
1 

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

National Register of Historic Places Registration Form 

This form is for use in nominating or requesting determinations for individual properties and districts.  See instructions in National Register Bulletin, How to 
Complete the National Register of Historic Places Registration Form.  If any item does not apply to the property being documented, enter "N/A" for "not 
applicable."  For functions, architectural classification, materials, and areas of significance, enter only categories and subcategories from the instructions. 

1. Name of Property

Historic name First Community Church 
Other names/site number Community Church, Crutcher Memorial Community Church,  

Community Methodist Church, First Independent African Methodist Community Church. 

 

Name of related multiple 
property listing The Civil Rights Movement in Nashville, Tennessee, 1942–1969 

(Remove “N/A” if property is part of a multiple property listing and add name) 

2. Location

Street & Number: 
 City or town:  State: County:  Nashville TN Davidson 
Not For Publication:    Vicinity:  Zip:  37208_________ 

3. State/Federal Agency Certification

1815 Knowles  Street 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended, 
I hereby certify that this   nomination ___ request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards 
for registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional 
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.  
In my opinion, the property ___ meets   ___ does not meet the National Register Criteria.  I recommend that this 
property be considered significant at the following level(s) of significance:  

national   statewide  x local 

Applicable National Register Criteria: x A x B C D 

Signature of certifying official/Title:       Date 
Deputy State Historic Preservation Officer, Tennessee Historical Commission 

State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government 

In my opinion, the property        meets        does not meet the National Register criteria.  

Signature of Commenting Official:      Date 

Title: State of Federal agency/bureau or Tribal 
Government 

N/A
 

N/A
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I hereby certify that this property is:  
       entered in the National Register  
       determined eligible for the National Register  
       determined not eligible for the National Register  
       removed from the National Register  
       other (explain:)  _____________________                                                                                 
 
______________________________________________________________________   
Signature of the Keeper   Date of Action 
 

5.  Classification 
 

Ownership of Property                                               Category of Property 
 (Check as many boxes as apply.)  (Check only one box.) 
  

Private   Building(s) 
 
 Public – Local    District  
 
 Public – State    Site 
 
 Public – Federal    Structure 
 
    Object 

 
 

 
 
 

4. National Park Service Certification 

Number of Resources within Property 
 (Do not include previously listed resources in the count)          
                      Contributing   Noncontributing 

1 0 buildings 
 

0 0 sites 
 

1 0 structures 
 

0 1 objects 
 

2 1 Total 
 

 
Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register  0 

 

x
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

X
  

 
  

 
  

 

 
  DRAFT



United States Department of the Interior  
National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form  
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018      
 

First Community Church  Davidson County TN 
Name of Property                County and State 
 

 3 
 

6.  Function or Use 

 
 

7.  Description 
 
Architectural Classification  
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

  
Materials: (enter categories from instructions.) 
Principal exterior materials of the property:  

 
 
Narrative Description 
 
The present First Community Church was erected around an earlier one-story church building in 
1960. (Attachments 1-3). Church records state that the older building was moved here on rollers 
around 1940. At that time, the fellowship was called the First Independent African Methodist 
Community Church. Congregation member Jesse Palmer Walker was responsible for the 1960 
design of the building and Frederick Valentine supervised construction. Modifications were made 
to the church building in 1992 when a rear extension was added. The 1960 portion of the gable 
front church building is one and one-half stories, built with concrete block, with brick veneer 
covering the concrete bock on the façade and parts of the side elevations. The two-story 1992 
extension is composed of concrete block. Historic windows are metal with frosted or colored glass, 
unless otherwise specified, while the gable and eaves are covered with synthetic siding. Historic 
low brick walls and a non-historic informational sign are the only embellishments on the property. 
The church building occupies most of the flat lot, with a concrete handicap accessible ramp leading 
to the portico.  

Historic Functions  Current Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions)  (Enter categories from instructions) 
RELIGION: religious facility  

RELIGION: religious facility 

 

   
   
   
   
   
   
   

Colonial Revival  
 
 
 

Brick, concrete, metal, synthetic 
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The north façade is dominated by a one and one-half story gable front portico resting on four 
rectangular columns.  The gable field is sheathed in synthetic siding and “First Community Church” 
is written on the entablature. Non-historic glass and metal double-leaf doors are flanked by tall 
twelve-light metal windows. These 1960 windows and all other 1960 windows have twelve-lights 
with two light operable sections on the top and bottom, a four light section that is operable, and a 
fixed four light section.  The operable sections are hopper or awning windows. A concrete pad and 
ramp with metal railing lead up to the portico. A 2002 steeple is visible at the apex of the gable 
roof. The cornerstone reads:  

First Community Church 

Organized July 24, 1932 

Rev. W.Y. Horton, Founder 

Rebuilt October 24, 1960 

Rev. C.T. Vivian, Pastor 

Rev. K.W. JangDhari 1967-   

Brick and concrete block are visible on the east elevation. The brick veneer section is at the 
northern edge and is separated from the concrete section by a brick pilaster; there is one twelve-
light window on the brick section. Three concrete block pilasters separate two pairs of twelve-light 
windows, a single twelve-light window and a single-leaf metal door, and a single twelve-light 
window on the 1960 section of the church building. Window sills are concrete block. HVAC 
equipment is located at this elevation. The southern part of the elevation is the 1992 two-story 
concrete block classroom extension. Three irregularly placed one-over-one windows are located 
on the second story of the extension and the first story has two one-over-one windows and a 
single-leaf door. 

Faced with concrete block, the south elevation has no embellishments and is close to the property 
line. The gable field is covered with synthetic siding. 

Brick and concrete block are visible on the west elevation. The brick section is at the northern edge 
and is separated from the concrete section by a brick pilaster; there is one twelve-light window on 
the brick section. Three concrete block pilasters separate two pairs of twelve-light windows, a 
single twelve-light window and a single-leaf metal door, and a single twelve-light window on the 
1960 section of the church building. Sills are concrete block. Mechanical equipment is also located 
at this elevation. The southern part of the elevation is the 1992 two-story concrete block classroom 
extension. Two one-over-one windows are located on the second story and the first story has a 
single-leaf metal door. A metal fire escape is located at the southern end of the elevation. 

Inside First Community Church, historic double-leaf doors lead from the narthex to the sanctuary. 
The First Community Church sanctuary retains its historic character. Carpeting covers historic 
wood floors in the aisles; wood floors under the pews were refurbished in 2022. Acoustic tile 
paneling covers the arched ceiling and walls are plaster. Lighting and wood pews are not historic, 
although the pews are in the same local as historic pews. At the north end of the sanctuary single-
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leaf wood doors lead to small rooms. The altar configuration at the south end of the sanctuary is 
composed of wood and, like the other parts of the interior, is newer material in the historic space.1 
The choir stand is in its historic location but was turned so that it faces the congregation rather 
than the pulpit. Single-leaf wood doors flank the altar and baptistry, leading to the classroom 
extension (west door) and to rest rooms. Most interior changes occurred during the 1960s, 
although the ceiling tiles may be later.2 New materials maintain the historic patterns and volumes 
of the interior spaces. (Attachment 2)  

During the pastorate of Rev. Kendrick JangDhari, a building fund was initiated to construct a dining 
room and program educational area. According to church historian Ardana Foxx and Pastor Ella 
Clay, partial funding for the two-story classroom extension came through former First Community 
pastor Dr. Cordy Tindell Vivian after he spoke on Oprah Winfrey’s tribute program to Martin Luther 
King, Jr.3 Along with the funds collected from Rev. Vivian, the congregation’s building fund and 
fundraising, the extension was completed in 1992 while under the pastorship of Rev. Harold 
Simmonds. A plaque leading to the extension has images of Vivian and states “Dr. Cordy Tindell 
Vivian and Octavia Geans Vivian, dedicated this day July 19, 1992.” A single-leaf metal door leads 
to a large classroom space to the south. Walls along the first story classroom are covered with 
current events information and photos of former church pastors (Attachment 15). Walls in the 
extension are drywall or concrete block. The second story classrooms are accessed by an interior 
metal double-run stair with metal railings, at the east elevation. Dropped paneled ceilings, tile 
floors, and unadorned walls are characteristic of all rooms in the extension. Three rooms with 
doors are on the east part of the space while most of the space is open. A narrow hallway at the 
northwest leads to a small kitchen 

The low brick walls at Knowles Street are contributing, having existed when the church was rebuilt 
in 1960. (Attachment 3) It is a contributing structure. 

The sign is non-contributing. Situated in front of the church, the date is not known but is outside of 
the period of significance. It is in the same location as an earlier sign. (Attachment 1)  It is a non-
contributing object. 

 

 
1 Historic wood remains below the altar. Personal communication Rev. Ella Clay, 25 January 2023. 
2 Ardana Foxx.  Personal communication, 15 November 2023. 
3 This was Oprah’s Tribute to Martin Luther King, Jr. on what would have been his sixtieth birthday in 1989. Vivian was one of 
several notable individuals who knew King and were significant in the Civil Rights movement. He spoke about his Basic Diversity 
training program which is still active today.  For more information on the Basic Diversity program see 
https://www.basicdiversity.com/about-basic-diversity/.  
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Site Plan. Courtesy of Richard Grubb and Associates4 

Integrity 

Location. According to church records, city directories, and Sanborn maps, First Community 
Church was at this location by 1940-1941. It has not been moved since that time so it is in the 
location where significant events occurred.  

Design. First community church was remodeled in 1960 under Rev. Vivian’s direction. Church 
members were responsible for the design and construction. A concrete block and brick veneer 
building encased the earlier church building. A 1992 rear extension was completed with Rev. 

 
4 Site plan and maps in the nomination were created by Richard Grubb and Associates. 
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Vivian’s financial assistance. Materials from this timeframe exist throughout the church. Space 
usage and functions of the building continue to be for church and community services as planned 
by the membership. The church retains its historic design. 

Setting. The setting remains as it was during  the  period of significance. First Community Church  
is in a residential neighborhood comprised of primarily one-story, with some two-story, brick veneer 
or weatherboard houses. Houses are situated close to the road with minimal landscaping. Basic 
bungalows and ranches line the streets with few empty lots. The church takes up most of the 
parcel it is on. 

 Materials. The available historic records and  interviews with the church pastor and historian show 
that the exterior  brick and windows are historic, from the period of significance. Change have been 
made to the interior materials, sometimes covering historic materials – such as carpet over wood. 
Overall, the church building retains a high degree of historic material from the period of 
significance. 

Workmanship. First Community Church was designed and constructed by congregation members  
under C. T. Vivian’s leadership. Evidence of the members craft in construction and design are 
evident on the exterior and extant on the interior. 

Feeling. Since First Community Church retains its historic location, design, workmanship, and 
setting, it has integrity of feeling from the period of significance. 

Association.  First Community Church was directly associated with Rev. Vivian during the years he 
was active in and promoted civil rights in Nashville. It is the only church in Nashville where he 
pastored. The church functioned as a community center, meeting place, civil rights activity center 
both during and after Vivian’s pastorship. Integrity of association is especially strong. 
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8.  Statement of Significance 

Areas of Significance  
(Enter categories from instructions.) 
Ethnic Heritage: Black 
Social History: Civil Rights 
 
 
 
 
 
Period of Significance  
1957-1969  
 
 
Significant Dates 
 
 1959-1960 
 
 
Significant Person  
(Complete only if Criterion B is marked 
above.) 

Vivian, Rev. Cordy Tindell (C.T.) 

 
Cultural Affiliation 

NA 

 
 
Architect/Builder 
Walker, Jesse Palmer 
Valentine, Fred 
 

Applicable National Register Criteria  
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria 
qualifying the property for National Register 
listing.) 
 
x A Property is associated with events that have 

made a significant contribution to the broad 
patterns of our history.  

x B Property is associated with the lives of 
persons significant in our past. 
  

 C Property embodies the distinctive 
characteristics of a type, period, or method 
of construction or represents the work of a 
master, or possesses high artistic values, or 
represents a significant and distinguishable 
entity whose components lack individual 
distinction.  

 D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, 
information important in prehistory or 
history.  

   
Criteria Considerations  
(Mark "x" in all the boxes that apply.) 

Property is: 
 

A 
 

 
Owned by a religious institution or used for 
religious purposes. x 

 
 
B 

 
removed from its original location. 

 
 
C 

 
a birthplace or grave. 

 
 
D 

 
a cemetery. 

 
 
E 

 
a reconstructed building, object, or structure. 

 
 
F 

 
a commemorative property. 

 
 
G 

less than 50 years old or achieving 
significance within the past 50 years. 
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Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph  
 
First Community Church is eligible for listing in the National Register under criteria A and B for its 
local significance in African American heritage and for civil rights social history from 1957 to 1969. 
For criterion A, the church was one of several churches used as strategy centers during the 
Nashville Student Movement’s nonviolent sit-ins during 1959-1960.5 First Community Church was 
involved in outreach since its establishment in Nashville, especially during the critical 1960s Civil 
Rights Movement and through the end of the period of significance. Meetings were held in the 
church on civil rights and the church, voter registration, and race relations. Speakers at the church 
included those from the local National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP), such as Z. Alexander Looby and Rev. J. Metz Rollins of the Nashville Christian 
Leadership Council (NCLC), and others as nationally prominent as Rev. James Lawson. A locally 
well-known member of the congregation was Johnetta Hayes, who was the first female president of 
the Nashville NAACP and an active participant in the city’s desegregation efforts.   

Under criterion B, First Community Church is eligible for its association with Rev. Cordy Tindell 
(C.T.) Vivian from 1957 to 1961, the years he pastored at the church. Rev. Vivian was one of the 
three major pastors, along with Kelly Miller Smith and James Lawson, who guided students and 
organized workshops and demonstrations.6 A founding member and vice-president of the NCLC, 
he was in the front of Nashville’s silent march after the Looby bombing and along with Diane Nash 
confronted Mayor Ben West at the Davidson County Courthouse. Although only at First Community 
Church for a short time, this was during a significant period of the Nashville sit-in movement and 
helped solidify Rev. Vivian’s commitment to civil rights activism. The church is the building in 
Nashville associated with him during this critical time. It was also during Vivian’s tenure that the 
church was rebuilt. Rev. Vivian had been active in civil rights before he came to Nashville and 
continued to gain national acclaim after he left the city, continuing his civil rights work. For this 
reason, the level of significance is local and the area of significance is civil rights. There are no 
other properties in Nashville associated with Rev. Vivian’s civil rights activities.  

Property Type 

First Community Church is a Strategy Center property type and it meets the registration 
requirements for Strategy Centers set forth in The Civil Rights Movement in Nashville, Tennessee, 
1942–1969. This is defined as a space where meetings were held about civil rights and community 
information was reported. Training, mass meetings, speeches, and fundraisers are types of events 
that occurred in First Community Church. Strategy Centers are directly associated with significant 
events or people and they retain physical and associative qualities from the period of significance. 
The nomination documents that meetings were held in the church during Rev. Vivian’s tenure and 

 
5 MTSU Center for Historic Preservation and Tennessee Preservation Trust, “The Nashville Civil Rights Historic Resource Study” 
(Murfreesboro, TN, 2003), NP; C. T. Vivian with Steve Fifer, It’s in the Action: Memories of a Nonviolent Warrior (Montgomery: 
New South Books, 2021), 38.   
6 Henry Hampton, and Fayer, Steve. Voices of Freedom: An Oral history of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 
1980s (New York: Bantam, 1991), 59.  
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throughout the period of significance in the nomination. NCLC, NAACP, race relations, and civil 
rights, were often the topics of discussion at the church. Therefore the building meets the 
associative qualities needed for a strategy center. As the section on integrity states, First 
Community retains its integrity from the period of significance so it has the associative qualities of 
Strategy Centers. 

Criteria Consideration 

The building meets criteria consideration A because the significance is for historic importance 
under criterion A and B, and not for a particular religion. 

Narrative Statement of Significance  

 First Community Church began in 1932 as the First Independent African Methodist Community 
Church. Rev. Wayman Y. Horton led the new congregation of 182 members and held services in 
members’ homes and in tents.7 A building was constructed on Scovel Street and meetings were 
held there until after the current property was purchased in 1936.8 Church trustees, eight members 
of the congregation, and Rev. James Crutcher met in a parishioner’s home and agreed to 
purchase the property on Knowles Street, then called Thompson Street. (Attachment 4) According 
to the church’s written history, the Scovel Street building was moved on rollers to Knowles Street. 
Nashville city directories show the church building at 1815 Knowles Street in 1941 (Attachments 5 
and 6). Sanborn Maps show this as Crutcher Memorial, after Rev. James Crutcher, who led the 
congregation until 1950 (Attachment 7).9  

In January of 1941 Rev. Crutcher was mentioned in The Nashville Tennessean stating that a 
“community center has been organized for the general welfare of the less fortunate without regard 
to creed.”10 The same article reported that he was the president of the “Independent Church of 
more than 55 congregations.”11 In August Rev. Crutcher was in Birmingham, Alabama attending 
the biennial conference of sixty independent nondenominational community churches, although he 
was no longer the president.12 Crutcher spoke at the newly formed Southern Regional Council in 

 
7 Rev. Horton is on the church charter of incorporation.  Personal communication from Ardana Fox, 1 February 2023. 
8 Church records have 1732 Scovel but available city directories and Sanborn maps do not have that address in the early 1930s. 
9 Research has shown that the church has also been known as Community Church (1958 and 1959 city directories), Crutcher 
Memorial Community Church (1932/1957 Sanborn) and Community Methodist Church (1941 city directory).  It has been called 
First Community Church over the years and was formally changed to this name in 1966. 
10 The Nashville Tennessean,  19 January 1941, 44, “Happenings With Colored People,” https://www.newspapers.com/, 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/161154360/?terms=community%20center%20has%20been%20organized&match=1  
11 Ibid, 44.  
12 The Nashville Tennessean, 31 August 1941, “Happenings With Colored People,” 24, https://www.newspapers.com/, 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/147876158/?terms=rev%20j%20n%20crutcher&match=1&clipping_id=113061401 . 
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1944. Formed to promote racial equality, the organization held a conference in Nashville that 
year.13  

In 1950, the African American Biennial Council of the Peoples Church of Christ and Community 
Center and the White National Council of Community Churches joined together to form the 
International Council of Community Churches (ICCC), of which First Community became a charter 
member.14 The group is a voluntary association of self-governing, ecumenical churches.15 The 
ICCC is an international, interracial, and intercultural association of churches. First Community’s  
participation in the civil rights movement in Nashville align with the ecumenical ICCC and with 
bylaws of the church:   

Article IV. Objectives. The First Community Church, as an outgrowth of the desire of a 
group of people, feeling the need thereof to unite their religious and financial means and 
forces, that they might through a centralized and inclusive effort offer the fullest possible 
privileges and opportunities to the whole community for the religious, the social, the 
educational and recreational good of all.16 

Historically, First Community Church had a close association with the American Baptist Theological 
Seminary (ABT, historic district NR 6/14/2013). Founded in 1924, the ABT was a strong proponent 
of Christian education, racial equality, and leadership. Rev. Moses Williams, First Community 
pastor from 1950-1954, and Rev. Samuel Cameron, pastor serving after Rev. Williams, were ABT 
graduates.17  The seminary provided student pastors to First Community and other churches as 
needed.  In 1957 and until 1961, one of the leaders of the Nashville Civil Rights Movement and 
pastor of First Community was ABT’s C.T. Vivian. Vivian was at ABT from 1955 to 1960, receiving 
a Bachelor of Theology degree.18  

C.T. Vivian was born in 1924 in Howard, Missouri and moved to Illinois as a child.  Attending a 
desegregated school, after fights protecting himself and other students, he began to realize the 
power of helping others and how nonviolence was important.19 After graduating high school he 
attended Western Illinois University in Macomb, Illinois. After moving to Peoria, Illinois, he worked 
at Carver Community Center where he met his wife, Octavia Geans.  It was in Peoria that Vivian 

 
13 The Nashville Tennessean, 30 July 1944, “Happenings Among Colored People”, 45, https://www.newspapers.com/, 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/148105091/?terms=Southern%20Regional%20Council&match=1. 
14 Personal communication from Rev. Ella Clay, 11 April 2003. 
15 International Council of Community Churches,  https://www.icccnow.org/about/. 
16 Tennessee Historical Commission Information Packet 2007. Available at the Tennessee Historical Commission, Nashville, TN. 
17 Tennessee Historical Commission Information Packet 2007. 
18 Carroll Van West, et al, “American Baptist Theological Seminary Historic District,” National Register of Historic Places 
Nomination Form (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, 2012), Section 8. 
19 Bobby Lovett, Wynn, Linda, and Eller, Caroline, Profiles of African Americans in Tennessee (Nashville: NP, 2021 second ed.), 
294; Lydia Walker, Challenge and Change: The Story of Civil Rights Activist C. T. Vivian (Alpharetta, GA: Dreamkeeper Press, 
1993), 10-12.  
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first participated in a nonviolent civil rights protest when he joined the local campaign to 
desegregate restaurants in 1947. Rev. Vivian stated in 2011 that the nonviolent techniques used in 
Peoria were based on ideas from the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), an organization that 
played a pivotal role in the Civil Rights Movement.20 In 1953 he became the vice-president of 
Peoria’s NAACP chapter. While working at Foster and Gallagher, a mail order company, Vivian felt 
a call to the ministry. He intended to go to Colgate Rochester divinity school in New York but when 
he found that his pastor, who was on the board of ABT, had saved money for him to go to 
Nashville, he changed plans. He later stated: 

When I got the call to ministry, as I said, I wanted to go to Colgate Rochester but I was 
on my way to American Baptist Theological Seminary in Nashville because of how 
everything happened. So I go there and I've often thought if I had gone to Colgate 
Rochester, I would have missed my life because the connections and the attitudes and 
the actions of going to American Baptist made it possible for me to be involved in the 
movement. And if you notice that I ended with Martin King, but that even before that, in 
Nashville, Kelly Miller Smith was  pastor of First Baptist Church and the natural leader of 
the movement, right--was a minister, right? When you look at the people, Bernard 
Lafayette and Jim Bevel and any number of others of us, John Lewis, we were all at the 
seminary.21 

Like other Civil Rights leaders C.T. Vivian was a proponent of the beloved community. His move to 
Nashville and the ABT provided a way to work for making Nashville a beloved community. 
Encouraged by Martin Luther King, Rev. Smith, and Rev. James Lawson, the beloved community 
was a philosophy about “a community in which everyone is cared for, absent of poverty, hunger, 
and hate.” 22  

A veteran of protests from his time in Peoria, Vivian continued to protest while in Nashville. In 
1956, he refused to move to the back of a Nashville Transit Authority bus, resulting in the bus 
driver getting all passengers off the bus and driving Vivian to the police station.23 His actions 

 
20 Library of Congress, National Museum of African American History and Culture, Civil Rights History Project, transcript of 
interview with C.T. Vivian, conducted by Taylor Branch in Atlanta GA, 29 March 2011, 11. 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/afc2010039text.afc2010039_crhp0006_Vivian_transcript/?st=pdf&pdfPage=11  
21 Ibid, 29. https://www.loc.gov/resource/afc2010039text.afc2010039_crhp0006_Vivian_transcript/?st=pdf&pdfPage=29  
22 David Halberstam, The Children (New York: Random House, 1998), 79; Barry Everett Lee, “The Nashville Civil Rights Movement: 
A Study of the Phenomenon of Intentional Leadership Development and its Consequences for Local Movements and the National 
Civil Rights Movement" (Dissertation, Georgia State University, 2010), 43, https://doi.org/10.57709/1350732 ; Allison Calhoun-
Brown, “Upon This Rock: The Black Church, Nonviolence, and the Civil Rights Movement”  (PS: Political Science and Politics Volume 
33, No. 2 June 2000), 171, https://doi.org/10.2307/420886; Harvard Graduate School of Education, “Achieving Kings Beloved 
Community,” https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/19/01/achieving-kings-beloved-
community#:~:text=Beloved%20community%3A%20a%20community%20in,was%2C%20in%20fact%2C%20possible 
23 Lovett, Profiles of African Americans in Tennessee,  293. 
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“helped lead to the desegregation of the city’s bus system in January 1957.”24 In 1957 he began 
his ministry at First Community Church, while also working as an editor  for the Sunday School 
Publishing Board of the National Baptist Convention.25 Rev. Vivian resigned from the editor 
position when the board refused to publish a long article he had written. In March of 1959 Rev. 
Vivian was installed as the second vice-president of the NCLC. Mrs. C. M. (Johnetta) Hayes, a 
member of First Community, was the assistant secretary, and Rev. Smith was first vice-
president.26 Always at the forefront of the city’s civil rights activities, Rev. Smith helped organize 
the NCLC, pastored at First Baptist Capitol Hill, and was a board member of ABT. It was Rev. 
Smith who invited community leaders including Rev. Vivian to attend James Lawson’s 
workshops.27 Rev. Vivian encouraged others to be part of the sit-ins. For example, for one protest 
he stated “‘We’ll let our vacant pulpits be our testimony tomorrow morning…’’’ 28 

As one of the mentors to the student protestors, along with reverends Lawson and Smith, Rev. 
Vivian explained his philosophy about the nonviolent training in a 2011 interview: 

But it seemed as though that if you didn't have a moral and spiritual understanding of 
what you were doing, there was the willingness to duck the deal, be willing to get beat, 
but only as a way of saying you're nonviolent. But you see, I don't use nonviolent by 
itself anymore. It has to be nonviolent direct action to me, right? You have to be acting 
nonviolently against the negative forces, and that you didn't try to get away from being 
beaten or get away from being hit by a car.29 

Rev. Vivian was an advocate of nonviolent action, but his speech did not always reflect this.  He 
was also known as being “fiery”, not afraid to speak his mind. Journalist David Halberstam noted: 

If, of the older ministers who now began to counsel the younger activists, Kelly Miller 
Smith was the gentlest and most subtle figure, and Jim Lawson the most cerebral and 
intellectual, then there was no doubt who the most fiery was. It was the Rev. C.T. 
Vivian. Cordy Tindell Vivian, C.T. to everyone who knew him, always seemed wired, 
quick to explode. Like Jim Lawson he had not grown up in the South, being raised in 
small towns in Illinois, and like Jim Lawson he did not defer to white people, but Jim 

 
24 Bobby L. Lovett,  The Civil Rights Movement in Tennessee: A Narrative History (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2005), 
126.   
25 Benjamin Houston, The Nashville Way: Racial Etiquette and the Struggle for Social Justice in a Southern City (Athens, GA: 
University of Georgia Press, 2012), 83; Lovett,  Profiles of African Americans in Tennessee, 292.  P. 83;  C. T. Vivian, It’s in the 
Action: Memories of a Nonviolent Warrior, 28.  This was an interview with Martin Luther King that Vivian ended up self-
publishing.. 
26 The Nashville Banner, 3 March 1959, “Christian Council To Hear Shuttleworth, “ 6, https://www.newspapers.com/, 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/603317964/?terms=Nashville%20Christian%20Leadership&match=1 
27 John Lewis with Michael D’Orso, Walking with the Wind (New York: Simon and Shuster, 1998), 82. 
28 Quoted in Ibid, 101. 
29 Library of Congress, National Museum of African American History and Culture, Civil Rights History Project, 71. 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/afc2010039text.afc2010039_crhp0006_Vivian_transcript/?st=pdf&pdfPage=71  
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Lawson did not defer in a quiet, rather low-key way, and C.T. did not defer in an edgy 
way, which seemed to draw the sharpest of lines, and which seemed to invite additional 
confrontation. More than any of the other Nashville ministers, he seemed able to 
provoke the anger, both verbal and physical, of his adversaries. He was intense and 
outspoken: C.T., his wife, Octavia, once said in a masterpiece of understatement gave 
long answers to short questions.30  

One example of his outspokenness is found in his comments after the sit-ins, when students had 
been charged and the demonstrators’ lawyers sought to remove Judge John Harris from the 
cases. Rev. Vivian noted that police had helped prevent more violent actions in the city after the 
bombing of Hattie Cotton School in 1957. He suggested that the police would also crack down on 
the peaceful demonstrations -- “If there is a bloodbath, it will be because the police want a 
bloodbath.”31 In later interviews about the sit-ins Rev. Vivian remembered “The police knew they 
represented the city, the merchants, the thugs, more than they represented us.”32 He was just as 
vocal about his religious faith, which guided his actions. Welcoming students from Minnesota to 
First Community Church at Eastertime in 1960, he stated “Easter is the perfect time for them to get 
an understanding of what we’re doing here. The cross is the creative symbol of God in action. 
That’s what we’re trying to do-- take the creative action in obedience to God.”33  

 Another example of his nonviolent yet very candid actions occurred after Mayor Ben West formed 
a biracial committee to report on potential solutions to the sit-ins. In addition to the sit-ins, a boycott 
of downtown stores by African Americans occurred, so merchants were worried. The committee’s 
recommendations came out on April 5, 1960. Their proposal was to have one lunch space for 
Whites and one lunch space for Blacks and Whites together. Rev. Vivian was one of many who 
signed a statement that disagreed with the committee’s solution. His later recollection of the 
incident shows his nature and his commitment to racial equality: “Vanilla and Oreo sections. I’m 
being facetious, but what I mean is the Committee recommended that stores should have two 
kinds of lunch counters: one for Whites only and one for Blacks and any Whites who might choose 
to join them. We at NCLC said, no thank you. So did the students--quickly.”34 

 Objections to the committee’s recommendations were that it was only to take effect for ninety days 
and it still recommended segregation of Blacks and Whites at lunch counters. Rev. Vivian was 
even more vocal after the bombing of Nashville civil rights activist attorney Z. Alexander Looby’s 
house. A strategy meeting had been scheduled at Clark Memorial Methodist Church for the early 

 
30 Halberstam, The Children, 56. 
31 The Nashville Tennessean, “Judge Harris Ouster Sought”, 1 March 1960, 2, https://www.newspapers.com/, 
,https://www.newspapers.com/image/111999041/?terms=first%20community%20church&match=1  
32 Hampton,  Voices of Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 1980s, 59. 
33 The Nashville Tennessean, 17 April 1960, “Nashville Churches Invite Motorcading Students, 8, https://www.newspapers.com. 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/112098968/  
34Vivian, It’s in the Action: Memories of a Nonviolent Warrior, 41. 
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morning of April 19, 1960, with reverends Vivian and Lawson and movement leaders in 
attendance.35 Before the meeting started, Looby’s house was bombed. Rev. Vivian later recalled, 
“We knew we had to respond. Such an act demanded that the city fathers come to terms with the 
moral bankruptcy of existing policy—even if they didn’t countenance the bombing itself….We 
decided to mobilize the students at ABTS, Fisk, Meharry, and Tennessee A&I, as well as the 
community at large, for a march to city hall.”36 

The result was the march to the Davidson County Courthouse (NR 3/23/1987).37 On April 19, 
1960, Rev. Vivian, Diane Nash, and Bernard Lafayette were at the front of the march with about 
3000 participants.38 Vivian recalled the march as part organized and part spontaneous.39 The 
marchers began at what was then Tennessee A and I (now Tennessee State University, historic 
district NR 6/14/1996) and walked most of the way in silence, with some singing at the beginning of 
the march. In an interview later in his life, Rev. Vivian “…remembered that it was a silent march 
with participants walking three abreast, an idea he borrowed from the silent anti-lynching marches 
of the first decade of the twentieth century.”40 

Rev. Vivian considered the bombing and subsequent march a turning point in the Civil Rights 
Movement and the “first big march of the movement.” 41 At the courthouse, he started to read a 
prepared statement (attachment 8) about the mayor’s failure to lead. When the mayor objected, a 
brief argument ensued with Rev. Vivian shouting “Prove it, Mayor. Prove the statement is wrong!”42 
At this point, Diane Nash intervened and asked the mayor if segregation was wrong, and if the 
lunch counters should be desegrated to which he responded yes. Continuing his 
discussion/argument with Mayor West, Rev. Vivian responded that the issue was bigger than just 
lunch counters. The ultimate result was that on May 10, 1960, Nashville became the first major 
southern city to desegregate several downtown lunch counters.43 While Diane Nash is rightly 
credited with having Mayor West respond that segregation of the counters was wrong, Rev. C.T. 
Vivian should be also credited with being a march organizer and leader of the Nashville Student 

 
35 The church became Clark Memorial United Methodist in 1968. One Hundred Twentieth Anniversary Celebration 1867-1987, 
brochure at Clark Memorial 
36 Vivian, It’s in the Action, 43. 
37Barry Lee Everett, "The Nashville Civil Rights Movement: A Study of the Phenomenon of Intentional Leadership Development and its 
Consequences for Local Movements and the National Civil Rights Movement", 212 and 214; Vivian, It’s in the Action: Memories of a 
Nonviolent Warrior, 43.   
38 The number various in current and contemporary accounts from 2-4000, 
39 Library of Congress, National Museum of African American History and Culture, Civil Rights History Project, 83. 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/afc2010039text.afc2010039_crhp0006_Vivian_transcript/?st=pdf&pdfPage=83  
 
40 Barry Lewalkere Everett, "The Nashville Civil Rights Movement: A Study of the Phenomenon of Intentional Leadership Development and 
its Consequences for Local Movements and the National Civil Rights Movement",  214. 
41 Hampton,  Voices of Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 1980s,  65. 
42 The Nashville Tennessean, 20 April 1060, “Integrate Counters-Mayor”, 1, https://www.newspapers.com/, 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/112101198/  
43 Tennessee Historical Commission marker text. 
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Movement. Nash recalled: “C.T. Vivian presented our position to Mayor Ben West on the steps of 
City Hall. He was an eloquent spokesperson. His fire was very much in evidence. He has a certain 
commitment in his personality that really pervades the things he does and says, and that was his 
role that day.”44 

The Nashville community’s efforts at desegregation did not end after downtown lunch counters 
were opened to African Americans. On April 20, 1960, the day after the march to the courthouse, 
Rev. Vivian in his role as an NCLC officer presided over a meeting “Against Practices of Racial 
Discrimination in Our Community” at the Fisk University Gym (NR 2/9/1978 as part of Fisk 
University Historic District). Work continued to desegregate the city’s theaters, schools, other 
public places, and to encourage voting. Participants of Nashville’s desegregation movement also 
moved on to other local and national Civil Rights Movement events including the Freedom Rides 
and March on Washington. Many sit-in participants were part of a 1960 Folkways Records titled 
The Nashville Sit-in Story. Conceived by folk musician, activist, and music director at Highlander 
Folk School (Highlander Folk School Library Building, NR 10/5/2022) Guy Carawan, it relates the 
sit-in story with songs and words. Rev. Vivian was the narrator on the record. 45 Reverends Vivian 
and Lawson were the speakers at a student mass meeting at Fisk University gym on January 29, 
1961.  Participants also viewed NBC’s White Paper Sit-Ins and CBS’s Anatomy of a Sit-In.46 In 
addition to his pastoring and civil rights activities, Rev. Vivian, who was always interested in 
writing, was the editor of a short-lived weekly African American newspaper, the Nashville Star 
News. It began in March 1960 but filed for bankruptcy in August 1961.47    

First Baptist Capitol Hill and Clark Methodist are the churches most often cited for their roles in 
Nashville’s Civil Rights Movement. However, like First Community, many other churches had ties 
to the NCLC and supported the nonviolent protests. Churches helped raise bail money, helped get 
attorneys, and supported the economic boycott that occurred along with the sit-ins:48 As noted by 
Rev. Vivian: “Our efforts began to resonate in the larger Black community after the police started 
putting people in jail. Folks came forward to put up their houses as bail. A mass meeting started on 
a large scale. People filled the churches, whatever church we would be in—largely First Baptist but 

 
44 Hampton, Voices of Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 1980s,  66. 
45 https://folkways.si.edu/the-nashville-sit-in-story-songs-and-scenes-of-nashville-lunch-counter-desegregation-by-the-sit-in-
participants/african-american-spoken-american-history-documentary-struggle-protest/album/smithsonian and https://folkways-
media.si.edu/docs/folkways/artwork/FW05590.pdf  
46 Rev. Kelly Miller Smith Collection, Special Collections Library, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN. 
47 The Nashville Tennessean, 12 January 1961, “Oldest Negro Paper Here Quits Publication”, 19, https://www.newspapers.com, 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/111563064/?terms=Nashville%20News-Star&match=1; and The Nashville Tennessean, 6 
August 1961, “Newspaper Files Bankrupt Plea”, 54, https://www.newspapers.com 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/111563325/?terms=Nashville%20News-Star&match=1.  One of three Black newspapers 
closed around this time. The Nashville Globe (Est 1906) and The Nashville Commentator (Est c. 1948) were the other two. 
48 Barry Lee Everett, "The Nashville Civil Rights Movement: A Study of the Phenomenon of Intentional Leadership Development and its 
Consequences for Local Movements and the National Civil Rights Movement", 171. 
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any number of the others of those six ministers that were originally in on things. Now the 
movement was cooking. “49 

First Community Church continued to be involved in events through its members, including Rev. 
Vivian and Hayes. Monthly meetings of the Nashville NAACP were held at the church. Z. 
Alexander Looby spoke to the Nashville branch of the NAACP on the role of city government in 
1961. Rev. J. Metz Rollins and Diane Nash were speakers at a NCLC sponsored mass meeting 
about the situation in Birmingham, Alabama in May of 1961 (attachment 9).50 The meetings 
included the efforts of the NAACP Political Action Committee to register voters.51  

After Rev. Vivian left Nashville, Rev. McCoy Ransom was the pastor at First Community in the 
early 1960s. He was a board member of the NCLC and participated in various community 
activities. For example, Race Relations Sunday is an ecumenical observance for churches across 
the US.52 In 1962 a theology professor from Vanderbilt University spoke at the church as part of 
their Race Relations Sunday meeting.53 Rev. Lawson, then pastor at Scott Chapel Methodist 
Church in Shelbyville, Tennessee returned to Nashville to speak at First Community in April 1962 
on Operation Open City and “Economic Withdrawal and the Battle for Equality.”54 Reverends 
Lawson, Metz, and Smith joined First Community’s Rev. McCoy Ransom in 1962 for a mass 
meeting sponsored by the NCLC. A flyer for the meeting stated that the NCLC wanted “to make 
Nashville the beloved community.”55 (attachment 10) The Rev. L.L. Dickerson, manager of 
Greenwood Cemetery, spoke on “The Church and Civil Rights” at First Community in 1964.56 

Noted earlier, Johnetta Hayes was a long-time congregation member and trustee of the church 
who was active in the Nashville Colored PTA, school desegregation, and the NAACP. She was a 
chair of the NAACP Nashville education committee, first vice-president and later the first woman 
president of the Nashville NAACP around 1959-1962, and a leader in many other organizations. 
Hayes helped organize adults who were walking children to schools during the 1957 desegregation 
of Nashville’s schools. She also accompanied parents and students on the first days of 

 
49 Vivian, It’s in the Action: Memories of a Nonviolent Warrior, 38. 
50 Lovett, The Civil Rights Movement in Tennessee: A Narrative History, 165. 
51 The Nashville Tennessean, 24 October 1961, “Looby To Address NAACP Chapter”, 2, https://www.newspapers.com/,  
https://www.newspapers.com/image/112895027/?terms=looby%20to%20address&match=1  
52 The Free Dictionary, Thhttps://encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.com/Race+Relations+Sunday Up until 1965 Race Relations 
Sunday was sponsored by the National Council of Churches, now individual denominations sponsor. It is held on the first Sunday 
closest to Lincoln’s birthday. 
53  The Nashville Tennessean, 10 February 1962, “Midstate Religious News”  7, 
https://www.newspapers.com/,,https://www.newspapers.com/image/111343774 / 
54 The Nashville Tennessean, 2 April 1962, “Lawson  To Speak At NCLC Rally,” 5,  https://www.newspapers.com/,, 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/111841355/  
55 James M. Lawson, Jr. Papers, Box 21, Folder 24_047), Special Collections Library, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, 
TN. 
56 The Nashville Tennessean, 21 March 1964, “Dickerson To Talk On Rights, Church, 6,  https://www.newspapers.com/, 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/111871616/  
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desegregated schools.57 In 1962, when she was president of the Nashville branch of the NAACP, 
Hayes welcomed the director of the Middle Tennessee voter registration drive to speak at First 
Community.58 In a 2003 interview Hayes stated: 

When I became local president of the NAACP in 1959, we were in the midst of 
marches and sit-ins lead by mostly college students. Old and young were involved. 
Our pastor at the time, Rev. C.T. Vivian was very actively involved in the movement. 
He was Vice President of the student Non-Violent Movement Committee. We sat in at 
churches, theaters, restaurants, and businesses. John Lewis and Diane Nash led the 
students in the movement. They held meetings at local churches. First Community 
was one of the churches. 

Rev. Vivian was one of the leaders in the desegregation of buses. He was among 
those attacked by the whites.… I became the first woman to serve the local 
NAACP.…Rev. Vivian encouraged the entire church to be involved.59  

As well as the more prominent names from First Community, parishioners worked in the 
background of the Civil Rights Movement in Nashville and attended meetings and trainings. One 
example is Dorothy Johnson who attended workshops at Highlander Folk School.  A photo shows 
her, Rosa Parks, and Johnetta Hayes’s daughter Elaine Gross.60 Johnetta Hayes is also seen in a 
photo from Highlander. (Attachments 11 and 12.) The connection to Highlander is also seen in two 
workshops held there in 1961. Due to the success of the sit-ins, “New Alliances in the South” 
focused on studying the Nashville and Atlanta sit-ins. Rev. Vivian and Hayes presented at the 
workshop.61 In April 1961 “New Frontiers for College Students” studied the sit-ins and discussed 
future options. Rev. Vivian spoke on “The Nature and Role of Non-Violence” and John Lewis 
assisted in the workshop.62 The church continued to welcome speakers. They placed newspaper 
ads or notices in the local paper in October 1972 and April 1973 inviting all to come hear 
speakers.63  

 
57  Sonya Ramsey, “ ‘We will be ready whenever they are’: African American teachers’ responses to the Brown decision and 
public-school integration in Nashville, TN 1954-1966”   Gale Literature Resource Center, originally published in The Journal of 
African American History, Winter-Spring 2005. 
https://go.gale.com/ps/i.do?p=LitRC&u=googlescholar&id=GALE|A133608061&v=2.1&it=r&sid=LitRC&asid=3a826372  
58The Nashville Tennessean, 24 September 1962,  “NAACP Plans Vote Talk Meet, 20, https://www.newspapers.com/ 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/112929779/  
59 Interview by Charles Wilson, Jr. Feb 2003. Courtesy of Ardana Fox. 
60 Photo from Ardana Fox. 
61 “Workshop on New Alliances in the South” agenda, https://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/highlander/id/1395 
Tennessee Virtual Archive 
62 Lee, 221; “New Frontiers for College Students” agenda, Civil Rights Movement Archive,  
https://www.crmvet.org/docs/610407_highlander_workshop.pdf   
63 The Tennessean, 28 October 1972, ad for speaker at First Community,7, https://www.newspapers.com/ 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/112038534/?terms=first%20community%20church&match=1; The Tennessean, 28 April 
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Near the end of his ministry at First Baptist, Rev. Vivian began a campaign to construct a modern 
church. Completed circa 1960, congregation member Jesse Palmer Walker designed the building 
and member Fred Valentine directed the construction of the church building. Jesse Palmer Walker 
(1901-1992) was born in Tennessee and was a trustee of First Community and Church. He was 
noted as a carpenter in the 1930 census, a fireman in the 1940 census, and as a mechanical 
helper in the 1950 census.64 Frederick Valentine (1888-1988) was born in Mississippi near 
Natchez. After hearing Booker T. Washington talk, Valentine enrolled at Tuskegee Institute in 
1906. After graduating he moved to Georgia and learned the bricklaying trade. He moved to 
Nashville in 1925, bought a home, and rebuilt it himself after a fire.65 Funeral visitation services for 
both Walker and Valentine were held at First Community Church. Walker was interred at Hills of 
Calvary Cemetery and Palmer at Greenwood Cemetery.66 (Attachment 13)  

First Community Church sponsored a concert by J. Robert Bradley, at the Tennessee War 
Memorial (NR 11/16/2017) on November 6, 1959. The proceeds from the event were to go to the 
building program for the church.67 Memphis native Bradley was known world-wide for his rich 
baritone, especially as he sang arias and spirituals.68 Rev. Vivian wrote an editorial in The 
Tennessean that same month stating that “We are presently building a church. We have had the 
unusual good fortune to have the men of the church do three-fourths of the building.”69 He also 
noted that all but two of the men were novices. The new church building encapsulated the 1940 
building in brick and concrete block. In a 2011 interview Rev. Vivian stated “I had left Nashville to 
go to Chattanooga and I was pastoring in Chattanooga. I'd built a church in Nashville—when I went 
to Chattanooga, I wanted to build a church as well, because the church we had was nice, but it 
wasn’t what I wanted.”70  

 
1973, “Midstate Religion News”, 6,  https://www.newspapers.com/ 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/111693399/?terms=first%20community%20church&match=1  
64 Ancestry.com , https://www.ancestry.com/,  
65 The Tennessean, 10 June 1988, “Just another day to work in the garden except, …. https://www.newspapers.com, 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/112459726/?terms=fred%20valentine&match=1  
66 The Tennessean, 13 December 1988, Death Notice for Fred Valentine,  https://www.newspapers.com,  
https://www.newspapers.com/image/112965824/?terms=fred%20valentine&match=1; The Tennessean, Death Notice for Jesse 
Palmer Walker, 30 May 1992,  
https://www.newspapers.com/image/112723500/?terms=Jesse%20Palmer%20Walker%20death%20notice&match=1 
67 The Tennessean, 6 November 1959, “Bradley Concert Set”, 10. 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/111612691/?terms=%22first%20community%20church%22%20&match=1  
68 For more information on Bradley see Profiles of African Americans in Tennessee. 
https://digitalscholarship.tnstate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1059&context=conference-on-african-american-history-and-
culture  
69 The Tennessean, 19 November 1959,  “Religion in Life:  Tools for Building Lives,” 21. 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/111555005/?terms=%22first%20community%20church%22%20&match=1  
70 Library of Congress, National Museum of African American History and Culture, Civil Rights History Project  
https://www.loc.gov/resource/afc2010039text.afc2010039_crhp0006_Vivian_transcript/?st=pdf&pdfPage=156 ,page 156 of 
transcript. 
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https://www.newspapers.com/image/111555005/?terms=%22first%20community%20church%22%20&match=1
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Around the same time he was moving to Chattanooga, Rev. Vivian went on the second round of 
the Freedom Rides, the organization of which was taken up by the Nashville students.71 In 1961, 
Rev. Vivian and his family were in Chattanooga where he was pastor at the Cosmopolitan 
Community Church. Before he left Nashville, Rev. Smith, as president of the NCLC, announced 
that there would be a “recognition program” for Rev. Vivian. The announcement noted “We are 
cognizant of the many and various ways the Rev. Mr. Vivian has contributed to the planning and 
successes of the projects of the Non-Violent Movement.”72 (Attachment 14.)  

In 1962 Rev. Vivian became an advocate of kneel-ins as a different tactic to protest segregation.  
Participants would attend segregated churches and if asked to leave would go outside and kneel 
and pray.73 Rev. Vivian was in Chattanooga until 1963 when he went to work in Atlanta. In an 
Ebony Magazine article “The Men Behind Martin Luther King” Vivian is mentioned as giving up his 
position in Chattanooga to work as the Director of Affiliates for the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC).74 He is mentioned as being on the first Freedom Ride to Jackson, MS and as 
being among the first clergymen arrested for protesting segregation. Rev. King called Rev. Vivian 
“the greatest preacher to ever live.”75 Rev. Vivian continued to have a major impact on the Civil 
Rights Movement throughout his life. Rev. James Lawson speaking about the Nashville Student 
Movement is quoted in The Civil Rights Movement in Tennessee: “The Nashville movement did, of 
course, affect the entire movement in the country and in the South. Martin King called our 
movement the model movement up to that time. Eventually, any number of us served the SCLC 
staff, including C.T. Vivian, Diane Nash, Jim Bevel, and Bernard Lafayette….So the Nashville 
scene perhaps more than any single scene, with the possible exception of Montgomery in 1955-
56, became … the most significant movement in terms of its ongoing effect across the country”.76 

Rev. Vivian participated in the struggles in Birmingham and Selma (where he was beaten by 
Sheriff Jim Clark), and was the Tennessee chairman for the March on Washington.77 Around 1965-
1966, he formed a program in Alabama called VISION to help educate African Americans. This 
later became the U. S. Department of Education’s Upward Bound program.78 In 1966 he was in 
Chicago as the director of the Urban Training Center for the Christian Mission. Despite staying very 

 
71  Walker, 37-39. 
72 Kelly Miller Smith Papers, Vanderbilt University, Box 1.Identifier MSS.0400. 
73 Lovett, The Civil Rights Movement in Tennessee: A Narrative History.  177.  Lovett states that Vivian originated the idea but the 
first kneel-ins occurred in Atlanta and Memphis 1960. See Kneel-Ins and the Last Segregated Hour at 
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/kneel-in-and-the-last-segregated-hour_b_2199312  
74  Ebony Magazine, June 1965, “The Men Behind Martin Luther King, 166-8, Google 
Books,https://books.google.com/books?id=Nd4DAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA168&dq=c.+t.+vivian&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiaocTSpp3
8AhWAQzABHS3qB3gQuwV6BAgHEAY#v=onepage&q=c.%20t.%20vivian&f=false  
75 USA Today,  “C.T. Vivian was a giant in the civil rights movement, 5 things you may not have known about him”, 22 July 2020, 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/07/22/what-to-know-about-civil-rights-leader-ct-vivian/5472850002/  
76 Lovett, The Civil Rights Movement in Tennessee: A Narrative History, 155. 
77 Ibid., 183. 
78 Walker, x; USA Today,” C.T. Vivian was a giant in the civil rights movement, 5 things you may not have known about him”. 
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active in the Civil Rights Movement throughout his life, Rev. Vivian wrote about the failure of the 
movement in his 1970 book Black Power and the American Myth. If the strategic goals of the Civil 
Rights Movement were to create a new condition in the African American community, bring the 
African American middle class into the Movement, change the values of the U. S., “a revolution 
was necessary”79 and this included nonviolent revolution, and there needed to be mass support. 
He believed that myths about the U. S. lead to the failure. These myths were that Americans will do 
what is right, legislation leads to justice, America is an open society, and an ethic of love forms the 
conscience. Rev. Vivian considered the nonviolent movement ending and new strategies 
emerging. 

Rev. Vivian returned to Nashville several times, usually speaking about civil rights. Visits included 
speaking at First Community Church’s 40th anniversary celebration in July 1972 and the 85th 
anniversary celebration in August 2017. At the 40th anniversary, when he was then the director of 
the SCLC’s Operation Breadbasket, Rev. Vivian spoke of the importance of the Black man as the 
“Joseph of America.”80 According to Dr. Forrest E. Harris, president of American Baptist College,  
"Upon Dr. Vivian's visits to Nashville, we would often drive to First Community Church and sit 
outside the church as he would reminisce fond memories of his pastorate and social justice work 
while in Nashville."81 Although he was the pastor at First Community, Rev. Vivian was also a 
member of the congregation of Spruce Street Baptist Church during his time in Nashville.82 While 
he also visited the Spruce Street church, and spoke at different meetings in Nashville, First 
Community Church is the place where he is known to have actively encouraged participation in the 
city’s civil rights actions. Other places where he lived are not extant.  This is the property 
associated with his productive life in Nashville. 

Among his many other activities after leaving Nashville, Rev. Vivian founded the Black Action 
Strategies Center in 1977 and the C.T. Vivian Leadership Institute in 2008. Vivian returned to 
Atlanta in 1977. He awarded the Congressional Medal of Freedom in 2013.83 Rev. Vivian died in 
2020 on the same day as Civil rights leader and colleague John Lewis.  

 
79 C. T. Vivian, Black Power and the American Myth. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2020. First published by Fortress Press 1970), 
39 
80 The Tennessean, 17 July 1972, “Blacks Hold Key to Saving America, Activist Says”, 6, https://www.newspapers.com, 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/112028909/?terms=first%20community%20church&match=1  Operation breadbasket 
promoted boycotting white owned businesses that refused to work with blacks. 
81 Personal communication from Rev. Ella Clay. 
82 Linda Wynn, personal communication. 
83 Black Past, https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/vivian-cordy-tindell-c-t-1924/  and The Journal of Blacks in 
Higher Education, “In Memorium: Cordy Tindell Vivian (1924-2020)“ https://www.jbhe.com/2020/07/in-memoriam-cordy-
tindell-vivian-1924-2020/  
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Acreage of Property 0.17 acres USGS Quadrangle Nashville West 
   
Latitude/Longitude Coordinates (These coordinates should correspond to the corners of the property 
boundary. Add additional coordinates if necessary. Enter coordinates to 6 decimal places) 
 
Datum if other than WGS84: 

 

 
A. 86.8090355°W  36.1721232°N NW 
B. 86.8088711°W  36.1721532°N NE 
C. 86.8089421°W  36.1717201°N SW 
D. 86.8087737°W  36.1717469°N SE 
 

 
 

 
Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property.) 

 

The Metropolitan Nashville and Davidson County Assessor of Property defines the boundary as: 

Map & Parcel: 081 15 0 173.00  

Legal Description: LOT 21 J M & T J & G W HARDING ADDN 

The 1936 deed for the property also says the property is on lot 21 of the JM and GW Harding 
addition. This is the current and historic boundary of the church. 

 

Boundary Justification 

The boundary includes the parcel on which the church sits. It is bounded by other parcels, an alley, 
and Knowles Street. It is the legal description of the property during the period of significance and 
encompasses the historically significant resources. 

 .

10.  Geographical Data 
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USGS Topographic Map (Insert a cropped USGS Map showing the property’s location. For properties 
less than 10 acres, the property’s location should be indicated with a circle. For properties more than 10 
acres, exact boundaries must be depicted). 
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Boundary Map from ESRI 2022. (Map created by Richard Grubb and Associates)
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Additional Documentation 
 
Submit the following items with the completed form: 

 
•   Photographs (refer to Tennessee Historical Commission National Register Photo Policy for 

submittal of digital images and prints. Photos should be submitted separately in a JPEG or TIFF 
format. Do not embed these photographs into the form) 

 
• Additional items:  (additional supporting documentation including historic photographs, historic 

maps, etc. can be included on a Continuation Sheet following the photographic log and sketch maps. 
They can also be embedded in the Section 7 or 8 narratives) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Paperwork Reduction Act Statement:  This information is being collected for applications to the National Register of Historic Places to nominate 
properties for listing or determine eligibility for listing, to list properties, and to amend existing listings.  Response to this request is required to obtain 
a benefit in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (16 U.S.C.460 et seq.). 
Estimated Burden Statement:  Public reporting burden for this form is estimated to average 100 hours per response including  time for reviewing 
instructions, gathering and maintaining data, and completing and reviewing the form.  Direct comments regarding this burden estimate or any aspect 
of this form to the Office of Planning and Performance Management. U.S. Dept. of the Interior, 1849 C. Street, NW, Washington, DC. 
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Photo Log 
 

Name of property:  First Community Church  

City or vicinity:  Nashville 

County:   Davidson    State: Tennessee 

Photographer:  Claudette Stager and Caroline Eller 

Date Photographed:  November 1, 2022 and November 2023 

 

1 of 20. North façade, facing south. 

2 of 20. Cornerstone, facing south. 

3 of 20. North façade and east elevation, facing southwest, 

4 of 20. East elevation showing original building (foreground) and extension (back), facing 
southwest. 

5 of 20. South (rear) elevation, facing north. 

6 of 20. West elevation, facing southeast. 

7 of 20. West elevation, facing northeast. 

8 of 20. Doors to church in background, sanctuary doors in foreground, looking north. 

9 of 20. Sanctuary, facing west. 

10 of 20. Sanctuary, facing west. 

11 of 20. Sanctuary, facing south. 

12 of 20. Sanctuary, facing northeast.13 of 20. Typical window, facing east. 

14 of 20. First floor classroom, facing southeast. 

15 of 20. First floor classroom, facing southwest. 

16 of 20. Entry to extension, facing south. 

17 of 20. Entry to extension, showing dedication plaque to the Vivian, facing south. 

18 of 20. Standing at extension, staircase to second floor classrooms, facing east. 

19 of 20. Second Floor classroom, facing east. 

20 of 20. Second Floor classroom, facing west. 
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Attachment 1. First Community Church circa 1956. Photo courtesy of Ardana Foxx, church 

historian. 

 
 

Attachment 2. First Community Church prior to 1960. Photo courtesy of Ardana Foxx 
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Attachment 3. First Community Church circa 1960. Photo courtesy of Ardana Fox. 
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Attachment 4. Page 1. Deed. Metro Nashville Register of Deeds 
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Attachment 4. Page 2. Deed. Metro Nashville Register of Deeds 
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Attachment 5. US City directories from Ancestry.com. Nashville 1940. Showing no building at 1815 
Knowles. 
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Attachment 6. US City directories from Ancestry.com. Nashville 1941. Showing “Community Meth 
Church (c)” at 1815 Knowles. 
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Attachment 7. Sanborn 1932 republished 1957. 
Showing Crutcher Memorial Community Church at 
1815 Knowles. Library of Congress. 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3964nm.g3964nm_
g08356195705/?sp=44&r=0.199,0.566,0.617,0.305
,0  
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Attachment 8. Page 1. Copy of statement read to Mayor Ben West by Vivian. Tennessee Virtual 
Archive, Tennessee State Library and Archives. 
https://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/963/rec/1   
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Attachment 8. Page 2. Copy of statement read to Mayor Ben West by Vivian. Tennessee Virtual 
Archive, Tennessee State Library and Archives. 
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Attachment 9. Flyer for NCLC meeting at First Community on May 22, 1961. Rev. Kelly Miller 
Smith Collection, Special Collections Library, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN. 
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Attachment 10. Flyer for 
meeting at First Community 
Church on April 2, 1962.  
James M. Lawson, Jr. Papers, 
Box 21, Folder 24_047, 
Special Collections Library, 
Vanderbilt University, 
Nashville, TN. 
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Attachment 12. Dorothy 
Johnson, aunt of First 
Community Church historian 
Ardana Fox at Highlander.  
She was 17 when the photo 
was taken and was 84 in 
2022. Rosa Parks (back to 
the right of Johnson), and to 
the right, Elaine Gross, 
daughter of Johnetta Hayes. 
The photo was taken about 
five months before Rosa 
Parks refused to give up her 
seat on the bus (December 1, 
1955) sparking the 
Montgomery bus boycott later 
that year. Photo courtesy of 
Ardana Foxx. 
 

Attachment 11. Johnetta Hayes 
(far right back) at Highlander Folk 
School with youth. Photo courtesy 
of Ardana Fox. 
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Attachment 13. Jesse Palmer Walker (J.P. Walker, left) and Frederick Valentine (1888-1988). 
Walker not only designed the church, but he also built the first communion table. Photos courtesy 
of Ardana Foxx. 
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Attachment 14. July 7, 1961 
letter for program honoring 
C.T. Vivian, Kelly Miller Smith 
Papers, Box 1, Special 
Collections Library, Vanderbilt 
University, Nashville, TN. 
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Attachment 15. Photos of pastors displayed in church. 
 

 

 

 

Rev. Wayman Horton 

Rev. James Crutcher DRAFT
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Rev. Moses Williams 

Rev. C.T. Vivian DRAFT
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Rev. Kendrick JangDhari 
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Property Owner Information 
 

 
Property Owner(s):  

(This information will not be submitted to the National Park Service, but will remain on file at the Tennessee Historical Commission)  

Name First Community Church, c/o Rev. Ella Clay   

Street & 
Number 1815 Knowles Telephone 

 
(615) 320-0100 

City or Town Nashville State/Zip TN 37208 
 

 
Copy Church Historian Ardana Foxx at same address. 
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