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THE 
JOURNEY

CLOSURE:
1981 – Building closed

2001 – National Registry
2018 – City of Memphis Reactivation

FIRST SCHOOL:
Cir. 1890 (Spottswood Avenue)

Named after the surrounding community

ROSENWALD SCHOOL:
Cir. 1914 - 2nd Melrose
The little yellow school

1938:
3rd succession of Melrose School

Three story; 40,000 sq. Ft.
Campus additions - 1950's

Grades: 1st - 12th

2

Source: Memphis Heritage, Inc.
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History: This third in the succession of Melrose Schools was built in 1938 with the help of the Public Works Administration – a three-story, 40,000-square-foot, brick and reinforced concrete, up-to-date marvel in the very best PWA Art Moderne style, the only such building in the city then and now. It replaced the second Melrose School built nearby with the help of the Rosenwald Fund probably about 1914, which had itself replaced the first Melrose School of about 1890 on Spottswood Avenue that borrowed its name from the surrounding Melrose subdivision. (The Melrose High School of today was opened on Deadrick Avenue in 1972.) Additions were made to the 1938 building and campus over time, most of them in the early 1950s, although they retained continuity of design. This flurry of additions was due not only to the post-World War II baby boom but also to an attempt to justify the pre-integration “separate but equal” concept. Melrose eventually came to serve students from grades 1 through 12. However, when the newer Melrose High School took away grades 10 through 12 in 1972, and elementary grades were likewise transferred, the diminished number of students resulted in the school’s closure in 1981. The 1938 Melrose School had served the Orange Mound community with academic and athletic distinction, and its graduates have shown great respect and affection for it. Community engagement has helped the building survive several threats, notably one from the Memphis Park Commission in 1999-2000, when the commission wanted to replace it with a community center and park. Fortunately a compromise resulted in its preservation alongside the new community facilities. Melrose’s addition to the National Register of Historic Places in 2001 has undoubtedly also helped preserve it. In October 2018, after remediation of part of the building, the City of Memphis opened it for a weekend to local residents and developers interested in its revitalization along the same lines as the Tennessee Brewery, Clayborn Temple and Crosstown Concourse, the former Sears building. (Source: Memphis Heritage, Inc.)



THE 
GLORY
YEARS

Community School

Heartbeat of the Neighborhood
1st -12th Grades

More than just a school

Seat of Learning
Citadel of Accomplishments

Source: Melrose Yearbooks
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Where we have come from



THE 
DECLINE

1972 – Grades 10-12 moved

Elementary grades moved

Students bused to other schools.

Decline in enrollment

40 years – Vacant

Fight to save the school

Photos: Courtesy of Walter Arnold – The Art of Abandonment



Accelerate Memphis (2021)
$10M Investment

Temporary Reactivation (2018)
Private Development Opportunity (2019)

Fight to Save Historic Melrose
Fairgrounds Redevelopment (2017)
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Community Informed (2019/20)
Back to the Drawing Board (2020)

HOW WE GOT HERE



THE FUTURE

National Model

State of the Art

Repurposed Historic 
Building

Multi-Use

Public Private Partnership
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THE PLAN: PROGRAMMING

African American 
Genealogy Center

Multi-Generational Programs

Youth Programs – The Arts

Cultural Research Center

Library

Neighborhood Nonprofits

Video/Audio Recording

Community Conversations

Oral History Collections
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Multi-generational Programs – Oral Histories Collections, 

Youth Programming - Cloud 901

Flex Space – Performances and Community Meetings







GENEALOGY CENTER

▪ Preservation

▪ Family Research

▪ Archives (Photos, Artifacts, 
Digitalization)

▪ Orange Mound Neighborhood

▪ National Model

▪ Resource Center

▪ Culture, Heritage & History

▪ Consultations offering 
assistance with researching 
your history

▪ Art Exhibits

▪ Technology

▪ Creative Arts 
(Storytelling, Spoken 
Word, Documentaries & more.



TIMELINE - DEVELOPMENT

• 6-8 Month Design Period

• Groundbreaking Late 

2021/Early 2022

• 18 Month Construction 

Period

• Goal: Genealogy Center 

& Library open by       

end of 2023
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Where do we go from here



THE PLAN: CONSTRUCTION
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First Floor Concept – Updated 12/09/20



THE PLAN: CONSTRUCTION
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VIEW: FIRST FLOOR PLANHistoric Melrose School Renovation
View: First Floor Plan



THE PLAN: CONSTRUCTION
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Second Floor Concept – Updated 10/29/20

VIEW: SECOND FLOOR PLAN
Historic Melrose School Renovation

View: Second Floor Plan



THE PLAN: CONSTRUCTION
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Second Floor Concept – Updated 10/29/20

VIEW: THIRD FLOOR PLAN
Historic Melrose School Renovation

View: Third Floor Plan

















Questions/Answers Period

FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT 
Ashley Cash, Director
ashley.cash@memphistn.gov

mailto:Paul.Young@memphistn.gov
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