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INTRODUCTION
The Free Hill(s) Community Center (listed on the tax records of Clay County Tennessee as Free Hills Community Center Inc.) is a former Rosenwald School building dating to circa 1930. It is a fine example of the type of rural schools for African
Americans that were constructed under the program funded by Sears, Roebuck
executive Julius Rosenwald. Free Hill(s) School conforms to Plan 20, a Two Teacher Community School, in the publication Community School Plans, revised in
1931, which was issued by the Southern Office of the Julius Rosenwald Fund,
Nashville, Tennessee. The Fund provided $500 for its construction, which was
matched with $200 by the community and $1775 from the Clay County Board of
Education. From the beginning, the building was more than a school. “It became
the only public gathering place for African-Americans not only in this county but
in the Upper Cumberland region since neither neighboring Pickett or Jackson
County has any Rosenwald schools...Free Hills Rosenwald School had a designated community room, complete with a small stage which is still extant. The adjacent room could become part of the seating for lectures, performances, and other
community events by pushing back the movable partition...The school served as a
meeting place for African-American speakers on a wide variety of topics, from politics to race relations to the agricultural extension service. It also hosted school
plays and community projects” (Mary S. Hoffschwelle and Carroll Van West, National Register of Historic Places nomination, 1996).
Since integration of Clay County schools in 1966, Free Hill(s) has served as a community meeting place, hosting functions such as the annual Homecoming reunion.

National Trust for Historic Preservation
Rosenwald School Initiative
http://www.rosenwaldschools.com/
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BUILDING DESCRIPTION
The Free Hill(s) school building is sited on a small hill in the center of a one-acre
plot, facing west towards Free Hill Road, in the rural African-American village of
Free Hill, in the vicinity of the county seat of Celina, in Clay County, Tennessee.
Built circa 1930, the school is an original three-room, T-plan, gable roofed, frame
building with a brick and concrete foundation. Its Craftsman-like roof brackets
are the primary decorative feature of the school. The interior floor plan of three
rooms, two doors, a raised stage, and two cloakrooms, remains almost totally intact. Entry is from two doors on the east facade.

What was originally the Industrial room, traditionally used for teaching domestic
homemaking, crafts, and industrial arts, still contains wall-mounted shelving that
once held dishes and utensils from the school lunch program instituted in the
1940s. The original wooden walls, flooring, stage, and ceiling also exhibit a high
degree of historical integrity.
Renovation History
The Industrial room was extended to nearly twice its length circa 1947 in order to
create a larger kitchen area. Several kitchen appliances dating from the early
1960s are still installed in the kitchen, which also features a serving counter.
In circa 1980, the Tennessee Valley Authority provided funding to cover the original poplar wood siding with vinyl, at which time some of the original exterior windows on the west side were covered over, but not removed. Wooden booths and
restaurant-like tables were added at this time so that one of the two rooms might
serve as a dining room for the newly renovated “community hall.” An original
cloakroom was converted into a restroom, another small restroom was added, and
linoleum was put down over the original wood flooring in the kitchen area.
In 1995, community members, working with officials at the Upper Cumberland
Development District, decided to restore the former schoolhouse so that it could
become a community heritage center. A new composite shingle roof was added at
this time in order to protect the structure. In 1996, after consulting with the Tennessee Historical Commission and an architectural consultant, the decision was
made to remove the vinyl siding and return the building as much as possible to its
historic appearance. This commitment to historic preservation made it possible
for the Free Hill(s) Rosenwald School to be placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1996.
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Present Appearance
The Free Hill(s) Community Center still retains the T-plan in the circa 1947 Industrial Room extension. The Craftsman-style exposed rafters and brackets remain major decorative elements. The rough-cut poplar siding has been painted
white in standard Rosenwald School fashion. The concrete slab foundation is surmounted by a brick foundation that has been painted red. The composite shingle
roof is medium gray. Modern additions include a window air conditioning unit
mounted into the wall of the Industrial Room extension and steps and deck of
treated, unpainted lumber. A working Coca-Cola machine stands outside on the
deck.

This was originally the façade of the Rosenwald school building. Note the entrance at right.
There is a corresponding entrance on the left side (not visible in this photograph). The original
central bay Industrial Room projected slightly from the façade. The kitchen extension was
added onto the central bay, forming the T-plan that exists today.
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NEEDS ASSESSMENT
Urgent Needs
It is imperative that the following measures be taken immediately in order to adequately seal the interior from outside elements and prevent further water damage
to the structure’s wooden siding and concrete and brick foundation.
Windows
 All windows need to be reglazed and restored to original Rosenwald
design (nine-over-nine, double-hung windows).


All window panes should be replaced with insulated glass for energy conservation.



Window screens should be added if possible to permit air circulation.

West elevation: The pair of historic windows on the extreme far right show the original
Rosenwald design, with nine panes in each sash. All of the windows should be replaced according to this configuration. See the original floor plan (page 4), which shows two groupings of six windows on this side of the building.
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Urgent Needs
Windows



All windows need to be reglazed.
Replace non-original windows according to Rosenwald plan.

The photograph above and plan below show that the original Rosenwald school building had two sizes
of windows. Note the original pair of six-over-six, double-hung windows to the left of the door. The original nine-pane window at right was apparently moved during the circa 1947 kitchen addition.
Note that smaller (six-over-six) windows have been inserted into window openings that originally accommodated the larger nine-over-nine windows. These should
be replaced during window restoration.

Note the four nine-over-nine, double-hung
windows across the front of the Industrial
Room (above). When the Industrial Room
was extended, the windows were apparently re-used. Two of the nine-over-nine,
double-hung windows were used for the
front of the kitchen, and the other two
were placed on either side of the kitchen.
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Urgent Needs
Gutters


Adding gutters, downspouts, and leaders will help to alleviate current
drainage problems, which are affecting both the wood siding and undermining
the foundation.

Note the water damage on the siding to the right of the missing door. Adding gutters will direct
water away from the side of the building. Space should be left between the replacement ramp and
the side of the building to prevent water buildup and moisture collection.
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Urgent Needs
Door


Missing door at blocked east side entrance needs to be replaced.

Note the covered entrance with its Craftsman-style brackets. This stylistic element is
important to the historic fabric of the building and should be retained.
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Urgent Needs
Ramp


Stairs and ramp at east side entrance need to be replaced with one that is less
steep, more easily accessible for the elderly and handicapped, and that conforms with the regulations of the Americans with Disabilities Act.

The replacement ramp should be secured firmly but not attached to the actual
building. This measure will prevent any undue stress on the siding or foundation.
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Urgent Needs
Siding


Walls and siding need to be repaired where windows have been changed, or
where siding has been damaged by water.

The siding to the right of the door will
need to be replaced. Note the window
framing at left, it appears that one or
more boards, including the left sill is
missing.

The fact that the siding was patched together
when the original windows were replaced is visible in this photograph. This will be corrected
when the window opening is restored to its original size and new windows framed in.

The insertion of smaller windows here necessitated unsightly overlapping framing. Once windows are restored to original size, reframing
will provide neatly finished detailing.
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Immediate Needs



Foundation should be assessed by a structural engineer.
Holes in foundation should be rebricked for energy conservation.

The fact that the building site was not level apparently necessitated creation of an uneven
foundation design to accommodate the construction of the school building. Inspection will indicate whether any action needs to be taken to preserve or strengthen the foundation. Parts
of the foundation have been removed to provide crawl space during previous work on the
building. These should be rebricked, but all original ventilation holes should be retained.
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Immediate Needs


Bathrooms could be combined into one larger space that would comply with
Americans with Disabilities Act regulations.

The two doors at right are existing restroom facilities. One is in the original cloak room,
and the other has been added in between the cloak room and currently blocked entrance
door. In order to meet Americans with Disabilities Act regulations, doors must be wide
enough to accommodate a wheelchair. It is recommended that these two small bathrooms
be combined to create one large handicap-accessible facility.
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Future Needs





Electrical system should be improved for future implementation of technology.
While a central heat and air system would be ideal, the addition of a wood
stove, additional ceiling fans, and window screens could make year-round use
of the building possible at much lower cost.

Replace booths with portable long folding tables for flexible use of space.
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History of Free Hill(s) Community
Just as the name Free Hill(s) varies in usage from singular to plural, there are
multiple versions of the history of the Free Hill(s) community. Most begin with
the establishment of a settlement of several families of freed black slaves on four
hundred acres of hilly land located above the town of Celina on the Cumberland
river. Some versions mention a woman named Virginia Hill, who freed her slaves,
others mention a woman named Hill who was from Virginia, while others mention
the possibility that at least some of the original residents might have been the
mixed-race children of Mrs. Hill. No matter what the origins of the first settlers
of Free Hill(s), the 1830 Census of Overton County lists two black households
headed by persons named Hill in the Free Hill district. By 1850, that number had
increased to five households, and by 1860, there were eight. Thus, Free Hill(s) is
remarkable and significant for its status as an emancipated African American
community well before the Civil War.
Historian Wali R. Kharif has suggested that Free Hill(s) became “a refuge for free
blacks and a hideout for runaway slaves” during the Civil War, and that afterwards it attracted a number of new residents. Given its proximity to the Cumberland river forming the northern border of Tennessee, one wonders if there might
also have been Underground Railroad activity in the vicinity?

Located in the Upper Cumberland, above the town of Celina at the conjunction of
the Obey and Cumberland rivers, the topography of Free Hill(s), like most of the
land in the region, is rocky and little suited to agriculture. Nevertheless, historian
Jeanette Keith characterizes this Upper Cumberland region as primarily agricultural. She describes its historical inhabitants as fiscally conservative, selfsufficient, family-oriented, wary of government “improvements” and desiring,
above all, to maintain their economic independence. Most families in the elevencounty area that she documents were landowners, farming relatively small acreages to feed their families and provide for their most basic needs. Corn and hogs
(which could forage on hillsides) were the primary foodstuffs of the region in addition to family food gardens.
Many men also did “public work,” such as logging, rafting, sawmilling, and cooking at lumber camps and on steamboats, to supplement the farm income. According to the Statistical Atlas of Southern Counties prepared by Fisk University sociologist Charles S. Johnson and other experts in 1941, 20% of the Clay County
reidents was located in rural, non-farm settings. This largely describes Free Hill
(s), where oral histories recorded by folklorists Peterson and Rankin in 1985, historian Wali Kharif in 1990, and educator Matthew Smith in 2003 reveal that Free
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Hill(s) men did minimal farming, as well as logging, rafting, and musseling. Kharif also mentions carpentry, shoemaking, and butchering as skills that were
passed on to relatives and friends.
The original school at Free Hill(s), according to Kharif, was a log building with
with three windows and a wood stove. It was upgraded with assistance from the
Clay County Board of Education, which began providing teachers from Nashville
as early as 1907. Given the lowly status of rural education in Tennessee generally
at this time, one might suppose that the visiting African-American teachers at
Free Hill(s) were some of the best educated in Tennessee rural schools. The 1941
Statistical Atlas records the literacy rate for African Americans in Clay County as
18.6%, as opposed to 13.9% for white residents. This trend also reflects the strides
made by the new Free Hill(s) Rosenwald School, whose teachers came mostly from
Tennessee A & I (now Tennessee State University) in Nashville.
Kharif describes Free Hill(s) in the 1920s and 1930s as a small village. Home to
hundreds of residents, it contained two grocery stores, three clubs, two eateries,
two churches, and one school. Students desiring education beyond the elementary
grades could go to the all-black Darwin High School in Cookeville, a drive that
took at least one and one half hours each way, according to oral interviews with
those who attended Darwin. According to several sources, Robert “Bud” Garrett
drove a bus or van in the 1940s and 1950s, taking Free Hill(s) students to meet
the bus that would transport them to Cookeville. After Darwin High School
burned in 1963, for a short time all students attended the white high school in
Cookeville. Free Hill(s) students were integrated into Celina public schools in
1966. According to Kharif, by 1990 there were 110 residents and four establishments remaining in Free Hill(s). He attributes a decline in population to outmigration in search economic opportunity after the Civil Rights Movement.
One of best-known residents of Free Hill(s) was Bud Garrett (1916-1987). Garrett
was a guitarist whose repertoire included both traditional and popular music. As
a young man, he accompanied square dances, and learned country, western swing,
and big band music. Playing both electric and acoustic instruments as an adult,
he composed and recorded original blues numbers and performed widely at festivals in the 1970s and 1980s, including the annual Tennessee Grass Roots Days in
Nashville and the Smithsonian Festival of American Folklife in Washington, D.C.
Garrett was also a maker of “rolley hole” marbles, which are used in a traditional
dirt-court marble game native to the Tennessee-Kentucky border near Celina.
A 1985 sound recording produced by Peterson and Rankin for the Tennessee Folklore Society features Garrett’s song “I Got a Place in Free Hill,” which was record-
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ed in 1983. Other selections include local folktales told by Free Hill residents and
selections by the congregation of the Free Hill Church of Christ and preacher Norman Hamilton.
Susan Knowles
Sources:
Birdwell, Michael and W. Calvin Dickinson. Rural Life and Culture in the Upper Cumberland.
Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2004.
Fulcher, Bob. “Rolley Hole Marbles.” In Tennessee Encyclopedia of History and Culture. Ed. Carroll
Van West. Nashville: Tennessee Historical Society, 1998.
Kharif, Wali R. “Darwin School and Black Public Education: Cookeville in the Decade of the
Brown Decision,” Tennessee Historical Quarterly, (1997)
Kharif, Wali R. “Free Hill.” In Tennessee Encyclopedia of History and Culture. Ed. Carroll
Van West. Nashville: Tennessee Historical Society, 1998.
Kharif, Wali R. and Lynwood Montell. Reminisces and Reflections: African Americans in the Kentucky
Tennessee Upper Cumberland Since the Civil War. London, KY: Janze Publications, 2005.
Keith, Jeanette. “Country People: Tennessee’s Upper Cumberland, 1890-1925,” unpublished dissertation
(Doctor of Philosophy in History), Vanderbilt University, 1990.

McLerran, Corinne. “Clay County.” In Tennessee Encyclopedia of History and Culture. Ed. Carroll
Van West. Nashville: Tennessee Historical Society, 1998.
Peterson, Elizabeth and Tom Rankin. Free Hill: A Sound Portrait of a Rural Afro-American
Community. Tennessee Folklore Society, 1985.
Peterson, Elizabeth and Tom Rankin. “Free Hill: An Introduction,” Tennessee Folklore Society Bulletin,
v. L, no. 1 (Spring 1985): 1-42.
Peterson, Elizabeth. “Robert ‘Bud’ Garrett.” In Tennessee Encyclopedia of History and Culture.
Ed. Carroll Van West. Nashville: Tennessee Historical Society, 1998.
Smith, Matthew R. “The Free Hill School and Community: Educating Students for Character
(1930-1965,” unpublished dissertation (Doctor of Education), Peabody College of Vander
bilt University, 2003.
West, Carroll Van. Tennessee’s Historic Landscapes: A Traveler’s Guide. Knoxville: University of Ten
nessee Press, 1995.
WPA Guide to Tennessee, 1939. Reprint Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1986.
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Industrial History of Celina and Clay County, Tennessee
The city of Celina is located in Clay County, Tennessee at the mouth of the Obey
River, one of the largest navigable tributaries of the Cumberland River. Industry
in this very rural town was centered on agricultural production, the timber industry, and the steamboat traffic that existed on the Cumberland River. Celina has
served as the county seat since Clay County was formed from nearly equal parts
of Jackson and Overton counties on June 16, 1870. The town was named to honor
the daughter of Moses Fisk, a highly respected educator who founded Fisk Female Academy at Hilham in Jackson County, Tennessee. Chartered in 1805, it
was one of the earliest schools for young women in Tennessee.
Because of its close proximity to the river, Celina established itself as a prosperous steamboat landing and important regional center and accounted for a vast
amount of the commodities being shipped in both directions. Celina’s industrial
cargo was typical of a rural town in this part of the state, consisting of hogs, corn,
poultry, eggs, hides, furs, molasses, and meats. Celina also served as a river landing for Jamestown, county seat of Fentress county, and Byrdstown, county seat of
Pickett County. In the 1830s, the Tennessee State Legislature funded money to
pull “snag” from the Cumberland River in order to keep traffic flowing.
The shipment of farm goods from the Celina landing remained constant until the
timber industry of Clay County became a big business circa 1880. Celina’s proximity to the “timber belt” of the Upper Cumberland resulted in an economic boom for
the entire county. By 1890, more than twenty saw mills had been established, and
the timber industry was producing millions of feet of cut boards. At its peak of
lumber prosperity, the county’s assessed valuation rose to $11 million, and the
population grew to approximately 9,000 inhabitants.
The timber industry also brought other forms of economic prosperity to Celina in
the form of the hospitality industry. The Kyle Family of Celina, who ran a log rafting business employing over one hundred men, also operated two hotels for rafters. Many found Celina a welcome stop on their seven-day journey to Nashville.
Steamboats would also make regular calls at Celina bringing mail for surrounding
towns. Free blacks and slaves, as well as farm boys, and an increasing number of
German and Irish immigrants, typically made up steamer crews. The steamboats
continued to meet the transportation needs of both Celina and Clay County up until Governor Austin Peay’s Good Roads movement of the 1920s and 1930s brought
highway construction into the most remote corners of the state. Trucks coming
into the Upper Cumberland region made it possible for farmers to get their products to market and sell them all in one day. The roads also allowed farmers ac-
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cess to markets in other nearby states. Nashville, which had once received the
bulk of up-river goods, now had to compete with Louisville, Knoxville, Chattanooga and even Cincinnati and Atlanta for this kind of freight. When the Upper
Cumberland’s domination of the steamboat industry ended, the once wellpositioned Celina became isolated.
Although there has been some influx of factory-based manufacturing across the
Upper Cumberland over the past ten years, most areas continue to remain rural.
Economic growth in Celina has been limited to relatively small plants, the largest
of which, Fabcare, employs seventy-four individuals in apparel finishing, and the
smallest of which, Dutch Craft Mattress Company, has ten employees. The one remaining nod to the area’s past economy is Honest Abe logs homes and sawmill,
which employs sixteen individuals.
Gary Ferguson
Sources:
Allen, Michael. “Steamboating.” In The Tennessee Encyclopedia of History and Culture. Ed. Carroll
Van West. Nashville: Tennessee Historical Society, 1998.
Douglas, Byrd. Steamboatin’ on the Cumberland. Nashville: Tennessee Book Company, 1961.
McLerran, Connie. “Clay County.” In The Tennessee Encyclopedia of History and Culture. Ed. Carroll
Van West . Nashville: Tennessee Historical Society, 1998.
Tennessee Department of Economic and Community Development, Tennessee Community Data
for Celina, 2007.

Rosenwald School History
The Rosenwald School Building Program began in 1912 as part of a major effort to
improve the quality of public education for African Americans in the South. The
program continued until 1932 producing 4,997 new schools, 217 teachers’ homes,
and 163 shop buildings built at a total cost of around $28.5 million to serve
663,615 students in fifteen states. Although many of the Rosenwald schools are no
longer extant, many communities value them as part of their heritage. A recent
initiative by the National Trust for Historic Preservation has fostered renewed interest in Rosenwald schools. Development of adaptive reuse plans, fundraising,
and technical assistance problems have all proved to be major obstacles, however,
in the effort to save these historic buildings.
The origins of the Rosenwald School Building Program are allied with Booker T.
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Washington of the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute (now Tuskegee University). He preached a platform of self-help for blacks in the South that centered
on economic advancement through vocational education that did not challenge the
“racial segregation and the disenfranchisement of black voters.” Many people preferred this indirect approach to African American advancement, and as a result,
Washington received a lot of support from both black and white Americans. One
of his main focal points was the South, a region in which he believed rural black
students deserved better-constructed educational facilities. Washington envisioned a program in which patrons bought the land on which schools were built.
This land would eventually be turned over to local governments. With rural
blacks lacking the resources to accomplish this, however, Washington had to pursue funding from alternate sources. Rather than trying to demand equal shares of
public school funds, Washington sought assistance from the white philanthropists
who supported the Tuskegee Institute. He enlisted the help of Sears, Roebuck &
Company president Julius Rosenwald in 1912. Rosenwald’s initial donation of
$25,000 was used to fund matching grants for African-American teacher-training
institutions. With Rosenwald’s permission, the remaining $2,800 of this donation
was used to build six rural public schools in Alabama. Rosenwald continued to
fund rural school building, donating $30,000 in 1914 to build 100 schools and adding funds to construct approximately 200 schools in 1916. In 1917 Rosenwald
placed his school building project under the umbrella of a new philanthropic foundation called the Julius Rosenwald Fund.
Each state that participated in the Rosenwald School Building Program usually
employed a Rosenwald agent whose job was to drum up support as well as to monitor fundraising and construction efforts. From 1913 to 1920, building construction followed the Tuskegee Plan, which was developed in the Mechanical Industries and Architecture program at Tuskegee. By 1919, the building program had
been reorganized to correct inadequacies. In some instances inferior materials
were being used to stretch construction funds. Often citizens from the community
constructed the buildings, many of whom were not skilled in construction practices. With little or no supervision, some buildings were hastily put together. It was
proposed that the fund have more on-site supervision and complete adherence to
the building design to prevent local builders from making changes at will during
the construction process. The “community school plan” was then implemented
and became the prototype for Rosenwald schools of the 1920s and early 1930s.
The Rosenwald Fund School Program came to a close in 1932 for a variety of different reasons. First, Rosenwald and the board of trustees believed that if they
continued to offer construction grants indefinitely, southern school boards would
remain dependent on the Rosenwald aid and continue to shirk their responsibility
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for black public schools. The board also felt the need to redirect resources toward
rural school instruction, higher education, public health, and race relations projects. The stock market crash of 1929 and the subsequent depression are also
likely factors in Rosenwald’s decision to discontinue his financial backing. In 1932
an official announcement was made that no more construction grants would be issued. Nevertheless, one last Rosenwald School was built in 1937. After its completion, the Southern Office closed, officially concluding the Rosenwald School Building Program. Even though the program was officially ended, the printed plans for
the Rosenwald schools continued to be used during the New Deal era for new
schools in some southern communities.
The Rosenwald School Building Program made a lasting impact upon the nation.
Many of the schools constructed between 1913 and 1932 remained in operation
until the 1960s and 1970s. Today many of the school buildings are used as community centers. Their survival represents a testament to the value they provided
for rural African American communities; their conservation is important for the
preservation of the distinctive historical and cultural identities represented by
those communities.
Gary Ferguson
Sources:
Foster, Austin P. Counties of Tennessee. Nashville: Tennessee Department of Education, 1923.
Reprint Greenville: Southern Historical Press, 1990.
Hoffschwelle, Mary S. “Preserving Rosenwald Schools.” Washington D.C.: National Trust for Historic
Preservation.
Hoffschwelle, Mary S. The Rosenwald Schools of the American South. Gainesville, University of Florida
Press, 2006.

New Deal/Works Progress Administration and National
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School Lunch Program
Clay County’s only African-American school, held in a log building in the Free Hill
community until the nearby Rosenwald school building was erected in 1930, has
always been situated in relative isolation. Community members recall walking to
school, sometimes being given a ride on a was snow on the ground. They mule
when there carried their lunches, which were eaten cold during the lunch hour.
Preliminary community efforts were made across the nation during the early
1900s to provide some food for pupils as a supplement to provisions brought to
school by children from home. A majority of school buildings, however, lacked the
space necessary for the installation of kitchen equipment or a separate dining area. The Great Depression of the 1930s only deepened the concern over child malnourishment, and as a result, many state and local governments adopted legislation to enable schools to serve lunchtime meals to their students. As with many
other rural communities, it is likely that Free Hill school had a difficult time
providing substantial, nutritious meals for schoolchildren.
As the Depression wore on, it became evident that federal aid would be necessary.
New Deal agencies like the Public Works Administration (1933), the Works Progress Administration (1935), and the National Youth Administration (1935) conducted a school building and enhancement program that greatly benefited the
state of Tennessee. Although construction of new schools took precedence, these
agencies strived to modernize existing schools with the additions of gymnasiums
and athletic fields to promote physical fitness, auditoriums to improve community
social and cultural life, and lunchrooms and cafeterias to better child nutrition.
Strong local demand dictated sites of WPA improvement projects. After initiating
and recommending improvements to their schools, the local authorities also
shared in the expense, the materials, or the labor. School development and enhancement received most of the WPA support allocated for the state of Tennessee,
obtaining five times as much funding as city halls, community houses, courthouses, hospitals, jails, libraries, and other civic buildings. By September 1936, the
WPA was pushing for the completion of 87 new school facilities in the state and
also engaged in beautification of campuses and athletic fields statewide. As of
June 30, 1938, the federal agency ultimately achieved the construction of 123 new
schools and renovation of 480 existing educational facilities across the state. The
agency also provided minimal assistance with repair of schoolbooks, the establishment of nursery schools, and provided hot lunches in some locations.
The nutrition program was often the most popular WPA project in rural communities. According to Quill E. Cope, White County School Superintendent, “The psy-
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chological effect that a hot lunch has on a child when compared to soggy biscuits,
cold fried eggs, and greasy cold bacon, can be easily seen.”
In order to realize the federal government’s desired construction and improvement
agenda, the WPA provided work for needy persons. The preparation of school
lunches in particular became a public works project for many needy women all
over the country. This might well have been the case at Free Hill.
The advent of World War II drastically reduced the WPA payroll, however, and
this threatened the school lunch initiative. The federal government responded to
this crisis by passing the National School Lunch Act of 1946, granting permanent
status to a program that had previously been dependent on national agricultural
surpluses or year-to-year appropriations. Under this legislation, a federally assisted meal program provided balanced low-cost or free lunches to nearly 27 million
children each day. The program also authorized appropriations for the installation of necessary kitchen equipment in needy schools. According to residents, the
Free Hill School was expanded to include much-needed kitchen facilities around
1947, most likely as a result of the National School Lunch Program. The Clinton
Colored School (later renamed the Green McAdoo School) received similar appropriations in 1947 for the addition of a cafeteria and interior restrooms.
Amanda Hall
Sources:
“Background

Information on the USDA’s National School Lunch Program,”
http://www.organicconsumers.org/sostudents/schoolinfo.cfm

Cullom, W. Burr. “Schools Are Looking Better.” Tennessee Teacher 4 (Sept. 1936): 25.
Cullom, W. Burr. “WPA Builds, Remodels, and Repairs Schools.” Tennessee Teacher 3 (May
1936): 19.
“History of the National School Lunch Program,”
http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdenutritran/download/pdf/SEC26.pdf
“The Story of Green McAdoo School,” http://greenmcadoo.org/school_history.html
West, Carroll Van. Tennessee’s New Deal Landscapes: A Guidebook. Knoxville, TN: The Uni
versity of Tennessee Press, 2001.
“Works Progress Administration: Hot lunches for a Million School Children,”
http://newdeal.feri.org/works/wpa02.htm

New Uses for Free Hill(s) School:
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A Multi-Purpose Community Center

Community
Heritage Exhibit
The Free Hill(s) Community Center already serves the community in a number of
ways. Currently, the front wall holds boards filled with newspaper clippings and
memorabilia. These materials, once scanned and organized, can easily become the
core of a permanent exhibit comprised of panels mounted on the walls of the Center. Once the building has been stabilized, community volunteers might work
with students from MTSU’s Public History Program to create such an exhibition.

Music Performance Venue
For many years the Center served as a place for dances and musical performances. Rosenwald Schools often served as community gathering places. The presence
of a serviceable elevated stage continues to make such use of the building feasible.
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feasible. The Tennessee Folklore Society recorded an album of performances by
the late Bud Garrett and others at Free Hill in the mid 1980s. Why not continue
to hold musical performances, or even teach music at Free Hill? If a piano was obtained, community members or nearby local residents might offer piano lessons to
children. A community member with a guitar, banjo, fiddle or mandolin might be
willing to bring it to the Center for regularly scheduled lessons or jam sessions
with young musicians.
The Tennessee Arts Commission has an approved roster of performing musical
groups that tour the state. If the Center was interested in sponsoring performances of any Tennessee groups, it might be possible to obtain a TAC matching grant,
which could then be matched by a local sponsor, to pay the musicians. Should the
Center wish to sponsor its own musical group it could apply to be listed on the
Arts Commission roster.

Youth Learning Center
Residents have indicated that the Center also serves as a space for school-age children to gather during summer vacation. Consideration might be given to making
it more conducive to creative learning, both during vacation time and during the
school year. With technology installed and individuals (possibly college students
from Tennessee Tech) assigned to oversee the building’s use during study hall
time, the Center might become an after-school homework center one or more days
per week. Nashville’s Metro Parks community centers have conducted similar programs in cooperation with Belmont and David Lipscomb Universities. Given the
tradition of marble making at Free Hill(s), the Tennessee Department of Parks
might sponsor a “rolley hole” marble making workshop for youth.
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Community Learning Center
The Center already serves as an informal gathering place for community members. Perhaps the Clay County Library would support an “Oprah Winfrey” book
club by regularly supplying enough copies of the current book for everyone to borrow and sending a librarian to lead the discussion. Similar arrangements could be
made with the University of Tennessee’s Extension Service to organize childcare
classes, needlework classes, or a “Gee’s Bend”—type quilting circle that would produce quilts that could marketed as a Free Hill brand for sale. A scrap-booking
seminar might also be helpful in encouraging family research that would yield
photographs and memories, which could also be incorporated into the Center’s exhibition panels.
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RESOURCES FOR SUSTAINABILITY
United States Department of Agriculture
The United States Department of Agriculture’s National Resources Conservation
and Development Program offers federal aid for the purpose of “accelerat[ing] the
conservation, development and utilization of natural resources, improv[ing] the
general level of economic activity, and enhanc[ing] the environment and standard
of living” in designated areas. The Free Hill Community Center and Park may
qualify for funding under “Subtitle H—The Farm Security and Rural Investment
Act of 2002” of the program. The following sections of the act seem particularly
relevant:
Section 1528 C iv and vii: “…community development …:the improvement of
recreation facilities; the satisfaction of essential transportation and communication needs”
Section 1529: “to conserve and improve the use of land, develop natural resources,
and improve and enhance the social, economic, and environmental conditions in
primarily rural areas of the United States”
A general description of the National Resources Conservation Development Program is located at http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/rcd/. An excerpt of
“Subtitle H—The Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002” can be
reached at http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/rcd/pdf_files/statute.pdf.


The RCD contacts for Clay County are as follows:
Allen Persinger – RCD Director
Cookeville Office—USDA Agricultural Service Center
Dimple—Office Assistant
(Persinger will be gone after December 10)
931-528-6472
Jeanette Finch—Clay Co. Council Member for RCD
Margaret Gregory—Secretary
931-243-3321

Clay County Public Library
(Upper Cumberland Region)
116 Guffey Street
Celina, TN 38551-9802
(931) 243-3442
Judith Cutright, Director
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Humanities Tennessee
Museum on Main Street exhibition on Roots Music, upcoming in
2008

Tennessee Arts Commission
Touring music program
Arts Access Touring Arts (AA-TR): This category brings professional Tennessee artist of
color or artist with disabilities to communities across the state by providing financial assistance to qualified presenter/sponsors. The Arts Access Touring Arts program is designed to
encourage interaction between artists and community members by requiring an outreach
activity in addition to the more formal arts events. See the Arts Access Touring Arts
grant guidelines for eligibility and more information.

Tennessee Historical Commission
Federal matching grants for rehabilitation
Tennessee State Parks
Possible recreation workshop or programming

Tennessee Valley Authority
Paid for new roof and removal of vinyl siding

