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Congregation of Mount Zion AME Zion Church, in Cullowhee, ca 1920. Front row: Alfred Coward, Lena Davis, Lewis Rogers, Mary Lowry, Joe Brown, Dorthey
Allen. Middle row: Gabe Hooper, Wilburn MacDonald, Josephine Rogers, George Love, Laura Hooper, Wilson Lowry, Julie Johnson, Bowman Davis.
Back row: Rev. George Griffin, Mary Neal (church sponsored school teacher), Wilson Rogers, Clercy Coward, Hattie Love. Image courtesy of Hallie Lackie.
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Revealing An Invisible History
The more I study, the clearer are the voices of my people, a people
who lost their traditions, religions, and social norms through slavery.
They have begun to speak to me in a clarity that I cannot verbalize at
this time. It tears at my heart as I see the apathetic attitudes of those
who do not understand that the present and the future are inextricably
tied to our past.
Ann Miller Woodford

The African American community is a vital part of the cultural diversity of western North
Carolina, a region usually associated with native Cherokee and White settlers. Like other
racial and ethnic groups in the mountains, the Black community has been subject to much
outmigration since 1900 and currently consists of less than 1.6% of the region’s total
population.
Despite the lack of written documentation and the deaths of
knowledgeable oral historians, individuals and organizations are
gathering information to give future generations a place to start
learning about African American contributions to our region’s culture
and history. This exhibit uses that information to tell the stories of
an often invisible group of people who have made important social,
economic, and spiritual contributions to life in the mountains of far
western North Carolina.

Louise Leatherwood Haley was born in Waynesville in
1882 to Mariah and Nelson Griffin. Louise worked for
David “Dog” Underwood who owned a lumberyard that
would become Haywood Hardware. She died in 1920,
possibly due to tuberculosis, leaving five young children,
One of the children was Sarah Elizabeth Haley who grew
up to be head cook at the Towne House in Waynesville.
Image courtesy of Pigeon Community Multicultural
Development Center, Lift Every Voice.

Sally Howell, wife of Chrisenberry
Howell, holds granddaughter Mary
Phililea “Coot” Howell Brown.

Purel Miller of Andrews with his collection of guns.
Image courtesy of Mack McJunkin.

Rev. Bruce Edward Oliver and Deacon Johnny Allen baptizing Frankie Jones in the Valley River.
Image courtesy of Ruth Harris.

Walter Scruggs was one of the
first African-American students at
Franklin High School and the first
Black athlete to play basketball and
football. In 1964, he was the first
Black student to enroll at Piedmont
College, in north GA, where he
also played basketball. After only
one semester, he returned home
for the holidays and was killed in a
tragic car accident. Scruggs is now
remembered for his courage and
accomplishments.
Image from the Piedmont College
Yonahian.

Deacon Chrisenberry Howell
(1855-1938) was born into
slavery in Cherokee County, but
as a young child was taken by
his grandmother, Fannie Allison,
to Jackson County. Howell was
employed on several farms in
Jackson and Swain counties and
eventually purchased four farms
of his own. An avid horseman,
he also worked as a drover,
delivering livestock along the
Unicoi turnpike.
Nathaniel Lowery (aka “Nat the Cat”) worked as a DJ
at WWIT radio station in Canton during the 1950s. He
had a large multiracial fan base during the height of the
segregationist sentiment in the South.
Image courtesy of Haywood County Public Library
Digital Collections.

Cullowhee Colored School about 1900.
Image Courtesy of Jackson County Public Schools.

I’m On My Way to Canaan Land
Southern Appalachia, frequently seen as an isolated region inhabited solely by descendants of Scotch-Irish settlers, has
actually been a cultural crossroads for centuries. Cherokee people consider western North Carolina to be their ancestral
homeland. 16th century Spanish explorers were accompanied by African slaves, some of whom escaped and survived through
integration into Cherokee society. A wave of settlers originally from Germany, Ireland, and England began arriving in the
18th century, again accompanied by Black people, both free and enslaved. All these groups played key roles in shaping the
region’s cultural traditions.
Throughout the 19th century, Black Appalachians farmed, raised families, and built communities. They
celebrated with ritual and song, refashioned the landscape, and engaged in all manner of work utilizing a wide
range of skills. After the Civil War, the founding of Black churches and schools was essential to the formation of
vital, thriving communities, sometimes against considerable odds.
Although the numbers of African American residents in far western North Carolina
has never been large—approximately 1,792 in 1860, going to 2,363 in 1940 and
according to the 2010 census, holding steady at 2,323. Like many Appalachian groups
and communities, outmigration for better opportunities has often taken the young and
talented away from their beloved mountains.

Happytop: Cleve Miller Founds a Black Community

Amanda Casey (Thomas)
was a slave who was born
at Stekoa Fields, William
Holland Thomas’ estate,
in Montieth Gap, Jackson
County. In 1825, prior to
Casey’s birth, Thomas
purchased Casey’s mother
Martha in Richmond, VA.

As a result of the racial cleansing
sparked by the 1912 lynching of
sixteen-year-old Robert Edwards by
White supremacists in Cumming, GA,
more than a thousand Black residents
were driven out of the area.
Among them was William Cleveland
“Cleve” Miller. He first moved
north to Marietta, GA, with his
mother, Katie Bowens, then to Blue
Ridge, GA, and finally to the town of
Andrews in the mountains of North
Carolina, which seemed to be a safer
place for Blacks to live and work.

Rev. Calvin Hemphill (born in 1842) was
a church organizer who helped establish
the Waynesville Missionary Baptist
Association in 1880. The WMBA helped
unify Baptist churches in the region
and Hemphill was instrumental in that
effort because of his connections with the
Cherokee and Black communities.

Rev. Mack McKinney (1882 - 1961)
was a Baptist Minister in Andrews and a
highly skilled carpenter. Rev. McKinney
was also an influential figure in the
integration of Black and Cherokee
churches.

Purel Miller, son of Cleve Miller and a
prominent Cherokee County farmer, poses
with his 1,100-pound English hog, Charlie,
and an unidentified child. This photo
was taken during the 1980s in downtown
Andrews, NC.

Chipper Curve, seen here during the 1920s,
was the main road past the Sylva Tanning
Company, which offered jobs to resident
and migrant African-Americans. Aside
from access to jobs, the road was also
the main route from the predominantly
African-American community referred
to as “Tannery Flats” to the Coloured
Consolidated School past “Moody Bottom.”
Image courtesy of Special Collections,
Hunter Library, WCU, Cullowhee NC.

William Bowens (left) and Cleve Miller
(right), two migrant cousins from
Cumming, Georgia.

In 1914, Miller built the first house
in the neighborhood later named
“Happytop” by his entrepreneurial cousin William Bowens, who
also moved there along with other Black people. Miller served
in the U. S. Army as an engineer in World War I and came home
to work as a surveyor. He married Nora Alice Howell of Bryson
City in 1919, and they moved into the house Cleve had originally
built in Andrews for his mother and there raised a family of seven
children.

Lift Every Voice and Sing
The church has long been the primary place in the rural mountains for African
Americans to gather for spiritual, social, political, and economic contact with one
another. Music has been the glue that has held the communities together throughout
their rich and eventful histories.
In far western North Carolina, the earliest Black congregations and churches were
organized by free Blacks and former slaves after the Civil War, often with assistance from
local White churches. While Black and White churches shared many elements, Black
churches featured a unique style of worship that blended African and Christian spiritual
traditions.
Rev. Lessie Green Williams is an evangelist, gospel musician, and
recording artist. Rev. Williams has preached at numerous churches in
western North Carolina and currently lives in Mississippi.

Murphy church leader and community activist Frank
Sudderth led a singing group, the Gospel Echoes circa 1940s.
From left: Charles “Chate” Sudderth, William “Boodle”
Sudderth, Frank Sudderth, and Bobby Jones.
Image courtesy of Mildred Jones.

Black slaves developed spirituals that
later influenced Gospel songs. Services
were marked by lined hymn singing,
shouting in the spirit, call-and-response
singing, hand clapping, rhythmic
movement, foot patting/stomping,
gesturing to the heavens above, and
harmony when there was no piano or
other musical instrument.

Sunday School group from Pleasant Grove Church, Canton, 1940.
Image courtesy of the Haywood County Public Library Digital Collection.

Black churches frequently served as sites for segregated schools, as well as taking up social
welfare functions. As a result, Black churches have fostered and built strong community
organizations and provided spiritual and political leadership, especially during the Civil
Rights movement.
From slavery through segregation, the ministry has offered Black men
one of the precious few occupations that have mandated respect, even
among the White clergy and populace. The attitude of Black Christians,
both male and female, has endorsed the male privilege and stronghold on
the pulpit. Women’s auxiliaries traditionally provided major support for
their churches, and recently women have also achieved ordination.

The congregation of God’s Holy Tabernacle Church
in Sylva celebrate at the anniversary service for
Bishop Adam West Jr., Pastor, and his wife, Minister
Cyritha Ann Rogers West, in 2010.

Rev. Louis Grant of Asheville
served as Pastor of Mount Zion
Missionary Baptist Church in
Murphy from 1972-1986. Now
living in Asheville and hosting an
overnight radio show on WMITThe Light, Rev. Grant is so well
loved as a singer and preacher
that he is often called to officiate at
funerals and community programs
throughout far western NC.

Rev. John Paul Webb, Pastor at Mount Zion
Missionary Baptist Church of Murphy, preaching
at the One Dozen Who Care Festival of Gospel
Music in 1998 in Andrews.

