considered an important component of 
a community’s infrastructure and served purposes beyond formal education.   
 
Community member Mary Watkins did not attend Cemetery School but remembers community singing 
events being held in the nominated school building.  According to Leonora “Boe” Washington, an alumna 
who grew up within walking distance of the building, it provided Cemetery a community space for events 
that were not religious in nature, including retirement parties and celebrations of life.  The Cemetery School 
building was also an important space during Cemetery’s homecoming events.  While activities were usually 
centered outside, when it rained, those attending homecoming used the school as a banquet hall.49   
 
In 1948, one of the building’s auxiliary rooms was converted to a kitchen, which is the largest change to the 
building to date.  Sources suggest students at Cemetery School occasionally received hot lunches years 
before the kitchen was added and that these meals were prepared in the wooden building that initially housed 
the school.50  In the spring of 1948, county court appropriated a portion of the “overage funds” from sales tax 
to support the hot lunch programs in county schools.51  It is likely Cemetery School converted the room to a 
kitchen as a result of these funds.  Even so, the school’s kitchen never had running water.  The lack of 
improvements to the building throughout its service as a school influenced Cemetery’s eventual 
consolidation with another, larger Black school.  Like the majority of local school boards in the South, the 
Rutherford County Board of Education made no plans to integrate their dual school system after the 1954 
Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision declared “separate but equal” schools 
unconstitutional.  Instead, local school officials sought to improve their segregated systems, following a 
trend now known among historians as the ‘equalization’ movement. The movement sought to circumvent 
integration by fulfilling the idea of separate but equal by building new schools or improving existing 
facilities.  In 1957, the Quarterly Court of Rutherford County requested a survey of white and Black schools, 
conducted by the George Peabody College for Teachers, “to see that [the students of the county] get the best 
possible education.”52 
 
In addition to a searing review regarding the county’s lack of investment in the local school system overall, 
the survey concluded that “Many of the eleven Negro schools are dilapidated and unfit for school 

 
48 Emma Roberts, quoted in Jennifer Cathey, “Cemetery Community, created by freed slaves, is honored with exhibit,” 
Rutherford Courier (Smyrna, Tennessee), February 9, 2005.  
49 Mary Watkins, personal communication during community discussion, May 4, 2022; Vincent Windrow (owner of the nominated 
building and relative of Mrs. Washington), personal communication, August 22, 2022; Jennifer Cathey, “New exhibit matter of 
pride for families,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), February 6, 2005.  
50 “Thirty-Four Schools Provide Hot Lunches,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), December 14, 1944; “Rosenwald 
School,” Rutherford County Historical Society website, https://rutherfordtnhistory.org/rosenwald-schools/, October 16, 2008, 
accessed July 21, 2022.  
51 “Court Hears Plea For Hot Lunch Money,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), January 12, 1948; “First Checks For 
Lunchrooms To Be Distributed,” Daily News-Journal (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), April 2, 1948.  
52 “A Forward Looking Action,” Daily News-Journal, (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), October 17, 1957.  
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services.”53  Cemetery, Locke’s, Little Hope, Silver Spring, Dillard, and Mt. Pleasant – all Black rural 
schools – “present a pressing problem.  None of these buildings is suitable for school purposes.  The 
buildings are in bad shape and toilet facilities are poor.”54  In response, the county consolidated schools and 
built new ones for African American students.  The last students to attend Cemetery School did so in the 
latter part of 1962, after which the institution was consolidated with the all-Black Smyrna Rosenwald School 
in 1963.  On May 7, the Rutherford County School Board sold the Cemetery School building and lot to 
alumna Leonora “Boe” Washington.  Members of the Stones River United Methodist Church (located at the 
head of Mt. Olive Road) used it as a recreation space for an unspecified amount of time under Washington’s 
ownership.  Upon Washington’s death in 2019, the school building passed to the current owner Vincent 
Windrow, a relative and descendant of Cemetery community members.  
 
The Cemetery School building not only helps to illustrate the mid-20th century story of racially-segregated 
education in rural Rutherford County, it stands as a physical embodiment of the Cemetery community and 
the ideas its residents held dear.  It is also a valuable example of workmanship and design associated with the 
important federal New Deal agency, the National Youth Administration.  When speaking about the place, 
Washington once wrote “The spirit of Cemetery has been strong, persistent, and miraculous.  Members of the 
community cherish the plight of survival, and are thankful for knowledge, health, morals and values that 
enable one to appreciate their heritage.”55  Cemetery community members expressed their stayed reverence 
for these ideas in a sign recently erected in front of the school: “The Cemetery School: On these grounds 
Free People with a thirst for knowledge became Educated Citizens of the United States of America.”   
 
 

 
53 “County School Report: Study Reveals Wasted Funds,” Daily News-Journal, (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), May 8, 1958.  
54 George Peabody College for Teachers, Public Schools of Rutherford County Tennessee, quoted in Laura C. Jarmon, Arbors to 
Bricks, 47; “County School Report: County School Share Low,” Daily News-Journal, (Murfreesboro, Tennessee), May 11, 1958.  
55 Leonora Washington, “A Black Perspective of the History of the Area as compiled during the Tennessee Homecoming 
Celebration in 1986 by a Local Resident,” unpublished document in Cemetery School files, Rutherford County Archives, 
Murfreesboro, Tennessee.  
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Acreage of Property Less than 1 USGS Quadrangle Walter Hill 315-NW 
   
 
Latitude/Longitude Coordinates 
 
1. NW corner: Latitude: 35.88541 Longitude: -86.440969 

 
2. NE corner: Latitude:  35.884954 Longitude: -86.440343 

 
3. SE corner: Latitude:  35.885313 Longitude: -86.440391 

 
4. SW corner: Latitude:  35.885337 Longitude: -86.440973 
 
 
 
 
Verbal Boundary Description  
 
The nominated property is a rectangle. The northern boundary is an imaginary line located 40 feet north 
of the north elevation of the nominated building. It begins at the northwest corner of the nominated 
property boundary (35.88541, -86.440969) 30 feet north of the sign identifying the school and runs 
directly east 210 feet to the northeast corner of the nominated property boundary (35.884954, -
86.440343).  The northeast corner lies on the eastern boundary of the legal parcel.  The eastern side of 
the nominated property boundary follows the east boundary of the legal parcel for 120 feet until it 
reaches the southeast corner (35.885313, -86.440391) of the nominated boundaries.  The southern 
boundary is an imaginary line located 35 feet south of the south elevation.  It begins at the southeast 
corner of the nominated boundaries and runs to an imaginary point located 172 feet west, the 
southwestern corner (35.885337, -86.440973) of the boundary.  The western boundary runs 135 feet 
north from the southwestern corner to the northwestern corner 30 feet north of the sign identifying the 
school.  These boundaries are depicted in the enclosed Boundary Map. 
 
 

 
Boundary Justification  

 
These boundaries encompass all historic resources known to be associated with the nominated building, 
including the yard immediately surrounding the building, the flag pole to the southwest of the building, 
and the privy to the southeast.  

 
 
 
 

10.  Geographical Data 
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USGS Topographic Map 
 

 
Location of Cemetery School is indicated by the red circle 

Original map scale 1:24,000 
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Boundary Map 

 
 

 
Image courtesy of State of Tennessee, Comptroller of the Treasury, Department of Property. Red lines correspond with National 

Register boundaries. 
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Additional Documentation 
 
Submit the following items with the completed form: 

 
• Maps:   A USGS map or equivalent (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's location. 

    
•  Sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources.   

 Key all photographs to map. 
 

•   Photographs (refer to Tennessee Historical Commission National Register Photo Policy for 
submittal of digital images and prints) 

 
• Additional items:  (additional supporting documentation including historic photographs, historic 

maps, etc. should be included on a Continuation Sheet following the photographic log and sketch 
maps) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Paperwork Reduction Act Statement:  This information is being collected for applications to the National Register of Historic Places to nominate 
properties for listing or determine eligibility for listing, to list properties, and to amend existing listings.  Response to this request is required to obtain 
a benefit in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (16 U.S.C.460 et seq.). 
Estimated Burden Statement:  Public reporting burden for this form is estimated to average 100 hours per response including  time for reviewing 
instructions, gathering and maintaining data, and completing and reviewing the form.  Direct comments regarding this burden estimate or any aspect 
of this form to the Office of Planning and Performance Management. U.S. Dept. of the Interior, 1849 C. Street, NW, Washington, DC. 

11.  Form Prepared By 

Name Savannah Grandey Knies, contributions by Danielle O’Brien 

Organization Center for Historic Preservation at Middle Tennessee State University  

Street & Number Box 80 Date June 2022 

City or Town Murfreesboro Telephone 615-494-8938 

E-mail Savannah.grandey@mtsu.edu State TN Zip Code 37132 
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Photo Log 
 
Name of Property:  Cemetery School  
City or Vicinity:  Murfreesboro 
County:   Rutherford   State: Tennessee 
Photographer:  Savannah Grandey Knies 
Date Photographed: February 9, 2022; March 23, 2022 
 
Description of Photograph(s) and number, include description of view indicating direction of camera: 
 
1 of 15. Setting. Photographer facing south. 
 
2 of 15. West elevation. Photographer facing east. 
 
3 of 15. Southwest oblique. Photographer facing northeast. 
 
4 of 15. East elevation. Photographer facing northwest.  
 
5 of 15.  Northeast oblique. Photographer facing southwest.  
 
6 of 15. North elevation. Photographer facing south.  
 
7 of 15. Sign. Photographer facing south.  
 
8 of 15. Interior. Vestibule. Photographer facing east.  
 
9 of 15.  Interior. North classroom.  Photographer facing north.  
 
10 of 15. Interior. Kitchen. Photographer facing northwest.  
 
11 of 15. Interior. South classroom. Photographer facing south.  
 
12 of 15. Interior. View of auxiliary rooms. Photographer facing northwest.  
 
13 of 15.  Interior. Partition with sliding door. Photographer facing north.  
 
14 of 15. Privy. Photographer facing east.  
 
15 of 15.  Flagpole. Photographer facing east.  
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Site Plan  
 

 
*not to scale     
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Floor Plan 
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Cemetery School 
Name of Property 
Rutherford, TN 
County and State 
       
Name of multiple listing (if applicable) 

 
The N.R. Continuation Sheet should be used for additional supporting documentation such as historic 
photographs, maps, and addendum documentation. Do NOT imbed supporting documentation and/or images 
within the text of Sections 7 and 8. 
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Property Owner Information 
 

 
Property Owner:  

(This information will not be submitted to the National Park Service, but will remain on file at the Tennessee Historical Commission)  

Name Vincent Windrow 

Street & 
Number 1887 Stewart Creek Road Telephone 

 
 

City or Town Murfreesboro  State/Zip TN  37129 
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