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Transcription of a Tape hecorded
Interview with
Dr, and Mrs, E.B,, Henderson
Falls Church, Virginia
on the subject of
"NEGRO EDUCATION-JAMES LEE ELEMENTARY SCHCOL"

Interviewed on 13 June 1969
by Ross Tucker

This is Rose Tucker, and I'm recording an oral history interview
in conjunction with the centennial of Fairfax County Fublic Schools.

(ur guests on this particular segment are Dr. and lrs. E.B. Hender-
son, who have lived for a number of years at 307 South Faple Avenue
and now make their summer home at this address in Falls Church, Vir-
ginia, Mrs. Henderson, where is 1t that you live during the rest ‘
of the time?

Well, I married and moved into Falls Church in 1910 and have Jjust
kept home and helped with the farm. There were two boys born fin
years apart., They both went to this school for a shor{. tille:, und

¥ - tr é “ S )
then they were transferred into the city schools uhere they drove

A4 J“ o

in with their father every morning. The old school was a very di-

¥ 0GR -5 1
cided with the Fairfa.x County School Board that they youm f

colored childmn a new school with eome sort of ady
Lo L whigd /1 ‘

1n ewery way. They had all kinds of...

I petized 1 wae i1 xm’dr& in ¢ 121 g

biL Soomuting, ir feot I m I!f
until 19'47 uhsn we mnt into the
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wWhat got you interested in teaching to start out with? And you are
affectionately known, are you not, as Miss Nellle?

That's right, Well, I taught in Washington before 1 came out here.

I was what they called a lodel Teacher, where othe'r teachers came to
observe, When I came out here I had no idea of ever teaching again,
although I felt it good to get letters of recommendation from my
supervisor and principal when I was in Washington. When World War 1
started the schools began to lose their teachers, because the govern-
ment in Washington was paying so much better salaries and many of the
teachers left, In fact when they came to me to open Falls Church
School after it was closed for awhile because there was no teacher

I refused it, I had a baby fourteen months old, Well, two of the
supervisors came to see me and ;aid if they could get me someone

to take care of the baby, would I go back? Well, I said I wqu_lg see,.
Well, I did go back and taught, as I said before, until 1950.

Now, Just very briefly, what have you been doing since your roti;ro- -
ment, and I believe that you also have another home in Mgg;.ﬁﬂ;;
My son has, You want to know now now what I. ‘ ‘(unc,loa.r). Befc
I retired I was interested in Girl Scouts, .n_g 7 gty e i

Tel e yoa NS
Girl Scouting, in fact I ‘went off to lacy (?) to learn how

a lnder, to teach 1ud?rs: I oans “h&%s 2

Scouts tmtn thoy gave u a voa
IS wgdy In m Le

umm. A
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that you at one time headed the Health Physical Education Lepartment

.considerod & new buildins.

Henderson = 3 = JAMES LEE SCHOOL
1 guess we should say that we are recording this interwview with liss
hellie or Mrs., E.E., Henderson of Falls Church, who has been retired for
some time, but has if I'm correct, Mrs., Henderson, you were & teacher
and principal in Fairfax County Public Schools most of the time of
your professional education career., Is this right?
I would say it was right, because I was only in Washington in a teach-
ing career five years, and the rest of the time, which would amount to
about thirty years, I was teaching out here in Fairfax County.

let me ask Dr. Henderson a question., Am I correct in assuming, Doctor,

for the Colored Division of D.C. Fublic Schools?
Yes, I happened to be the first negro man in the country to go into
physical education as a profession. I began to teach in 1904, was
the head of the department for about twenty-five years, retiring in
1954, fifty years teaching in the Washington schools. »
In case I forgot to say it we are prerecording this program on.a very
hot and humid day, the 13th of June, 1969, in case we have‘a%gr *go&gph
who need to know this particular date as :l‘u: u futm :euarch Ma-
concerned, liss Nellie, I think it would be kind of 1nun
point out what kind of a lchool Juos Lee was before you>

zl g & nOps

Vell 1tm usta.noldlchoollih
o e ,‘;j ehak- elant :w :
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The third grade was housed there.
That was the one you've got the picture of.
That's right,
Another point we want to cover is how many teachers there were before
the nex Muilding and after the nex building.
well, I think I just said before the new building there were two
teachers at one tize, and then, as I said, the enrollment grew large,
and there were three teachers. Then after the new building was erect-
ed, and the pupils fror Bailey's Cross Roads - that school was closed -
and those teachers came down here - there were about six teachers.
Fow many children are we talking about in this school, either before
or after? Do you remerxber offhand?
I can't say that I could say correctly.
¥Faybe somewhere between one-hundred and fifty, one-hundred and eighty?
Would that be 2 good guess? '
I imagine there must have been about one-hundred and. ﬁfty' aftextihe
newschoolcne,andﬂ:eteachersea.-ewithﬂnpnpils MR'IL\I'E

Eight. Butyouwereﬂnﬁntmmipl?

!s,lnsiheﬁntpimipltbn
s s R
Rwlmﬂmcw]ﬂginum' ' '
LAt mRYwny,
eeneosﬂntmtlﬁnkdshtlﬂ"
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2 lot of wonderful work in Reconstruction and all thoee daye, 5o
that 1 was very particular that we celebrate Negro history Week be-
fore it became important to the schoc;ls all over the states to have .
it. So I consider that that. wae a very great advantace, because
the children then had something to 1ive up to or try to do. It gave
them some incentive. Color shouldn't kesp them back, that it didn't

necessarily(_dicute?] (left out) their way of 1iving, their homes,

because some of these negroes of which I speak had come from way
down south in just shacks almost. So they had every reason to go
forward and relieve if they could make it as other people had done.
Did your children go through James lLee?

Ko, my children did not go through James Lee. When my chiddren
started to school, as I have already said, the first World Waer took
many teachers out of the County so that there were no teachers Ahere

Tk

in Falls Church for awhile until, as I also said; they got soﬁeone

Sy

to stay with my baby, and I went on. My children had started al-

ready in school, the older boy had, and went in with his father every

Wi g
morning. But both of them went through the ﬁrst thzwee grad" '

here.
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I couldn't think of her name though.
how about some of the students that you thought were particularly

- s o o

outsta:ﬂins 2t the time and what are they doing today? Lo you

keep track of them? '

¥ell, some of them have done real well. Cme boy, Thomas, is hired
down here by Hechinger. he's second in charge. ke left pe and went
to the only highschool the colored children had at that time, which
was Manassas. he graduated from there, but he holds this very im-
portant job at Hechinger's down here. Then 1 have some other chil-
dren: Ihadayoungnnwhobecaneavenfinepreacherinone of
the churches around here. Other stideris have gone into the gov-

ernment and worked in the Bureau of Engraving, and very fine jobs

PP PRIy S . PR T § S - A - e

they have. They're very trustworthy. And, of course, we had Eany
that went in the Army during the Second sorld war. We had several

IR PI,

to go and we kept in contact with them the whole time they were there.
We wrote teck and forth and kept abreast of what was goinc on in the

A

town that they had left.

Dr. Henderson, do you reczll any experiences that uﬁte < Fairfax
County Fublic Schools in your vast experience that 1%“;3@%%
esting to record at this time?
I think so. Fy wife has been delinquent in that she didr

Py b W
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improve the school conditions here. We were very much disturbed with
the kind of school that my wife was teaching in. Even though she was
prepared better than the teachers of the other schools in the County,
yet she was alwaye getting a salary reduced lower than the others.
Finally that was won by the NAACE, the battle to equalige szlaries,
and thereafter they got the same salaries.
Do you recall offhand from the turn of the century until probably
in the forties how many negro or colored schools there were in Fair-
fax County at'this time and where they were located?
I know there is the school at Vienna, a pretty good school. And
if you ever go up there, there is a lMr. West. He has written out a
story on the schools at Vienna; And there was & school at Fa.irfa.x
and a school at Bailey's Cross Roads. There was a school at Gum
Springs, Chesterbrook, and where else do you remember a school?
Those were aboﬁt the most important. I might say..... '
There was a highschool at Manassas. ‘ 54

ings thEt

‘Well, that was a sort of a boarding school. It ‘was orqan.’lzed ‘after
’ . = 4. CABEER e

. W : 4
the principle of booker T. Washington's ““‘F_lf‘*:° ’ggt‘ S’chqolg, )

training school. Part of the money came from the chur:

- school .J&;

°th§ wel wlg?n h
mtg!uh}ggwn‘ow*w!!—; emembe?
e i g
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highschool, and its first principal was a boy that my wife had some-
thing to do with training in the County, was Taylor Williams.
Fies hellie, let me ask another question along this line. You men~-
tioned in conjunction with Bailey's that the school closed over there

and you all of a sudden inherited these students. What was the cir-

cumstance on that, do you recall?

Well, I can't say exactly that I recall, except that we were trying
to have better schools, and they felt that if they consolidated that
the children down there would get the same advantages thet the chil-
dren up here were getting.. So of course they had buses that brought
them up and took them home. It was to improve their conditions that

the consolidating started. Of course, after that other schools be-

gan to join in. I forget which ones now. It's been a long time, and
I just don't exactly remember which schools did go in together be=-
sides us down here, |

Hcﬁr about just reflecting for a moment on some of the things that
were offered as far as studies were concerned in the tjpiéal*elbe'nsx;:-

v e S Pt -
tary school of bygone yea.rs. First of all there was no kirﬂergu-un

from what I understand., That's only been on a County-wide
the last year or so. What grades did the school cove#_‘
one through six, and what were ‘some of‘ffe ngs fmm

We mentioned the emphasis on nfi'“%, ' t we '
things that were stressed?
ve11, ?ou" did - Mn% '

—

‘that
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How about eome of the things that the teacherc taught in those days
that etand out in your mind....reading, writingi

Well, as you might know, the primary teacher had just first, second

0

and third,, 1, as principal, or whoever took my place when 1 re~
tired, had fourth, fifth, sixth and eeventh. You had to use your
own imagination on just how to bring in all the subjects that they
should cover, eepecially the important ones. You stressed them and
made your program stress them. That was about the best that we could
do, but they did go well prepared into Francis Junior Highschool.

The teachers used to ask lxr, Tinner, Mr. Cllie Tinner, who lived

out here but taught at Francis, where those children came from, be-
cause they could do more than the children who had been brought up
in the regular public schools in kashington,

Next I want to ask Dr, Henderson who has been a very long-term resi-
dent of the Falls Church area what things were like, and when wae it
exactly,‘Doctor, that you arrived?

¥y grandmother was one of the early settlers here, and adjacent to
her house, right at the corner across from the benk, was the regular
store., It was owned by relatives of mine, the Footes, who did own
what is now Seven Corners, I used to talk to the grandson of Uncle
Frederick Foote who owned that area down there about education. He
was very well prepared in ordinary subjects, but in the first days
many of the white and colored children were taughi by the same group.
In fact it is said that this Hangman's Tree thatwas across from that,,...
there was a man named Reed (Read?) who taught negroes and whites to-

gether, and because of hés Federal or pro-Union sympathies he was

he was mupposed to have been taken out by losby's guerillas and
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hung. But in those days the people, both races, the neighbors we
had were all very friendly. There was no friction between races in
those days, In fact the old Falls Church which ad joined the proper-
ty which we owned and lived at first, occasionally some colored peo-
ple would go to that church,, Some of the other churches have been
known to have some colored people attend. Then some soldiers came
here from the Civil War and were taught by chaplains in the Army,
and they orgenized the first church, Then the firsti schoolhouse
in Falls Church was where my grandmother lived right there across
from the bank,
What is that adress?
That address? Two-something. About two-ten. It's a little building,
(unclear..possibly "still there") on South Weshington Street at the
corner of Broad Street, right near the corner.,. That's the location
of the actual first school.
Have jou got a description of that?
Ko, I don't. It was just an old log school where the children as-
sembled. I'm not sure when the white schools were established, but
I've read some of the papers that most of the people in the town used
to subscribe money for a private school that became later on the Jeff-
erson School, I think,
I imagine the community was quite a bit different in those days.
Oh, yes. The community were settlers many of whom came out from Wash-
ington, like General Lawton (the Lawton House is up there) and MNr.
Church. At the time of the Spanish War a plot of ground on lee
Highway or Washington Street extelddd was used as the site of Camp
Alger and the soldiers came from all around the country. But 1h those

days the health situations were bad in that typh oid fever was a killer
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DR. H.: every year, Across from where 1 now live was known as the Gundry
School, and children were dying almosi every year because they
didn't know (sic). Then what happened eventually was that some of
these soldiers died at,Camp Alger from typhoid fever. Almost over-
night they moved the camp to & spot in lennsylvania.

TUCKER Let me ask Niss Nellie again just to reinforce our thinking about
the wooden structure, if that is correct, (If it is not, you cor-
rect me, hiss Nellie.) that preceded the James lee Llementary
School. This was essentially one that did not have such modern
day conveniences as running water and sanitary facilities, thing;
of this nature?

MRS. H.: No, it had nothing like that. We got water from a neighbor next to
the school, who allowed us to get the water. Then she would try |
every now and then to wash the buckets real clean as the children
had to bring the water in the buckets and set it on the back desk,
The cups and all had to be left right on those desks. Finally, in-
stead of having the children bring their own cups they finally got
some cups that they could use, like what you buy now when you want
to go out on a picnic, paper cups. WHEEER There was no toilet.

i 5 You had to go out in the yard whether the weather was good or bad,

1 teachers and pupils alike, and use the toilet, Then you had to see

, that it was cleaned up. Also about the fire: they gave enough coal
to last, but we had to see that somebody made the fire or looked
after it. The children tried to do their best, but it was very hard
work, so considering what they went through and what they've accomp-
lished, it's Jjust a wonderful story to tell,

TUCKER Was there any busing involved or did all the kids walk?
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All the children walked to school until we finally got the balley's
Crossroads School this way, Then they put on buses. Then they &lso
brought the children, when the third teacher was hired she camé from
Chesterbrook, Well, they bused the children from Chesterbrook over
to the school., And although the children lived (at) what we call
railroad center, way up there at West Falls Church, those children
had to walk three or four miles there, and they were very, very reg-
ular, They never missed a day of it. They didn't mind it at all,
but we minded the idea that the other children were riding, some of
the other groups were riding while our children were walking in the
worst kind of weather, but they just loved it so that they never
missed coming.
Well, thank you both very much, Do you have any concluding comments
that we might want to put on here just in passing that you happen
to think of? How about you, Dr. Henderson?
well, I'11 tell you I fought the battle so long. As I said, we or-
ganized the NAACP to fight against discrimination and segregation
and then finally in fifty-four it came. I retired in fifty-four,
the very year of the Supreme Court decision. DBut I attended as a
counselor at the attempt on the part of the County to bring the
teachers together in the following year. I think it was at karshall

School, where they spent one afternoon a week for a month or some-

thing like that with teachers to try to get them to understand each

other, understand what was going on., Fersonally I felt that inte-
gration was a very fine thing. I've seen it even in the substance
on places. I've seen here that we didn't have the friction that
it was expected to have. Where I come from, Alabama, we probably
have more friction than anyplace in the Union, but altogether I
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have seen, and I can't sympathize at all with thie younger element
that seems to be what they call militant now, breaking up schools
and trying to resegregate themselves. I have no sympathy for that.
They call some of us today who used to fight the battle "Uncle Toms",
because we're not militant, but I can't go along with the attempts
that Howard University and the universities and schools to undo so
much that has been accomplished in the past,
Thank you. How about you, Niss Nellie? Do you have any other
little reminiscences we might add to a very vast collection in the
many years that you were teacher and principal at James Lee Llemen=
tary School in Fairfax County?
I'd like to add something.
All right, Fine,
I'd just like to say that my wife's sister married the son of booker
T, Washington. And one of the reasons we're there, my son now is
head of the Caldwell Foundation. He's the director. He's also
elected to the School Eoard in Tuskegee. And there's another exs
ample in the deep South of how much progress we've made. I right
also mention that my wife's father was a big real estate man in Wash-
ington before one of the financial creshes, and he was the first
alumnus to be elected as trustee at Howard University.
Fine, Do you think of anything that you would want to add, FKiss
Nellie?
Well, I can say I'm glad I lived long enough to see the children get-
ting the fine education that we had hoped for when we first started
out and things looked so dark. So that I'm very proud to know.....the
bbher night I had several children that I had taught graduated from
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FRS, E.:  Whittier School up here. And they're all in the County in the dif-
ferent schools, and 1I'm sure they're getting the finest kind of an
education, because I think the School Board in Fairfax County is very
particular now about the teachers they're hiring, They're hiring
only the best, and our children are getting that advantage.

TUCKER Well, thank you both very much, This has been another in the series
of oral history interviews with interesting people associated with
the centennial observance of Feirfax County Public Schools. We
have been talking with Dr.,, and Frs, E.E, Henderson of Falls Church,

and this has been,.(tape ends)




