
 

 

 

 

Smith County History: Schools 

Under the Second Treaty of the Holston Act in 1806, a tract of land was to 

be reserved for two colleges, one in the eastern and one in the middle 

section of the state. Another 100,000 acres were to be reserved to 

support academies in each county. Where possible one out of each thirty-

six square miles of land was to be set aside “for the use of schools for the 

instruction of children forever.” 

Dr. John W. Bowen, representing Smith County in the state, due his 

efforts the Academy Act was passed. In the years that followed several 

academies were established in the county. Three commissioners for each 

school district were appointed by the county court. The charters for the 

academies were granted if interested citizens and their respective 

commissioners made application. There were no uniform guide lines for 

the schools, and the court-appointed superintendents acted more as 

overseers than innovators. The grounds and buildings were furnished by 

the citizens of the community, and school terms lasted anywhere from 

three to seven months, depending upon the amount of money available. 

Finally, Smith County received enough money in 1810 to establish 

Geneva Academy in Carthage. A site on the east side of and adjoining 

the town was selected for erecting a building (where Citizens Bank now 

stands). William Walton made a gift of two acres to the school. 

For the next several decades very little State support for the schools was 

forthcoming. The Subscription Academy became popular during this 

period, but always, it was only the more affluent who could afford the 

costs of educating their children. 

It was not until 1854 that Tennessee levied the first general tax for public 

education. Counties were also authorized to levy school taxes. 

Smith County received $3,254 for the year1857 for the entire county. No 

census records have been found for the years during the Civil War. The 

county court did not meet, and it is presumed that what few schools may 

have remained open did so at the expense of the parents. 

In 1898 the legislature passed the high school act, providing funding for 

three schools in each county. Smith County was to have a high school 

north and south of the Cumberland River and one in the “forks of the 

river.” The county court refused to vote the monies needed to match the 

state funds so the schools did not materialize. Finally, the county justices 

succumbed to the tactics of the “weaker” sex and money was 

appropriated for the funding of the three high schools in 1914. 
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Gordonsville had a new academy so there was no problem about locating 

the school in that area. Carthage and Monoville tied for the north side 

school with Carthage winning. Thomas Fisher gave the land on the hill 

and Ed Myer contributed the additional ten acres required for agricultural 

studies. The city erected the building. In the Forks of the River, Chestnut 

Mound won out over Elmwood for location of the school. However, after 

one year of failing to comply with the necessary requirements, the 

location was moved to Elmwood. 

Below is a list of institutions that have served to educate our children 

during the past two centuries: 

Thompson Academy; (1800), Trenton College (1805), Geneva Academy 

(1810), Porter Hill Academy; (1830), Clinton College (1834), Female 

Academy (1842), Black Gnat College (1867), Rural Academy (1869), 

Trinity Church and School (1871), Haywood Academy (1878), Chestnut 

Mound (1878), Oakley Academy (1881), Enoch (1882), Enigma (1882), 

Gordonsville Male and Female Academy (1883), Oak Hill (1884), 

Cornwall’s Chapel (1890), Joseph W. Allen (1898), Knob Springs (1906), 

Carthage High (1914), Defeated Academy (1916), Cartwright Academy, 

Falling Water Academy, Franklin Academy, Gill’s, Ogles, Green Valley, 

Cooper’s Academy, Huffine’s Academy, K Beech Academy, Union Hill 

Academy, Dillard’s Academy, Barnett’s Camp Ground, Hale’s Seminary, 

Robinson’s Academy, Pea Ridge Academy, Dillard’s Creek Academy, 

Elbow Academy, McClure’s Bend Academy, Oak Wood Academy, Dean 

Hill Academy, Sunny Plaines, Campbell’s Institute, Central Point 

Academy, Green Hill Academy, Macey’s Hill Academy, Sander son’s 

Academy, Kittrell’s Academy, Piper’s Academy, White Sulpher Academy, 

Knobton Academy, Clubb Springs Academy, Fairview Academy, 

Bowling’s Branch Academy, Rural Academy, Friendship Academy, 

Tanglewood, Sykes, Brush Creek, Stonewall, Hickman, Maggart, 

Horseshoe Bend, Buffalo, Helm’s Bend, Difficult, Kempville, Defeated, 

Beasley’s Bend, Dixon Springs, Riddleton, Rawl’s Creek, Flat Rock, 

Grant, Paine’s Bend, Haynie, Grant Colored School, Hogan’s Creek, 

Rewoda, South Carthage, Bluff Creek, Lancaster Colored, Monoville, 

Turner Elementary, Turner High, Gordonsville High, Carthage 

Elementary, Pleasant Shade, Smith County High. 

Most of the schools listed above have long since disappeared from view 

and from the minds of many. Most were one-room, one- teacher schools, 

equipped with the standard pot-bellied stove, the water pail with a single 

dipper, and outdoor plumbing.  



 

 

 

 

To the educators the teaching profession was one of hard work and long 

hours and to most of the hundreds of students, unappreciated. Students, 

rebelling under the watchful and severe eyes of many of the educators, 

later learned to love and appreciate their fine work. It was ever thus . . . 

and will continue as long as the teaching profession exists. Even though 

the passage of time has destroyed even the remnants of most of the 

buildings, the influence of these primitive institutions upon the cultural 

heritage of Smith County will never be lost. 



 

 

 

The Smith County Teachers Institute was organized in the 1880’s, usually 

holding their annual gathering in mid-summer at the courthouse in 

Carthage. They came together to discuss latest teaching methods and 

relate problems encountered throughout the different school districts in 

the county. 

 

Smith County Teachers Institute annual meeting in Carthage, June 19, 

1892. (Courtesy Frances Lanius). 
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Smith County History: Rural Academy, An 

Institution of Learning 
 

 

 

John Barnett opened Rural 

Academy in the southern end 

of Smith County near Brush 

Creek in 1869. 
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Smith County History: Gordonsville Academy 

 

The Gordonsville Male and Female Academy opened its doors August 

6,1883, with an enrollment of ninety pupils. The academy was chartered 

and administered by a board of directors. 

The school was located on Main Street between “up town” and“ down 

town” on the lot where the Jesse Wilson/Robert Nixon home now stands. 

The first building contained three rooms and a hall and was convenient 

and well-supplied with desks and black boards. The cost of construction 

was about $1,750. 

The first principal of the Gordonsville Academy was Professor W.B. 

Ballard, a man of great energy, a good disciplinarian, and a splendid 

teacher. His assistants were N.L. Gold, Miss Emma Cook, and Miss 

Mollie Moore. 

The course of study for the academy was adopted by the board of 

directors, and a diploma was granted to those who satisfactorily 

completed the course. Graduates were prepared to enter the best 

colleges or for other active duties of life. Bookkeeping, Greek and 

surveying were optional with the females, but all students were required 

to study English and Science. Mathematics and Latin were offered in the 

course of study as well as music and art. The patrons of the school were 
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asked to aid in procuring a select library which would equip the academy 

for thorough study. 

Also connected with the school was a literary society. The society paper, 

The Monthly Surprise, furnished an opportunity for all pupils who wished 

to improve their talents in news correspondence. 

The goal for the academy, as stated by the trustees and teachers, was to 

establish a first class high school that would be an honor to the wealthy 

community in which it was situated. 

 

Gordonsville Academy ca 1900 after second story was added. 

 

The old academy building served the community until 1913 when the 

large and commodious, steam-heated, two-story brick building was 

constructed on the hill where the present school is located. The cost of 

construction for this building was $14,000. The wooden annex was added 

later, and the gymnasium was built in 1933 with the Gordonsville 

Women’s’ Club directors of fund-raising for the project. These old 

buildings, fondly remembered by many as their Alma Mater, were razed in 

1952 when a more modern Gordonsville school was constructed on the 

site. 

 



 

 

 

High School Students in the Left Wing - Elementary Students in Right Wing 

 

New Gordonsville High School Built 2002  

 

 



 

 

 

Gordonsville Elementary School New Addition Built 2002 

Portion with White Roof was an Addition to the Old Building 
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Smith County High School History 

Carthage was selected as one of the 3 high schools provided by the1898 

high school act. Thomas Fisher gave the land on the hill and Ed Myer 

contributed the additional ten acres required for agricultural studies. The 

city started erecting the building in 1915. A. S. Williams was selected as 

the first Principal of Carthage High School. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Carthage High Built Prior to 1926 - After Old School Fire 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Full Carthage High School Campus in the Late 1950’s 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Smith County High Built 2002 (Around Old Auditorium & Attached 

Classrooms, Cafeteria, Gym, and Shop/Welding Areas} 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Other Current Schools in Smith County 

 

 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

New (2002) Smith County Middle Schools 

 

 

 
 


