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In 1867, two years after the close of the Civil War, George Washington, a veteran of the U. S. Colored Infantry, bought land on Briery Branch in Western Rockingham County and settled on that tract. Washington had served for one year during the War as a private in Company E of the 14th Tennessee Infantry. Following his return to the Shenandoah Valley, he was primarily responsible for the creation and growth of an African-American community that was established around his land. Within a few decades, a Rockingham County public school and a Methodist Episcopal church were built for this growing community.

     In the 1890 census for Rockingham County that documented Union veterans living here, the enumerator wrote that “George Washington cannot give full particulars concerning his time of soldiering.” Washington did, however, recall that Captain Ross and Colonel Morgan were commanding officers of his brigade.
     The Briery Branch African American community essentially began in October 1867 when John H. and Ann B. Baker deeded 20 acres of land along the stream to George Washington for $300. The land, on the north side of Briery Branch about a mile southeast of the Church of the Brethren, adjoined William Beard, David VanFossen, Michael Wine, and Robert Clatterbuck (Deed Book 11, p. 326).

     In May 1878, George and Rebecca Washington deeded a ¼-acre lot for $1 to John Allen, Benjamin Rice, Terell Rice, Jordan Brown, and George Washington, himself, trustees of the Methodist Episcopal Church (Deed Book 29, p. 304) for a church site. This was a parcel from the land on which George Washington resided. The church was appropriately named the John Wesley Methodist Church on Briery Branch. Methodist preachers had been in the area since at least 1875 because that year G. W. Jenkins was assigned to the Spring Creek Charge.

     Land for a graveyard at the church was officially obtained in February 1896 when William P. and Lucy A. Sites deeded slightly more than 30½ square poles of land for $10 to the John Wesley trustees (Deed Book 55, p. 7). The trustees at that time were George Washington, James Harden, and Benjamin Rice.
     Census records for 1860 give some background information about George Washington. Since he is listed, he had to have been a free black or he would have shown up only as an anonymous slave of a certain sex and age. As it was, George, age 28, was born in Augusta County and was living in Staunton in the L. B. Wallen household. Wallen was a stationery and crockery merchant, and George was listed as a laborer. Two bakers and a confectioner also lived in the household.

     Checking the Register of Free Negroes and Mulattoes in the Corporation of Staunton, we find record of George Washington’s freedom:

No. 186 George Washington, a negro boy, son of Caroline Monroe, aged about eighteen years, ―of black complexion, ―has a scar across the wrist of his right arm on the inside, no other scar or mark perceivable, and was born free. Now registered here by virtue of an order of the Court of Hustings for the Town of Staunton, made and entered on the 7th day of April 1859, and in the 83rd year of the Commonwealth. Teste, James F. Patterson, Clk.
     Since George is described as “born free,” his mother was also free, for the standing of the mother was conferred upon her children. Caroline Monroe is listed in the 1860 census in Staunton as age 57 and born in “Jefferson, Va.” With her are two other Monroes: Maria, 18, and George, 16, both born in Augusta County. Were Maria and George grandchildren of Caroline?
     The 1870 census for Rockingham County gives George Washington as 37 years old and wife Rebecca as 27. Both are listed as mulattoes. The ages given would mean George was born about 1833 and Rebecca about 1843. Their children were Georgiana, age 11; Charles, age 8; Annie, age 5; and James, age 2. Rebecca was the daughter of Terah (Terrell) and Grace Rice who show up in the Franklin District of Rockingham County as Terah, age 60; Grace, age 50; and children Allen M., age 24; Dianna, age 19; William, age 16, and Nannie, age 13. They were living in the Briery Branch area where Terah was a blacksmith.
     The 1880 census again includes the family of George and Rebecca Washington. George is age 47 and Rebecca is 46 or 48 (indistinct), quite an unusual change in age from the earlier census for Rebecca. The information indicates that George was born about 1833 and Rebecca about 1834. Their children included George A., age 20 (should this be Georgiana?); Charles, age 17; Henrietta, age 14 (is this the same person as Annie in 1870?); and James, age 11. County Death Records indicate that son Charles died in September 1882 at age 19 from typhoid fever.
     In the 1880 census George’s older brother J. Washington, age 48, is living either with or beside George, as is sister A. Smith, age 58.

     The year 1882 was not kind to the Washington family. In addition to the death of his son Charles, George’s wife Rebecca Ann Washington died in August 1882 of “bilious fever” at age 44. She was, as mentioned earlier, the daughter of Terah (Terral orTerrell) and Gracie Rice.

     By the 1900 census, the first that gives the month and year of a listed person’s birth, George Washington was 63, having been born in March 1837. He had apparently taken in Robert Allen, age 17, to raise. Four Strothers were also living in his household: Florence 29, Jennie 11, William 8, and Ollie 3. William and Ollie Strother are listed as Washington’s grandchildren.

     After the turn of the twentieth century, the elderly George Washington began selling off some of his land. In February 1904, he transferred a half-acre lot “lying on Briery Branch” to Charles R. Allen for $35 (Deed Book 72, p. 249). This lot adjoined Washington’s home lot and the church.

     In July 1907 Washington sold a much larger parcel of his land. This tract, of approximately 5 acres, was sold to William Harden for $50. The deed told that the land adjoined Washington, Mary Sellers, and Kate Brown, and mentioned that George Washington had originally bought the property in 1867.
     Also in July 1907, Washington sold the remainder of his property to his future wife Florence Strother. He transferred 14¼ acres to Strother for a nominal $1. The land was described as adjoining Anthony Driver, A. L. Miller, Mary Sellers, William Harden, Kate Brown, John Propst, James Hussey, and the church.

     In September 1909 George Washington, the 73-year-old widower, married for his second wife Florence Strother, daughter of Susan Strother, who at 39 was 34 years younger that her husband. Florence’s mother Susan Strother was listed in the 1870 census with daughter Florence 1 year old. They were living in the William Airy family.
The Cemetery

In the 1960s when J. Robert Swank canvassed the western part of Rockingham County to record the cemeteries and burials, he called the cemetery associated with this Briery Branch community “Spring Creek Negro Cemetery.” It may be more appropriate to link its name to the adjacent John Wesley Methodist Church or to the stream Briery Branch.

     Mr. Swank first recorded burials in this cemetery. In the 2000s, the Harrisonburg-Rockingham Historical Society recorded the cemetery again:

Bird, Robert, d. 9 Sept. 1938 [?], PA, Pfc. 317th Engineers, 92nd Division.

Byrd, Leonard H. 30 Nov. 1923–15 Jan. 1945 Pfc. Dept. T, WWII
[Obituary for 19 Jan 1945: born 30 Nov 1923 at Arden Mines, PA, son of Robert & Olive Washington Byrd; died 15 Jan 1945 at the Army General Hospital No. 9 in Oteen, NC, near Asheville.]

Byrd, Leon Sheldon, 1931-2007 [Obituary: b. 25 Oct 1931 in Briery Branch, VA; d. 23 Nov 2007 at Univ. of Virginia Hospital, Charlottesville, VA. (He was the son of Robert Lee Byrd and Ollie May Washington.)]
Byrd, Mrs. Ollie, 1897-1966 [funeral home metal marker. Obituary: b. Ollie May Washington, 8 Oct. 1897 at Briery Branch, daughter of George Washington. She married Robert Lee Byrd. Their children were Leon S. Byrd and Mrs. Eleanor Strother. Ollie was survived by brother Raymond Washington of Washington, D.C.]

Harden, W. T. died 1964

Harden, Mrs. Cecil C. 1900–1953

Harden, James K. [b. June 1822]

Harden, Ellen J. [b. March 1854, wife of James. 1900 census states that she had 8 children of whom 5 survive.]

Harden, Robert T.

Harden, William F. [Obituary: b. William Ford Hardin (notice spelling) at Briery Branch. He worked at Thuma Manufacturing in Bridgewater. William F. died 14 June 1964.]
Harden, Cula [Obituary: b. Cula Clark Webster 28 Dec. 1900 at Bridgewater, the daughter of Archie Webster and Mary Etta Winston. In Dec. 1920 she married William F. Hardin (notice spelling). She was survived by her husband, son Melvin Lee Webster, father Archie Webster of San Mateo, CA, and seven siblings who lived in San Mateo, CA, and Newport News, VA. Cula worked at Bridgewater College. Cula died 4 July 1953]
Rice, Benjamin, unmarked burial, death and burial stated in Harrisonburg newpaper, b. about June 1841, died about 26 Feb. 1913 from burns.

Spinard, Maggie d. 13 May 1928, 52 years, wife of George [George Spinnard and his second wife Martha B. are buried in Peak Pentecostal Church Cemetery west of Mt. Clinton.]
Strother, Elenora, 15 Aug. 1929-3 Nov. 2007 [funeral home marker]
Washington, George, b. ca. Mar. 1837
Washington, Florence, 1870–1953 [Obituary: Florence Amelia Strother was b. 16 July 1870 near Sangerville, Augusta County, VA. She died at her Bridgewater home where she had moved in 1920 from Briery Branch. Florence was survived by children Ollie May Byrd and Theodore Raymond Washington and preceded in death by children Mrs. Virginia Gains, and Elmer H. and William Washington. She was a daughter of Susan Strother.]
Washington, William L. 28 Apr. 1892–18 Dec. 1918, d. in France. [William was a son of George and Florence Washington. He had moved to Harrisburg, PA, when he enlisted in the military at Camp Lee, VA, 25 Apr. 1918. He was a private attached to Battalion E of the 349th Field Artillery. He contracted spinal meningitis and died in France 18 Dec. 1918. He was reburied here 22 Apr. 1922.]
Washington, Elmer H. 14 Nov. 1900–31 May 1922 [son of John, d. in PA.]
Unknown, died 3 Mar. 1937, age 31 years [funeral home marker]
Then Mr. Swank included the comment:

There are many graves marked with field stones and more with no markings at all. Very much overgrown.

The Community at Large

Lake’s Atlas for 1885, on its map for the western section of Ashby District, shows most of the families who were living in the African American community on Briery Branch. These families included:

Strother

Geo. Washington
J[ohn] Allen

B[enjamin] Rice

J[ames] Hardin

J[ordan] Brown

     John H. Allen was born in Louisa County, VA, ca. 1846, the son of Billy and Louisa Allen. On 11 Oct. 1867 in Rockingham County he married Maria Rice, daughter of Terell and Gracie Rice of Rockingham. John died at age 44 on 31 Dec. 1889 at Briery Branch. He had a brain disorder. His death was reported to the Court House by Benjamin Rice, his brother-in-law.
     James Hardin [Harden], the son of Reuben and Martha Haney Harden, was born about 1833. In January 1873 widower James Harden married for his second wife Harriet Banks, who was born about 1851 and the daughter of Maria Banks.

     Showalter’s Atlas for 1939 lists only “F[lorence] Washington” among three dwellings which are shown in the area where a half dozen existed 45 years earlier. She may still have owned the house but was likely living in Bridgewater. The Briery Branch property in question is that deeded to Florence Strother in 1907 two years before George Washington married her.
Community Family Names from Deed and Census Records

The deeds from George Washington for the church lot and from William and Lucy Sites for the graveyard lot give the names of several community black families as follows:

John Allen, Jordon Brown, James Harden, Benjamin Rice, and Terrell Rice.
The Rockingham County census records for Ashby District in 1880, 1900, and 1910 (the 1890 census was destroyed) also give some additional information about which families made up this Briery Branch community.
1880 census families, excluding George Washington:

Jordan Brown, wife Hatty, and children John, James, William, and Jenny.

James Harden, wife Ellen, and children Harry L. and Hany (?).

Benjamin Rice, and children Nelly, William M., Lucrecia, and Jefferson.

Allen J. Rice, wife Maria, and children Ida, John S., Nanna, William, Bursey (?), and Charl (?).

[Terrell] Rice, wife Gracy, and children Marsha, William, Edward, and Aman (?).

1900 census families:

Henry Beard, wife Maggie, and children Martha F., Ella May, Bennie M., Delphia, and Ada.

Marie Beard and children Tommy, Sadie, Robert, Nettie, and Harvey.

It seems as if these two Beard families should have been listed as Byrds.

James K. Harden, wife Ellen, and children William (b. Oct. 1883), Stella V. (b. Apr. 1887), and Roy N. (b. Sept. 1892).
Benjamin Rice (b. June 1841).

Isaac Gibson (b. Jan. 1862), wife Nancy (b. June 1867), and children Bertha (b. Dec. 1890), Clifford (b. Dec. 1892), Sallie (b. June 1894), Virgil (b. May 1896), Ada (b. Mar. 1898), and Charles (b. Apr. 1900).

George Washington (b. Mar. 1837), “lodger and house keeper”(and future wife) Florence Strother (b. Jan. 1871), his grandson Robert Allen (“taken to raise,” b. Mar. 1883), and grandchildren Jennie Strother (b. Oct. 1888), William Strother (b. Nov. 1891), and Ollie Strother (b. Dec. 1896).

By the 1910 census, the only African American families remaining in the community were those of George Washington and Henry Byrd:

George Washington (74), his second wife Florence (39), and children Ollie (13) and Elmer (9).

Henry Byrd (68), wife Mary (42), and children David (22), Harvey (18), Robert (14), Nettie (13), Katie (8), Richard (6), and Lottie M. (1/12).
     Benjamin Rice died in February 1913 after having fallen into a stove at the home of “the late” George Washington, the burns resulting in his death. He was survived by four children: Moffett Rice in the U. S. Army, Jeff Rice of West Virginia, Nelia of California, and Lou of Pennsylvania. A few years before this Jeff lost three children in a fire when their house was destroyed.

     By the 1920 census George Washington had died and his widow Florence (49) had moved to Bridgewater. Her sons Elmer H. (19) and Theodore R. (7) were living with her. Ten years later, in 1930, Florence Washington was 59. Also living with her, on Mt. Crawford Road, were her son Theodore R. (17) and grandson Lee E. Washington (8), and Leonard H. Byrd (6), also a grandson. Leonard H. Byrd, a World War II veteran, is buried in the Briery Branch cemetery.
     In the 1940 census Florence Washington, age 69, is still living on Mt. Crawford Road in Bridgewater with son Everett Lee Washington (18) and grandchildren Leonard Byrd (16), Amelia Eleanore Byrd (10), and Shelton Leon Byrd (8).
Briery Branch Colored School

In September 1885 David VanFossen and James K. and Sarah J. Hussey deeded a small lot to the Ashby District School Trustees for Briery Branch Colored School (Deed Book 29, p. 134). The schoolhouse was a one-room, frame building located along Briery Branch in the southwestern corner of Ashby District. The schoolhouse was built in 1885 to serve the community started by George Washington. White members in the surrounding country called the black community on the creek “Little Africa.” Some of the family names served by the schoolhouse were Allen, Brown, Hardin, Holly, Rice, and Strother. The school building was located along current Lambert Town Road (Route 755) between Briery Branch Road (Route 257) and Nazarene Church Road (Route 750).


As with similar settlements in other parts of Rockingham County, the African-American population declined during the 1890s and early 1900s, and many of the black schools were unable to maintain a legal population average. Regrettably, only one teacher for Briery Branch Colored School is known. Mr. E. R. Harvey taught 11 students there for the 1884–85 session. The exact closing date of the school is unknown, but it was definitely closed by 1907. In that year the vacant school building was moved to the nearby Stonewall Schoolhouse and attached to that building to create an additional classroom.
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