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The Woolworth on 5th building honors the moments in 
Nashville’s history that inspired the Civil Rights Movement.  

 
BY DAVID EWING

PHOTOS COURTESY OF THE NASHVILLE PUBLIC LIBRARY

A TASTE  
OF THE PAST
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The recently re-opened Woolworth on 5th, 
now a hot spot for food, beverages, music, 
and dancing, is also one of Nashville’s most 
significant buildings, thanks to its role in our 
city’s civil rights movement. During the early 
20th century, Church Street was home to 
several large local department stores, including 
Cain-Sloan, Castner Knott, and Harvey’s. 
Fifth Avenue, north of Church Street, was 
home to four separate five-and-dime stores, 
which included Woolworth, Kress, McClellan, 
and Walgreens. Each store sold retail goods 
and also had lunch counters that were popular 
with hungry shoppers in search of a quick 
affordable meal, usually cooked on a grill on 
the other side of the counter. 

In 1913, the iconic Woolworth skyscraper 
opened in New York City; shortly after, the 
first Woolworth store opened in Nashville 
on 5th Avenue, across the street from the 
Nashville Arcade, in an 1890s-era building. In 
1925, the store added a lunch counter on the 
first floor. Lunch counters and soda foun-
tains gained popularity during this period as 
Prohibition was in full swing and more people 
headed downtown to see motion pictures.

In 1941, a massive, midnight fire destroyed 
the three-story Woolworth building. When 
it was rebuilt, a mezzanine was added, which 
expanded the lunch counter to the second level 
along the north side of the building. 

At the time, Nashville was no different than 
other Southern cities—there was segregation 
on the public bus system and inside movie the-
aters. African Americans had to watch movies 
in the balconies of downtown theaters and 
sit in the back of the public and privately run 
buses. Lunch counters were different—there 
were no African American sections in those 
eating spaces. African Americans who came 
downtown to shop or see movies had no place 
where they could sit down and eat a meal.

In 1960, John Lewis and Diane Nash 
organized hundreds of students from Fisk 
University, Tennessee A & I, and American 
Baptist College to end this segregation. The 
students wanted to challenge the system using 
nonviolent protest in the spirit of Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. and Gandhi.

The students were trained in the basement 
of First Baptist Church, Capitol Hill, a famous 
African American church led by Reverend 

Kelly Miller Smith, Sr. who was a close friend 
of Dr. King. The weeks of training included 
instructions on what to do when sitting and 
how to react when attacked and beaten. 

On February 13, 1960, more than 100 
Nashville students sat in at local lunch count-
ers for the first time. It was a week-and-a-half 
after four Greensboro, North Carolina, college 
students led a sit-in at Woolworth’s in their 
town. Although not the first, the Nashville 
student-led sit-in movement was the most 
successful—it inspired a movement

In his 1998 autobiography, Walking With 
the Wind, John Lewis reflected on the date of 
February 27, 1960, which he called the most 
significant day in his life at the time. 

“As soon as my group entered our target 
store, Woolworth’s, we were confronted with a 
group of young white men shouting ‘Go home 
nigger!’ and ‘Get back to Africa!’ They jabbed 
us as we passed and chided us for not fighting 
back. ‘What’s the matter? You chicken?’ they 
teased, trying to force the situation onto terms 
they were comfortable with—fists and fighting.

“We weren’t playing by those rules, of 
course, and that infuriated them even further. 
No sooner did we take our seats at the upstairs 
counter than some of these young men began 
pushing the group at the downstairs restau-
rant off their stools, shoving them against the 
counter, punching them,” Lewis wrote. 

“As soon as my group entered our 
target store, Woolworth’s, we were 
confronted with a group of young 
white men shouting ‘Go home nig-

ger!’ and ‘Get back to Africa!’”

E
M

IL
Y

 H
A

LL
 D

O
R

IO

12.18 NL_81-96.indd   84 11/14/18   12:00 PM



S
U

P
P

LI
E

D

12.18 NL_81-96.indd   85 11/12/18   4:14 PM



86    NASHVILLELIFESTYLES.COM   DECEMBER 2018

He went on to explain how he himself 
was hit in the ribs and watched as some-
one stubbed a cigarette out on one of the 
members in the group. Nobody responded 
to the violence, they simply returned to 
their stools. When the police arrived, the 

group was told they were under arrest for 
disorderly conduct. And although, Lewis 
wrote, “I could see my mother’s face now. I 
could hear her voice. Shameful. Disgrace-
ful,” he did not feel shame. “As we were 
led out of the store single file singing ‘We 

Shall Overcome,’ I felt exhilarated. As we 
passed through a cheering crowd gathered 
at the sidewalk outside, I felt high, almost 
giddy with joy. As we approached the 
open rear door of the paddy wagon, I felt 
elated,” he wrote. 
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It’s fitting that in Music City, 
the anthem of the 1960s protest 
movement “We Shall Over-
come” was sung for the first time 
ever during the civil rights move-
ment. Folk singer and guitar 
player Pete Seeger created this 
famous ballad at the Highland-
er Folk School in Monteagle, 
Tennessee, in the late 1950s.

Highlander was started 
in 1932 as a place to train 
unemployed workers and labor 
union members during the Great 
Depression. The school became 
the center of the social justice 
movement in the late 1950s as 
its mission became to end segre-
gation; the school trained many, 
including Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. and Rosa Parks. 

At Highlander, Pete Seeger 
took the lyrics to an old labor 
union song, called “We Will 
Overcome” and rewrote it to 
“We Shall Overcome.”

The students of the Nashville 
sit-ins, including John Lewis 
and others from Fisk Univer-
sity (home of the world Jubilee 
Singers) heard those famous 
19th century Negro spirituals 
on campus. While many young 
people at that time were listening 
to rock ‘n’ roll, music about social 
justice inspired the Nashville 
students.

On February 27, 1960, when 
John Lewis was sitting peacefully 
at the lunch counter at Wool-
worth, a Nashville police officer 
hovered over him, attempting to 
enforce the laws of segregation. 
When Lewis refused to leave his 
seat, the officer grabbed Lewis 
by the arm. Lewis was frisked, 
handcuffed, and marched out of 
the building. As Lewis and the 
other students were being arrest-
ed, the Woolworth building was 
filled with their harmonies as 
they sang “We Shall Overcome” 
while they were escorted to a 

police wagon on 5th Avenue. 
That day at the Woolworth 
building was the first time the 
song was ever used during a civil 
rights protest.

“We Shall Overcome” was 
first heard nationwide in the 
spring of 1960 on NBC during 
the network’s documentary about 
the civil rights movement in 
Nashville; a scene showed the 
song being sung by students in 
the Fisk University gymnasium. 
On April 20, 1960, Dr. King 
spoke at that same gym after the 
home of civil rights lawyer Z. 
Alexander Looby was bombed. 
Before Dr. King spoke, a huge 
crowd of students sang the 
song again. The exposure of the 
Nashville sit-ins during that 
prime-time NBC show gave the 
song an even higher profile and 
brought it into every living room 
in America.

The song would later carry the 
freedom riders to Mississippi, the 
movement to Montgomery, and 
Birmingham, and was sung by 
Lewis once again when he was 
in Selma crossing the Edmund 
Pettus Bridge on Bloody Sunday.

By August 28, 1963, when 
more than 250,000 people 
participated in the March On 
Washington, the official program 
at the bottom listed “We Shall 
Overcome” in letters larger than 
than the ones used to announce 
Dr. King. On that day—the 
same day Dr. King delivered his 
“I Have A Dream” speech—folk 
singer Joan Baez led the largest 
crowd at the time to sing the 
song together on the steps of the 
Lincoln Memorial. 

Today, Nashvillians should 
be honored to know about our 
tie to the iconic song of the civil 
rights movement, and that local 
students were responsible for 
connecting it to the movement, 
and for making it so popular.

WE SHALL OVERCOME
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John Lewis has famously been arrested almost 50 times 
since that day, all in nonviolent methods of protesting seg-
regation and lack of civil rights. Two years ago, Congress-
man Lewis returned to Nashville and was shown the re-
cently discovered Nashville Police Department mugshots 
from two of his arrests here. Seeing these images for the 
first time Lewis said, “I was surprised and I almost cried. I 
held back tears,” as he reflected on his efforts leading the 
Nashville sit-in movement. 

Thanks to the efforts of Lewis and so many others, 
segregation did end at Nashville lunch counters and across 
the South as the movement spread to other cities.

In 1976, the Nashville Woolworth store shuttered its 
doors and the building went on to become home to many 
other businesses, including, most recently, a Dollar General. 
Native Nashvillian and restaurateur Tom Morales led a 
group of people to purchase the old building and turn it 
into a restaurant paying tribute to Southern food, and to 
the sit-in history that took place inside those walls. As a 
child, Morales went to Woolworth, so it was fitting that he 
transform this important building with the same passion 
and detail he put in to rebuilding the Acme building into 
his Acme Feed & Seed restaurant. 

As Morales’s team began renovating the Woolworth 
building, they discovered that above the drop ceiling, the 
original mezzanine, handrails, and wood paneled walls, as 
well as original terrazzo floors, were still intact. Mo-
rales kept as many of the original items as he could and 
restored the building by putting a lunch counter inside. 
Today, Woolworth on 5th preserves this history as no 
other building can. 

Since reopening the restaurant, many African Ameri-
cans who could not eat at the lunch counters during the 
early 1960s have proudly returned and dined at Wool-
worth On 5th. It continues to be a symbol of the history 
that was made there, and educates new generations of the 
nonviolent civil rights protest that occurred in those walls.

David Ewing is a ninth generation Nashvillian, lawyer, 
and the CEO of Nashville History on Tour, a private upscale 
Nashville history tour company. He can be reached at  
nashville1779@gmail.com.

“As we were led out of the store single file 
singing ‘We Shall Overcome,’ I felt exhilarated. 

As we passed through a cheering crowd gathered 
at the sidewalk outside, I felt high, almost giddy 
with joy. As we approached the open rear door 

of the paddy wagon, I felt elated.”

S
U

P
P

LI
E

D

12.18 NL_81-96.indd   88 11/14/18   12:00 PM


