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SUMMARY DESCRIPTION 

Located in the community of Josephine City on the outskirts 
of Berryville, Josephine City School is a rare example of a 
Reconstruction-era black schoolhouse constructed as part of 
a self-contained community. Built around 1882, Josephine 
City School was used as an elementary school until 1930, 
when it was moved a short distance from its original 
location, consolidated with the new Clarke County Training 
School, and used as the school's home economics and 
agriculture classrooms. The structure continued to be used 
for classrooms until 1971, when it was turned into storage 
space. The two-room frame building represents the oldest 
element of the larger black school complex that has been 
recently converted into low/moderate-income elderly housing. 
The building is owned by Clarke County but is held in a 
long-term lease agreement by the Josephine Improvement 
Association, Inc., which plans to restore the building for 
use as an African-American museum and cultural center. 

ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION 

Josephine City School is part of the old Johnson-Williams 
School located at the end of Josephine Street on the 
southeast edge of the town of Berryville, Virginia. The 
complex is composed of the following buildings: the 
rectangular, one-story Josephine City School that was 
originally located on Josephine Street; the 1930 brick 
Clarke County Training School that was greatly enlarged in 
1951 and has recently been converted into low/moderate- 
income elderly housing; and the 1941 frame building that was 
constructed as additional agriculture classrooms and is now 
used as offices for the housing project. (Photo 1) The land 
on which this complex of buildings stands was annexed by the 
town of Berryville in January of 1994. 

The black community known as Josephine City was created in 
the early 1870s. Although many of the houses along 
Josephine Street today date to the period of the community's 
establishment, a number have fallen into ruin and have been 
replaced with modern buildings. However, Josephine City 
strongly retains its identity as a black community, due in a 
large part to the survival of some of its earliest buildings 
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including the old Josephine City School, two original 
churches, and the community cemetery. 

The Josephine City School faces south on a small lot just 
north of the two later structures. A few bushes and two 
large pine trees provide the minimal landscape features. 
Measuring approximately 4 0 '  long by 30' wide and set on a 
low foundation, Josephine City School is a rectangular, one- 
story, frame building with a gable roof and a four-bay side- 
gable entrance facade. (Photo 2) The building, believed to 
have been constructed in 1882, was moved from its original 
site, some 100 feet to the north, around 1930. Old 
photographs indicate that the exterior stucco walls were 
originally clad in weatherboard, and the present corrugated- 
metal gable roof was originally sheathed in standing-seam 
metal. The stucco was probably added and other slight 
modifications made to the building when it was moved to its 
current site in 1930. 

The symmetrical entrance facade consists of two central 
doors with single transoms above flanked by large six-over- 
six double-hung windows. The doors consist of three 
horizontal wooden panels topped by a large rectangular pane 
of glass (originally four-light). The west end features 
triple six-over-six double-hung windows and a lunette-shaped 
wooden louvered vent centered above the windows in the attic 
story. The north side of the school building has no 
openings. (Photo 3) The east end of the school also has 
triple six-over-six windows and a louvered vent. A small, 
ca. 1961, one-story, two-bay, stuccoed bathroom wing, with a 
gable roof clad in standing-seam metal, is attached to the 
east end of the building. (Photo 4 )  Josephine City School 
has little exterior ornament except for slightly overhanging 
eaves and a central brick flue. The applied false batten 
shutters are a modern addition. The foundation of the 
school is covered by stucco, but in some areas piled 
limestone and formed concrete are evident. 

The interior of Josephine City School consists of two large 
rooms divided by a wall that carries the blackboards. (Photo 
5) The rooms are entered through one of the two main doors. 
There is access between the two rooms from inside the 
building through a doorway on the north end of the dividing 
wall. Other doors in that wall lead to two small rooms used 
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for storage. (Photo 6) Old photographs indicate that the 
building always had two front doors. During the early and 
mid-twentieth century the school was used to teach home 
economics and agriculture. Former students of the school 
recall that the room to the west was used by the girls as a 
home economics class and that the room to the east was used 
by the boys as an agriculture class. The room to the west 
(or left side), used as a home economics classroom, still 
features a sink with base and overhead cabinets. (Photo 7 )  
The other room, presumably used for the teaching of 
agriculture, has no such feature. The restroom is located 
in the small addition off the east end of the building, and 
is accessible through the agriculture classroom. 

For the past twenty years, the building was used to store 
old desks, books, and other school-related items. Members 
of the Josephine Improvement Association have recently 
cleaned out the building and are in the process of restoring 
it. The interior of the building, like most schoolhouses of 
the period, is very plain. The school was remodeled when it 
was moved to its current site in 1930. It has had only a 
few modern alterations since then. The narrow wooden 
floorboards are still evident in the east room, but have 
been covered in linoleum in the west room. The ceilings 
have been dropped, and room heights currently measure about 
fifteen feet. Both rooms have beaded tongue-and-groove 
wainscoting and plain trim with plain corner blocks. (Photos 
5,6,7) The blackboards that hang on either side of the 
central wall are still intact in both rooms. (Photos 5,8) 
Except for the dropped ceilings and the linoleum in one of 
the rooms, both of which are easily removable, the interior 
of Josephine City School is in a relatively unaltered 
condition. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Josephine City School is a one-story, frame, two-classroom 
schoolhouse located in the African-American community of 
Josephine City on the southeast edge of the town of 
Berryville, Virginia. Constructed around 1882 on land owned 
by the Clarke County School Board, Josephine City School was 
erected with contributions of labor and money from the local 
black community. When it was constructed, it was one of 
only seven African-American schools in Clarke County, none 
of which taught at a level higher than the seventh grade. 
Josephine City School was used as an elementary school until 
1930, when it was moved a short distance from its original 
location, consolidated with the new Clarke County Training 
School, and used as the home economics and agriculture 
classrooms. It continued to be used for classrooms until 
1971, when it was turned into storage space. The two-room 
frame building stands today as the oldest element of a 
larger black school complex that has recently been converted 
into low/moderate-income elderly housing. The building, 
owned by Clarke County, is held in a long-term lease by the 
Josephine Improvement Association, Inc., which plans to 
restore the building for use as an African-American museum 
and cultural center. Josephine City School is a rare 
example of a late-nineteenth-century black schoolhouse 
constructed as part of a self-contained community, and 
stands today as a testament to the efforts of Clarke 
County's African-American community to continuously improve 
its educational facilities and opportunities. 

JUSTIFICATION OF CRITERIA 

Josephine City School is eligible for listing in the 
National Register of Historic Places under Criterion A. Its 
local significance is in the areas of Education and Black 
Ethnic Heritage. The building is believed to have been 
constructed in 1882, and was moved approximately 100 feet 
north to its current location in 1930. ~lthough the 
building was moved, it still retains a high degree of 
architectural integrity. 
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HIBTORICAL BACKGROUNL) 

The history of the Josephine City School dates back to 1870 
and the creation of Josephine City. This self-contained 
African-American community, located on the southeast end of 
Berryville, was founded through the generosity of a local 
farmer and former slaveholder named Edward McCormick. 
McCormick died on March 25, 1870, and left his entire estate 
to his wife Ellen. In his will dated May 11, 1861, 
McCormick states that his wife may "sell any part or the 
whole of my re 1 and personal estate, whenever she may think 
it necessary. It B 
On September 19, 1870, about six months after McCormickis 
death, thirty-one acres of land belonging to his estate were 
auctioned to black residents of the county. They were sold 
as one-acre lots for the price of $100 per acre. The deed 
was recorded on September 30, 1870, and in it Ellen 
McCormick, acting as executrix of the will of Edward 
McCormick, states that, "a lane or street at least 16 feet 
wide should be dedicated, and kept open by the purchasers 
for their common use and benefit so a$ to give access at all 
times as a common right to each." The plat that was 
recorded with the deed identifies the purchasers of each lot 
and shows the axial arrangement of fifteen lots on either 
side of a street. (Figure 1)  This road was eventually named 
Josephine Street. The map is entitled "Map of Josephine 
City," indicating that the community was named at that time. 
Although the exact origin of the name of the community is 
lost, one surmises that it was named after Josephine 
Williams who purchased lots 1 and 2 along the south side of 
the new road. The deed shows that the Bank of Clarke 
County, Ellen McCormick, and other individual whites in the 
community helped some of the black families purchase the 
lots along Josephine Street. 

According to an article in the local newspaper, the Clarke 
Courier, dated October 1 2 ,  1870, this action created some 
concern among white citizens of the county, though it was 
generally accepted. According to the article titled "New 
Settlement," 

About 3 1 .  acres of land belonging to the 
estate of Major Edward McCormick, 
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dec'd., adjoining the toll gate on the 
Millwood and Berryville turnpike, was 
put up for public sale a few weeks ago, 
and "knocked off" to Robert Hall, 
(colored) at $100.01 per acre. Robert 
represents some thirty-three colored 
families, as he informs us. They intend 
to run a street the whole length of the 
lot and build. It is a question how 
such a settlement will affect the 
interests of this community, and 
especially of those living in that part 
of the village. The few whom we have 
heard mentioned as part purchasers, are 
among the most respectable colored men 
of the county, and we believe that 
during their lives, at least, they will 
be no injury to the community, but 
rather an advantage, in that they will 
be a valuable addition to the labor 
supply. But an introduction of so large 
a number into so small a space, all of 
whom cannot be among the best, is a 
natural cause of some uneasiness. We 
trust that those people as they settle 
here may feel the responsibility that 
rests upon them to sustain a good 
character. The white people may do a 
good deal by considerate kindness to 
give them an impulse in the right 
direction. 3 

Virtually nothing is known of Josephine Williams or why this 
community may have been named for her. Elizabeth Rust 
Williams, Edward McCormickfs great-grandaughter, has a large 
collection of McCormick family papers that she has organized 
and indexed. She lives outside of Berryville at Cleremont, 
the McCormick family home, and recently allowed the author 
of this nomination to view some of the family records in the 
hopes of finding out who Josephine Williams was and why the 
McCormicks decided to sell off this land to members of the 
black community. Her collection of family papers is very 
impressive, but unfortunately tells little about the 
formation of Josephine City. It does, however, paint a 
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picture of Edward McCormick as a man who was fair and cared 
for his slaves. There are dozens of receipts for things 
such as shoes, caskets, and medical bills for them. Two 
receipts were found that deal specifically with a woman 
named Josephine. The first is a bill to Edward McCormick 
from a Dr. S. S. Neil for medical services rendered from 
January 6, 1851, to November 23, 1852. The costs are 
itemized and show four visits to a slave named Josephine (no 
last name). The first is a $2 charge for a night visit on 
June 5, 1851; the second is a $4 charge for three visits and 
medicine for her between October 31 and November 7, 1851; 
the third is a $2.50 charge for a visit and medication on 
August 15, 1852; and the last is a $3.50 charge for a visit 
with Josephine and delivery of afterbirth on November 23, 
1852 .4 The other receipt is dated November 30, 1867, and is 
between Edward McCormick, acting as Taylor Stribling's 
guardian, and gosephine Williams for $1 for making a shirt 
for Stribling. This indicates that after the Civil War 
Josephine Williams made her living as a seamstress. One can 
assume that McCormickls slave named Josephine is the same 
person as Josephine Williams. 

Oral tradition in the community of Josephine City and also 
in the family of Elizabeth Rust Williams implies that 
Josephine City wag laid off in accordance with the wishes of 
Edward McCormick. Although there is no written evidence in 
his will that he wanted part of his land sold off to the 
black community, other written evidence and oral traditions 
suggest that he had an unusually benevolent approach to his 
slaves. Elizabeth Rust Williams has an interesting theory 
as to why McCormick may have had this attitude. Williams 
has records indicating that Edward McCormick graduated from 
the College of New Jersey (now Princeton) around 1845. A 
page from a yearbook lists him as coming from the "Valley of 
Virginiaw. Williams thinks it somewhat unusual that, 
although McCormick was born and raised in Virginia, he was 
not sent to William and Mary but instead to a northern 
school. She further suggests that perhaps his attitude 
toward? slavery was influenced by the time he spent in the 
north. It is interesting that McCormickls wife sold off 
the land for Josephine City only six months after his death. 
This implies that McCormick himself had wanted to do this 
and had probably talked it over with her. Whatever the 
reasons, there is no other person in Clarke County who is 
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known at this time to have gone as far as McCormick did to 
ensure, once slavery was abolished at the end of the Civil 
War, that an organized black community be created for, and 
owned by, the newly freed slaves. 

During the 1870s, people began building houses on their land 
in Josephine City. Around 1880, adjacent land was purchased 
for a cemetery. Since its conception, the Josephine City 
community has centered around its churches, and its 
ministers have provided much of its leadership. According 
to the older citizens of Josephine City, the community was a 
fairly self-sufficient one, having its own grocery store, 
gasoline station, two churches, a cemetery, a foarding 
house, a restaurant, and a ladies' hat shop. The 
commercial buildings have closed but many of the houses 
along Josephine Street today date to the period of the 
community's establishment. Although some have fallen into 
ruin and have been replaced with modern buildings, Josephine 
City still strongly retains its identity as a black 
community. This is in a large part due to the survival of 
some of its earliest buildings, including two of its oldest 
churches and the old Josephine City School. 

Lot number 5 on the south side of Josephine Street was the 
eventual location of Josephine City School. According to 
the records at the county courthouse, this lot was purchased 
by Thomas Laws. In a deed dated January 30, 1882, lot 
number 5 in Josephine City was conveyed to the School 
Trustees of the Battletown District of Clarke County for 
$150. The deed further states that this is to be done "for 
the purpose of building a public school house thereon and 
for the exclusive use and benefit of the public schools in 
District number 3 in Clarke An article in the 
Clarke Courier dated June 15, 1882, about six months after 
the purchase of the land, states the following: 

By referring to our advertising column, 
it will be seen that the Board of School 
Trustees for Battletown District will 
receive sealed proposals until the first 
of July for a school house in 
Berryville. The specifications may be 
seen at the office of Mr. C. M. Louthan, 
Superintendent, and communications 
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should be addressed to Maj. P. H. Powers 
at Wickliffe. The building, we 
understand, will be erected in the 
settlement known as Josephine City, 
which is inhabited by colored people. 

The advertisement further states that the bids need to be 
sent in by July and the building is to be erected by 
October 1, 1882. Oral tradition in the community of 
Josephine City suggests the money used to construct the 
building was raised by its citizens. No evidence was found 
in either the local newspapers or the school board records 
as to who received the bid for the construction of the 
school or when the building was completed. Also, no state 
or local records were found that show any expenditure of 
public money for the school. The written evidence does 
verify that the school board provided the land for Josephine 
City School and at least part of the building expenses since 
they were soliciting bids for its construction. 

William Link's book, A Hard Countrv and A Lonelv Place, has 
shown that the overriding t erne in Virginia education before 
1920 was local control. l1 Unfortunately, none of the 
nineteenth-century Clarke County school board records 
survive to give us that detailed local information. 
Instead, most of the early history of Josephine City School 
comes from oral tradition passed down among local residents. 
The Virginia school reports of the nineteenth century 
provide a general picture of the condition of education in 
Clarke County at the time that Josephine City School was 
built. 

Jarvis Jennings was appointed the first superintendent of 
schools in Clarke County after the 1870 establishment of 
public schools in Virginia. For the first year of public 
schools, Clarke County opened thi een schools for white 
youths and three for black youths. " By 1874, there were 
nineteen schools for whites and only four for blacks. The 
next available school report is for 1888 and shows that 
Clarke County had twenty-four schools opened for white 
youths and ten for blacks. There were only two graded 
schools listed that year for Clarke County: one for whites 
and one for blacks, both in Berryville. George W. Lightfoot 
was listed as the principal of the black school that had two 
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grades, two teachers, 128 students, and an average daily 
attendance of ninety-three. Although the school's name was 
not listed, it appears to be the Josephine City School. In 
contrast, the white school had four grades, four teachers, 
181 studygts, and an average daily attendance of 110 
students. These numbers support William Link's statement 
that, "conditions in black schools were almost uniformly 
worse than those in white schools. A common problem was 
overcrowding. "14 

Since no pertinent Clarke County school board records from 
the nineteenth century survive, most of the early history of 
Josephine City school comes from oral tradition passed down 
among the residents of Josephine City, especially a few 
surviving students who attended the school before it was 
moved to its current location. Mrs. Mary Bell Howard, a 
former student, recalled that 

It was near Josephine St. with a 
foundation that you had about 7 or 8 
steps to go up to get in. There were 2 
rooms one on the left was for the primer 
children to 4 grade. Their reading 
books were Will & Nell & Spot their dog. 
The teacher was Mrs. Estella Mitchell. 
There were slate Boards for our work. 
Also cloth Black Boards . . . painted 
with glossy black paint and when you 
wrote on it the chalk would skip. . . . 
The room on the right had grades 5 to 7 
it had slate Black board all around 
except the wall that was in the middle 
of [the] school divide[ing] the rooms it 
was a black cloth board. . . . It had 
cold[coal] stoves for heat and a small 
room inside each door for our coats. . . . Water was gotten from neighbors [in] a 
fifty pound Lard can on a bench that had 
a dipper tied to one of the handles on 
the can. Every one was to bring their 
own drink cups . . . There were shutters 
that were closed for week ends. There 
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were tw outside Toilets marked Boys and 
Girls. 1'2 

The Clarke County school board minutes from the 1920s 
document several improvements to the Josephine City School. 
At the March 6, 1923, meeting, Dr. Harris, the trustee for 
the Battletown District, stated that the water at the school 
was not pure and that the board would have to pay ont6half 
of the water rent for good water from a nearby spring. At 
the April 3, 1923, meeting Dr. Harris stated that Cora 
Powell, principal of Josephine City School, had raised 
enough money to put up a fence along the front of the school 
lot. There was also discussion of putting a foundation 
under the school. The board thought they should pay fly the 
cement if the patrons furnished the sand and stone. At 
the October 6, 1925, meeting Dr. Harris w s authorized to 
buy a stove for the Josephine City School. 18 

By the early 1920s, the Josephine City School was one of 
only six black schools in Clarke County. None of them 
taught at a level higher than the seventh grade. The 
closest high school for black youths was in Manassas. l9 1n 
1922, the citizens of Josephine City, headed by the Reverend 
E. T. Johnson, principal of the school, banded together and 
led a campaign that brought the need for higher education of 
blacks to the attention of many Clarke County citizens. 
There was also a movement to improve the current facilities 
at black schools. Emma Weeks, now ninety-three years old, 
taught at several black schools in Clarke County including 
Josephine City School. She recalls that interior conditions 
were so dingy in one of the schools at on a cloudy day the 
children couldn't see the teacher. " She further states 
that Josephine School was in such poor condition in the mid- 
1920s that ome of the classes were held in local churches 
and halls. 2Q At a called meeting of the school board on 
August 11, 1927, the board authorized the purchase of five 
acres of land directly south of the Josephine City ,phool 
for the purpose of building a "colored high scho01."~ The 
minutes noted that, "The Board took this action with the 
distinct understanding that the colored people of the county 
were to get togeth2~ on the location of the school and 
support the school." At the November 6, 1929, meeting the 
board directed that "the name Josephine Colored School be 
discontinued, and that the official name of the colored 
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school at Berryville shall be the Clarke County Training 
School *I although at this point the new school was not yet 
built.'4 At the March 4, 1930, meeting the superintendent 
reported that the State would be willing to reimburse the 
school board up to $400 for the remodeling of the old two- 
room school building in order to provide an agriculture 
shop. 25 In addition, some money would come 

r°F6 
the 

Rosenwald Fund and donations from private individuals. 

This school was to be located on five acres of land just 
south of the Josephine City School, and was to be called the 
Clarke County Training School. Part of educational reform 
in Virginia involved the lack of secondary schools for 
blacks. William Link addresses this issue in his book and 
states that in rural Virginia in 1920, 22,061 white studen 
attended high schools, while only 297 black pupils did so. 57 
As a solution to the need for black high schools, advocates 
of industrial education endorsed the establishment of bla 
secondary schools, generally known as "trainingu schools. 2% 
The Reverend E. T. Johnson described the school as featuring 
the instruction of vocational agr'culture, with home 
gardening and poultry also emphasized. $9 

Members of the black community signed bonds amounting to 
$8,000 for the construction of the school and helped raise 
money by soliciting funds, conducting pageants, and holding 
fairs. They also held several digging bees to dig out the 
foundation in order to save money. The Reverend E. T. 
Johnson, principal of the school and one of the leaders in 
initiating the new school project wrote a poem which 
appeared in the Clarke Courier of April 17, 1930. It read: 

Digging Bpree Again Friday 
Bring along your pick and shovel 

And try 
For most assuredly impatient dirt 

must fly. 
And the good colored women already 

in the lead 
Can't do much digging, so they will 

feed 
The men at noon, 

Who have need the shovel rather 
than the spoon. 
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Then on Pageant-day our corner 
stone we stay 

And right in her hollow a thousand 
dollars we lay. 

The cost of the school was about $18,000 and the building 
contract was awarded to Kelley and Kelley of Bluemont, 
Virginia. The cornerstone of the school was laid on June 6, 
1930, at which time the citizens of Josephine City held 
their sixth annual "Rally Day Drive" to help raise the $500 
that they pledged to give annually toward the new school. 
The Reverend E. T. Johnson was a very capable and 
charismatic man. He wrote several articles for the local 
newspaper about the construction of the training school, and 
in them, he always thanked the community for their support. 
On June 5, 1930, he wrote: 

Again we are thanking the public in 
general for its support in perfecting 
this very needy plant, without which in 
a few years nobody will be left in this 
county but a few of the older residents, 
for most assuredly the birds do migrate, 
following the invitin breath of better 

?30 chimes and situations. 

The Clarke County Training School was opened on September 
12, 1930, less than five months after groundbreaking. The 
new, one-story building was of concrete block construction 
faced with four-inch brick veneer and featured four 
classrooms and an auditorium that could be divided into two 
additional classrooms. (Figure 2) With the opening of the 
Clarke County Training School, came the fulfillment of a 
dream for improved educational facilities and opportunities 
for the black youth of Clarke County. This had not come 
easily, but had taken years of hard work and friendly 
persuasion under the leadership of the Reverend E. T. 
Johnson. 

According to a history of the school written by Emma Weeks, 
a ninety-three-year-old retired school teacher who taught 
there, plans were under way to get rid of the old Josephine 
City School when the new school was completed in 1930. In 
1951, she writes: 


























