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1938 St-Lee band is organized by Paul Dusenbury. 

1940 The gym, the present-day Stephens-Lee Recreation 
Center, is constructed by the Works Projects Administration at a 
cost of approximately $50,000, reusing many materials from the 
old Orange Street School. This was the only gym for any of the 
African American schools. 

1941 The gym, designed by Henry Gaines of Six Associates, 
is formally dedicated. Madison “Doc” Lennon starts teaching 
history and overseeing the band.

1942 The Bears 
football team are 
National Champions 
under Coach D.J. 
Lenhart.

 1943 The 12th grade is added and 120 
students graduate. Twelve are members of 
the 12th grade and the rest graduate from 
the 11th grade. Some, like Frances Mayo 

Thrasher, graduate from St-
Lee twice: in 1942 from the 
11th grade; in 1943 from the 
12th grade.

The first uniformed band 
was all male. (Nd) (2) 

1892 Catholic Hill School opens on the site that 
later becomes the location of Stephens-Lee (St-Lee) 
High School. Enrollment was 350 students. Edward S. 
Stephens was the principal and 5th grade teacher. 

1896 Plessy vs. Ferguson upholds separate but equal 
education for the races.

1909 Walter S. Lee 
becomes principal 
of Catholic Hill and 

continues at St-Lee until his death in 1934.

1917 Catholic Hill School burns. Seven students are 
killed and several others injured in “one of the greatest 
tragedies in Asheville school history” according to the 
Asheville newspaper.

1921 Third year of high school added to the 
Catholic Hill location due to the diligence of 
Principal Walter Lee. 

1922 St-Lee is dedicated on the former site of 
Catholic Hill School. It is named in memory of 
Edward S. Stephens, a well-educated native of 
British Guiana, (now Guyana). Stephens was the 
first African American principal in Asheville when 
he took the position at Catholic Hill in 1890. He 
was also one of the organizers of the YMI. The Lee 
in the name St-Lee was in memory of Hester Ford 

Lee (see picture of Catholic Hill faculty), the first wife of Walter S. Lee. Mrs. Lee was a 
teacher at Catholic Hill School who died suddenly in 1922. A girl’s quartet starts. 

1923 Rising from the ashes on the location of 
the former Catholic Hill School, St-Lee opens for 
students in March. It represents not just education, 
but community, and stands as a symbol of African 
American achievement, independence and culture. 

1924 First graduating class completed the 11th 
grade.

1925 Dramatic Club and Crown and Scepter 
Club (honor society) begin. The average St-Lee teacher’s 
salary was $933 when white teachers received $1,783. 
The St-Lee principal was payed $1,550 compared to a 
white principal’s salary of $4,000 the Asheville Citizen-
Times reported. 

1926 Asheville’s 
population is 
37,699; 7,145 are 
“colored.” The St-
Lee property is 
valued at $281,541, 
which is $4,008,985 in 2018 dollars. 

1929 Student Council is organized. St-
Lee is accredited by the North Carolina State 
Department of Education. 

1935 Girls Athletic Association begins. 
Clarence Lee Moore Sr. comes to St-Lee to be 
basketball and football coach. He also taught 
chemistry and driver education.

1945 Famed singer Marian Anderson visits St-Lee.

1949 Clarence Moore Sr. returns to St-Lee after a stint in a semi-pro baseball 
league to be basketball and baseball coach. The North 
Carolina Department of Instruction’s State School 
Survey finds the St-Lee site “limiting,” hampering any 
plans to enlarge or modernize the school building.

1951 Clarence Moore Sr. takes over the football 
program. During the course of his career at St-Lee, 
over 100 of his players go to college. His teams win 
four western championships in football and three in 
basketball and come in second in the state. He also 
coaches Allen Pinkston who is known as NC’s most 
outstanding track runner.

1953 The class of 1943 holds the first alumni reunion.

1954 Brown vs. Board of 
Education mandates schools 
integrate within 20 years.

1957 Undefeated, the football 
team wins the North Carolina state 
AAA championship. The Bearettes, 
girls’ basketball team has the only 
undefeated record in Western 
North Carolina with 19 wins and 
no losses. 

1958 The Bears basketball team 
wins awards. Mary Ann Gilcrest 
sets the most St-Lee records in sports and scores the most 
points of any St-Lee athlete. The Varsetteers women’s letter club 
is organized.

1959-1965 Asheville Student Committee on Racial Equality (ASCORE), a group 
of high school students, works to desegregate Asheville businesses and institutions. 
They dismantle racial barriers in restaurants, movie theaters and the public library, as 
well as created job opportunities for African American workers. According to James E. 
“Bobo” Ferguson II, first president of ASCORE, “We felt very strongly that we wanted 
to be part of correcting the injustice that the sit-ins were directed (at).” 

1962 The Bears win the state Negro 4-A basketball championship. Bennie Lake, 
Willie Maples and Henry Logan go on to play professional basketball. Lake and 
Maples both play for the Harlem Globe Trotters. Logan plays with the Oakland Oaks.

1963 The Bears Basketball team wins the state title.

1964 Civil Rights Act. Henry Logan, star basketball player, 
graduates and goes to Western Carolina University. Logan 
was the first African American basketball player to star on a 
predominantly white college team in the Southeast.

1965 Last class to graduate from St-Lee. All students moved to 
South French Broad (now Asheville Middle School). 

1965-1975 St-Lee houses several non-profit agencies 
including Handi-Skills, Inc. and the Opportunities Corporation 
of Madison and Buncombe Counties.

1975 On February 4 The Asheville Citizen-Times reports the City of Asheville 
purchased the St-Lee building from the Asheville Board of Education for $10 thus 
“unloading something that had become a liability to the board, but which can be used 

by the city,” said Chairman Schell. On February 
13, the City of Asheville allocated $150,000 
for St-Lee school and development of a park 
and community center and on February 21 it 
allocated $75,000 for the demolition of the St-Lee 
classroom building. St-Lee is demolished without 
opportunity for public comment. The gym was 
saved due to the work of Asheville Parks and 
Recreation and the St-Lee Alumni Association.

1991 Everett Parrish and Marshal Logan 
organize a “big” reunion of all alumni, which they started planning in the late 1970s 
early 1980s. Over 500 people attended.

1992 The Stephens-Lee Alumni Association, Inc. 
(St-Lee Alumni Association) becomes a 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit organization. Its mission is to keep alive 
the St-Lee principles: character, intelligence, fidelity, 
endurance and fortitude. It also organizes school 
reunions and grants scholarships to students who want 
to continue their education. One scholarship recipient, 
Terry Bellamy, became the first African American 
mayor of Asheville. 

1997 The recreation center is renovated with funds 
from the N.C. Department of Environment, Health and Natural Resources, Division 
of Parks and Recreation through the N.C. Parks and Recreation Trust Fund and the 
Asheville Capital Improvements Budget.

 1998 St-Lee gym becomes the Stephens-Lee Recreation Center. The Alumni 
Association honors former teachers. 

1999 The St-Lee Alumni Association receives the Griffin Award from the 
Preservation Society of Asheville/Buncombe County for the historic preservation of 
the St-Lee Recreation Center.

2004 Johnny Bailey and Bennie Lake publish The Greatest Sports Heroes of the 
Stephens-Lee Bears, a history of outstanding athletes.

2015 UNC Asheville Center for Diversity Education honors ASCORE. The 
hardwood gym floor is restored and dedicated by alumni president Sarah Hart.

2017 Asheville Parks and Recreation establishes a project charter with the St-Lee 
Alumni Association for the creation of a 
designated space in the St-Lee Recreation 
Center to serve as a museum honoring 
the history of St-Lee as a premier African 
American high school in the South.

Faculty 
“A teacher affects eternity: He can never tell where his influence stops.” 1959 yearbook 
quote. The faculty were highly educated scholars. Out of 29 members in 1965, 18 
had masters and one died just before completing a PhD. Many received degrees from 
prestigious northern schools like Columbia University and University of Michigan. 
Professor Arthur V. Linden from Columbia University Teachers College made regular 
trips to Asheville to conduct courses that met for eight weekends, an arrangement that 
turned into a lasting relationship. It made graduate degrees accessible to the St-Lee 
faculty.

View of houses in the “Negro Settlement” 
along Catholic Avenue, now part of the East 
End neighborhood. (Nd) (2)

St-Lee High School is designed by Ronald 
Greene, a popular Asheville architect, in the 
Gothic Academic style of architecture for a cost of 
$115,000. (2) 

The honor society motto is “Scholarship, 
Character, Service.” Crown and Scepter 
Club in front of St-Lee. (Nd)

Front row l to r : Mable McCaine, unknown, 
Vernon Cowan, Marion Anderson, Frank 
Toliver, J.D. Carr (editor of The Carolina 
Times), Isabell Jones. (1)

William Roland, owner of Roland’s Jewelry on Market 
Street, was a key mentor to the members of ASCORE. 
They often met in the rear of his store. (4) 

1960s Dr. John Holt, St-Lee 
alum, is the first African 
American school board 
member since Isaac Dickson 
in 1887. (1)

“Home Boys” 1940s grads at military camp in Virginia 
for the Korean War l to r, first row: Clifford Edington, 
class of 1944; Archie Mitchell, Archibald Crump; Willie 
L. Williams, class of 1945; James Lester, class of 1948. 
Second row: Barney Brown, class of 1945; Robert 
Harbison, class of 1945; George Self; Rayford Adams, 
class of 1945; William Payton, class of 1945. (2)

Alfred J. Whitesides Jr., Quartermaster 
2nd class aboard the USS Gridley, 
Gulf of Tonkin, Vietnam, US Naval 
Reserves 1965-1971, became the first 
African American Buncombe County 
Commissioner. (2)

Some of the 1959 faculty l to r:  Ernest L. Fair, Lucille. P. Burton, Lonnie D. 
Burton. Myrtle J. Rumley, Joseph E. Belton principal. (2) 

Class of 1951 reunion. This class began 
organizing reunions on a regular basis in 
1971. Though the building was torn down, 
alumni loyalty and their memories are still 
strong. (3)

Dedication of Stephens-Lee Recreation Center 1998 l to 
r: Richard Bowman, Debbie Ivester, Dee Black, Patricia 
Griffin, Maggie O’Connor, Patti Glazer, Darrel Hart,Everett 
Parrish. (2)

Stephens-Lee school building showing the gym on the right, 
now the current Stephens-Lee Recreation Center. (Nd) (1)

1924 First St-Lee graduating class Front row l to 
r: Virginia Bolden, Ruth Bolden, Elsie Miller, Ruth 
Chambers, Willie Knuckles, Susie Henry, Estelle 
Young. Second row l to r: Fred Marin, William 
Greer, Lewis Thompson, Bruce Rumley, Christopher 
McCool, Helen Mana, Lenora Thompson. (1)

Catholic Hill Faculty l to r: first row: Miss Mariah 
Martin, unknown, Walter S. Lee, Mrs. Carrie 
Spurgeon, unknown. Second row: unknown, Mrs. 
Hester Ford Lee, unknown, Mrs. Ella Anderson, 
Miss Marie Jackson. (1) 

Catholic Hill School. 1892-1917 At first it 
only went to 6th grade. Grades were added 
and removed depending on the year. (1)

St-Lee principals and the dates they served. Clockwise from top:
Walter S. Lee (1909-1934) was a leader in his church, city and to his friends. He inspired his students to live righteously. (2) 
Frank Toliver (1941-1957) held degrees from Atlanta University (AB), University of Michigan (MA) and Teachers College at Columbia 
University (EdD). His hobby was gardening. (1) 
Joseph Belton (1958-1965), last principal of Stephens Lee High School, held degrees from: Johnson C. Smith University (BS) and 
University of Michigan (MA). (1) 
Albert Manley (1935-1941) was the youngest principal. He went on to become the president of Spellman College, Atlanta, 
Georgia in 1953. (1)   

Many graduates of St-Lee have gone on to excel in their fields, becoming community leaders, teachers, lawyers, civil servants, 
entertainers, ministers and athletes to name a few. Clockwise from Top:
Walter Mapp Sr., St-Lee PTA President for 13 years, highly decorated Boy Scout leader and deacon of his church. (1)     
Shirley Hemphill, comedian with credits in film and TV most well known for her role in What’s Happening!! (graduated 1965). (5)   
Edward Pearson Jr., WLOS “Professor Bop” 1950-53, First African American disc jockey in Asheville. (2)     
Henry Robinson, the first African American journalist at the Asheville Citizen-Times. (5)    
Floyd McKissick, McKissick became the first African American to attend UNC Law School (as a result of McKissick v. Carmichael). 
and the National Director of the Congress on Racial Equality (CORE) in 1966. (1)   

James E. Ferguson later becomes 
one of the top 10 litigators in the US, 
handling civil rights, criminal and 
medical malpractice cases. He “gave a 
voice to the voiceless.” 
James E. Ferguson at the 1986 
Smithsonian Festival of American 
Folklife. (6) 

Military Service 
Many brave St-Lee alumni joined the military and fought for their country in World 
War II, Korea and Vietnam. Several families: the McMickens, Dicksons, Rays and 
McKissicks, for example, seem to have served for several generations.

Manual training courses were 
offered including cosmetology 
(pictured above), radio repair, 
welding and home economics 
along with English literature, 
music and drama. Mr. Lacy 
Haith, carpentry teacher, built 
houses with his students. (1) 

The Class of 1945 was the only class to have their photograph taken on 
the steps of the Buncombe County Court House. (2)

Prom (?) l to r:Frances Coon, Mose 
Fleming, Harold Young, Janet 
Haynes, Richard Bowman, Clarence 
Gist, Julia Dogan. 1950. (2)

Throughout the school year, band concerts, art exhibits, 
modern dance recitals, plays and chorus performances were 
presented to capacity crowds. (1)

Homecoming Court with Queen 
Mary McMillan. (Nd) (1) 

Students from rural areas, including 
Burnsville, Fletcher, Black Mountain, 
Swannanoa, Mars Hill and Weaverville, were 
transported to St-Lee for high school. Some 
had a 4 ½ hour trip to school. Vernon Cowen, 
teacher, is in center of above picture. (Nd) (1) 

(3)

The Cheer Squad First row l to r: Annette Penland, Henrietta Sims, Shirley Byrd, Louella 

Caldwell, Gloria Gilliam, Shelley Branch. Second row l to r: Julia Rivers, Mary McCants, Joyce 

Hadden, Dean Johnson, Betty Hughes, Mary Vinson, Nancy Patterson, Shirley White, 1963. (2)

Athletics was a major focus of the school and the community. Oliver  McCorkle coached early teams before there was a gym that 

African Americans could use. Over the years the  Bears football team won four western championships and the baseball team 

won three. Some student-athletes belong to the Varsity Club, which promotes school spirit, creates unity between the different 

sport teams and sponsors special activities. (2)

Clarence Lee Moore 

Sr. was a multi-talented 

semi-professional  

baseball player and 

beloved coach recognized 

in the Baseball Hall of 

Fame in Cooperstown, 

NY.  He took a leave from 

St-Lee in the 1940s when 

he played and founded 

the two-time pennant 

winning Asheville Blues 

team in the Negro 

Baseball League. (1)

Mary Ann Gilchrest sets the most St-Lee records 
in sports and scores the most points of  any St-Lee 
athlete. Pictured above, she goes up for a jump shot, 
1957. (2)

1961-62 State Basketball champions l to r: Bennie Lake, Walker Smith, Nathaniel Woods, Louis Bell, Willie 

Maples, Matthew Miller, Richard White, Herbert Moore, Raymond McCants, Henry Logan, William Clinkscales 

and coach C.L. Moore Sr. (3)

Glee Club “To foster deeper appreciation and joy in harmonious accomplishment.” (Nd) (3) 

Madison (Doc) Lennon, 
history instructor and 
Bandmaster 1935-
1967. He was inducted 
into the North Carolina 
Bandmasters Association 
Hall of Fame in 2002. (1)

The band was “one of the most longed-for activities of the school.” “They performed 

with a rhythm and energy that thrilled onlookers.” Skyland Hi-Lights, St-Lee newsletter, 

3/3/1938  They were the highlight of Asheville’s Holiday parade. (Nd) (1)  

Band “Serves school and community practicing daily September to 

December.” Doc taught the band to “play legitimate concert music” and 

“learn to read music.” He did not approve of R&B, though some of his 

students went on to play many styles of music professionally. These include 

Clifford Cotton II, Charles Pickens, Willie Mae Harrison and Willie Frances 

Peak Nero. Others made music their career: Dr. Charles Whitfield Moore, 

Rev. Robert Allen, Margret Kirkland and Moses Singleton. (2)

Alma Mater written by Ollie M. Reynolds, 

who also directed the Glee Club 1929. (2)

The Downbeats dance band: Lawrence Ivey – piano, Harold Woodard – 

trombone, Emory Morehead – trumpet, Richard Bowman – saxophone, 

Charles Thompson - saxophone Bennie Harper- drums 1950s. (2)

Stephens-Lee High School
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