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As the nation looks back at the tragic racially motivated events that have occurred in the 

last year, few people know the role the Highlander Folk School played in the Civil Rights 

movement.  Founded by Myles Horton–a student of Reinhold Niebuhr, one of the most 

influential theologians of the 20th Century–and Don West in 1932, the school, located on 

the Cumberland Plateau near Monteagle, focused on adult education, literacy, leadership, 

and problem solving.  Horton’s goal was to find common ground to build consensus in 

order to solve problems and improve the lives of the less fortunate.  When the Supreme 

Court in 1954 announced its unanimous decision concerning Brown v. the Board of 

Education of Topeka, that ordered the integration of public schools in the U.S., Horton saw 

an opportunity for the Highlander Folk School to play a role in the nascent Civil Rights 

movement.  With the help of African American activist Septima Clark, Highlander began 

sponsoring Citizenship Schools which paved the way to training sessions in passive non-

violent civil disobedience based on the teachings of Jesus Christ, Buddha, and Mohandas 

Gandhi.  In 1955 Ralph Abernathy, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Rosa Parks gathered in the 

library at Highlander to learn about non-violent civil disobedience and planned the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott.  Over the years a host of people, including John Lewis, Andrew 

Young, Pete Seger, Diane Nash, and Will Campbell trained at Highlander to advance the 

progress of the Civil Rights movement.  After he was expelled from Grundy County on a 

legal technicality, Horton operated in Knoxville for a time, but eventually settled in New 

Market, Tennessee where the Highlander Research and Education Center continues his 

legacy. 

  

Several historic Highlander structures in Grundy County are currently under the control of 

the Tennessee Preservation Trust (TPT), the only state-wide partner with the National 

Trust for Historic Preservation.  Recently an apartment adjacent to the historic library 

building, where so many Civil Rights advocates trained, planned, and interacted, sustained 

significant water damage and threatened the integrity of the structure.  TPT sponsored a 

work day on March 14, and four students from TPT Vice President Dr. Michael Birdwell’s 



Public History class at Tennessee Tech and others volunteered their services to rip out the 

damaged walls, flooring, and other items.  Dr. Calvin Dickinson said, “I just wanted to be in 

the same room where one of the most significant events in my lifetime took place.”  The 

building, modest cinder block structure with some elements of Danish design, may look 

inconsequential but it is a historic treasure.  

 

Student Sally Givens, who intends to have a career as a public historian said, “It was an 

honor to be able to work in the same place where Rosa Parks prepared to take a seat on a 

bus that changed the course of American history.”  Likewise students Tanner Wells, Sally 

Fox, and Chris Barlow said that they were in awe that in such a humble, rural setting, an 

entire generation of people of different racial and ethnic backgrounds came together to 

promote a common cause---basic decency and equal rights for every American.  TPT 

member John Nisbet noted that Highlander should be held in the same respect and 

reverence as Constitution Hall, the U.S. Capitol building, and Mount Rushmore.  Penny 

Bird, a staffer at TPT who has been to Highlander on numerous occasions, said “The 

students worked hard and didn’t complain; they appreciated the importance of this place 

and why it needs to be preserved.”  

 

With its proximity to Interstate 24 and South Cumberland State Park, it is TPT’s hope that 

the historic Highlander campus will once again be a destination for education, heritage 

tourism, and an interpretive center in partnership with other Civil Rights centers in the U.S. 


