
 
LAVILLA HERITAGE TRAIL & GATEWAYS COMMITTEE 

AGENDA 
Hybrid Virtual In-Person Workshop 

Friday, May 3, 2024, at 1:00 PM 
 
MEMBERS: 
Shawana Brooks, Chair    Rodney Hurst 
Carol Alexander     Marsha Phelts 
Ayesha Covington     Suzanne Pickett 
Mamie Davis      Adrian Swanigan 
Dr. Tim Gilmore     Adonnica Toler 
Allen Marshal/George Greenhill   Genaro Urso 
Mitch Hemann     Lloyd Washington 
 
 

I. CALL TO ORDER 
 

II. PUBLIC COMMENTS 
 

III. LAVILLA HERITAGE TRAIL FINAL DESIGN PRESENTATION: MARKERS 
 

IV. LAVILLA HERTIAGE TRAIL FINAL DESIGN PRESENTATION: WALLS 
 

V. LIFT EV’RY VOICE & SING PARK INTERPRETIVE SIGNAGE UPDATE 
 

VI. OTHER MATTERS TO BE ADDED AT THE DISCRETION OF THE CHAIR 
 

VII. ADJOURN  

 



TAB III 

LAVILLA HERITAGE TRAIL FINAL DESIGN PRESENTATION: MARKERS 

 



























TAB IV. 

LAVILLA HERITAGE TRAIL FINAL DESIGN PRESENTATION: WALLS 

 























TAB V. 
LIFT EV’RY VOICE & SING PARK INTERPRETIVE SIGNAGE UPDATE 



Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing Interpretive Marker Draft Narratives 
 
 
(1) Southern Architecture: Shotgun Homes 
 
“I was born June 17, 1871, in the old house on the corner; but I have no recollection of having 
lived in it. Before I could be aware of such a thing my father had built a new house near the middle 
of his lot. In this new house was formed my first consciousness of home. My childish idea of it 
was that it was a great mansion.” James Weldon Johnson 
 
The Johnson family resided in a two-story frame house on this lot at 138 Lee Street. Demolished 
in the 1920s, the house was representative of two-story residential dwellings that dominated the 
LaVilla neighborhood. 
 
Unrelated to the Johnson family, this shotgun home was originally located on the 600 block of 
Lee Street. Shotgun homes are a style of building associated with African, Caribbean, and 
American culture. Shotguns are connected to a combination of West Indian and West African 
architectural styles. Shotgun houses were designed to be narrow across the front in order to 
maximize the number of units on each residential lot. Rooms were typically arranged one behind 
the other connected by a long hallway. 
 
Because this long hall usually ran the entire length of the house, the name derived from the 
possibility of firing a round from the front door through the back door without hitting any part of 
the house. 
 
Shotguns were the most popular style of affordable housing in the American South from the end 
of the American Civil War through the 1920s. Historic shotguns can still be found in Jacksonville 
neighborhoods like Outeast and North Riverside.  
 
189 words without intro quote. 260 with quote.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



(2) The Black National Anthem: Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing 
 
"Shortly afterwards my brother and I moved from Jacksonville to New York, and the song passed 
out of our minds. But the school children of Jacksonville kept singing it, they went off to other 
schools and sang it, they became teachers and taught it to other children. Within twenty years it 
was being sung over the South and in some other parts of the country.” James Weldon Johnson 
 
James Weldon Johnson wrote Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing as a poem in 1900. Johnson’s brother 
John Rosamund set the poem to music. It was first performed that year by five hundred Black 
students at LaVilla’s Stanton Institute.  It is a hymn that has themes of thanksgiving, faithfulness, 
and freedom. In 1919, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
named the song the “Negro National Anthem.” Kim Weston, Melba Moore, Rene Marie, Denyce 
Graves, Aretha Franklin, Ray Charles, Stevie Wonder, Vanessa Williams, Alicia Keys, and 
Beyonce are notable singers who have performed the song. The song continues to have a 
significant impact in the United States. After the murder of George Floyd in 2020, the song gained 
more attention when it was used during protests and demonstrations. The song features in 
celebrations of Florida’s May 20th Emancipation Day and Juneteenth, especially after it was made 
a federal holiday in 2021.  
 
153 words without intro quote. 221 with quote. NPS guide recommends using quotes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(3) Songwriter, Author, Poet, Diplomat, Activist: James Weldon 
Johnson  



 
“Nothing I have done has paid me back so fully in satisfaction as being part creator of [Lift Ev’ry 
Voice and Sing]. I am always thrilled deeply when I hear it sung by Negro children. I am lifted up 
on their voices, and I am also carried back and enabled to live through again the exquisite 
emotions I felt at the birth of the song.” James Weldon Johnson 
 
James Weldon Johnson was a nationally famous songwriter, author, poet, diplomat, and civil 
rights activist. He was born on this site on June 17, 1871. His early life was strongly influenced 
by his mother, an educator and a musician, and his father, a preacher. He attended the Stanton 
Institute in LaVilla. He went to college at Atlanta University. He returned to teach at Stanton and 
became principal. Johnson became the first African-American in Florida to pass the State Bar 
Exam in 1898.  
 
Johnson moved to New York City with his brother John Rosamund Johnson after Jacksonville’s 
Great Fire of 1901. He and his brother had great songwriting success, partnered with Bob Cole. 
Johnson’s most famous song is “Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing.” In New York, Johnson became 
involved in politics. Theodore Roosevelt appointed him as a diplomat to Venezuela and 
Nicaragua. When Johnson returned to New York, he got a job with the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). He worked at the NAACP until 1930. He worked 
on anti-lynching laws and spoke up on civil rights for African Americans. Johnson was the first 
Black professor at New York University and also taught at Fisk University. He was married to 
Grace Nail Johnson. Johnson died in 1938 and is buried in New York.  
 
216 words without intro quote. 284 with quote.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(4) Composer, Educator, Actor: John Rosamond Johnson  
 



John Rosamond Johnson was a nationally famous music composer, educator, and actor. He was 
born on August 11, 1873 on this site. His early life was strongly influenced by his mother, an 
educator and a musician, and his father, a preacher. He attended the Stanton Institute in LaVilla. 
He went to college at the New England Conservatory. He returned to Jacksonville after college to 
offer private music lessons, serve as choirmaster and organist for Bethel Institutional Baptist 
Church in Hansontown, and teach music at the Florida Baptist Academy in the Eastside 
neighborhood.   
 
Johnson’s most famous song is “Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing.” He wrote the music and his brother 
James Weldon Johnson wrote the lyrics in 1900. Johnson moved to New York City with his brother 
James Weldon Johnson after Jacksonville’s Great Fire of 1901. He and his brother had great 
songwriting success, partnered with Bob Cole. In New York, Johnson wrote music for and 
performed as an actor on Broadway at a time when it was rare for African Americans to do so. 
Johnson spent time in London as the musical director of Oscar Hammerstein’s Grand Opera 
House. John Rosamond Johnson was later director of the Music School Settlement for Colored 
People in Harlem. He was married to Nora Floyd. Johnson died in 1954 and is buried in New 
York.  
 
221 words 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(5) Growing Up in LaVilla: The Johnson Family  
 



James Weldon and John Rosamond Johnson were greatly influenced by their family. Their father 
James Johnson was born a free person of color in Richmond, VA in 1830. He later moved to New 
York City. Their mother, Helen Dillet, was born in 1842 in Nassau, Bahamas. She and her mother 
Mary moved to New York. James and Helen met there. As a young family, the Johnsons settled 
in LaVilla in 1869. 
 
The Johnsons lived on this site at 138 Lee Street. Helen was a musician, artist, poet, and avid 
reader. She was the first person to teach James Weldon and John Rosamond music. Helen 
became the first Black public school teacher in Florida, and was later the principal of Stanton 
Institute. James was the head waiter at the St. James Hotel, a winter-resort destination in 
Jacksonville. He later served as pastor at Shiloh Baptist Church. Helen’s mother Mary lived 
nearby and was a large part of family life. Born in 1869, Agnes Marion Edwards, their adopted 
sister, was employed as a teacher at Stanton Institute. 
 
James Weldon Johnson reflected on his childhood as a happy time. At the time the Johnson 
family was settling into LaVilla (1870s-80s), Jacksonville was known as a good place to live for 
Black people. There were Black police, city councilmen, firemen, and justices of the peace. This 
came to an end with the creation of Jim Crow laws. Johnson and his brother left for New York in 
part because of the changes they saw in Jacksonville.  
 
251 words 
 
Visual Examples of 24” x 36” Interpretive Markers  
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