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Reviving Ashburn History: Students
Give Oneroom Schoolhouse New
Life

Posted: Thursday, April 30, 2015 9:07 am

By Danielle Nadler Leesburg Today |  2 comments

It’s not much to look at today.
Few who pass the small
building on the north side of
Ashburn Road likely notice it.

The wooden structure, with its chipped paint and boarded-up
windows, is upstaged by townhouses on one side and a strip
mall with a 7-Eleven and martial arts studio on the other. But

the one-room schoolhouse was once the hub for Ashburn’s black community.

Now, more than two generations after the building was shuttered at the start of desegregation, a group of middle
school students is working to breathe life back into it.
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“This is a chance to hold on to one of the last old pieces of Ashburn,” said Russell Sparks, an eighth-grader at
Loudoun School for the Gifted and one of the students who’s helping to restore the building.

Loudoun School for the Gifted, formerly known as Ideal Schools, is purchasing the land on which the
schoolhouse sits and another three acres next to it. The plan is to turn the property into a “center for learning,”
with a state-of-the-art school building with room for 120 middle and high school students on one end and the
123-year-old schoolhouse restored as a “living museum” of the history of education on the other.

“I live in Ashburn, and I’ve been driving by this for 10 years, thinking, what is that thing,” Deep Sran, founder and
academic lead at Loudoun School for the Gifted, said. “So we asked. What we found is a schoolhouse that’s
really survived despite itself.”

A School Almost Lost

Harry Saville, now a retired farmer and small businessman, bought land on Ashburn Road in 1970. It came with
a two-story home, 1.6 wooded acres and, on its northern edge, that old schoolhouse.

It had been 12 years since the school was boarded up and its students sent to Frederick Douglass Elementary
School in Leesburg, and the years had begun to take its toll on the building. But each time Harry’s wife, Emaleen,
passed the structure, she saw potential. She daydreamed about one day fixing it up, to preserve part of
Ashburn’s history while much of the community around it was transformed from farmland to tract homes.

“She loved it. It made her think of her school growing up,” Harry Saville said. “She always wanted to restore it, but
I just didn’t want to borrow money to do it.”

Emaleen Saville attended a one-room school in West Virginia. After she died four years ago at the age of 79, her
husband thought that any chance of restoring the schoolhouse had gone with her, until he received a
handwritten letter from Sran four months ago.

The schoolhouse wasn’t for sale. But Loudoun School for the Gifted was looking to purchase a lot next to it to
construct its future school building, so Sran inquired about that shoddy little building just over the property line. A
barber who works across the street told him it once served as a school for Ashburn’s African-American children.

“I didn’t really believe him because it looked like a shed to me,” Sran said. “It blew me away ... and I knew our
whole project really depended on restoring [the old schoolhouse] and having it be a part of that narrative.”

Harry Saville thought he’d one day sell the land, but assumed it would be developed and the oldest school
building in Ashburn lost.

“I’m very happy to have someone to restore it,” he said, noting that he’ll be able to watch the process from a
rocking chair on his porch. “It would thrill my wife to death if she was still living.”

The LSG eighth-grade students have had a chance to get to know Saville; part of their assignment is to interview
the current owners of the two newly purchased properties and those who once attended the old school. (See
“Memories” sidebar, Page 1.)

The students said hearing the memories and stories that were created on that little piece of property has made
the exercise much more than a class project. It’s become their personal mission.

They want to preserve a part of history for those who called the school their own for so many years, and for those
in Ashburn who’ve had unexplainable ties to the building, such as Emaleen Saville.

“She had a dream to have the school restored,” eighth-grader Chase Talbott said. “I feel like it’s almost an
obligation now for us to restore it. That’s what we’re thinking about as we work on this.”

A Museum For Everyone

In class this spring, Sran had his students brainstorm uses for the aging building once it was renovated.

They visited the 1866 one-room Second Street School in Waterford, which regularly hosts class tours to give
students a glimpse of a typical 19th century school day. They also researched how other one-room
schoolhouses are used, and focused on using the Ashburn school to provide something that wasn’t already
offered.

They settled on an idea for a museum on the history of education, and on the role of African-American schools in
that larger story.

“There’s nothing like this anywhere else,” Sran said. “I think this is a real opportunity for the kids to explore an
area that has been neglected in a lot of ways.”

Not many of Loudoun’s newer residents know that the county was one of the last school systems in the United
States to integrate its schools, he added. It wasn’t until a federal court ordered school officials in 1967—13 years
after Brown v. Board of Education—to combine schools that they finally gave in to desegregation.
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Chasya Egbue, an eighth-grader who’s overseeing the effort to raise the $100,000 needed for the restoration
project, said she wants the museum to be a place that anybody can enjoy and visit to reflect on the past.

“People of our generation can go and see that this is how people used to go to school, so they know how
fortunate they are now, and older audiences can look back and remember that time of their life,” she said.

It will take at least 18 months of fundraising and construction before the museum is open to the public.
Meanwhile, LGS’ students also are working with Winchester-based Reader & Swartz Architects to design their
new 14,000-square-foot building that will open sometime in late 2016 or early 2017. The school has operated in
a business park just off Loudoun County Parkway since it opened in 2008. The new building will offer more
space for lab sciences, a makerspace, an outdoor garden and outdoor sports.

When the full project is complete, Sran pictures the campus like a timeline of education history. Passers-by will
see what the school was once like on the left—small, simple and segregated—and what it can become on the
right.

“We want to use this as a visual for what’s possible in 120 years,” he said.

The students want to hear from others who have ties to Ashburn’s one-room schoolhouse. Connect with them,
follow their progress or donate to the project at loudoungifted.org/oldschool.

Memories Of A Oneroom Schoolhouse
When Yvonne Neal was told last week that the old Ashburn schoolhouse would be restored,
tears formed in her brown eyes. Her most formative years were spent within the four walls of
that wood-f…

Preserving ‘Our Identity’
The Ashburn school restoration project comes as others in the community have renewed efforts to preserve old
Ashburn from new development.
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EASTERNLoudouner posted at 8:49 am on Sat, May 2, 2015.

Very nice to see youngsters taking such an interest. I am not sure why the county
would have ignored such an important structure as it sat neglected.

Log In to report. Link

 

Posts: 74

TLS posted at 7:51 pm on Thu, Apr 30, 2015.

Good to see some interest in preserving and restoring one of Ashburn's historic
buildings. The Ashburn Colored School, as it was known through the mid-1900s, was
constructed sometime before 1920 and is located at 20635 Ashburn Road [DHR 053-
0897].

The former school is a one-story, one-room, wood frame building, typical of early one-
room schoolhouses of this time period. The land was donated in 1892 for the purpose
of constructing a schoolhouse for African American children and the construction of
the schoolhouse was likely shortly thereafter. The schoolhouse has a front-gable roof
with a one-leaf door in the gable end. Window openings in the side elevations are
now protected by plywood but were reportedly six-over-six, double-hung sash
windows. Exterior walls are covered with weatherboard siding, the roof is sheathed
with standing-seam metal, and the foundation is stone.

More info on this school can be found at PreIntegration Schools of Loudoun at
https://loudounschoolproject.wordpress.com/loudoun-colored-schools/ashburn-
colored-school-loudoun/

School is part of the Ashburn Historic District. More info at:
Log In to report. Link
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