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As a new committee works on plans to highlight the role Ralph Bunche High School played in 
desegregation, an event on Saturday also will pay homage to the history of the King George 
County school.

e Virginia Department of Historic Resources will dedicate a new historical marker at the 
former all-black school on Saturday. e event begins at 10 a.m.

Keynote speaker will be the Rev. Lawrence Davies, former mayor of Fredericksburg. Members of 
the Ralph Bunche Alumni Association will speak, along with a representative from the state 
historic resources department.

Anthony Campbell, winner of the 2003 Today show talent contest, will perform.

ose who attended the school—and have waited years for it to be restored—are glad their alma 
mater is getting some attention.

“We’re happy,” said Nadine Lucas, a member of the Ralph Bunche Advisory Committee. “It’s yet 
another piece and it says, ‘We’re here and we’re not going anywhere.’ ”

e committee has been meeting for about a year and plans to present an update, perhaps next 
month, to the Board of Supervisors, which owns the building. e committee wants to highlight 
the same aspects of history that the marker addresses: that Ralph Bunche was built as a result of a 
landmark federal court case.

When it opened in 1949, the school was an attempt to ensure the “equalization” of separate 
facilities for whites and blacks.

“We were sort of a test case in the upper South,” Lucas said about Ralph Bunche, whose namesake 
was a diplomat and Nobel Peace Prize winner.

And while white segregationists wanted to avoid integration by building what were supposed to 
be “separate but equal” facilities, Ralph Bunche alumni remember well that their school got hand-
me-downs from white schools.

“It was ‘separate but equal’ in words only,” said James T. Johnson, another member of the advisory 
committee.
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As more court cases challenging segregation were !led and the NAACP pressed the issue, 
Virginia schools eventually integrated.

e Ralph Bunche committee wants to focus on that theme—that its school marked the 
beginning of the end of school segregation in Virginia. Members would like to convert the 
building into a museum and display memorabilia from the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s in the former 
classrooms.

ey’d also like to have actors on hand to illustrate the sentiments of the time.

“Our goal would be to have people playing the parts and making all the comments that were 
made, negative and positive,” Lucas said.

Committee members hope the supervisors will “buy in” to the plan and support the renovation of 
the building, instead of letting Ralph Bunche “sit there and rot,” Lucas said.

Several committee members toured the school in April 2012 and saw the toll time and neglect 
had taken. e facility educated the county’s black students from 1949 until 1968, then housed 
various educational programs. e School Board used the building for offices, and the Sheriff’s 
Office set up space for workout rooms.

No one has been in the building regularly “for a while,” County Administrator Travis 
Quesenberry said last year.

Alumni members have been asking county officials to do something with the building for more 
than 15 years. ey spent 10 years trying to get the School Board, which formerly owned the 
property, to sit down and talk with the Board of Supervisors, which took over ownership in 2009.

e county has spent $50,000 on a study to evaluate the building’s needs and $126,000 to stabilize 
damage caused by leaks and drainage problems.

Members of the advisory committee hope to !nd enough outside resources, from state and 
federal grants—as well as fund-raisers—to cover the restoration costs.

ey have a lot of research to do as well, to tell the story of integration, not just through the focus 
of King George County, but throughout the Northern Neck, the Fredericksburg region and the 
state.

“We have a lot of work ahead of us,” Lucas said.

ON THE MARKER

Wording on the new state historical marker is as follows:
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Ralph Bunche High School was built as a direct result of the Federal District Court case 
Margaret Smith et al. v. School Board of King George County, Virginia, which was !led in 
1947. e judge ruled that jurisdictions should ensure the “equalization” of segregated 
school facilities for whites and African–Americans. White segregationists hoped to avoid 
integration by constructing “separate but equal” facilities, but the NAACP quickly moved 
on to demanding the end of segregation altogether. Named aer the noted political 
scientist and diplomat, Ralph Bunche High School opened in 1949 and closed in 1968 
aer the county desegregated its schools.

IMAGES FROM THE PAST

A lot of memorabilia from Ralph Bunche High School ended up in the Dumpster when 
the building was renovated for offices, according to members of the Ralph Bunche 
Advisory Committee.

Lockers were torn out and photos were taken from the walls and trophies from cases—
and put in the trash, said Elaine Harvey. Some alumni retrieved as many items as they 
could, she said.

e committee hopes residents will share any class photos or other pieces of the past from 
Ralph Bunche. ey’re also hoping someone in the community knows what’s become of 
the archives of Broadnax Studio, a Richmond business that photographed area students 
during the Ralph Bunche era but has since gone out of business.

Anyone with information can contact Elaine Harvey at 540/775-7066.
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