
Celebrating the Life and Legac·y of 
Mary Awkard Fairfax 

You are standing in the dassroom of Mary A,-vkard Fairfax, who talllght 
at the Lucy F. Simms School frorn 1942 to 1966. A former student of Lucy 
E Simms, iVlrs. Faitfax 1,:vas one of her most prominent successors in the 
Northeast community. 

Miss Simms and Mrs. Fai.rfa .... x both taught multiple generations of students 
and a.re ,vi.dely .remembered as "community mothers." They attended to the 
needls of the vd10le child and understood that the schoo]s they ran were 
not just places of lean,ing, but \Vere both an extension of the home and a 
core gathering p[ace for the community 

This expansion of the "Celebrating Simms" exhibit honors the life of 
:rv1ary Av,,rka.rdl Fairfax and acknowledges her profound impact. The exhibit 
has been built from hundreds of family photographs, oral history and 
documentary footage, and memories. Many thanks to Mrs, Fairfax's family, 
fom1er students, members of the Northeast Neighborhood community, 
and Virginia Humanities for making this exhibit possible. 

Mary Frances Awkard Fairfax 

''P · t+~t· · I' · .. my a , .u;;H, ion,. cause , m 
gonna give you everything 
that. I'ue got to giue. ;,; 

- Mary Awkard. Fair.fax 



Mary's Early Years 

1'-1.:iry Avvkard Fairfax ,vas born on Effinger Street in Ha nisonburg in 
1912. \"'/hen she \'\'cl!S nine years old,. her father built a ne'l-v home on Broad 
Street, vvhere they lived for many years. Al: that time in Harrisonburg, 
fov.r hornes had rnnnlng water 01- e k1 ctrkity, .md few families h.id cars. 
And yet , as she described her childhood, ""nobod;:.r was unhappy. Nobody 
,vas quarrelling:·· 

11.fary \•Vas the oldest child of Joseph and Mary NanUne A,vkard. Nanl:ine 
\Vorked as a seamst.ress and had a passion for n-i usic. Joe vvas a master 
carpenter. Years later. when the city bought and destroyed much of the 
neighborhood in the name of ~urban Renewal; Mary returned the city's 
check for he:r family home. L'l said you all arc not going to hnve my home 
because my daddy built it. And I s.afd it's not for sale." 

A.., a child, Mary a nd her siblings walked every day to Effinger Street 
School, ,vhere they studied ,vith incredible teachers such as Roberta 
\,'\/ebb,\/\/. N .. P. Harris. and Lucy F. Sim1ms. Her favorite subjects were 
History, English, a nd Latin. J-\t the end of each d;:,.y, she \•vent str..1.ight 
horne to do chores and look after he:r siblings. \'\rhen asked 'what :she 
used to do for fun, she saicJI, "Our parents ·were so strict, then:: wasn't 
too much fun you ci id!" 

"fMi.ssJ Fairfax 'I.rent into teaching, becmese of her fami ,ty, 
which placed gn:at :oa[u,e on ed:ucation..~ 

-.r..lal'J.I Aim SmulJ-T'w:ker. rtiece 

(f m I ft lQ ri~h l my · td, .ii;: Z ; 
Stnliogs: Leona. Fr-ed, Joe, and Mary; 

P ms: J~ph .:an 1\1.11")' T nli v.iQ:rd 



A L ove o•f IL ,earning 

In lOJO, only a fc,v months after gradt.mtion. i\.iatry v1·as :rcnwted by i..villiam 
H . Keiste-r-. the Superintendent of the Haffisonburg school systern. to teach 
in .-1 llt'\\' om'-room sdHM 1I ror Rlack sl ml!t' rll:-. in Ne,,.,. M,nkt>t. 'Tlu:- S-i·hcml. 
i,•las falling apart. and Mary t oad them that she ,,vould only teach If it v,rcr e 
properly supplied. Soon, the school h:id new floors, a new blackboard., and. 
a new stove. and :v1ary got: a lwo-yea1· teaching pennit and moved in with a 
local famity so that she could s tart right i'.ll'Nay. 

After l\VO years in Nevv Market, Mary dedded 10 pursue a teaching 
certificat e at Virginia Stat e Colkgc, ,vorlking odd jobs to pa~, her ,vay 
through the program. During practice te;;:iching: s.es.sions, her cl;:;is.s.rnates 
asked hm,, she managed to command such contrni of her dassrooms. "I 
tau~tn inn o n e - room school 1Nhcn J wJLs eigh teen ycairs o!d,fl she told them. 
She gradu.:1t.ed 1.,vith hon ors in rnM. 

\'\lhik teachln g:. Mary contmucd her studies in the summers. She earned 
her R.ach elor's Degn~e from Virginda St;;u.e CoHege itl Ehe 1940s and bec;;nne 
o n e of the only teachers in! larra:son burg to hold a i\·fa1stct-·s Degree in 
Eady Childhood Education, w h ich sh12 earned. from Columbia University 
in 19Sfr r\l;'t·aLcS!:" s.ht' ,v,:1~ nol rnw t o "'brag rnl vvh,11 sla~ l1.,1d~ Mfss F::1irf ;1x'" 
colleagues at: \Vaterman Elementary wer e una,vare of her degree until the 
topic came up one day at the soda madhine. "'I have it," she casually w ld 
tlwm. Hi~r- colle~1gul.'-"s' n-• ;,.wtion sp(]ke volu .1 11es: "'i'~m1 l'OI 1ld h ,1vt-' lw:-inl I 1,'\.'I! 
pins dmp!"' 

".My parents said: I don t 
now haw ,au're: 9oi119· 

to school ..... I said: I 'knmo 
Momma bu.t l an to ,go, 
:sol mn b£ a teacher. 

- M ryA 



Miss; Awka1rd a .I S i1mm:s. -- ·- . -- - ·-

i\.ftcr Kew Markel. :t,,,faJ)' A\•.rkard u:n1ght In Staum on and Bridgc•,,i.UC-f before 
comilll!g ro tcachi at t h(' Lucy F Simm:s :S.Chool in 1'142. She served as t hC" 
s.t""cond - grnrl e tf'.r1chf" r .r1 t Simn1,;;; f or 24 \'f'~'ir.,;:;_ 

Althou~h supplies ,.,.:e re h:aJ·d t o com e hy, Miss .8,wkard was ah,vay.s 
resoU1rceful m how she managed her class.room_ She bought second -han d 
boo k:,;, pul s t ud!:!nls in learn in g groups, and used l>esl p r ,;_icUce:, juuruaJ:s like 
"The Norm.ii bb,tructor" rn ct';)fr lc-ssm1s. CorUs.s Brmvn t emembcrs that 
v,•hen you arr1v0d in hc-r clDss, ·'you gm your n'l.•tn d C"sk and knc\,'l/ you were 
mnvin~ u p. You lmir','1/ ym1 wnc gnin~ t n l lf';tm."" 

J.. ·Hss A,vk.i::1rd car e ,rl d eeply for her st ude nts , seemp; them in some ways as 
her own, and often spending: h er own money t o get - a b tUe som eth ing" 
fur t h 1.::·m. More Lh,m a 11yL11ing . :sh~ t'JK"Ouraged her slm.i-ents' 1t:r t:'aUviLy. 
T ttc: u µ rn·c U.J!>. Doll Ttleau-1::: .• mtl ammal l\lay Day o:.:el~b raLiuJ l!> lhat sh~ 
orchestrated: ensured thac the Simms Schoo'.l ,.vas both a place of r igorous 
learning and a cc mer of cultu re and joy for the ncighb4Jrhood. Her n iece; 
Jl,,l a ry Ann Sm it lh-Tuc-k("i:, s::iys t h a t hc:' r aimt c,onsidcr cd h e r investmc-nt in 
her st u ctents a life lon g e n deavor ~Tc:. m.;my people, ::.he would s.;:iy, "Are you 
doing your best'! Are you m school'!"' Sh e fo!Iow.edi throu~h ... 

"'Sh~ did w'1:at shee ,eo,illid to h~~p 1n:s. Aiuiay:s i.:. :i. ru l 
Ve:r;,1 :sddi:i,-m did ~h e h.ame tn get ::.:11: rl:.ct w i.t'..h us." 

- .!_:,.;,r lt ld Bt<1d:. rt.>n t IL"i' ~[ U <>U.'PI I 



Mrs. Fairfax after lntegra:tio,n 

rmc-:grmlnn ::: :=1i -..v rhe elosing of rhc~ J .:11c~1 E Sirn,rns S<:hnoi in l'!tfifi. ',Vl !dk 
rnAny Hl.;:ick pAn-:nrs arid stLJ(IL~rn:.s \.velf:omcd [h~~ new opprn'it1u11i r.le:s dun 
i me-gr.ation \vou Id brl rig, the cl osi rig of rhe !K,hoo! was. a r.remendm1 s I m:s. 
Ar;. Miss A\,.-kard put i t, "\•'I/hen the .school dosed it r--eally kiJled the 
-community." The t.ransi1:fon to l[he ne','ifly integrate<l I iarrisonburg schoots 
\Vas. ,r~spc~dal ly ~1l f:li:r.: tl It for snKI r~n ts •who lh :=i<l hcif.' n so dose: r o one ;:-i i1ot t1 er 
@nd i;,o ,-;~ll-supp.orred hy chclr te Rchif.'rs at Simms. 

!\:Uss Av,,kard wais. one of very few nlack teachers to be hired by the 
integrated school 5;.yscem. Shortly after her mani age to Jim Fairfax in 196 13, 
she joined the teach!n.g:s1taff a~ Vv'aterman Elernentary. , .... here she taught 
LI1m:11 her re:tir,r.mem in 1[176,. Jnitial.ly met v:ith lr:idifference at \.Vaterman, 
s.he qllickJy earned the respect: and fii ends hip of colleagues, students. a 11d 
parents. She ,-,as .a ls.c, often canted on as a role model for Black students, 
,vith whom s he .ah,•·avs insisted on one-on-one time to ''dnuv more out or 
them.'' Even on those occ-.:i!Sions 1,vben she had to be stric.:, the now Mrs. 
Fairfanx shared! a special bond \'iitb her students., who often came back to 
\is.it her years afier feaving her dass. One former srudent b:rought his son 
to meet the 1,.-ornan \.•,.cho "took all his marbl.es.'.' m 1.vh1ch [\,1r s. Fairfax replied: 
··cause you couldn't keep them in your pocket.'' 

"r tn:a.t art ,c-hild:re-n aHilz.i:: . . _ _ Ch iidl·en ii:now who Hfi:e!I tli!.::m 12nd wh,o 
da~m'[ .. • '. Sfoce i do, rm ti.UL. l.vt.l'IT~t:'. il. .. 



A Passion for Musii,c 

Vi.Then :\~rs. Fairfax began her ne,,.,· position at \•Varerman 12Jemem.ar:_1t·, she 
brou_ght rile S[mms school phno 'io\"i!th be r. '' \.·Ve wouJd h.ave the besc time 
wjtb those chHdren:· ;;he remembers. '"bec.au:se they dudn't knov.· music:• 
S ir.iging: soon became a reg1Jlar pan: of her students' days. and the round 
o f music ringing up and dov•m the halls changed the atmo~phere of the 
s.chool. Mrs. Fai.rt'ax remembers how it .. ...-ould attract the attention of 
Principal O'Donnell. ,.,,.ho ,.,,·ouJd sornetcm'=5 '"come down from his office 
and stand outside and. listen a,,.,:hile .'· 

Tb.mk.s to her mother. J,.:l r s. b',;ur-fi..Lx urn.lerslooJ ho~.';,· mu5h: l'ou.lc.:I u~ale 
a luvinji:! a11d 111J:rt.u nng at111osµ,l1en:-a li:.s:,:,011 ~hit ~'PIJhi;:·d th roUJghouL 
her l1fo . .lust as she- used h er p iano to transfonn the school spaces in 
v,Jud1 sh...- 'i>\'orked, sbe bn:.1ughiL he r musical tw1J~11L:. Lo pbces o f \vorshtp 
tlnuu~lwut Lh!l:' r'l'giurn. pli.lyin~ for w,,_,.d<lir.~ .md !;!l:' f VIL'. l"S u11t.il bl.!'L'.rJming 
:1 IH.' ~: l,it·I org:mist fm 1 hl' H: 1rTi':-1mhurg Pir:1:-1: K:.1,pl 1!'.il C l i111Th , ''F:nTyhndy 
, .. ,. ,.,u ·1n d n 1n.·h :· :i;hC" v.ouli l bi,·r ·-.ay. V1/l1H·n· r fH ·n · •,vc·1c- p1 ·opl, ·, sh.:- wou'ld 
h r irig mui~ic . 

~-,,Vt!"d ten t.fu.'ffi.: i.f )·uu: ai.i:n1 111.l\lUl,t tu :;an9,. u;,e're nor. g1:dn9 to· ma'-:e 
:,.1ou sin g . .. . but e l[l£'1f): body wantoo to." 



Passiiing iit ,o,n 

As r,.vell as being cbief org:aniSI, .t,..!rs_ raitfa.-...: served as De:acone.ss 21c Ihe 
rirst &pL1!:>t ch,urch. Hu J-n.1sb..1ncl Jim t'ai rf:Jx \"li::ls the He-Dd o f the De,3con 
Boan1_ The ori glrud church on the -corner of 1.ta~ofl aifld f_as1: ,.vonfc •,,;,.-,as 
demolished in 1963 during "Urb an Renevi.•a:I:' "-·Jltey took om cbw·d-1 .. " she 
n ·1rn·111D111 ·1 c' t I. ·· P..Ll'I. w 1• .~of , ·r1rn1gl1 rnorwy frc1111 lh,d Io b1Ji]d a rw\,. L ·Im rch 
on Bc'o:=itfl Sw1.~•~t;· w~1k:h evennrnlly hrn1setH :;i cbyr:.rJ n • ct.'Jlter'. ynuli.h grnup, 
and choir. Joanne Gabbin remembers., "Ct v,.ras bec;mse of ,,.,.-omen like Jvirs. 
i-;; 1 i r fr1 :< 1 I 1.;11 I w: 1:o;; ~• ,_lt·vnt cr I mt~m I 1cr of Fir"-I K.:1 11 I j.,,1 Cl,, m .- I 1 for m:11 ,y 'rTar.-:~ 
[She] bee-a me my ! tardsonbur_g grandmother_" 

As r:hun:h hisi(.1-1"ian, i\-t rs. Fa,rlfax alsu puhHsJ1i:.·,d a hb,rt11-y of Lhc LlH1rch on 
the origin al chu rct(s 112th Emri i\'C-rs:2lly' I t1 1983_ In this ivorJ..:, she_joins oth,~:r 
Northeast -:-..·e ighborbood histortrns and memory keepers \<t'l":to h:::ive v,,-oriked 
lo jln':'-ill 'r",' l" I he bis1ory or tJ14• i1- [•orn1a1111tity. As \•Viltw h 1kim1 .ruh11s.<m •. HH 'I" 

told ti er chiUdren, ''You: !;hould never forget your roots and \·\ ttere you c-ame 
fn m, . rt, is 1:c-: p~n 1.,f your l11!:.tor 1{ ::ind ah,v.:1ys v.·i ll be~' 

Educator. musician. histmi ar:,. and community leader, }.,.fary Av.l;;.ard. 
r::i irfa.-..;; mherited a Jiej!:[ac:y from Lucy J- . Smun :-; .md left one bif:'hindju:st 
as po v.c·rful. l-lcr taknt, gcneroslc.y, and cor11imim1e nt lo s1n::·n_gthc·ning 
the neighbo rhood that nurtured her sen1es as a model of excellence for 
i{i1:·rn .• r,1 Lu 111s l.11 ci111w, \",/1'. n •J1 •h n1h: l11 T li •g-;,u:y lwrr , i:r11 lw u~r~• r nc11t1 l l u.'11 
,•.1as. once aH,,e ,·,i th ber spirit and mrnic_ 

f-l"ml\ mp rn l:>otttlfni) 
Fin Jodc JI Fal nn rh .-- I te 
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