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in the Shenandoah Valley 
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Lucy Frances Simms



Background in Virginia
for
African American Education

Virginia law prohibited teaching a slave to read or write in 
an assembly such as in a classroom.

Few African Americans received an education until during 
Reconstruction following the Civil War.

House slaves were more likely to be taught some reading 
skills.

The main motivation may have been to allow them to read 
the Bible.
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From 1861 to 1870

During the Civil War some teaching was done, but mostly 
in secret.

The Freedmen’s Bureau was established in 1865 and 
became a major force in African American education.
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Freedmen’s Bureau

Created by Congress to provide education and 
medical care to former slaves and poor whites, 
and to protect their rights.
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A Freedmen’s 
Bureau school



Schools for African Americans were 
started in Harrisonburg and Bridgewater in 
Rockingham County through help from the 
Freedmen’s Bureau in the latter 1860s.

Teachers for these schools were secured 
with help from religious charitable groups.

The American Missionary Association

Free Baptist Northern Missionary Society
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The first teachers in 
these local schools 
were women from 
New England states.
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A James E. Taylor sketch of a Freedmen’s Bureau school in Richmond, Virginia 



Another drawing of a Freedmen’s Bureau school



Virginians, white and black, could not obtain a free, 
public education until after such provisions were included 
in a new 1869 state constitution.

The new constitution required that whites and blacks be 
taught in separate schools.

Public education in Virginia was segregated by race from 
the beginning in 1870. 
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Characteristics of 
African American Education

Funding was at the mercy of white-controlled state and 
local government.

Many whites did not want blacks to become educated.

It was thought the emancipated would no longer be 
content to work in the fields and as servants if educated.
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Characteristics of Early
African American Schools

Often met in church buildings.

Received much less financial support than white schools.

Had many fewer books, inferior buildings, limited supplies, 
and poorly paid teachers.
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The interior of an African American 
schoolhouse in Virginia ca. 1900



Examples of “Colored” Schoolhouses in 
Rockingham County
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McGaheysville 
Colored School

Pleasant Valley 
Colored School 



General Characteristics of 
Post-Civil War Education

No compulsory education. Attendance was terrible.

Few standards for teachers.

No required curriculum.

No regular school terms.
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General Characteristics of 
Post-Civil War Education

Finding a building to use was often up to the parents in a 
neighborhood.

Parents regularly suggested a teacher to be hired.

Students from 5 to 21 years old could attend school.
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Post-Civil War Education

The basic curriculum consisted of spelling, reading, 
handwriting, and math—the basic 3 Rs.

Advanced studies included grammar and geography.

Student learning consisted of lots of copying, rote 
memorization, reciting lessons, and much time spent on 
spelling.
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A copybook, reading primer, and 
arithmetic.
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A copybook, reading primer, and 
arithmetic.
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“A good boy will not scribble in his writing book.”



An Example of 
an African American Educator 

in Harrisonburg 
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A Local Legend

Let’s examine Harrisonburg’s own 
Lucy Frances Simms 
as an example of 

an early African American teacher
in the Shenandoah Valley.



Lucy Simms is the most respected African American 
teacher in Harrisonburg history.

She grew up as a slave on the hillside in Harrisonburg 
where Lucy F. Simms School, named to honor her, 
was built in 1939.
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Lucy was born in the 1850s to Jane Simms. Her father is 
unknown.

Both Jane Simms and her daughter Lucy were slaves in 
the Algernon Gray family of Harrisonburg.

The Gray family lived at “Hill Top,” a farm located where 
Simms School and Ralph Sampson Park are now in 
northeast Harrisonburg.
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Hill Top Farm in northeast Harrisonburg, 1877.

Newtown Cemetery

Valley Turnpike, current North Main 
Street (Route 11)

Hill Top Farm
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Lucy F. Simms School

Ralph Sampson Park
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This photo of Lucy 
Simms is from a 
group photograph 
with her Effinger 
School students. 



Close up of a Younger Lucy Simms 
from the Class Picture
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Lucy Simms in later years



Her educational training─

Her early education is unknown but she 
certainly took advantage of local schools.

The Gray family, her former owners, helped 
her gain admission to Hampton Normal & 
Agricultural Institute at Hampton, Virginia.

She attended there from 1874 to 1877 and 
received a normal certificate allowing her to 
teach school.
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Booker T. Washington, the famous African 
American educator, was a schoolmate at 
Hampton Institute.
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The Academic Hall 
where Lucy Simms 
took her classes at 
Hampton Institute.



Teaching back in Rockingham County─

Her first teaching job, 1877-78, was at “Athens 
Colored School” in the community later named 
Zenda.

The school was held in Long’s Chapel, a United 
Brethren in Christ church.

Zenda was a mostly African American community 
northeast of Harrisonburg near Lacey Spring.
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Miss Simms took room and board in the home 
of a local African American blacksmith.

Lucy Simms described that first teaching 
experience─

“I had a very pleasant school, in a very 

pleasant neighborhood, but not very 

pleasant pay.”
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Long’s Chapel
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School for African 
Americans in the 
Athens community, 
was held in Long’s 
Chapel prior to 
1882.



33

“. . . where notable 
Harrisonburg educator 
Lucy Simms began her 
career. . .”



Athens Colored School,
operated 1882−1925

This one-room 
schoolhouse was 
built at Athens 
(Zenda) four years 
after Lucy Simms 
left.



Plans for her second year of 
teaching─

Following her first year at Athens (Zenda), 
Lucy made plans to move to Maryland.

She had heard teachers were paid more there.

She was offered a teaching job in 
Harrisonburg.

The school met in the basement of church in 
downtown Harrisonburg.
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Orra Gray Langhorne ̶

Granddaughter of Robert Gray who built “Hill Top” 
and daughter of Algernon Gray who owned the 
house and farm where Lucy Simms grew up.

Orra Gray spent her early years in Harrisonburg.

She wrote about Harrisonburg and the local African 
Americans after the Civil War and emancipation.

She was interested in the welfare of her former 
slaves and helped them receive an education.
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This “house mammy” for the 
Grays, called Aunt Lucy, was 
Lucy Simms’s grandmother.

The Grays bought Lucy Simms’s 
grandmother and mother from 
Abraham Lincoln, cousin of the 
president, who had a farm on
Linville Creek here in our county.
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The Lincoln farm where the Simms slaves lived in the earlier 1800s.



Orra Langhorne wrote the following about 
Lucy Simms:

“One of my pleasures in a visit “home,” is in 
seeing the old family servants, and in talking 
over with them affairs of mutual interest, 
present and future. . . .

In her present location . . . [one colored 
teacher] tells me, she obtains comfortable board 
with a private room for $6.00 per month in the 
family of a Negro blacksmith. . . 
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The young school teacher, who is a nice looking . . . 
girl with lady-like manners, tells me that she finds 
the white people in the rural districts where her 
work lies, kindly disposed—sometimes visiting her 
school with curious interest in the new methods of 
teaching. Occasionally they ask her to their houses 
. . . but never invite her to take a meal or spend 
the night.”
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What was this “new method of teaching”?

Hampton Institute Principal Samuel C. Armstrong 
believed that former slaves should be taught 

“an education that encompassed the head, 
the heart, and the hands.”

The Hampton-style of education included: 

“cultural uplift, with moral and manual 
training.”
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General Samuel C. Armstrong

Head of the Freedmen’s 
Bureau in Virginia in 1866.

He opened Hampton Normal 
and Agricultural School in 
April 1868.
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Since Hampton Institute was a “normal school,”  its 
goal was training African Americans to be teachers 
using the Hampton philosophy.

“To train selected Negro youth who should go out
and teach and lead their people first by example, .
. . to teach respect for labor, to replace stupid
drudgery with skilled hands, and in this way to
build up an industrial system for the sake not only
of self-support and intelligent labor, but also for
the sake of character."
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Lucy Simms’ early years as a 

teacher in Harrisonburg─

Her first few years teaching were in the church 
basement. She then moved to a small schoolhouse 
the Freedmen’s Bureau helped build.

She then became a teacher in the new Effinger 
Street Colored School that opened in 1882.
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The original 
Effinger Street 
schoolhouse, 1882-
1910 
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Lucy Simms taught in this schoolhouse from the time it 
opened in 1882 until her death in 1934.

Effinger Street 
School with its 
1910 addition.



For 24 years, Miss Simms taught with her half-brother 
Ulysses Grant Wilson in the Effinger Street School.

Many of those years they taught in adjoining rooms.
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For a brief period, Lucy Simms served as interim principal 
of the school.

She was active in the local Negro education association and 
frequently presented methods of effective instruction to 
fellow “colored” teachers in county-wide meetings.
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Lucy Simms
In the 1890s
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Effinger Street students a few years later
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“Miss Lucy” with her first and second 
grade students in 1908.



Character traits─
She had strong moral character.

She could not tolerate dishonesty.

She was strict but fair to her students.

She was “quick to use the yardstick” or 
ruler on students who needed correction.
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Lucy, the person─

She always dressed well.

She loved roses and enjoyed working in 
her garden during the summer.

She grew and sold celery for extra 
income.

Lucy was once engaged to be married.



Lucy the patriotic citizen─

During WWI, African 
Americans in Harrisonburg 
organized for the “United War 
Work Campaign.”

Lucy Simms was a member of 
the committee.
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She taught Sunday 
school and sang alto 
in the choir of John 
Wesley Methodist 
Church on North 
Liberty Street.
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Lucy Simms’ home on 
East Johnson Street.

It had formerly been 
her mother’s place.
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Three generations of 
students─

Miss Lucy with three 
generations of her 
students.

Left to right: 
Roberta Wells, Helen Irvin Wells, 
Roberta Irvin, and Miss Lucy.
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Lucy Simms died July 10, 1934

She planned to teach for her 58th school session.

She was found dead the morning of July 10th

leaning over the railing on her front porch. 
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The report of her funeral─

“This was the most largely attended colored 
funeral ever held in Harrisonburg.”

“The body lay in state in her [class]room at the 
Effinger Street School for six hours. . . .”

She was buried in Newtown Cemetery beside 
her mother.
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Lucy Simms’ tombstone in 
Newtown Cemetery, 
Harrisonburg.
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Miss Lucy’s tombstone bears the following 
inscription:

“She was loved and honored for a life of unselfish 
service to the community and her race. She taught 
in the Public Schools of the City for 56 consecutive
years not losing a day.

She rests from her labors.”
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A 2015 replacement memorial stone for Simms 
in Newtown Cemetery.



Posthumous honors─

Harrisonburg first honored Lucy Simms by 
naming a large lot between East Washington 
and Kelley streets the “Lucy F. Simms 
Athletic Field.”

1938-1939, a new $100,000 schoolhouse for 
African Americans was built in Harrisonburg’s 
Newtown neighborhood.

It was named in honor of Lucy Frances 
Simms.
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Lucy F. Simms School
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Simms School as a community 
Continuing Education Center today



A portrait of the 
young Miss Lucy─

Displayed by a fellow 
teacher and former 
students in 1980.
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More Honors

In 2011, the Library of Virginia honored 
Lucy Simms as an “African American 
Trailblazer.”

She was one of eight honored 
that year who “had a significant 
impact on Virginia.”

Among those sharing the 2011 
honor was Henry “Box” Brown, 
the Richmond slave who in 1849 
shipped himself in a wooden box 
to Philadelphia and freedom.
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More Honors
68

This panel was 
placed at the above 
mural on the 
Elizabeth Street 
Parking Deck in 
downtown 
Harrisonburg. 



Virginia Emancipation Proclamation 
and Freedom Monument

To commemorate the 150th anniversary of the 
Emancipation Proclamation and the abolition of 
slavery in the United States, Virginia’s Martin 
Luther King, Jr., Memorial Commission has 
installed a special monument on Brown’s Island in 
the James River at Richmond.

The selection process chose ten people to 
represent the periods from slavery to the modern 
era for inclusion on the monument.
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Virginia Emancipation Proclamation 
and Freedom Monument

Lucy F. Simms is one of the ten to 
be honored.

Her photo and a brief biography 
will be included on the base of 
the monument.
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Brown’s Island



Lucy Frances Simms
ca. 1856 - 1934
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Lucy Simms was born into slavery, yet she received a modern 
education that prepared her to be an outstanding and 
devoted teacher. Her example was surely repeated 
throughout Virginia from the decades following the Civil War 
into the early 20th century. Her trailblazing example should 
give all teachers a goal to strive for on their own pathway 
through this most noble of professions.
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