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African American children are not without history, though discussions about them are often ahistorical—as though the children just arrived on the educational scene in the 1970s with nothing but a plethora of problems.

—VANESSA SIDDLE WALKER, 
Their Highest Potential
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Preface

“School Clothes” and the Black Vernacular

I got shoes, you got shoes,

All God’s chillun got shoes;

When I get to heaven, gonna put on my shoes

And walk all over God’s heaven

I got a robe, you got a robe,

All God’s chillun got a robe;

When I get to heaven, gonna put on my robe

And shout all over God’s heaven

—”All God’s Chillun Got Shoes,” 
African American spiritual

WHEN I WAS A YOUNG STUDENT, my family referred to “school clothes”—uniforms or clothing purchased with the specific intent of being worn to school. Shopping for school clothes before the new academic year was an occasion of major significance. If I stayed over at a cousin’s house between Monday and Friday, I had to “pack some school clothes,” just as I knew to “pack some church clothes” if I visited my grandmother for the weekend. When my cousins and I came home in the afternoons, we had to take off our school clothes before going outside and were usually instructed to “put on some play clothes,” or specifically “play shoes”—we were not to wear newer shoes or “good” shoes reserved for school or events where we had to look our best. We needn’t worry about “play clothes” getting dirty or “play shoes” getting scuffed: they were already, by definition, “messed up.” Embedded in such routines and usage were values about school, church, and play, although this knowledge was rarely explicitly articulated.

These sartorial politics reflect distinct ways of being in African American vernacular culture, a culture held and cultivated internally, where black people expressed their own aesthetic judgments, “their own ways of seeing the world, its history, and its meanings.”1 And those sartorial politics are not unique to my family, nor are they new. As Monica Miller writes, “The spiritual has always had a sartorial dimension for black people in America.”2 While churches have been a major site for these sartorial practices, schools have long been a locus for expressions of black spirituality, and sites where African Americans have “worked on ourselves as canvases of representation,” to borrow from Stuart Hall.3 Immediately following Emancipation, black communities all over the United States went to school as a means of putting distance between themselves and the conditions of a slave past that constantly threatened to contaminate their lives as free people. I found accounts of students dressing up for school—and for freedom—in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to be particularly beautiful and endearing.

I encountered portraits of students in the first days of freedom trying to look the part. Take E. D. Tilghman, for instance. After this formerly enslaved young man was admitted to Hampton Institute in July 1868, he asked for time to get his affairs in order. He made only $5.50 per week, but he was determined to find a way to pay for school—and the appropriate clothing! “You may relie on my coming,” he assured them, “for I am coming without I dies or sickness prevents, as soon as I get my clothes look out for me.”4 Black students dressed in ways that made them and their people feel proud, striving to put on attire commensurate with their mission.

More than raiment, school clothes were something akin to ceremonial garb. At least, that is how I think of it when I reflect on the black farmers near Maysville, South Carolina, who held high ambitions for one of their own: a Miss Mary Jane McLeod (Bethune). In October 1888, they halted all work operations to send a thirteen-year-old Mary Jane off to Scotia Seminary. Some gifted her with clothes for the journey. “We used to have little cracker boxes. We kept our clothes in them, so my father went down and got me a little trunk,” Bethune recalled. “Some neighbors knitted a pair of stockings, some gave me a little linsey dress, little aprons, this that and the other, and when that October day came I can see myself now, going down to Maysville to take the train for the first time in my life.” The black farmers “stopped work that afternoon, got out the wagons, mules, ox-carts; some riding, some walking. They were going to Maysville to put me on the train to go to school,” she recounted.5 Mary Jane was their proxy, a young student striving to make freedom a real thing, for herself and her people.

Bethune’s story about school clothes is a favorite of mine, in part because it was the first to jump out at me. I stumbled on the anecdote while reading an interview with Bethune in the archives at Fisk University. I was supposed to be searching for Carter G. Woodson in the papers of southern black teachers and black teacher organizations for my first book, Fugitive Pedagogy. But as always, my mind started wandering around in the archive. And such wandering often leads to me wondering about new questions, new traces; often I see things that have nothing to do with what I am searching for, but I find myself unable to turn away from them. After sitting with Bethune’s story of those black farmers stopping work to send her off to school and providing her with new clothes, as well as her descriptions of the particular articles of clothing, I decided to take what I had seen with me. My eye would catch more and more sartorial metaphors in black student narratives. Such stories appear post-Emancipation, but they are intimately connected to African American experiences during slavery.

School clothes became part and parcel of African Americans’ efforts to undo the harms inflicted on black youth during slavery and its afterlives. A young Booker T. Washington helps elucidate this point. Washington named “the wearing of a flax shirt” as the “most trying ordeal” he endured “as a slave boy” in Virginia. He explained, “It was common to use flax as part of the clothing for the slaves. That part of the flax from which our clothing was made was largely the refuse, which of course was the cheapest and roughest part.” Washington detailed his memory of that dreadful slave shirt: “I can scarcely imagine any torture, except, perhaps, the pulling of a tooth, that is equal to that caused by putting on a new flax shirt for the first time. It is almost equal to the feeling that one would experience if he had a dozen or more chestnut burrs, or a hundred small pin-points, in contact with his flesh . . . . The fact that my flesh was soft and tender added to the pain.” To mitigate the pain of that awful shirt, Washington’s older brother John “performed one of the most generous acts” he had “ever heard of one slave relative doing for another.” Whenever Booker was forced to wear a new flax shirt, John offered to wear it first, for several days, until the shirt was “broken in.” Washington was about nine years old when slavery ended, but this experience did more than mark his flesh. The memory left an impression on him.6

Black youth like Tilghman, Bethune, and Washington covered themselves in new clothes to go to school after Emancipation—often with the care of parents and community—seeking redress for the “stolen childhoods” of years past, as historian Wilma King described the realities of enslaved youth.7 School clothes were often armor, forms of protection just as much as assertions of dignity and self-worth for young black people whose childhoods continued to be threatened, even after slavery was legally abolished.

Quite often, black learners were elaborately adorned, with “decorations on the decorations,” to borrow from Zora Neale Hurston.8 Some enjoyed the pleasure derived from the luxury of choice in self-fashioning. Annette Gordon-Reed details this in her memory from the first grade, when her great-great-aunt, who was born on a Texas farm in the late nineteenth century, gifted her several new dresses as she embarked on the journey of desegregating an all-white school in Conroe, Texas, in the mid-1960s. Gordon-Reed writes: “My great-great aunt  . . . bought boxes and boxes of dresses, tights, blouses, skirts, and hats from the most upscale department store in the city at the time, Sakowitz . . . . Making sure I was dressed to the nines was her contribution to the civil rights movement.”9 Gordon-Reed’s experience was shared by many African American female students, who made up most of the black youth to stand on the front line of school desegregation; they were often the first students chosen by their communities or to volunteer.10 Black students’ will to adorn was a disruptive force, challenging past and present threats seeking to violate their dignity, as learners and as human beings.

African Americans’ deep reverence for education expressed itself in how they showed up to learn. And while rigid social norms about clothing could certainly be limiting, aesthetic and sartorial politics, acts of adorning the body, could also be about soulcraft, cultivating an internal vision and virtues that one might express externally in the world. For a great many of them, education was the starting place for thinking up and creating that world, where everyone could have what they needed to live a life of dignity and human flourishing—a world where they could pursue the desires of their hearts without being barred because of who they were. Knowing beauty to be a method, black students dressed themselves in dreams that emerged over generations of African Americans striving within the veil.11 This book is about that journey, and black students bearing witness to it.

Such recollections were intimate encounters for me. I experienced them as connected to my own identity as a learner and researcher, and I found myself drawing on personal experiences to interpret the stories unveiled in School Clothes, just as I have done in this preface. And I quickly learned that I wasn’t the only one to find such stories familiar, as evidenced by the archive of historical sources informing this book. I found myself combing through letters, memoirs, eulogies, unexpected email correspondences, poems, newspapers, interviews with my former African American teachers, and more as I pieced together this continuum of black student life—experiences of harm, of beauty, of resistance, and of deep learning. When I received emails from black people around the country describing how parts of Fugitive Pedagogy resonated with their own experiences with black teachers, I understood such acts as part of a long tradition of black students working to claim their place in the historical record. When I stumbled across references by African American scholars and artists about their precollegiate education and how it marked them, I transcribed their words, or I contacted them directly. I have attempted to hold on to the plurality of textures represented by their voices, and I often retain their ways of saying, integrating their words with my own, even when they defy “standard” conventions in the English language. For black speech acts do indeed have layered meaning. I have learned to take that meaning seriously.






Chapter 1

Going to School North of Slavery

There are many public school systems in the North where Negroes are admitted and tolerated, but they are not educated; they are crucified.

—W. E. B. DU BOIS, 
“Does the Negro Need Separate Schools?”

GEORGE GARNET JUMPED from a second-story window, clinging to a freedom as fragile as it was life-giving. It was late summer 1829 when he made this split-second decision to evade the slave catcher’s grip, landing in the narrow alley between his family’s residence at 137 Leonard Street in New York City and the Crummell family’s home. Feet scrambling, George ran through the yard, and to his surprise, the neighbor’s dog—usually scrappy, “ill-tempered,” and “the terror of the neighborhood”—was dead silent and thankfully caused no disruption to the fugitive’s escape.1

So many thoughts flashed through George’s mind: his wife, Elizabeth; his children, Henry and Eliza. But in the moment all George could do was try, as best he could, to refute the property claims grasping at his life, even as his former master, Colonel William Spencer of Kent County, Maryland, was dead and in the grave. Colonel Spencer, who owned George, just as he’d owned George’s father, died in March 1822. Enslaved people on the Darby plantation knew separation from their families was eminent as Spencer’s estate was divided among his heirs. It took only a short while for the Garnets to plot and execute their escape. The family gained permission to attend the funeral of a slave on a nearby Delaware plantation. They never returned. The Garnets escaped via the Delaware River, first to Philadelphia and eventually to New York City. As early as May 1822, the colonel’s brother, Isaac Spencer, paid slave catchers James Woodall and John Newcombe and his brother, Jervis Spencer, to find those who absconded and the horses they took with them. All property was to be recovered and accounted for. By January 1825 five of Spencer’s runaways had been apprehended.2 News of these captures reached the Garnets, causing them to constantly look over their shoulders. So on that summer day in 1829, after seven years, the Garnets’ freedom continued to require the activity of escape.

Garnet—the family’s new name—was part of the plot—their effort to be known as something more than what was recorded in the estate ledger and records of Colonel Spencer and the Darby plantation. George and Henrietta Trusty became George and Elizabeth Garnet to conceal their identity and assert control over their bodies. The threat of capture haunted George even before his family’s escape. As a child, George learned that his father “was an African chief and warrior, and in a tribal fight he was captured and sold to slave-traders who brought him to this continent.” Fragmented pieces of this family history likely circled in George’s mind as he jumped out of that window, twenty feet from the ground. George, in such a state of desperation, hoped no one but that silent dog had seen or heard him.3

Alexander Crummell, then a ten-year-old black boy, spotted the white men approaching the Garnet family’s Leonard Street residence. Having some awareness of the Garnets’ status as fugitives, Crummell got an uneasy feeling while playing in front of his home. Status aside, unfamiliar white men approaching the home of a black family looked and felt out of place under any circumstance. Moments later he saw Mr. Garnet—the father of his friend and schoolmate, Henry Highland Garnet—jumping from a window. The spectacle of that “fearful leap” was terrifying for Crummell. Mr. Garnet was “a perfect Apollo, in form and figure” and someone the boy deeply respected. The scenario impressed itself on Crummell’s memory, marking him for the remainder of his life.4 To see an adult who held such a towering position in a child’s mind reduced to such despair because someone claimed them as their property, but also because they had no legal recourse on which to stand and defend themselves, was crushing.

Henry Highland Garnet, fourteen years old at the time, was away when the white slave hunters came to claim him and his family. He worked as a cabin boy aboard a ship traveling between New York City, Alexandria, Virginia, and Washington, DC. His parents allowed him to take this role because being on the ships kept him moving and out of sight. Being stationary could be dangerous. Henry’s mother and sister were in New York City when the slave catchers arrived. His mother successfully slipped away having recognized one of the men approaching her home. She was later apprehended and released only after abolitionists purchased her freedom. Henry’s teenage sister did not share his luck.

Eliza Garnet was apprehended from the African Free School on Mulberry Street—no more than a ten-minute walk from Leonard Street—where Alexander Crummell and Henry Garnet were also enrolled (though male and female students attended separate classes).5 Eliza stood trial and was released after community members successfully defended her. They testified that Eliza resided in New York at the time the men claiming her as property declared she was enslaved in Maryland, and that she had been enrolled in school for more than two years prior to the event in question. Irrespective of the outcome, Eliza’s encounter was surely horrifying for her and her classmates. Some were fugitives themselves, and others had family members who had “illegally” escaped slavery.6 Both home and school were violated by the intrusion of the slave master’s reach, even in the North. The Garnets’ encounter disrupts notions that the borders between “slave states” and “free states,” North and South, were anything more than prosthetic.

In fact, when the Garnets arrived in New York, slavery was still legal in the state. Prior to the completion of New York’s gradual emancipation plan in 1827, there were more slaves in New York City than any other urban center outside the southern states. The state moved toward complete emancipation while putting in place mechanisms to control and contain the free black population. “Through the provisions of the gradual emancipation laws and the 1821 suffrage law that disenfranchised the majority of the black community,” writes historian Leslie Harris, “white New Yorkers selectively enforced republican virtues. By the end of the period of emancipation in 1827, whites had legally, economically, and socially designated black people as a separate, dependent, and unequal group within the New York City community.”7

What happened to the Garnets was legitimized by the antiblack political landscape outlined above, and it was far from uncommon. James McCune Smith, another student at the African Free School, recalled that while New York abolished slavery in 1827, the state continued to be “slave hunting grounds.” He described how “there went prowling about the State, in one-horse buggies, or in sloops on the rivers, wretches in abundance who would snatch up a colored child and run down to Virginia and make a handsome sum by the operation.” Smith described such conditions of black life from a very personal place, having himself been emancipated through New York law only two years prior to the Garnet family’s encounter. Yet Smith’s mother continued to be enslaved as she had been brought to New York with her master—who was also Smith’s father—from South Carolina prior to him being born. Smith laments, “Nor were these operations confined to children; men would be coaxed away from home on various pretences and as suddenly transferred to the Slave States.” Whether or not these hunts were a daily occurrence, they were frequent enough to have shaped the way in which blacks—free, fugitive, or enslaved—moved about the city. “The whole colored population were more or less either directly from the South,” Smith explained, or they were “linked by ties of marriage or consanguinity with their Southern brethren, a majority of whom had escaped from slavery.” As such, the condition of blacks in free states “was one of constant apprehension and jeopardy.”8

Like Smith, Alexander Crummell also understood the Garnets’ misfortune as intimately related to his own life. He recalled stories about his father, Boston Crummell, a minister who harvested and sold oysters, being captured as a child and suffering through the Middle Passage.9 Alexander Crummell explained, “My father was born in the Kingdom of Timanee,” but “he was stolen thence at about twelve or thirteen years.” Boston Crummell was stolen from his family, reduced to human cargo, and shipped across the Atlantic when he was just two years older than his son had been during that summer in 1829. The closeness to the Middle Passage, but also their African heritage, is something to keep in mind about both Crummell’s and Garnet’s personal stories; their father and grandfather, respectively, had been born on the other side of the Atlantic. Their family histories imply not only the harsh realities of people being reduced to property but also the rupture of culture and identity.

Alexander Crummell recalled how his father stoked dreams in his young mind about the beauty and wonder of his life before bondage. “From my early childhood,” Crummell recalled, “my mind was filled with facts and thoughts about Africa and my imagination literally glowed with visions of its people, its scenery, and its native life.” His father’s “burning love of home, his vivid remembrance of scenes and travels with his father into the interior, and his wide acquaintance with diverse tribes and customs, constantly turned his thoughts backward to his native land.” Crummell loved “listening to his [father’s] tales of African life” as a child, and they made him “deeply interested in the land of our fathers.” These stories made Crummell resolve early in life that one day he would go back to the land of his father.10 Even for those living as “free” blacks, dreams of escape continued to occupy their interior lives, as captivity for black people was both a physical and a psychic phenomenon.

Mr. Garnet’s fearful leap along with intimate knowledge of his father’s own story framed Alexander Crummell’s outlook about his standing in the world. His was a precarious position shared by his schoolmates. Crummell might have presumed he was “doomed to be both a witness and a participant” in this web of terror and struggle.11 This was his bloodstained gate: a violent initiation of sorts—like so many other distinct but fundamentally similar moments in black students’ lives. As such, the subject position of the black student in this book, as witness, implies more than spectatorship. Witnessing involves coming into awareness of how the violence and mistreatment of other individual black people could potentially be visited on oneself. For the developing mind of young Alexander Crummell, witnessing the attempted capture of the Garnet family was an early lesson about the shared vulnerability of black people in an antiblack world. The very idea of black life in the United States—a society ordered by racial chattel slavery—had long been a contradiction in terms.

Henry Highland Garnet returned days after the incident with the slave catcher. He was overcome with rage after learning that his family had been hunted down and forced into hiding. Everything about his reality seemed spiteful. Freedom in the North appeared to be a sham. These events led to a deeper awareness that he, like all black students, carried distinguishable marks as they lived and strived behind the antiblack color line.

Garnet could remember how he, Crummell, Smith, and every other black person joined in the great celebration on July 5, 1827, when slavery was formally outlawed in the state. They lined the streets in New York City to commemorate their crossing over from slavery to freedom. James McCune Smith recalled that those assembled were a diasporic bunch. They represented “every State in the Union, and not a few with gay bandanna handkerchiefs, betraying their West Indian birth: neither was Africa itself unrepresented, hundreds who had survived the middle passage, and a youth in slavery joined in the joyful procession.” Smith proclaimed: now “that was a celebration!” It was “a real, full-souled, full-voiced shouting for joy, and marching through the crowded streets, with feet jubilant to songs of freedom!” Yet, as they all experienced firsthand, it was a riddled emancipation: Garnet’s experience, his sister’s trial, the family’s hiding. It made the jubilation feel like a mockery.12

For Garnet, black emancipation felt like a travestied affair. He felt foolish for believing it was true. Crummell recalled his friend purchasing a clasp knife, walking up and down Broadway Avenue “expecting and prepared for an attack from the slave hunters.” His friends rallied together to “hurry him out of the city, and for a time he was concealed on Long Island.”13 Garnet, who took after his father in his tall stature and muscular build, sustained a terrible injury to his leg while in hiding. The injury caused him to have a permanent disability, eventually leading to his leg’s amputation in 1841. The injury became a constant reminder of his family’s plight, and that of his race.

But it was the educational experience of Henry Highland Garnet and Alexander Crummell that caused them to see their mission in the world on tortured yet truer terms. Their school days would be years of hopeful striving met by fierce opposition. Crummell and Garnet experienced most of these events alongside one another.

Alexander Crummell, Henry Highland Garnet, and James McCune Smith went as far as they could with the primary and grammar school education offered at the African Free School, only to be left without any opportunities for higher learning. The African Free School was established in 1787 and was the product of the revolutionary spirit that led to American independence. But fiery pronouncements of “freedom for all” shortly waned, at least as pertaining to black people.

The ideology undergirding the African Free School’s curriculum by the 1820s and 1830s borrowed heavily from the American Colonization Society, whose white members argued that black people could Drawn by Patrick Reason, age thirteen, a student at the African Free School. only experience freedom if they immigrated to Haiti or West Africa, particularly Liberia. Writing of the antebellum era, one historian explained, “When whites did promote African American education, it was often with an eye toward preparing them for deportation to Africa.”14 Blacks and whites could never live as equal in the United States, they insisted—not simply because of white opposition but also because of their belief that blacks were intellectually and culturally inferior. This belief was evidenced by an incident that enraged black parents in 1832: the principal, Charles Andrews, severely beat a student referred to as “Sanders” with a cane because he called an African American male visitor a gentleman. The principal’s refusal to see the black man as a gentleman reveals the limited visions of equality held by some white allies. Furthermore, the caning reflected a long history of racially motivated discipline black students experienced at the hands of white teachers in northern schools.15

[image: ]

Black parents rejected the mission of colonizationists. They eventually boycotted the school, demanding that the white schoolmaster be replaced and black teachers hired. White benefactors eventually defunded the African Free Schools, leading to their absorption into the New York public school system by the mid-1830s. This transition introduced its own problems, not the least of which was school authorities replacing most of the recently hired black teachers with white ones.16

Black education in the antebellum North was sparse. It was overwhelmingly segregated, and black teachers were rarely hired. Even by 1860, just over one-third of the northern black school-age population could take advantage of educational opportunities.17 As education became gradually accessible for this fraction of black school-age youth, separate education became nearly universal.

To be clear, some blacks insisted on separate schools early on because of the harsh treatment black students experienced in racially mixed schools. This was the case in Boston, Massachusetts and in Hartford, Connecticut, in the early 1800s. However, segregation of black students was rarely by choice. In almost every community in the North, black students were in separate schools by law or custom by the 1830s. Furthermore, educational opportunities beyond primary and grammar school rarely existed for blacks in the North. Many whites believed that higher education was likely to stoke discontent among blacks, making them dissatisfied with their position in society. Others insisted that blacks were unable to thrive beyond basic academic levels. As one historian noted, “In addition to sub-standard teaching conditions, Negro schools generally provided only the most elementary curriculum. To a large extent, this limitation reflected the exclusion of Negroes from most professional pursuits and the prevailing belief that the average Negro’s intellectual capacity debarred him from advance studies.”18

Consistent with broader trends in northern black education, Alexander Crummell reported that no opportunities for higher education existed for him and his schoolmates until a group of black men established a high school for colored youth in 1831. While some states provided public funding for black education, many of their educational efforts resulted from private support and black people double-taxing themselves to create such opportunities. Yet “this school only whet our youthful appetite for larger facilities of training and culture,” Crummell explained. “But alas! in those days the doors of all academies and colleges were closed to colored youth.”19 Crummell and his peers took their education into their own hands. Led by Garnet, who had taken on a rather serious demeanor after his physical injury and his family’s encounter with white slave hunters, Crummell and his peers organized themselves into a literary society. Their educational activities became quite political in nature. “We resolved,” described Crummell, “while slavery existed we would not celebrate the Fourth of July.”20 For years, these teenage students gathered on the anniversary of US independence and devoted their time to “planning schemes for the freeing and upbuilding of our race.” Crummell recalled that “the other resolve which was made” amounted to a sworn commitment that when “we had educated ourselves we would go South, start an insurrection and free our brethren in bondage.”
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Alexander Crummell
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Henry Highland Garnet

The students took great delight in their collective dreaming and fugitive planning. Crummell recalled, “Garnet was a leader in these rash and noble resolves.” He looked up to Garnet, who was his senior in age but also commanding and inspiring in presence. Garnet had a soberness about him that grew out of his pain; it was, as Crummell described, a “seriousness which is the fruit of affliction, the melancholy and the reflection which spring from pain and suffering.” And though Garnet was living with injury, his nimble mind and stubborn commitment to social action made him a role model among his peers.

In 1835, Crummell and Garnet finally got an opportunity to act on the plot they accepted as their collective mission. A school called Noyes Academy opened in Canaan, New Hampshire, where “youth of all races, and of both sexes, were to be received in it.” They were joined by another of their classmates, Thomas S. Sidney. The students likely had a grand and memorable send-off, joined by their families as well as their schoolmates who stayed behind, all of whom understood these students’ striving to be bound up in the shared destiny of their race.21

They traveled four hundred miles, a wearisome and unforgettable journey. “Rarely would an inn or a hotel give us food,” Crummell recalled. They were denied shelter at every stop on the trip. The three students traveled from New York City to Providence, Rhode Island, by steamboat, where blacks were prohibited from passing through the cabins. They were “exposed all night, bedless and foodless, to the cold and storm.” The circumstances of the journey were extremely damning for Garnet, whose injured leg made him most vulnerable to the harsh conditions. Despite his visible disability, white conductors of ships and coaches refused to make any accommodations. Such inhospitable travel conditions anticipate those of other black students going to school in the years to come, such as Booker T. Washington being forced to ride on the outside of a coach when traveling to Hampton Institute in Virginia in 1872.22 Their student recollections are strikingly similar.

There were no railroads, so the young men traveled by coach from Providence to Boston, then stopped at two other cities before reaching Canaan, New Hampshire. The conductors of the horse-drawn coaches required the three young men to ride on top of the wagon. Crummell described the journey as humiliating in general, but the threat to Garnet’s life while having to ride on top of the coach day and night was particularly terrifying. The young men met “taunt and insult at every village and town, and ofttimes at every farmhouse, as [they] rode, mounted upon the top of the coach, through all this long journey.” Crummell explained, “The sight of three black youths, in gentlemanly garb, traveling through New England was, in those days, a most unusual sight; started not only surprise, but brought out universal sneers and ridicule.”23

When they finally arrived in Canaan to attend Noyes Academy, they were welcomed by a group of forty white students who were also enrolled at the school. Crummell described the reception by the white students as warm. There were about fourteen black students enrolled, one of whom was a Miss Julia Williams from Charleston, South Carolina.

Julia Williams attended a school in Canterbury, New Hampshire, before arriving at Noyes. The previous school was run by a white Quaker woman named Prudence Crandall. Whites removed their students from Crandall’s school after a black girl enrolled. The departure of all the white students prompted the teacher to invite other black girls to attend, which angered the white townspeople even more. Local whites regularly attacked the school as well as the students. Crandall was jailed and eventually closed the institution for safety reasons. The story of Williams’s previous school foreshadowed what was to come at Noyes. Williams and Garnet would eventually marry, though their time at Noyes was short-lived because it was forced to abruptly shut down. Like what Williams experienced in New Hampshire, the school’s closure was due to violent white opposition.

Such aggressive campaigns to restrict and suppress black education intensified as campaigns for white common schooling as a right of citizenship grew stronger in the antebellum North. And this was no coincidence. Such parallel developments “were part and parcel of a larger impulse to expel black people from the polity in the early nineteenth century,” explains historian Hilary Moss.24 Furthermore, the question of separate or mixed schools, when opportunities did exist for black education, would be an ongoing battle in the North through the nineteenth century. In many ways, the battles over segregated schooling in the North anticipated the de jure segregation that became enshrined in the South during Jim Crow.25 The controversy surrounding Noyes Academy reflected this embattled educational context.
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Noyes Academy Removal, Mikel Wells (1999)

According to Crummell’s recollection, “On the 4th of July, with the wonderful taste and felicity, the farmers, from a wide region around, assembled at Canaan and resolved to remove the academy as a public nuisance!” Subsequently, on August 10, “they gathered together from the neighboring towns, seized the building, and with ninety yoke of oxen carried it off into a swamp about half a mile from its site.” Crummell recalled the sight of these men literally dragging the school building into the swamp. Motivated by their hatred, they labored for two days to make their point clear: the white townspeople refused to tolerate the presence of “what they called a ‘Nigger School’ on the soil of New Hampshire.”26

Suspecting that they might be attacked if the mob returned, the students began “moulding bullets” under Garnet’s leadership. That night the students heard the tramp of horses approaching before “one rapid rider passed the house and fired at it.” Crummell recalled how “Garnet quickly replied by a discharge from a double-barreled shotgun which blazed away through the window.” The shot likely scared off the men approaching the students’ residence, possibly saving their lives. Local officials demanded that the black students leave the school and the state within fourteen days after the shooting incident. When the black students departed Canaan, “the mob assembled on the outskirts of the village and fired a field piece, charged with powder,” at their wagon.27

Crummell, Garnet, and Sidney experienced the same indignities on their journey back to New York as they encountered on their trip to New Hampshire. Crummell explained, “We returned home over the Green Mountains of Vermont, along the valley of the Connecticut, through Troy, down the Hudson to New York,” and “all through the route Garnet was a great sufferer.” Crummell and Sidney did their best to comfort their friend and schoolmate during the journey, but at certain moments they were unsure if he would make it. They used their clothes to create a bed for him to lie on while on the river as he tried to regain strength, and they attempted to shade Garnet by holding their umbrellas over him when the sun was too harsh. Despite the indignities they suffered, these young men did all that they could to care for one another, modeling a vision of friendship equally as commendable as their educational strivings.

They had returned home for a few months before learning of a new opportunity. A manual labor seminary, Oneida Institute, in the village of Whitesboro, New York, run by a white abolitionist minister named Beriah Green, “opened its doors to colored boys.” The three schoolmates geared up again and made the journey together. They attended the school for approximately three years, graduating in 1839.28

THE RIDDLED NATURE OF BLACK EDUCATION IN THE FREE STATES

Embedded in the stories of Alexander Crummell, Henry Highland Garnet, and their classmates is a sobering fact: slavery and antiblackness continued to intrude on the lives of black people living in free states. North of slavery black students continued to experience severely limited educational opportunities—if any at all—and they routinely witnessed the precarity of their people in American society. These factors greatly contributed to their development as scholars. It marked their individual and collective strivings.

Before she became a poet, educator, and abolitionist activist, Charlotte Forten was a young African American student in the antebellum North. Forten moved to Salem, Massachusetts, from Philadelphia at sixteen years old in late May 1854, and she immediately began writing in her journal. Forten expressed her intention to record her thoughts, that she might “judge correctly the growth and improvement of [her] mind from year to year.”29 Forten’s family sent her to Salem to attend a racially mixed school. She had previously been tutored at home in Philadelphia after being denied admission to the city’s white schools. This was a privilege very few black Americans could afford. Forten came from a wealthy and very active abolitionist family. James Forten preferred to keep his daughter home than have her attend Philadelphia’s segregated schools. But he eventually realized her need for companionship. In Salem, Forten could attend a racially mixed school while staying with the family of Charles Lenox Remond, an abolitionist and friend of her father’s.30

Forten’s battle was not unique. Desegregation efforts in the North were an ongoing struggle. In 1849, writer and abolitionist Benjamin F. Roberts filed a lawsuit against the city of Boston because his daughter had to pass multiple schools on her journey to attend the city’s black school. Roberts followed in the tradition of his maternal grandfather, who also protested segregation in Boston in 1800.31 “It is with feelings of amazement,” Roberts expressed, “that we witness Englishmen, Frenchmen, Irishmen, Germans, Scotchmen, and others, in our community, who enjoy all the local privileges, and are not ignorant of the fact that we are shut out from the institutions of learning in the land of our nativity.”32 Roberts identified how school policies helped make citizenship synonymous with whiteness in their collapsing of ethnic differences among European Americans while excluding the city’s black students. Schools, more than any other social institution, were a critical site in establishing this line of distinction. During the 1849 case, Benjamin Roberts shared his own experience of attending segregated schools in Boston. He recalled he and his peers traveling from their parents’ homes and passing “the doors of several schools,” and witnessing white students “enjoying the blessings of the nearest schools to their
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