
Eliza Bannister Walker
Social Networks, Local Activism, Poetry with Purpose

Eric Wilson, Executive Director, Rockbridge Historical Society



The Charity Nightingales (Lexington Singing Group)
Third from Left: Eliza Bannister Walker (1872-1939)



What Do You See Here?  Who Do You See Here? Specific People ~ Social Types?



Direct Marketing Campaign
1918, During World War I

Building on Black Military Pride
National & Community Service

Naming Sponsors
Naming those Supported



Poem and Prospectus: Memorial Block Appeal



Note the Header: 

Author: Mrs. H.L. Walker (not her first name)

Location: Husband’s Business, Lexington
Price: 25 cents, not a $$ Memorial Brick 

Purpose of Poem: Old Folks Home

Form: Song with Chorus, Couplets

Audience: Who Buys, How Used?

Poetic Tropes:

God, Moses, Jesus & Faith 
Cultural & National Freedom

Physical Needs & Care

“Lead the children, lead them through…
All the first born had to die…

He healed the sick …
The lame did walk … 

the blind did see”



Harry Lee Walker & Woods Sanitary Meat Market
Mrs. H.L. Walker Trades on its Community Credibility

Stationery as Anchor for Poems, Community Service





Charity Nightingales (Lexington HS, 1930s)
Note Sacred Spirituals, Tenor of White Praise

“audience of white people … 
of goodly proportions and a representative one”



United States Decoration Day, May 30, 1907
(Not on Confederate Memorial Day, June 3)

Artistic, Civic, Religious, Commemorative Gatherings



McCormick Reaper Centennial, 1931
Charity Nightingales Perform 
“Plantation Episode” at W&L 



Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, Sketches of Southern Life: (1872)
Six “Aunt Chloe” Poems: Persona reworks Aunt Chloe from Uncle Tom’s Cabin)



“Aunt Chloe’s Poems,”  Sketches of Southern Life.
Frances Ellen Harper Watkins, 1872

https://rpo.library.utoronto.ca/poems/aunt-chloe

“Frances W. Harpers’s Aunt Chloe Poems in Sketches of Southern Life: 

Antithesis to the Southern Plantation Tradition.” 
Patricia Liggins Hill.  Mississippi Quarterly, 1981

https://www.jstor.org/stable/26474873?seq=1

“Minding our Cicero”: 19th-Century African-American Women’s Rhetoric and the 
Classical Tradition.  

UC Santa Cruz Diss., Heidi Morse, 2014

https://escholarship.org/content/qt66m23223/qt66m23223.pdf

https://rpo.library.utoronto.ca/poems/aunt-chloe
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26474873?seq=1
https://escholarship.org/content/qt66m23223/qt66m23223.pdf


Harper/ Aunt Chloe (1872) “The Deliverance”:
War – Emancipation – Reconstruction – Voting – Fraud



RockbridgeHistory.org ~ Local Black Histories
RHS Series (Wilson & Spurgeon): Legacies of 1867 Election  First Black Men to Vote in Rockbridge & Virginia

From Reconstruction to Voting Rollbacks; The Rise of Jim Crow  The Rise of ‘The New Negro’

RockbridgeHistory.org
RockbridgeHistory.org


Oscar De Priest: 1st Black Congressman Elected Outside the post-Reconstruction South (1928) 
Black Women’s Crucial Advocacy for Local, State, National Black Candidates 

(Smithsonian Digital Exhibit on Women’s Suffrage)



Virginia Federation of Colored Women: Eliza Walker, Rockbridge Chapter President 
June 30, 1921: First State Convention after the Passage of the 19th Amendment

Pres. Walker Hosts at Blandome, First Baptist, Outing to Natural Bridge



Re-Working ‘Aunt Chloe’: Ventriloquizing a Black Woman’s Persona, Poetic Voice, Politics
Harriet Beecher Stowe (1851)  Frances W. Harper (1872)  Eliza B. Walker (1930)





9-Stanza Poem: Uncle Sam ~ Virginia ~ Chicago
Highly Elaborated with both Historical and Generic Characters, Dialect



Eliza Walker: Political Satire in Dialect

’Publicans, Democrats, Negroes: Alliances? Splits?
Who’s Counting on Whom?
‘Dead Republicans’ (Lincoln, Grant, T. Roosevelt)

1928 Presidential Election: 
Al Smith (D) vs. Herbert Hoover (R)
15,000 Black Virginia Voters Figured as Force



Shifting Politics? Economic Shift (Crash of 1929)
1928: Republican Victory – Pres. Hoover Victory

1931: for Chicago Repub. Congressman Oscar De Priest
1932: Democrats’ Victory - FDR (“Rusevelt” Poem)



Maternal Loss:

Walker, “I’m A Gold Star Mother” (WW1)
Harper’s Aunt Chloe: White Mother loses Civil Son

Son Harry Thomas Walker d. 1914 (Age 17)
Walkers then Adopted Son from DC 

Edwin T. Walker  (ca. same age as Harry)



Top Half:

“I’m a Gold Star Mother” Last Stanza
Genealogy Looks Back to an Enslaved Father

Who Became a Soldier (US Colored Troops)

Bottom Half: Thoughts Partnered with Poetry

*Notes for Musical Performances: Nightingales? Church?
Quartett, Duett, Chorus

Sermon

Upside Down: Next Slide



Address: 537 South Dearborn St., Chicago (what was it then?)
To:  J. Ford (who is he? how does she know him?) 

5 blocks W. of Grant Park, now off Ida B. Wells Dr.
Downtown Redevelopment of The Loop 

A Fundraiser? (an invitation to Ford? Chicago advertising?)
First Baptist? Charity Work? Written Later?

Are These Proximate Thoughts to Poems? 

“church, cherries, cup, carriage {…} carier bags to sail [sale]”



Visiting Children’s Homes ~ Moral Notes: Reviewing Staff?? 
Locally (as President)? Elsewhere (as Consultant?)

Written on Back of ‘Gold Star Mother’
n.b. Still Refining Transcription and Research

“1. Not Qualifyed 2. I have visit{ed} the homes  3. Not example of Truthfulness 
4. Purrsanality isn’t that of that would elevate the Child … 

indiscreat in {h}elevation {election?} the presen{ce} of girls and boys”



Eat your “Jam-Jams” Cookies!      Advertising Jingle?
Note Lexington Market Stationery: Walker, Woods, Woods Proprietors, 1920s



Shop Local! 
(… but don’t presume too much on the Local Store Owner’s credit)



Rusevelt dun just what he sayed
When we were hungray he gave us bred…

he grabed this countray in his fist
and turned it around without a miss

he started the wheels to ring(?) fast
then the people a new hold did grasp

President Roosevelt as new Savior (post-1932)

How do we read this Politically? Economically?
Business & Fundraising during Great Depression?



“Lexington Colored Graded School”: S. Randolph St. next to Methodist Church

Opened as Freedmen’s School, 1865, until Lylburn Downing School Built: 1927-1965
Eliza Bannister may have attended (only through 4th Grade, per grandson)

Opportunity for a Number of Lexington Children, after Emancipation
Education and “The Rise of the New Negro” African-American Armor & Aspiration



1920 Lex School Board Minutes, Teacher Salaries: Median White $104, Median Black $45 
Nannie and Harry T. Walker Attended Graded Grammar School

She went to Richmond for Additional Schooling



Lylburn Downing School: Opened Same Year as New White Lexington High School (1927)
Extended Beyond Grade School, but not Full HS Diplomas

Now Community Center, Lex School Board Offices



Mrs. H.L. Walker Campaigns to Build New “Colored High School” (Lylburn Downing, 1927)
Continues Campaign to Hire More Faculty (Self-Funded by Parents, not City Taxes) to Offer Full HS Degrees

1932: Height of Great Depression  Note Parents’ Readiness to Sacrifice $$ or Send Kids Away



Lylburn Downing School 1956, with Ted DeLaney (front R): Downing ’61; W&L, ’85 
DeLaney’s Article Given as 1981 RHS Talk, While Working as W&L Lab Tech, Adult Student



Theodore C. DeLaney, Jr. (1943-2020)
‘A Walker Legacy’

Lexington Native, Lylburn Downing’ 61, W&L B.A. History ‘85, William & Mary PhD ‘95
Chair, W&L History Dept; Co-Founder, Africana Studies Program; Mentor



Envisioning Eliza … “Who Tells Your Story?” …  Community, Politics, Poetry, Music, Family



Eric Wilson, RHS Executive Director
Director for History, VA Association of Museums

Director@RockbridgeHistory.org

RockbridgeHistory.org
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