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One of the biggest
users of slave labor was
the Tredegar Iron Works,
whose nineteenth-cen-
tury industrial park on
the James River has been
preserved as a national
landmark. Built in 1836,
Tredegar became the
Confederacy’s main ar- |
senal. Blacks were gen- |
erally allowed to do only
the heaviest and most
dangerous tasks, and they
worked fourteen- to six-
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Battlefield Park where visitors can
retrace the footsteps of generals
Grant and Lee.

But for African-Americans, who
make up a little more than half
the city’s population, the phrase
“cradle of the Confederacy” holds
scant nostalgia. So it was with
some trepidation that I set off on
a trip sponsored by the Metro
Richmond Convention and Visi-
tors Bureau.

I knew it would be worth be-
ing there if I could find out more
about Richmond’s other heroes,
those blacks who fought in the
Continental Army, built the city’s
roads and canals, worked as slaves
in the city’s mills and iron foun-
dries, and labored as d()mcstics. in
the elegant homes of the city’s elite.
I wondered whether this part of
Richmond’s legacy—that of a city
made enormously rich off the sale
of slaves—would be mentioned on
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sponsoring a Southern White House
Bazaar, at which local collectors had
gathered to sell their wares. I noticed a
black woman presiding over a booth
advertising the Jackson Blacksmith
Shop Museum, which her family runs
in Goochland County, about forty miles
north of the city. She told me that in
1880 her great-great-grandfather, who
had learned the trade while still a slave,
had started his own blacksmithing busi-
ness and built up a good reputation
among both blacks and whites. The
family continued to operate the small
shop until the early 1970s.

The Richmond Area Black Memo-
rabilia Collectors also had a table, and
after I’d convinced one man that he’d
have no luck trying to sell me any-
thing, we struck up 2 conversation
about good places to look for the city’s
black heritage. Soon another collector
interjected that I should go straight to
Jackson Ward, the spiritual heart of
black Richmond.

Like Atlanta’s Sweet Auburn and
Tulsa’s Greenwood district, Jackson
Ward became a thriving center for
black entrepreneurship around the
turn of the century. Before the Civil
War, because many enslaved blacks
were allowed to live where they chose,
slave and free blacks maintained close
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0 look for the city’s black heritage,
one local told me, go straight

to Jackson Ward, its spiritual heart.
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contact with one another, attending
the same churches and living in the
same quarters of the city. This helped
create so intensely cohesive a commu-
nity that Richmond’s blacks were per-
haps better prepared than any others
in the South to face emancipation.
Two months after the war’s end, a
group of African-American citizens
sent a petition to President Johnson
protesting a city ordinance requiring
blacks to carry travel passes. “None
of our people are in the almshouse,”
the petition declared, “and when we
were slaves the aged and infirm . . .
were turned away from the homes
of hard masters . . . our benevolent
societies supported [us] . . . and com-
paratively few of us have found it nec-
essary to ask for government rations,
which have been so bountifully be-
stowed upon the unrepentant Rebels
of Richmond.”

By the early 1920s blacks had man-
aged to parlay their benevolent organ-
izations and secret societies into in-
surance companies and grocery stores,
barbershops and hotels. Jackson Ward
had the first black-owned bank, the
True Reformers’ Bank of Richmond,
and the first bank founded by a wom-
an, the St. Luke Penny Savings Bank.
During the 1930s and 1940s locals

Near and far left:
The home of Maggie
L. Walker, America’s
first woman bank
president. Above:
Richmond’s
skyscrapers dwarf
the warehouses

where slaves labored, 1

proudly referred to
Jackson Ward as
the Harlem of the
South because the
theaters on Second
Street—the neigh-
borhood’s main thoroughfare—attract-
ed artists like Billie Holliday, Cab Cal-
loway, Bill (“Bojangles”) Robinson,
Lena Horne, and Nat (“King”) Cole.

In more ways than one, modern-
day

the district, I saw run-down nineteenth-

Jackson Ward resembles modern- #*
day Harlem—a neighborhood that has =
fallen on hard times but is determined jies
to reclaim its past. On a drive through %/

century townhouses interspersed with &'
beautifully restored ones. One of these |

renovated buildings holds the Black &
History Museum and Cultural Cen- .

ter of Virginia. The Museum’s perma=
nent exhibition, “Second Street: Busi- |
ness and Entertainment in Jackson
Ward, 1900-1965,” presents the area’s

history through photographs, news:
paper clippings, and artifacts.

From there it’s a short walk to the |
Maggie Lena Walker Home, a museum |

run by the National Park Service. Walk:
er, born in 1867 to an ex-slave anda
Northern white newspapermarn, Was
the first woman bank president in the
United States. Like most black chil:
dren in post—Civil War Richmond, shé
endured extreme poverty in hef carly
years. Her mother struggled 0 suppor
the family by taking In laundry, wh!
young Maggie was required t© delivel
After graduating from the Richmor!



i Service ranger, who took
. The ranger was black : f
and I kept thinking that Maggie
[enz Walker would have appreciated
that. We walked through the kitchen
nto a dining room with beautiful
mahogany chairs, an elaborate chan-
defier, and curio cabinets filled with
fine crystal and china. A brown leather
chair in the corner of the living room
was so impressive that I knew instant-
ly to whom it had belonged. “That
was Mrs. Walker’s chair,” the ranger
s2id anyway. “She was frugal and good
with money, but she loved to surround
herself with nice things.”
Jackson Ward has several other sites

worth visiting, including Virginia Union
University, a black college whose first
building had been 2 jail for runaway
}lavcs, 4 monument to Bojangles Rob-
mson, who grew up in the neighbor-
hm)d, and the Sixth Mount Zion Bap-
tist Church, which was founded by the
"enowned slave preacher John Jasper.
The Museum and White House of
{he Confederacy, in the Court End sec-
tion of Richmond, was once the home
of Jefferson Davis. In 1991 the muse-
t“m I{nounted an exhibition chronicling
€ 1ves of the South’s enslaved blacks,

an / :
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But if anything reveals the extent to

which Richmond is still w restling with

Its 1d

>ntity, it is the controversy that
erupted three years ago when the City
decided to erect a statue of Arthur Ashe
on Monument Avenue. Many whites
were outraged, while many blacks, in-
cluding Ashe’s wife, found the site in-
appropriate for other reasons.

But the supporters of the Ashe me-
morial, among them former Gover-
nor Wilder, thought the statue would
promote racial healing. In 1996, on
Ashe’s fifry-
d birthday, his memorial took its
place alongside statues of Robert E.
Lee, Stonewall Jackson, Jeb Stuart,
and Jefferson Davis. “I feel more pride
and relevance in being here on Monu-
ment Avenue than I have any time
in my life, and that says it all,” said
Wilder during the unveiling ceremony.
“When the ground was broken [for the
statue], more than dirt was removed.
The shell of our understanding was
penetrated.”

[ saw Monument Avenue while on a
bus tour through the city’s historic dis-
tricts. Our guide told us she wasn’t
going to say much about the statue
but would let us judge for ourselves,
based on the quality of statues that

what would have been

would come betore it, whether or not
the Ashe monument belonged there.

“We all want to honor Arthur Ashe,”
she said. “It’s just a question of how
we're gomng to \|0 it. A lot of |‘£'\\|\l('
felt that it would have been much bet
ter to have put the statue in Byrd Park,
overlooking the tennis courts where
he was denied access as a child.™ 1
studied the statue for several minutes
while the bus was stopped at Monu-
ment Avenue, and 1 came back later to
take a picture of it. It stands thcr.c.
bronze like the others, but instead of a
figure of a Southern soldier mounted
ona horse, Ashe’s feet remain planted
on the ground. Instead of a sword he
holds .1‘ book and a tennis racket, and
instead of troops he’s surrounded by
children. I decided that I liked it, espe-
cially because of where it was. It was
somehow heartening to see Ashe’s sim-
ple memorial in the midst 0f4thosc
grandiose bronze sculptures of Con-
federate warriors.

Perhaps Richmond is finally on its
way to being the city it should have
been years ago, a place where the Afri-
can-American experience is as honored
and valued as the Confederate one—
and where anyone can be a hero.

—Atiya Butler

TO PLAN A TRIP

The restored
Tredegar Iron Works.

or information on things to do in Richmond,
call the Metro Richmond Convention and Vis-
itors Bureau at 1-800-365-7272. T stayed at the
Jefferson ( 1-800-370-9004), an elegant hotel built in
the 1890s and included in the National Register of
Historic Places. Rooms there are a bit pricey; if you're
on a budget, the downtown area has plenty of other
accommodations.
Not far from downtown are the Shockoe Slip and
Shockoe Bottom districts, whose nineteenth~century

tobacco warehouses have been converted into trendy shops, jazz clubs, and
restaurants. Jackson Ward lies just west of downtown. The Black Histor
Museum and Cultural Center of Virginia (804-780-9093) and the Elegba

Folklore Society ( 804-644-3900), a cultural and arts organiz

ation, sponsor

a variety of events that keep the history of Jackson Ward and it people alive,
The society also offers walking tours of the neighborhood. The Convention
and Visitors Bureau produces a handsome guide detailing Jackson Ward’s
black-heritage sites; to obtain a copy call 804-782-2777.

The Arthur Ashe statue stands at the corner of Roseneath Street and

Monument Avenue.




