A Spot of Beauty in More Ways Than One

By Rande Davis

Many readers have used the services of the county Beauty Spot on Jerusalem Road in Poolesville. In case you do not recognize the term, you may more readily understand its more commonly used name: the dump. Perhaps you have dropped off old appliances and other unwanted items and in doing so drove through the gates and around a white building that didn’t give you any cause to think much about it at all. The next time you go, and as you sit in your car waiting your turn to unload your junk, look back at the building and recognize in it a mysterious reminder of a bygone era—an era of such radical change, that, in retrospect, it was beautiful. 
Had you been there anytime between 1925 and 1949, the building that now supports solid waste, refueling, and other county services, would have looked much different. Instead of dumpsters, you might have seen a children’s playground and young students playing gleefully outside on break from a more serious task that awaited them inside. 
You see, the white building in question was the Poolesville Colored School, and while the Monocle has previously reported on its existence (Fifty Years Ago: The Integration of the Poolesville School by Jack Toomey), there is even more to the story as to how that school came into existence. It was a remarkable and cooperative effort by Booker T. Washington and Julius Rosenwald, a gentleman who once was the president of Sears Roebuck, & Co. 
In 1912, Washington approached Julius Rosenwald, who had recently joined the Tuskegee Institute’s board of trustees, with the notion of a rural school building program as a major effort to improve the quality of public education of African Americans in the early twentieth century South. Like other philanthropists of the time, Rosenwald was fascinated by Booker T. Washington. He agreed wholeheartedly with Washington’s philosophy of black self-help, as well as the Tuskegee Institute's industrial program. The building was also one of 4,977 schools throughout the South known at the time as Rosenwald Schools.

The Rosenwald School story begins with Booker T. Washington, principal of the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute, now Tuskegee University. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Washington preached a gospel of self-help for black southerners that emphasized economic advancement through vocational education. Washington attracted support from black and white Americans who agreed that economic and educational needs should be addressed first in a long-term drive for equality.  

At first, Julius Rosenwald gave Booker T. Washington permission to use some of the money he had donated to the Tuskegee Institute for the construction of six small schools in rural Alabama which were constructed and opened in 1913 and 1914. Pleased with the results, Rosenwald then agreed to fund a larger program for schoolhouse construction based at Tuskegee. In 1917, he set up the Julius Rosenwald Fund, a Chicago-based philanthropic foundation, and in 1920, the Rosenwald Fund established an independent office for the school building program in Nashville, Tennessee. By 1928, one in every five rural schools for black students in the South was a Rosenwald School, and these schools housed one third of the region's rural black schoolchildren and teachers. At the program's conclusion in 1932, it had produced 4,977 new schools, 217 teachers' homes, and 163 shop buildings, constructed at a total cost of $28,408,520 to serve 663,615 students in 883 counties of fifteen states.

African Americans had to contribute cash and in-kind donations of material labor to match the Rosenwald grant. By far, the largest source of funding was tax funds. The county school board had to provide public support, take ownership of the new school property, and commit to maintaining it as part of the public school system. 

At one time, there were 292 Rosenwald Schools in Maryland. Each school was equipped with the bare essentials, including a pot belly stove for heat in winter, and had to be built on a minimum of two acres to have space for playgrounds. 
Today, as you leave the Beauty Spot, take note and be glad that you are also leaving behind another time and another place, but also be glad that people of good will working together can begin to change the world.
