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Almost 100 years ago, a white Chicago philanthropist donated thousands of dollars to build schools in the rural South to educate African-American students.

Julius Rosenwald, a former Sears, Roebuck and Co. executive, built about 500 schools in South Carolina. Many of those schools are gone, but an effort to preserve one of the schools in Newberry County has reached the Upstate.

James Riley "Jay" Hope of Duncan is involved in an effort to raise $200,000 to renovate Hope School in Pomaria. The two-room school is significant to his family because it is named after his grandfather, James H. Hope (1874-1952).

"It is nice to know residents want to preserve the school," the younger Hope said. "It's hard to believe only one school was named after him in the state."

The elder Hope was the state's 10th state superintendent of education and the longest, serving from 1922 to 1947. Before becoming state superintendent, Hope was superintendent of Union County schools for six years and began his career as a teacher.

The school also has ties to the Hope family because members of the family donated the land to build the school in the 1920s. James H. Hope, his brother, J.J. Hope, and his sister, Mary H. Hipp, donated the land. The Hopes were supportive of the Rosenwald School initiative.

The school was built during the 1925-26 school year and was used until 1954. Hope graduates held several reunions in the building, but it hasn't been used for several years.

"The school was the center of the community's activities," said Tenetha Hall, past project chairwoman. "All of our dancing and partying were done at the school."

Hall said she expects it will take the community about five years to raise the $200,000. The school will be converted into a community center, housing programs for youth and adults such as Meals on Wheels, a summer lunch program, a computer lab and health screenings. It will be called Hope School Community Center.

"The community is so excited about this project, because it means we will not have to go miles and miles for recreation," Hall said. "We are very lucky that the building is in such good shape. There are two other Rosenwald Schools standing in the county, but they aren't in good shape."

Last month, the school was nominated for the National Register of Historic Places.

"We expect that the school will be approved for the National Register," Jay said. "The designation could help with renovation costs."

Jay's cousin, Ron Hope, lives near the school in Newberry County and has replaced some of the missing windows. He was delighted when residents asked whether he wanted to get involved in the restoration effort.

"Some vinyl siding was placed on the building, but that will have to be removed," Ron Hope said. "I don't think the school will have any trouble being placed on the National Register."

Leah Brown, the African-American coordinator of programs for the S.C. Department of Archives and History, is working with several towns to restore Rosenwald schools.

She also is working with the National Trust for Historic Preservation, conducting a survey to determine how many of the schools are still standing. Of the 500, only a few have been found, including the Brooklyn School off Highway 11 in Spartanburg County.

"We hope to have the survey done in a couple of years," she said. "We are in the beginning stages of the survey."
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