Tennessee’s
Oldest
Rosenwald
School
Top: The restored West Bemis Rosenwald School
gleams in the winter snow in January 2018. Courtesy
of the MTSU Center for Historic Preservation
Above: The West Bemis Rosenwald School was
built according to an early Clinton Calloway
design, which came to be known as the Tuskegee
plan. This particular model had two classrooms
plus an auditorium. Courtesy of the Jackson Davis
Collection of African American Photographs, Special Collections,
University of Virginia Library

The Walter Brewer Bemis Community Center
was first known as the West Bemis Rosenwald
School. Constructed in 1916, the building is
Tennessee’s oldest remaining Rosenwald school.
From 1912 to 1932, the Julius Rosenwald
Fund provided grants and architectural plans
for the construction of African American
schools in the South, provided that the local
black community contributed substantial
support, along with funding from the local
white-controlled school board.

The program began as a partnership between Rosenwald, the head of Sears, Roebuck,
and Company, and Booker T. Washington, the head of Tuskegee Institute in Alabama.
The program began in Alabama, but after Washington’s death in 1915, Rosenwald
continued to expand the school building effort across the South. By the time the
program ended during the Great Depression, over 5,000 buildings for African
American education had been constructed.

Booker T. Washington worked
with Julius Rosenwald to
administer the Rosenwald
Fund through Tuskegee
Institute from 1913 to 1920.
Courtesy of the Library of Congress
Julius Rosenwald stands
with Rosenwald School
students. Courtesy of Fisk University,
John Hope and Aurelia E. Franklin
Library, Special Collections, Julius
Rosenwald Fund Archives

Building a Rosenwald
School at Bemis
The Bemis Brothers Bag Company created the town
of Bemis in the first decade of the twentieth century to
serve as a company town for its cotton mill employees. The
company followed the segregation policies of Jim Crow
in Tennessee and designated a separate part of the village plan for African
American housing.
After the local Cane Creek school for African Americans
burned in about 1915, company officials donated the land
for a new school on the edge of the village’s
These 1916
segregated African American neighborhood.
drawings show
the plans for all
The local government provided $1,500, the
four elevations
African American community raised an
of West Bemis
Rosenwald
additional $1,500, and the Rosenwald Fund
School. Courtesy
of the Walter Brewer
granted $400 for the school’s construction. The
Bemis Community
Center, with assistance
building followed plans developed by Tuskegee from Dr. Mary
Hoffschwelle
professor Clinton J. Calloway, who was a native
of Tennessee and a graduate
of Fisk University.
The textile mill
of the Bemis
Brothers Bag
Company can
be seen in the
background of
this historic
photograph of
the West Bemis
Rosenwald
School. Courtesy
of the Bemis
Collection, Union
University, Volunteer
Voices Collection

Tennessee native
Clinton J. Calloway,
a professor at
Tuskegee Institute,
was instrumental in
the administration of
Rosenwald Schools.

This Sanborn fire insurance map from 1926 depicts the
town of Bemis with the African American neighborhood
pictured in an inset in the lower right corner. Courtesy of
Environmental Data Resources Inc.

A Community Center
As intended by its planners from Tuskegee Institute, the West Bemis Rosenwald
School continued to be a focus for the community of African American mill workers
and their families. In the Jim Crow South, places like this school became safe havens
where African Americans could celebrate their families and community in an era of
often-brutal public segregation practices.
In the 1960–61 school year, county officials
moved Bemis students to the Spann-Rosenwald
School and closed the West Bemis Rosenwald
School. West Bemis Missionary Baptist Church
acquired the building and converted it into a
church with offices, Sunday School classrooms,
and a fellowship hall.

The Reverend Walter
Brewer became pastor of
the West Bemis Missionary
Baptist Church in 1984 and
is the namesake for today’s
community center. Courtesy of the
Walter Brewer Bemis Community Center

This 1902 photograph of a history
class at Tuskegee Institute depicts
the type of handmade wooden
desk that Booker T. Washington
recommended for use in rural
African American schools. Courtesy
of the Library of Congress

The youth choir performs
an Easter Sunday service in
the late 1980s. Most of these
children were related to
former students of the West
Bemis Rosenwald School.
Courtesy of the Walter Brewer Bemis
Community Center

The Matrons of West Bemis Missionary Baptist Church, from
left to right: Johnnie McKnuckles (with daughter Kenyatta), Rosie
Vann, Mary Reaves (with daughter Sheleah), Delois Lee, Maxine
McBride (with daughter Terrika in car), Jackie Marshall, Lucy
Smith (with daughter Catina at far right). Notice the original
windows updated with peel-and-stick window film. Courtesy of the
Walter Brewer Bemis Community Center

Restoration
and New
Futures
In 1991, the school was listed in the National
Register of Historic Places as part of the
Bemis Historic District designation. The
West Bemis Missionary Baptist Church
congregation worshipped here until
completing a new church building in 2001.
Other churches used the building until 2008,
when the local effort began to establish the
Walter Brewer Bemis Community Center.

Community members Robert Smith, Gerald Batchelor,
and Walter Brewer assist First Baptist Church in
uncovering the original porch during restoration.

The Walter Brewer Bemis Community Center
seeks to provide a safe, culturally stimulating
place for young people and seniors in the
community, while also serving as a center for
the entire community through educational,
cultural, and recreational programming.

Above: Ida Smith discusses the building
and its restoration with teachers from the
Teaching with Primary Sources–MTSU
Summer Institute in June 2017.
Below: The removed drop ceiling in the
dining hall revealed original windows.
Volunteers from the First Baptist Church
help restore floors and walls in the
auditorium and dining hall.

All images courtesy of the Walter Brewer Bemis Community
Center and the MTSU Center for Historic Preservation.

