Bl

LIFESTYLE

FEBRUARY 8§, 2023

Ll

aveS“»To :

{)*“\M ‘ v" :'

ffalO forge mdusmald'
- afam| V

ESTER AND GARLAND THOMPSON JR. (seated) are shown with their children and grandchlldren in this cabinet card photograph taken in front of their cabin at Buffalo Forge, ca. 1870s.

(from the Brady Family Collection, Rockbridge Historical Society, housed at Special Collections Library and Archives, W&L)

Editor’s note: On Satur-
day, Feb. 18, the Rockbridge
Regional Library will host a
Black History Month program
titled “Bond of Family,” part-
nering with the Rockbridge
Historical Society. The pro-
gram, running from 1 to 2:30
p.m., will be held Glasgow’s
Thompson Community Cen-
ter at 207 Catawba St. The
following feature is written
by RHS Executive Director,
Eric Wilson. For more, see
rriib.net.

Their eyes — all twenty-four
— look right to our own.

In their signal, fraternal
leadership, a dozen men from
the North Glasgow Masonic
Lodge assembled for a bench-
mark photo in 1950, at the
cresting rise of the American
Civil Rights Movement. In
solidarity and service, these
senior and junior officers and
members posed for the cam-
era in front of Union Baptist
Church, a spiritual and com-
munity anchor for many of
those gathered, and many
more in their broader genea-
logical and geographical or-
bits, in Rockbridge County.

At the bottom right sits
James E. Thompson Sr.,
who served as principal of
Glasgow’s then-all-Black
elementary school. After
1965, he continued to teach
in the town’s integrated grade
school, and he’s still warmly
remembered today by a gen-
eration of his students, as well
as other elders who continue
to describe his influence be-
yond those walls.

Not incidentally, he’s sur-
rounded here not just by other
Masons and fellow congre-
gants, but closer family and a
wider web of kin. As identi-
fied through our research with
descendants still living in
Glasgow and Natural Bridge,
more than half of these civic
leaders descended directly
through Thompson family

Corner

lines, or joined through mar-
riages.

In important ways, these
keen eyes also look back to
another cluster from Rock-
bridge history, seen in a Re-
construction-era cabinet card
photo taken decades earlier,
now part of the Rockbridge
Historical Society’s Brady
Family Collection and seen
now at the top of this page.

Seated in evident pride of
place are Ester and Garland
Thompson Jr., framed by
their cabin at Buffalo Forge.
Once at the center of an ag-
ricultural and industrial work
farm owned by William
Weaver and D.C.E. Brady,
this newly evolving “home-
place” stood neatly equidis-
tant from the two historically
Black churches in the south-
ern stretch of the county
that figure distinctly in these
sweeps of family and regional

history: Union Baptist Church
(which united with neighbor-
ing Ebenezer Baptist), and
First Baptist Church of Natu-
ral Bridge, founded in 1865, at
the new dawn of freedom.
Garland and Ester’s 1852
marriage registration attests
to their commitment and care,
through slavery and emanci-
pation alike. As freed people,
they continued to earn their
living and raise their fam-
ily on the properties where
they’d long worked, lived,
and developed abiding ties
with others. Although he’d
only been freed a year-and-
a-half earlier, Garland signed
a contract with his former
owner Dan Brady, on New
Year’s Day 1867. The 12-
month agreement signals his
continued value as a trusted
“Wagoner & farmhand ... for
twelve dollars a month & ra-
tions ... and a house free of
Rent.” Importantly, Garland

also negotiated provisions for
the work of his sons, Jonathan
and Reuben, earning new
footholds for family security
and growth.

Work tools are shadowed
to the left of the house in the
photo. But the most durable
work of their lives, cultivat-
ing generational legacies
ahead, is strikingly centered
in an arc of 20 neatly-dressed
children, parents, and grand-
parents. Already branching
broadly here is a family tree
— and seed to social networks
— that would spread widely, if
still locally rooted, into the
20th and 21st centuries.

Telling Their Story
These descendant lines
stretch both laterally and lin-
eally to James E. Thompson,
great-grandson of the patri-
arch seated in the photo at the
top of this page, himself the

son to Garland Thompson Sr.
- this eldest ancestral Thomp-
son chosen as the figure to an-
chor a special Local History
Program in the community
center that now bears their
family name.

James’ own son Jerry
Thompson, who helped to
re-dedicate that building on
Juneteenth 2022, will help to
anchor that Feb. 18 program
in turn. As a fourth-gen-
eration descendant, he will
be joined by other relatives,
Clarence Martin and Bran-
dall Branch, in an oral history
panel that will highlight the
diverse legacies and lessons
shared, as the past continues
to educate the present.

This range of first per-
son-witness will be further
highlighted by a special pre-
sentation to the Thompson
family’s oldest living mem-
ber, Roberta Branch Lyle,
Glasgow native and Lylburn

MEMBERS of the North Glasgow Masonic Lodge were photographed in front of Union Baptist Church in 1950. James E.
Thompson Sr. is seated at bottom right, along with a number of other Thompson family descendants, and local leaders.
(from Lynda Mundy-Norris Miller's book, “Glasgow, Virginia: 100 Years of Dreams”)
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Downing High School class
of 1947. Pastors from both
noted churches will share
their reflections, to bookend
the event. Most uniquely per-
haps, the program will also
riff musically from another
multimedia performance in
public history, a South Caro-
lina Public Television docu-
mentary based on Charles
Dew’s iconic book, “Bond of
Iron: Master and Slave at Buf-
falo Forge.” An early version
of Dew’s study, shared as an
RHS program in 1994, at the
historic site itself, can be ac-
cessed at RockbridgeHistory.
org/Bond-of-Iron.

During this month’s pro-
gram, fifth-generation de-
scendant the Rev. Brandall
Branch will re-visit the docu-
mentary’s closing musical
sequence, which followed
contemporary congregants
walking through the doors of
Union Baptist Church. Here,
once again, featured partici-
pants and audience members
— several of whom sang for
the filming itself -- will gather
just down the road, welcome
to join the UBC Choir in
several songs, including a
resonant reprise of the film’s
concluding gospel hymn,
“We’ve Come a Long Way,
Lord.”

For several years, the Rock-
bridge Regional Library and
RHS have collaborated on
Black History and Women’s
History Month programs.
And fueled by December’s
wider community-based pro-
gram on “Glasgow Histories”
at Natural Bridge Elementary,
and the Juneteenth dedication
developed by the Concerned
Citizens of Glasgow (another
program partner), Branch and
RRLIB Local History Center
manager Penny Dudley began
advancing ideas on how to
keep building momentum.

See Family, page B2
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DESCENDANT branches of the Thompson family gather in the sanctuary of Glasgow’s
Union Baptist Church in 2016. Among them are featured participants in the Feb. 18 pro-
gram, Roberta Lyle, Clarence Martin, Jerry Thompson and the Rev. Brandall Branch. (photo
courtesy of Brandall Branch).

Family

continued from page Bl

Through continued personal
outreach, and partnering re-
search, plans constellated around
these distinctive family ties,
which could also readily connect
and compare with other local
voices and legacies, across eras,
within and beyond the Thomp-
son lines.

In framing a community pro-
gram to emphasize descendants’
experience, while also using
Garland Thompson Sr. as a core
reference point, Dudley reflects
on the need to newly pose a re-
lated question:

“How do you tell the story of
enslaved people? As celebrated
author Kwame Alexander has
just published in his illustrated
children’s book, ‘An American
Story,” “You tell the story of slav-
ery by being brave enough to lift
your voice, by holding history in
one hand, and clenching hope in
the other. You tell a story about
strength and pride and refusing
to be broken and refusing to stop
smiling and loving.”

Dudley credits Branch’s rever-
ence for his ancestors and posi-
tive impact their inheritance still
has on their family today, as the
inspiration for this program. “At
‘Bond of Family,” you will hear
Brandall and other Thompson
descendants share his third-great
grandfather’s legacy of pride,
strength, resistance, and love.”

When asked about the impor-
tance of family witness, himself,
Branch echoed the wisdom of
Maya Angelou’s famous because
forceful line, saying, “If you
don’t know where you’ve come
from, you don’t know where
you’re going.”

If the Thompson family
ties provide a certain quilting
point, the broader questions that
emerge are ones that all of us can
pause productively to think on,

HE OLDEST living Thomp-
son family descendant,
Roberta Branch Lyle, will
be honored at the Feb. 18
event. AT RIGHT are former
slave dwellings which can be
seen today at Buffalo Forge.
(photo at right by Lawrence
J. Fleenor Jr., 2018)

whatever our ancestry and heri-
tage, homeplace and movement,
opportunity and growth.

Within your own family sto-
ries: How have your own per-
sonal, familial choices and goals
been shaped by the model prec-
edent of a particular ancestor, or
era? What principles and values
have been prioritized in that in-
heritance? One-fifth of the way
into the 21st century, what should
our next generations know, and
build on? And why?

In gathering this range of fam-
ily members and community
partners, Dudley warmly invites
residents all across Rockbridge
to join in this unique, timely, in-
tergenerational event.

“This special gathering at this
namesake site will not only em-
phasize the immense importance
of family in the enslaved com-
munity, but also the lives of their
descendants, as we all remember
the past, celebrate the present,
and dream the future,” she said.
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THE 1852 marriage registration of Ester Boldock and Garland Thompson Jr. witnesses their
marriage while still enslaved, and the ages of their children. (U.S. Freedmen’s Bureau Mar-
riage Registers, 1861-1872, National Archives)

STORIES YOU'LL WANT TO

READ SH ARE

Virginia Mews Reader delivers the best local
s From around the state to your inbos. And
It's always free Scan the QR code to subscribe,

virginianewsreader.com

ESTAT

PAY ONLY THE BALANCE OWED!"

JUST RELEASED: AMERICAN
LOG HOMES is assisting estate &

account settiement on houses

LOG HOME KITS
selling for BALANCE OWED with FREE DELIVERY

Maodel #101, Carclina, 340,840  BALANCE OWED $17,000
Model #203, Georgia, 549,500  BALANCE OWED 519,950
Model #305, Biloxi, 536,825 BALANCE OWED 514,500
Model #403, Augusta, $42 450  BALANCE OWED $16,500

Join us Februrary 12th
from 5-7pm for a free
plant based cooking
demonstration!
Register for
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Reeves Museum of Ceramics

WASHINGTON AND LEE Watson Galleries




