
This digital pdf was created using the InDesign production files for the 
letterpress printed edition of Unbound, which is the true edition.

To purchase or view the letterpress-printed edition, contact 
any of the following:

The Robert Russa Motom Museum
900 Griffin Blvd, Farmville, VA 23901
(434) 315-8775

Professor Kerri Cushman
Longwood University
cushmankl@longwood.edu

Jessica Peterson
jessica@papersouvenir,.com



Unbound



We may observe, with as much sadness as irony that 
outside of Africa... where education is still a difficult 
challenge, the only places on earth known not to provide 
free public education are Communist China, North 
Vietnam, Sarawak, Singapore, British Honduras  ––
and Prince Edward County, Virginia.

Robert F. Kennedy, Attorney General, 1963



In the fall of 1959, the public schools in Prince Edward County, Virginia 
were closed in response to a court order to desegregate. The schools 
remained closed for five years. 

Many white children began attending a system of private schools 
established by the Prince Edward School Foundation. As permitted by 
state law, tuition for these schools was almost completely subsidized by  
the government.

No one elected to attend the private academy for black students 
organized by the same group of white leaders.

Approximately 4,000 children in Prince Edward County waited five years 
for the public school system to open, as lawsuits about the intersection of 
public education and race circulated through the state and federal courts.



For five years, our community was without any 
public schools, and because of this a generation of 
our children are permanently crippled and disabled 
educationally. For years, we have suffered the ways 
of peace and sought from the law the justice we have 
been denied so long. We suffered our children to be 
destroyed in order that the law might speak.

Reverend L. Francis Griffin, First Baptist Church of Farmville, 1964



Prince Edward County, Virginia



We, the undersigned citizens of Prince Edward 
County, Virginia, hereby affirm our conviction that 
the separation of the races in the public schools of 
this county is absolutely necessary and to affirm that 
we prefer to abandon public schools and educate our 
children in some other way if that be necessary to 
preserve separation of the races in this county.  
We pledge our support to the Board of Supervisors  
of Prince Edward County and their firm maintenance 
of this policy.
 
A petition signed by 4,184 Prince Edward County citizens, May 1956



In the eight years before the schools closed, 
Prince Edward County students were the 
plaintiffs of many lawsuits.





May 23, 1951
Hearings begin for Davis, et al. v. County School Board of Prince 
Edward County. This is the first federal court case to challenge the 
constitutionality of segregated primary and secondary public schools 
on behalf of 117 black students and their parents from Farmville.

March 7, 1952
The U.S. District Court rules against Davis, et al., upholding the 
constitutionality of segregated public schools as long as black and 
white schools are physically equal to each other.

December 1952
The  U.S. Supreme Court begins hearings for Brown v. Board 
of Education of Topeka, Kansas. Brown is actually five school 
desegregation cases bundled together under one name. Seventy-five 
percent of the plaintiffs in Brown are from Prince Edward County; 
136 students from Farmville.

May 1954
The U.S. Supreme Court rules in favor of Brown. The segregation of 
public schools is now unconstitutional. From Earl Warren’s decision: 

“To separate them from others of similar age and qualifications solely 
because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status 
in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in ways 
unlikely to ever be undone.”

May 1955
In an attempt to address the lack of guidelines about how schools 
should be desegregated, the U.S. Supreme Court issues a ruling that all 
parties involved work toward this goal “with all deliberate speed.” 

July 1955
The establishment of timetable for desegregation in Prince Edward 
County schools is sent to a three-judge District Court panel. The panel 
calls for the county to begin the “adjustment and re-arrangement” 
necessary to end segregation.

Summer 1956
The District Court panel overseeing the Prince Edward case decides to 
dissolve itself. The case is given to Judge Sterling Hutcheson’s court. 

January 1957
Judge Hutcheson rules that there is no need to fix a set time  
or plan for the desegregation of Prince Edward County schools 
because the conditions in the county are unfavorable for desegregation.

November 1957
The Circuit Court directs Judge Hutcheson to enter an order requiring 
the county to comply with desegregation. However, a stay on this 
ruling is granted, pending an appeal to the U. S. Supreme Court. 

March 1958
The U.S. Supreme Court refuses to review the decision, and the case is 
sent back to the District Court presided over by Judge Hutcheson.
 
August 1958 
Judge Hutcheson hands down a decision which grants a seven year 
delay for Prince Edward County to desegregate its schools.

May 1959
The U.S. Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals overturns Judge Hutcheson’s 
seven year deadline for desegregation, setting a new deadline for the 
beginning of the school year, September 1959.

June 26, 1959 
In response to the ruling by U.S. Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals to 
desegregate the schools, Prince Edward County Board of Supervisors 
votes to avoid desegregation by not funding public schools in the 
1959–1960 school year.



No one thought the schools would stay 
closed for five years.

There is no formal record of what happened 
to the children once schools closed. 
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Flossie White Hudson operated a school for fifty children in her basement 
in Prospect, Virginia for four years.

Some former teachers opened schools around the county and provided 
lessons for free. Beatrice Davenport and Elizabeth Watkins opened a 
school in the basement of St. James AME Church. Alberta Sim and Cula 
Berryman opened a school in a back room of Womack's Grocery. Leola 
Womack Hill opened an educational center in former School #22.

The Prince Edward County Christian Association and the NAACP 
sponsored winter and summer programs for school-aged children in 
churches around the county.

Organizers stated,“While the whole program is principally for 
morale building, it is designed to keep the minds of the children alert 
and sharp so that they will not be too far behind other children of 
the same age level who are receiving formal training.”
Beulah AME
First Baptist Church
Forest Baptist
High Bridge Baptist
High Rock Baptist
Mercy Seat Baptist
Mt. Moriah Baptist
Mt. Zion Baptist
New Hope Baptist
Triumph Baptist
Zion Baptist

Some children were taught by volunteers in 
homes and churches. 

1959



Some families left the county. 

Some children were sent to other cities and 
states to go to school.

The American Friends Service Committee, a Quaker organization, 
arranged for about sixty children to live with host families in other 
states so they could attend school. As a result, many of these children 
experienced integrated public life for the first time in communities in 
Iowa, Maryland, New Jersey, Massachusetts and Pennsylvania.

Another sixty children were sent to Kittrell College in North 
Carolina to attend junior college.

One Prince Edward father purchased an abandoned farmhouse in the 
next county so his children could go to school. Children traveled from 
their homes in Prince Edward to be picked up by the school bus in 
front of the farmhouse every morning. By 1963, sixteen children from 
different families were gathering in front of the house to get on the bus. 
In 2005, Dorothy Holcomb recounted,“The only thing we were taught 
was you don’t discuss this with anyone. You go from behind the house; 
you get on the bus; you don’t explain what your relationship is with 
these children; you don’t know anything. You just come home in the 
afternoon; you go behind the house, and you wait for someone to pick 
you up. And we did it. We wanted to go to school that bad.” 

There is no comparsion to the sadness of a young girl 
being taken away from her parents, family, friends  
and town in order to obtain an education. But with  
time, forgiveness and perservance, any obstacle can  
be overcome.

Rita Moseley, 2014

1960

January February March April June September



Many children stayed at home. 

More than 1,000 children received no formal education.

We daily exchange all of the pleasant courtesies as we meet in the 
stores, post office, or on the street. These pleasant greetings and our 
menial contacts in service are our only points of contact, so that there 
is absolutely no communication between the races about any of the 
problems which have thoroughly upset our lives here. We laugh in 
passing about the weather as if we are each unaware of the loads in our 
hearts because of the children’s absences. We buy and sell and bargain 
together forever pushing back the truth––pushing back the bridge that 
might unite us: the suffering, the yearning in the hearts of all the people 
in this country to find a real solution to this crisis.

Helen Baker, Community Relations Director in Farmville for the American 
Friends Service Committee, 1961
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For four years.
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Then, during the summer of 1963, the Kennedy administration 
organized a federally-sponsored and privately-funded integrated school 
system for all children of Prince Edward County.

The Free School Association was spearheaded by Robert Kennedy and 
William vanden Heuvel. The Board of Trustees was an integrated group 
of political leaders and college presidents from Virginia, chaired by 
Colgate Darden, the former governor of Virginia and former president 
of the University of Virginia.

Dr. Neil Sullivan was hired as the superintendent. An expert in non-
graded schools, he oversaw the organization of this school system in a 
single month, an unprecedented event in the history of public education. 

The Free School Association hired teachers, bus drivers and 
administrators. Teacher were hired from all over the country. It was the 
most integrated school system in the state at the time. 

In a single month, four abandoned school buildings were opened and 
cleaned. Textbooks were donated from publishing houses and private 
collections. School bus engines were started for the first time in four 
years. The Association also received one million dollars in donations for 
the operation of the schools from sources all over the country, including 
a personal donation of $10,000 from President Kennedy. 

1963



September 16, 1963 was also the first day of integrated public schools in 
Birmingham, Alabama. After hearing the news from Birmingham on the 
night of September 15, Dr. Sullivan wrote: “I was crushed and saddened 
as never before. Suddenly, for the first time, I was deeply worried—not 
only about our tomorrow in Prince Edward County, but for the future of 
mankind as well.”

The Free Schools opened 
on September 16, 1963.



The Free School’s non-graded program of education meant that children 
were grouped by ability, rather than age or prescribed grade. 

Dr. Sullivan described the system to teachers during the first staff meet-
ing of the Free Schools Association.“We will form compatible classroom 
groups which take into account the needs, abilities and achievements 
of each individual child rather than mere chronological age. Children 
will be moved from group to group as they progress and they may move 
more rapidly in one subject than another. Nothing will be fixed.”

After the first month of school, Free Schools teachers were asked to fill 
out a survey documenting their experience. 

Question #5: What was the most unusual 
incident you observed during the first three 
weeks of schools?

‘Some of the most unusual incidents that I observed was the fact that 
some children did not know how to write their names, where they were 
from and when they were born.’

‘Students (15 years old) were not even able to write their name; therefore, 
they were unable to copy material which I had written on the board.’

‘In observing a group of children, I realized that they had learned 
to substitute the unreal for the real and have in many cases highly 
dramatized their activities in their homes to compensate for the lack of 
schools. They daydream at times.’

‘The most unusual reaction I observed since school opened happened 
during the first week. One girl, who had not been to school during the 
four years, when asked her name, replied “Here it is” and showed me a 
piece of paper with her name and some of the alphabets all together. The 
sheet she gave me is clipped to this bulletin.’

‘A student in my general science class told me that he couldn’t think. He 
was quite serious about it. As a result, I gave him some exercises which 
proved to him that he was capable of thinking.’



We are never our condition or situation. 
We may find ourselves in it, but it is not us.

Everett Berryman Jr., 2014

Almost fifty years passed before some of the students 
shared their stories of the school closings.



In 1959, when I was nine years old and in fifth grade, all public schools 
in my county were closed. As a result, most black students received 
no formal education for four years, and no public education for five 
years. In September, 1963, when I was thirteen years old, the Kennedy 
Administration opened the privately funded Free School.
 On that first day of the Free School opening, I had two frightening 
experiences. First,  I had never been more than a city block without my 
mother. Secondly, I had never ridden a school bus. However, after a few 
weeks, all my fears were gone, and I was happy to be back in school. 
 I have forgiven and overcome most of my hatred and resentment for 
those at fault. I continue to grow spiritually and now try to live my life in 
the way God has commanded. “This is my commandment: that ye love 
one another, as I have loved you.” John 15:12, King James.
Alejia “Mickie” Pride Carrington, 2014

I could not believe that schools were actually being closed. I felt despair. I 
resented the whites and those who were able to continue their education. I 
married at age 19, and my 16-year-old wife became my mentor and friend. 
I obtained my GED, graduated with a BA in Business from St. Paul’s 
College (made possible through the Brown’s scholarship). I put both of my 
daughters through college and retired after 29 years of service from the 
Virginia Department of Corrections.
 I now believe that the closing of the schools and the fact that I was 
denied the opportunity to go to school in my earlier years was the driving 
force in my life. I guess you could say I had something to prove. I have just 
recently come to grips with the fact that the school closing was a necessary 
evil. It was a sacrifice for many but for the betterment of many more.
Douglas M Vaughan, 2014

I was 12 years old when the schools closed, and I am not sure I understood 
the full consequences of what it meant at first. I went to Charlotte County 
Public Schools for a while; however, when the free schools opened in 1963, 
I did not skip any grades. Although I was 21 when I graduated from high 
school, I never had a desire to give up. I graduated high school and went 
to the military for three years, took an early release from there to attend 
college, and came back to Prince Edward to teach where I remained for 32 
years before retiring.
James E. Holcomb, 2014



I was 10 years old when the public schools closed. At the time, it was 
pretty unsettling to be a fourth grader and not know if you would ever 
get to go to the fifth grade. I attended a “make-shift” school called 
a training school in the basement of a church for the first two years. 
After that, I attended schools in Appomattox. I often refer to the school 
closing as a “man-made disaster” which left thousands of children 
stranded, and no relief was sent to rescue us for five long years.
 Due to the strength and sacrifices of my parents, I was able to finish 
high school and college in spite of the circumstances.
Dorothy Holcomb, 2014

I took the school closings personally. I was only six years old in 1959 
and had not attended any public school. Somehow I felt like I had done 
something to create this problem. That it was my fault I was not going 
to school.  I think in my young mind, I felt inferior, not good enough. 
Yet, I wanted to go to school so badly. It was five years before my dream 
of going to school became a reality.
 I would walk to the end of my driveway, stand at the mailbox by 
the road, and pretend to wait for the school bus that picked up the white 
children in my neighborhood to pick me up and take me to school.  
After the bus pulled off with the children, I would lie on my back, gaze 
into the sky, and then would begin to read the one or two books, which 
my mother was teaching my brother and me to read.  I felt lonely and 
left out due to my desire to be on that school bus with those happy, 
laughing children.
 Finally, September 1963, the county opened the doors to the 
Prince Edward County Free Schools.  I was floating on air. I could stop 
pretending to go to school.  The first day of school I was placed in the 
third grade for about 1-2 hours, on the second day, I was placed in 
the fourth grade, and the third day, I was placed in the fifth grade.  I 
remained in the fifth grade until the end of the 1963-64 Free School year. 
 Telling my story has never been easy for me.  The first time I told 
a group of college students about my “school closing” experiences, I 
cried.  I could barely speak because of the overflow of emotions.  Yet, I 
have been liberated by opportunities to share with others what some still 
cannot believe.
Shirley Eanes, 2014



The Prince Edward County Christian Association, in cooperation with 
the American Friends organization, assigned me to attend school in 
Lansdowne, Pennsylvania. I was around the age of 17 when I left home 
and then had entered into retirement before I returned to Virginia in 
2013. While the closings of the schools resulted in a negative impact in the 
lives of many, my leaving Virginia gave me many positive life-enhancing 
experiences. This is not to say that by God’s providence and provision 
I would not have encountered equally positive experiences in Virginia. 
Rather, that God causes all things to work together for the good of those 
who love him.
Florence Edwards, 2014

I began first grade in 1961 at Worsham Baptist Church which was 
deplorable at times particularly in the winter. It was so cold sometimes that 
we were sent to sit on a school bus which was not any warmer. Looking 
back on the entire Worsham experience, I am now convinced that I was 
sick so often with multiple respiratory infections due to the coldness of 
those Sunday School classrooms. I missed 42 days from school in the third 
grade alone. 
 Finally, I was able to attend “real school” for grades 6-12 at Prince 
Edward Academy. I do not recall that we students discussed the fact that 
we were attending a private white school. We did not have the best of 
resources there either. And, we studied some black history. There was an 
emphasis on Thurgood Marshall. I remember playing with Leticia Tew, 
whose parents were friends of our neighbors. I could not understand why 
she went to a different school from mine. 
 I taught the last 16 years of my educational career at Prince Edward 
County High School. My experience at PECHS helped me to gain a better 
understanding of the plight of ALL of the Prince Edward County children 
during the school closing period.
  I have never believed that the majority of the Prince Edward County 
citizens ever wanted this to happen. There seems to be a misconception still 
among a few that all white citizens approved of this. 
 The school closing situation never should have happened. God does 
not see black or white. He only sees our hearts! This was indeed a tragic 
example of a few dictating their whims to the masses! 
Rhonda Stockton Rowland, 2014



At least one generation of children in Prince 
Edward County will always carry the scars of 
the conflict that closed their schools.

Robert F. Kennedy, Attorney General, 1965





In March of 1964, five students from the Free School Association visited 
the U.S. Supreme Court for the opening hearings of Griffin et al. v. 
County School Board of Prince Edward County.

On May 25, 1964, the court decided in favor of Griffin:

The case has been delayed since 1951 by resistance at the state and 
county level, by legislation, and by lawsuits. The original plaintiffs have 
doubtless all passed high school age. There has been entirely too much 
deliberation and not enough speed in enforcing the constitutional rights 
which we held in Brown v. Board of Education had been denied Prince 
Edward County Negro children.

The time for mere “deliberate speed” has run out, and 
that phrase can no longer justify denying these Prince 
Edward County school children their constitutional 
rights to an education equal to that afforded by the 
public schools in the other parts of Virginia.

Judge Hugo Black, in the U.S. Supreme Court's decision.



Let perseverance finish its work so that  
you may be mature and complete,  
not lacking anything. 

James 1:4, NIV

Well, there’s always a right way to do 
something and you have to do it. And you’ll 
get smacked down sometimes. Being smacked 
down is not going to kill you. You get back up 
and try it again.

Reverend L. Francis Griffin, First Baptist Church of Farmville, 1964



Unbound is a tribute to the veterans of the 1959 school lock out, individuals 
who have carried their scars with grace for the last fifty years, with hope 
that they will continue to share their stories. To learn more about this 
history, visit the Robert Russa Moton Museum in Farmville, Virginia (www.
motonmuseum.org) and read Dr. Neil Sullivan’s memoir, Bound for Freedom.
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