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            The State must provide such education for her in conformity with the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment and
               provide it as soon as it does for applicants of any other group.
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            Introduction

         
         The subtle crunch of snow under your feet is rare in Alabama, but plush white powder blanketed the ground when I arrived on
            the campus of Alabama A&M University in Normal, Alabama, for my first semester in January 2010. The packed flakes clung to
            the buildings like fitted sheets. It made the Hill, as students called the campus, indescribably beautiful. The university
            is tucked away in the rolling Tennessee Valley of North Alabama. It was the third college founded in the state to educate
            Black students after the Civil War, and the first with agricultural education in mind. But to me, A&M was simply a place that
            felt like home.
         

         
         I was probably always going to end up attending college at A&M. Some of my earliest memories are of the drum majors—high-stepping
            in maroon capes, sporting felt hats—leading the band with intricately designed maces as if they were going to battle. My mom
            had gone to A&M in the eighties; my uncle had as well. In fact, he was a drum major himself. Still, it took me six months
            after high school to realize it was the place for me.
         

         
         My parents would probably say it was my hard head that landed me instead at Lon Morris junior college in Jacksonville, a quiet East Texas town with a Walmart, a Taco Bell, and not much else. The real reason was basketball. I had been recruited by a handful of Division I programs: Stanford, Cornell, Murray State, Brown, and others, but I suffered an injury my senior year of high school. Lon Morris was my way to show big-time scouts that I still had it. Those coaches never called again, but early in my freshman year, the ones from Alabama A&M did. I jumped at the opportunity. It helped that my sister was already there as a sophomore on the volleyball team. A&M was no longer a home by proxy, where my family was educated; it was my home. 

         
         The snow had made the campus’s aging infrastructure seem like character, but as the first days of the semester wore on, it
            melted. I needed a break. I had a habit in high school of getting in the car and driving when I needed a stress reliever.
            Old habits die hard. Lucky for me, there was a whole city I had yet to explore. Downtown Huntsville was not much to look at,
            and every time I went to the mall, I ended up buying something I did not need, so roughly two weeks after arriving—after classes
            had begun, and homework started to pile up—exploring meant visiting the town’s other colleges.
         

         
         There was Oakwood University, another historically Black college, built in 1896. There were the community colleges: Drake
            State and Calhoun. And then there was the University of Alabama in Huntsville (UAH), founded as a satellite campus of the
            University of Alabama in 1950, which had grown into an entity all its own. UAH was a straight shot from A&M, and since it
            was public, I would not have to get by security. As a bonus, its library was open three hours longer than A&M’s, so, at the
            very least, I could attempt to be productive.
         

         
         Sometime near four o’clock in the afternoon, I loaded up my backpack, locked my door, and headed toward the elevator of Foster
            Hall, a five-story, red Tetris brick of a building that, having been built in 1993, was the newest men’s dormitory at A&M.
            The elevator was broken; probably overuse during move-in, I thought. I ran down the stairs instead, hopped in my car, navigated
            my way around the potholes on campus, and headed across town.
         

         
         Pulling onto UAH’s campus felt like lifting a veil. There were newly constructed buildings, the grass was finely manicured, and fountains burst forth from the man-made ponds; the school looked like it had received a face lift within the last few years—or, at the very least, had benefitted from some good maintenance. 

         
         Once I settled in at the library, I did a bit of digging. UAH was founded in the 1950s, in part, because segregation was the
            law. There were two colleges for Black students in the city, Oakwood University, the private Seventh-Day Adventist–affiliated
            college, and Alabama A&M, which was publicly funded, but which white students could not attend either. The Alabama law that
            segregated Black and white students was known as Section 2561, and though it was not officially implemented until 1901, when the state adopted its constitution, its effects—locking Black
            people into an unequal educational system, if education was allowed at all—had been an unwritten rule since before the Civil
            War.
         

         
         Several states made it a crime to teach an enslaved person to read and write. South Carolina was the first, in 1740. Georgia
            followed in 1759. In 1833, Alabama instituted a fine of up to $500 as punishment for those caught teaching enslaved people
            to read. North Carolina banned educating Black people2 altogether. The bans did not stop Black people, though; they began learning in secret—they risked the lash to learn. When
            slavery ended, discrimination stayed, but so did the thirst for learning. Southern states threw up every barrier they could
            to education, and Black people broke them down time and time again. Northern states erected barriers, too, even if not always
            as overtly.
         

         
         By the time the 1950s rolled around, it was a foregone conclusion that Alabama would choose to spend more money to create a new school for white students than to integrate. Even more galling to me than the institution’s roots was that the differences between UAH and A&M remained so flagrant. I observed several small things that day on the UAH campus. If there had ever been any potholes, they had been filled. The dorms were new, or, if not, they had been renovated; the library had books and journal subscriptions and magazines that I had never even heard of—including the one for which I now write. And then there were the big things, which I’d learn later: UAH had nearly double the endowment of Alabama A&M, and fewer than 10 percent of its student body was Black, while more than 30 percent of the city of Huntsville was Black. It was a regional institution aimed at serving the city, and yet it did not. Meanwhile, across town, many of the buildings on my campus needed upgrades. The heat was busted in some of the classrooms. The shuttle never seemed to be running when it was the coldest outside. 

         
         Some of this might have been chalked up to the grumblings of a melodramatic student—one who had seen the other side and believed
            the grass was greener. But once I was no longer a student, I learned that my experience was not an anomaly. Then I began covering
            higher education, and I realized how much it was the norm for Black students across the United States.
         

         
          

         America’s colleges and universities have a dirty open secret: they have never given Black people an equal chance to succeed. The public institutions that enroll high numbers of Black students have been hamstrung by limited state funding; the ones that have few Black students have been showered with it. The wealth dynamic of private institutions is no different. A college education is the key to the middle class and necessary for most well-paying jobs, yet access to that education has never been evenly provided. America claims to have the finest colleges in the world, but in the last few years their surfaces have begun to show wear, revealing the structural inequalities that lie beneath—and the excavation has just begun. Wealthy and well-connected students, who tend to be white, are able to buy their way into elite colleges after their parents look for “side doors” to get their children in, while Black students can’t work hard enough to make up that difference in privilege. An unequal system of primary education has bled over into higher education. It is scandalous, but it is also the natural fruit of a system whose deep roots continue to undermine America’s colleges. There are two tracks in higher education: one has money and power and influence, while the other—the one that Black students tend to tread—does not. 

         
         This book began as an effort to understand why that was, to unearth the roots of these two tracks. I wanted to isolate the
            climacterics when higher education could have been made equal, the turning points when centuries of discrimination could have
            been remedied. Tugging at the fruit led me to 1619—the beginning of chattel slavery in America—when Africans were first brought
            to the shores of Virginia. Closer examination plopped me down in the middle of the eighteenth century with a radical minister
            with a little land and a big idea: integrated education as part of the solution for building a more perfect union.
         

         
         History folds over on itself, with new characters cast in the starring roles of each episode. The goal of this book is to
            examine some of those figures, to understand their fights, and to forecast the fight ahead.
         

         
         Higher education is organized so the institutions with the fewest minority students have the most money, the best services
            for students, and the highest prestige—not merely private colleges, but public ones as well. That is not by coincidence, but
            by design. From its inception, the state higher-education system we recognize today was built not on equality, or even an
            ethos of broad accessibility, but on training a white workforce. Black students were excluded.
         

         
         Black people have had to fight to get into institutions with white students, so that they might be afforded the same resources as white students. When they tried to enroll, the government fought back as hard as it could in courtrooms and on campuses to prevent them from doing so. The historically Black colleges they attended in the meantime were never adequately funded. The settlements that have been won to support these institutions have not scratched the surface of need or accounted for more than a century of discrimination. As I write, there are still six states that have not proved to the federal government that they have desegregated their higher-education systems. Meanwhile, Black colleges, many of them public, remain woefully underfunded. And even though they account for roughly 3 percent3 of all four-year institutions, they educate 80 percent of Black judges, 50 percent of Black lawyers and doctors, and 25 percent
            of Black science, technology, math, and engineering graduates. State governments, and the federal government, have a responsibility
            to fix this inequity.
         

         
         Snow has a way of masking old wounds—just as it covered the disrepair on A&M’s campus—but it is melting now.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
Built

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
The Roots

         
         The letter began courteously, if not plainly fawning—but for good reason. On April 4, 1844, John Fee found himself writing
            to a man whom he had never met, though he had admired him from afar. From his perch in Bracken County, Kentucky—a place butting
            up to the Ohio River, hugging its northern neighbor, that a little more than seven thousand people called home—Fee walked
            a fine line as he dictated his entreaty.1 A Presbyterian minister by trade, Fee was looking for Cassius Marcellus Clay, the son of one of Kentucky’s wealthiest slaveholders,
            Green Clay.
         

         
         Every family member Cassius Clay knew kept human beings in bondage. Growing up, he did not think much of it. He believed slavery
            was a harsh practice, but it was just the way things were. To him, it was a law of nature; something to turn your nose up
            at while sticking your hand out to reap its financial rewards.2 Then, in 1828, Clay’s father passed away and left him several enslaved people. Slavery was no longer simply his family’s
            problem—it was his own.
         

         
         Clay left for college. He first attended Transylvania University in Kentucky, before transferring to Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut. The ivy-strewn institution in the Northeast was three decades away from enrolling its first Black student, but it was fast developing a reputation3 as a training ground for prominent white abolitionists. It was 1831, and Simeon Jocelyn—a white pastor of the town’s Black
            congregation, and a former Yale student—had introduced plans to build a college for Black people in New Haven. Jocelyn enlisted
            the aid of William Lloyd Garrison, the fiery orator and founding editor of the abolitionist weekly The Liberator, to present the proposal. Jocelyn’s plan was shot down by the city council within three days. But Garrison’s time in New
            Haven was not for naught.
         

         
         That fall, Cassius Clay heard Garrison speak for the first time. Garrison delivered a passionate address on the evils of human
            bondage and the morality of abolition. “In plain, logical, and sententious language he tread [slavery] so as to burn like
            a branding-iron into the most callous hide of the slaveholder and his defenders,” Clay later recalled. “As water to a thirsty
            wayfarer,”4 Clay drank Garrison’s speech. And then he acted on it. When he finished college and returned home, he emancipated the enslaved
            people his father had left to him. Those who stayed were paid a wage for their work. He had broken with his family and wore
            the name his white neighbors in the South thought treason: abolitionist. Some called Clay’s return to Kentucky and call for
            abolition a death wish; John Fee called it brave. And when he addressed Clay, he did so with admiration.
         

         
         Fee had spent the first three months of 1844 trying to meet Clay in person. “Sir I am a stranger to you in person but I trust
            not to some of the emotions which move your philanthropic heart,”5 Fee wrote. He wanted to talk about slavery and their shared history. Both men were born to fathers who claimed men, women,
            and children—and the work of those people—as their own; both were sons of Kentucky; and both had learned to despise slavery
            in college. To Fee, slavery was a boil infecting the soul of each person who took part in it. Collectively, it left permanent
            stains on the country’s moral conscience. More fundamentally, it was a sin. And as a man of faith, Fee could not abide it.
            The thoughts he had bottled up for months poured onto the page.
         

         
         After an extended history lesson on his own family, Fee pressed Clay. “By what mean or means do you suppose the slavery system in our state will be abolished?” he asked. Kentucky was viewed by some as the first domino poised to topple, due, in part, to its proximity to the free states. If Kentucky were to abolish slavery, other southern states might fall in line. Clay, as a former state representative who still held clout in the Whig Party, which had a blossoming antislavery wing, and as one of the wealthiest men in the state, could help urge the state along. Fee, and others in the state with whom he had spoken who were wedded to the cause of abolitionism, were counting on Clay. “They feel that God in his providence has raised you up to take a prominent place in the great work of disenthralling your country of its greatest curse—your fellow man from their greatest calamity,”6 Fee wrote.
         

         
         As he wound his appeal to a close, Fee knew better than to expect a response. But if Clay felt moved to reply, he wrote, it
            could be the beginning of a bountiful relationship.
         

         
         Occasionally a shot in the dark hits its mark, and Fee’s letter was the catalyst for a friendship between the two men. It
            was a friendship built on despising slavery, a friendship that would be tested as the country careened into Civil War. Ultimately,
            it was a bond that led to the formation of the first integrated, coeducational college in the southern United States—a beacon
            of educational equality in America.
         

         
          

         Fee had been an on-again, off-again resident of Bracken County since he was born there in the fall of 1816. His father, John,
            was a farmer, one who trafficked in the purchase and sale of human beings. By his son’s recollection,7 John owned as many as thirteen enslaved people. His son was generous to his father in remembering why he participated in
            the “sinful” institution. “He saw the effects of slavery were bad; that it was a hindrance to social and national prosperity,”
            Fee wrote of his father.8 The elder Fee did not see an end to slavery in sight, even though he himself had married a Quaker’s daughter—the Quakers had petitioned to abolish slavery since 1790—and purchased land for his children in free states.9

         
         As a child, Fee was not deeply moved by human bondage. “By false teaching unreflective youth can be led to look upon moral
            monstrosities as harmless,” he remembered. And the false teachings were everywhere. At church, pastors would explain the biblical
            justifications for slavery.10 In the community, people would sing its virtues. Even guests at the Fee family’s dinner table would pray for slavery’s longevity.
         

         
         Fee’s revelation came in 1830. A minister, Joseph Corlis, began teaching at a subscription school—a private school—in the
            area and stayed with the Fees. He began inviting young John to Presbyterian services with him. Engaging with Corliss, “I was
            deeply convicted of sin, and gave myself to God,” Fee wrote. At least part of that sin, to Fee, was his family’s slaveholding.
            He carried guilt with him to Augusta College, in Bracken County, and then to Miami University, in Ohio, before returning to
            Augusta to finish his undergraduate schooling. But it was not until he enrolled at Lane Theological Seminary, in Cincinnati,
            Ohio, in 1842, that his conviction turned into action.11

         
         There were fewer than three hundred permanent colleges and universities12 in the United States in the middle of the nineteenth century. The figure would be dwarfed by the thousands of colleges that
            came to exist over the next 150 years, but it seemed astronomical in comparison to the time when George Washington, Benjamin
            Rush, Thomas Jefferson, and other Founding Fathers were imagining what American institutions of higher education could and
            should be.
         

         
         In his first address before Congress in January 1790, shortly after North Carolina joined the Union, George Washington told
            lawmakers that “there is nothing, which can better deserve your patronage, than the promotion of Science and Literature. Knowledge
            is in every Country the surest basis of happiness.”13 It would now be considered a pedestrian ask for congressional funding if not for its roots. The Founders had been mulling ways to create national character and spread teachings that would bind people in the new nation together. Several of the Founders, Washington, James Madison, and Rush among them, came to the idea that the best way to create good citizens was through higher education. For the most part, this would be limited exclusively to white men, but at least one founder, Rush, allowed that women should be educated as well. Outside of the principles of liberty and government, however, his vision limited women’s education to housekeeping and sewing.14

         
         As the number of institutions of higher education grew over the next several decades, the question of what it meant to be
            a good citizen in a democracy became even more important. Did it mean adhering to the nation’s custom and abiding by slavery?
            Or did it mean pushing back against it? The moral bent of professors at some Christian institutions—and at some northern,
            nonreligious institutions, like Yale—pushed them to oppose slavery. What to do with free Black people was another question,
            though, and “educate them” was seldom the answer.
         

         
         In 1835, the trustees of Oberlin College in Ohio, founded one year prior, resolved to admit students “irrespective of color.”15 John Shipherd, an abolitionist and one of the institution’s founders, led the push. “Their education seems highly essential
            if not indispensable to the emancipation of their colored brethren,” he told the trustees.16 “They can nowhere else enjoy needed education unless admitted to our institution.” With its resolution, Oberlin became the
            first college to admit students regardless of their race. Two years later, in February 1837, the African Institute—quickly
            renamed the Institute for Colored Youth (ICY)—opened its doors in Pennsylvania. Outside of those two institutions, however,
            options for Black people hoping to get a higher education were close to nonexistent. Millions were still fighting to escape
            slavery, living under pain of death for being found with a book.
         

         
         Still, those fledgling white colleges would radically change some of the southern white men who broached the university gates; they would come knowing slavery and leave its opponent. At least, that is what happened for Fee. Two of his classmates, John Milton Campbell, a former schoolmate of his at Miami of Ohio, and James C. White, the former pastor of a Presbyterian church in Cincinnati, urged him to consider his convictions. They knew he was from Kentucky, and that his father was a slaveholder. But they also knew he was driven by his faith. So they turned to the Bible to make their plea for abolition. “Thou shalt love the Lord God with all thy heart, and thy neighbor as thyself,” they impressed on him. “Do unto men as ye would they do unto you.”17 Would Fee have another man bond him to slavery? He had a religious duty to abhor the practice and came to believe that the prophets of his youth sold a false
            gospel. If he hoped to preach, he could no longer accept slavery—even if he was not the one keeping people against their will.
            For his own soul’s sake, he needed to become an abolitionist.
         

         
         As Fee’s views on slavery were changing, he wrote letters to his father explaining his transformation. The elder John was
            none too pleased. “Bundle up your books and come home,” he told him. “I have spent the last dollar I mean to spend on you
            in a free State.”18 The younger Fee had already decided to return home, though. He dogmatically believed his ministry was to convert others away
            from the sin of slavery; most immediately, that meant his family. The intergenerational difference between Fee and his father
            was not exactly unique—an untold number of prominent southern white men who became abolitionists, including Clay, would share
            similar stories—but it was nonetheless cumbersome. Fee’s efforts to convert his father only made the elder Fee cling tighter
            to his proslavery beliefs. It was the way things had been, the way they were supposed to be, and a little northern education
            was not going to change that.
         

         
         The elder Fee began hoarding proslavery pamphlets and books. He even offered to pay his son’s bills to send him to Princeton Theological Seminary. Despite enrolling and graduating Theodore Sedgwick Wright, the first known Black student19 to attend a theological seminary in North America, in 1825, Princeton did not have the same abolitionist reputation that
            Lane had. His son turned him down. His calling was to stay and preach in Kentucky.
         

         
         Local churches began reaching out to Fee to preach, but conditionally. He had to “let the subject of slavery alone,”20 they would tell him. He could not; he felt he would be abdicating his responsibility as a preacher if he did. When he fell
            in love with Matilda Hamilton, a woman whom he knew from childhood in Bracken County, she coated his resolve with iron. Matilda’s
            adolescent home was one of the final stops along the Underground Railroad; when she was younger, her mother had served a slaveowner
            tea while an enslaved person hid in the basement. Matilda had seen the horrors of slavery and she ardently supported Fee’s
            establishment of antislavery churches.21 He traveled hundreds of miles on horseback in search of a flock in need of a pastor, to no avail. A church in Louisville
            seemed promising until its congregation told him to dispense with abolitionism. The search chugged, slowly, before it produced
            fruit—Cassius Clay’s response to the letter Fee had scribbled to him.
         

         
         The letters flew back and forth between the men for the next two years—during which time Fee preached to congregations across the state, while also tending to a small congregation in a sixteen-by-sixteen-foot room with a bed and table, near his home in Bracken County—before the budding friendship was nearly quashed. In 1846, opponents of Fee’s preaching had grown increasingly hostile. In one instance, two men—one with a club in hand, the other with rocks to throw—stopped Fee and his wife; they escaped only mildly injured. Fee was unperturbed by the incidents, and alongside more than twenty-five men, he signed a petition for Clay to speak about emancipation on July 4, 1846. Clay happily accepted the offer—with the qualification that he would have to defer until he returned from the war with Mexico. Local slaveholders were incensed. This was clearly a call for immediate emancipation, they reasoned, after the petition was published22 in a local abolitionist newspaper.
         

         
         Upon learning of the opposition, ten men revoked their signatures from the petition to have Clay speak. Clay was spooked.
            He pulled out of the event himself. But the most intense venom was directed at Fee. A group organized to kill him at his home,
            but their leader, a landowning slaveholder, was killed before the rendezvous. One man shot at Fee in his house, but his bullet
            missed. Public spats broke out between Clay and other prominent abolitionists—including William Lloyd Garrison. It would have
            made sense, then, if Clay did not want to keep close association with Fee after the incidents, but he did not waiver.
         

         
         Though Fee continued struggling to gain an audience for his antislavery message, his passion had won at least a few admirers.
            In 1848, The Examiner, an antislavery newspaper in Louisville, extolled his virtue, proclaiming, “The day will come when Kentucky will be proud of
            this honest, single-minded minister of God.”23 Fee wanted his message to extend beyond the state’s border, though. So, in 1851, he sat down to draft his manifesto, a pamphlet
            in which he would decry the evils of the institution. It was a “testimony of God’s word against slavery,” he wrote. “That
            verily, ‘God hath made of one blood all nations of men.’”24 It was biblical—Acts 17:26—but it was also bold. And it would become the mantra for the school he would launch less than
            a decade later: Berea College.
         

         
          

         Cassius Clay bragged later in life about his “foresight” on Berea, but at the time, he was just doing a favor for a friend.

         
         In the prelude to the Civil War, southern slaveholders began more aggressively defending the practice, and abolitionists in the state increasingly faced physical attacks. Clay, who had run for governor on an antislavery ticket in 1851 and lost, had been distributing Fee’s antislavery pamphlet in Madison County—smack dab in the middle of the state. Several people in the county who had read the treatise were struck by its moral clarity. They wanted to hear Fee’s antislavery message firsthand and invited him to speak in the spring of 1853. Fee, who was living and preaching at the time in Lewis County, along the border of Kentucky and Ohio, obliged their invitation.25

         
         It was a quick trip for Fee to Madison County and back home. Not long after Fee arrived back in Lewis County, though, members
            of the church in Madison had written him again. Their pastor was unwell. The church would close if no one helped them. The
            closure of a congregation that disavowed slavery, “planted as it was in the interior of the state,” would be a “calamity,”
            Fee thought.26 He had reservations, though. Chief among them: the congregation he was building in Lewis County—the smattering of groups
            he had been preaching to—had started gaining steam. He had a chance to follow his mission—preaching abolition and equality
            in Kentucky—in the state’s heart, but he could not desert the flock he had started on its edges. Luckily, a graduate of the
            theology department at Oberlin College expressed a desire to replace Fee at his little church home on the border. A suitable
            replacement, Fee believed. He was free to go to Madison County.
         

         
         But a church is not itself a parsonage, and Fee was without a house to live in. His friend Clay was well aware of this, and
            shortly after Fee arrived in Madison County he learned that Clay had purchased roughly six hundred acres, a portion of which
            would be used to build a church, a “school of education,” and a parsonage. Clay did not stipulate that the school be integrated;
            that “feature,” he would later write, “is due to Fee’s own leadership, and could not have been foreseen, but has always had
            my hearty approbation.”27 The bequest did not end with property: Clay offered Fee $200 to help build his home. Conviction does not always pay, but it had finally lined Fee’s pockets, and he went back to collect his family—Matilda, by then his wife, and their two children—before returning to their new home in Madison. 

         
         Fee decided to name the plot of land Berea. It was apt and prophetic. According to the Bible, the Bereans eagerly heard the
            word of God and accepted it as the truth, whereas their neighbors, the Thessalonians, expelled Paul from their town when he
            came preaching the Gospel. The Bereans guarded the preacher when the Thessalonians arrived to heckle and attack him. Berea,
            Fee believed, would be a place to serve a higher purpose: He would put the truth before himself, even if that meant being
            met with violence.
         

         
         The plans to build the school began quickly, and the first building was constructed in what seemed like a blur. While Clay
            may have intended a primary or parochial school, Fee had bigger goals. He met with his friend George Candee, a fellow minister,
            to outline the future of the institution. “We talked up the idea of a more extended school—a college—in which to educate not
            merely in knowledge of the sciences, so called, but also in the principles of love in religion, and liberty and justice in
            government; and thus permeate the minds of the youth with these sentiments,” he later recalled.28 The institution would rest on the spirit of the verse Fee championed in his pamphlet: Acts 17:26. “[God] hath made of one
            blood all nations of men.” The school would be interracial. It would be an anomaly like Oberlin in Ohio, the rare institution offering interracial education,
            but Berea would be the only one in the South.
         

         
         The idea, particularly in a southern state like Kentucky, was radical. Oberlin College had made it clear that interracial
            education was possible, but what would it look like below the Mason-Dixon?
         

         
         Fee was unsure that Berea, which, despite its central location, was secluded in the mountains, was the best site for the new college, so, alongside Candee, he began scoping other locations. They first went to Rockcastle County, just south of Madison. Fee had preached there before and thought it might be a suitable place for the school. They petitioned friends to help them build a schoolhouse and a church in Rockcastle; then they hired Otis B. Waters, a graduate of Oberlin College, to be the school’s sole teacher. It was 1855, two years after the Supreme Court had decided that the US Constitution was not meant for Black people in the Dred Scott v. Sandford case, and Fee and Candee had done it—they had established Berea College. But nearly as soon as the school was built, it was
            burned to the ground by slaveholders and their supporters. The burning of buildings that would serve as potential meeting
            places for Black people was not uncommon. “Mother Emanuel” African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina,
            for example, was burned to the ground29 for the first time in 1822. Meeting places such as churches and schools represented hope for Black people—hope a slavocracy
            could not allow.
         

         
         The duo tried again. They built another school farther south in Pulaski County, Kentucky. It was burned as well. Fee and Candee
            next eyed Whitley County; there, they were run out of town by a mob. Meanwhile, Fee kept the school’s—and his own church’s—headquarters
            in the enclave of Berea in Madison County.
         

         
         By 1856, the Bereans had not been able to formally organize a school with which to host Black students. Both Fee and Clay
            attended the nominating convention for the Republican gubernatorial ticket in Kentucky that year. Clay had been one of the
            founding members of the party two years prior and delivered introductory remarks. “The national government has nothing more
            to do with slavery than with concubinage in Turkey30,” he said. Fee was shocked. Was his friend turning against his antislavery position? Not exactly. Though Clay had been a
            proponent of emancipation, he was not a fan of the federal government’s forcing southern slaveholders to free those they held
            in bondage—that was the state’s right. Clay hoped only that Kentuckians would see the evil of slavery on their own.31

         
         Fee, of course, disagreed. “The national government is responsible for the strength and perpetuity of slavery and this by
            the enactment of the Fugitive Slave Law,” he publicly replied.32 The law, which had been passed six years earlier as part of the Compromise of 1850, incentivized officials to arrest people who were alleged to have runaway from slavery. 

         
         Several weeks later, the pair jointly planned to host a Fourth of July event in Madison County. Fee spoke first. All men are
            created equal, he stressed, and the Fugitive Slave Law, implemented by the government, violated that edict. “A law confessedly33 contrary to the law of God ought not by human courts to be enforced.”
         

         
         Clay demurred. “Mr. Fee’s position is revolutionary, insurrectionary34, and dangerous,” he argued in response. “As long as a law is a statute on the book, it is to be respected and obeyed until
            repealed by a republican majority.” Theirs was a disagreement35 about the fundamentals of civil rights: Are they natural or do they flow from power? Fee believed they were innate, and people
            should fight for them—even if that meant a struggle against the government.
         

         
         Ultimately, Clay confessed that he would not follow the Fugitive Slave Act, and conceded the argument, but his ego was left
            bruised by the scuffle. He did not visit Fee for more than a year. His pride threatened the livelihood of Berea, at least
            to Fee’s mind. As easily as Clay had provided Fee the land for the church and the institution, he could, ostensibly, take
            it away. The project of Berea College would have been killed in the cradle. Still, slaveowners regarded Clay, Fee, and all
            those who dared call themselves abolitionists the same way. When Clay found himself in Indiana in August 1856 stumping for
            Republican candidates, the Louisville Daily Courier sniped that “Cassius M. Clay, of this state, is canvassing in Indiana in [sic] behalf of the nigger worshippers.”36 Despite their differences, Clay and Fee were in the same camp and remained friends. Clay, meanwhile, professed that there was never risk for escalation. “He has always been free to criticize my course, but my friendship for him has never abated,” he would later write. “Any other man saying what he has at times said of me would have brought on him my greatest indignation. But as I know his sincerity of purpose, and his idiosyncrasies of thought, I have not believed it necessary to defend myself.”37

         
         Over the next two years, the attacks against Fee intensified; the thought of maintaining a church, much less a college, grew
            dimmer. On July 19, 1857, an armed mob dragged Fee from the pulpit while he was preaching in Rockcastle, bludgeoned him over
            the head, and exclaimed that they were going to lynch him and two other ministers before tossing them from the county. “The
            immediate cause of the outrage was the attempt to establish a school here38,” the Louisville Courier-Journal reported. In February 1858, Fee was kidnapped alongside a friend, Robert Jones, and taken to the swollen banks of the Kentucky
            river. The water had a chill; and Fee was not a particularly good swimmer. The mob stripped Jones of his coat and his shirt
            before lashing his back, back and forth, with rods from a sycamore tree. Then they turned to Fee, but before he was struck,
            a county official stopped the carnage. Fee was spared, though Jones was left savagely beaten.
         

         
         It would have been hard to tell the violence was aimed at Fee by the editorials in local newspapers. They called him a danger
            to the peace of society and deemed his preaching “pernicious.”39 Letters to the editor suggested he be hanged. The men of the county passed a resolution to expel Fee and his abolitionist
            friends.40 When Fee asked for a delay, a mob showed up at his home to force him from the property.
         

         
         By 1860, Fee had been driven out of Berea—away from his church, away from his fledgling college. His friends George Candee
            and Robert Jones were captured by a proslavery mob in January 1860, had their heads shaved, and were covered in tar.41 The hope for an integrated college in the South seemed dead.
         

         
         Fee had envisioned Berea as a place where young white people could unlearn and rebuke the sin of slavery, and where the formerly enslaved would be taught. He was still convinced his college could work, and if only people could see Berea in action—the community working together, learning together, eating together—perhaps they could shed their biases. For now, he had to defer the dream, and he moved his family just north of Kentucky to Cincinnati, Ohio. 

         
         As Fee was trying to open the doors of education in the South to Black people, a national movement was building to make higher
            education more accessible to all white men.
         

         
          

         Like a band playing the chitlin’ circuit before making it big, the idea of college for the masses in the United States hit
            the smaller markets first. There were schools to educate soldiers, lawyers, clergymen, and doctors, but more than 50 percent
            of American workers were farmers in 1850.42 Where were the schools that would teach the farmers to read, write, and comprehend what was on the page? Fewer than sixty
            thousand students enrolled in American colleges each year,43 and they were often from well-off families. On November 18, 1851, a group of white farmers met at the Granville Presbyterian
            Church in Putnam County, Illinois, with eyes on changing that.
         

         
         The convention had been called by the Buel Institute, an agricultural society and reform group. The organization was led by
            Ralph Ware, a nonnative Illinoisian who owned a four-hundred-acre tract of land in the state. Even though he was not a native
            of Illinois, he grew to call it home—and he was desperate to see it improve.
         

         
         Three weeks earlier, Ware had written to Jonathan Baldwin Turner, a professor at Illinois College in Jacksonville, Illinois,
            to ask if he could address the meeting.44 Turner, an advocate for liberal agricultural education, and a significant voice in the common school movement to create elementary and secondary schools for people in the state, was disillusioned with the colleges that existed. The institutions were there to serve a professional class, he believed, not the workers—the farmers and the mechanics. There needed to be something more: liberal agricultural institutions. The colleges would combine a liberal arts curriculum, which would be good for the advancement of agriculture and manufacturing innovation, with a practical agricultural curriculum. He would speak with anyone he could about it. So, naturally, he accepted Ware’s invitation. 

         
         When the convention began, Oaks Turner, the treasurer of Putnam County and the convention president, admitted that he was
            only half-aware of why it was being held. Ware took control. He explained to the men that they had been called together to
            discuss steps to further the development of the agricultural community, but, most important, “to take steps towards the establishment
            of an Agricultural University.”45

         
         Three men were appointed by the convention-goers to serve as a committee that would decide how best to make the case. Turner
            was among them. The trio deliberated as the conference went on, and a handful of speakers delivered short addresses. When
            the men returned that evening, they had a list of resolutions. Turner delivered a speech to announce them. The dissemination
            of the speech and the minutes from the meeting, which were published widely, marked a turning point in how the nation viewed
            its duty to train its citizens.
         

         
         Turner’s remarks were passionate. “Society has become, long since, wise enough to know that its TEACHERS need to be educated;
            but it has not yet become wise enough to know that its WORKERS need education just as much.”46 Attempts by Old World monarchs and aristocrats to set up such institutions had failed because of their ignoble aims—to make low-caste workers “overseers” for even lower-caste workers. What the country needed was a set of institutions—colleges separate from the West Points and Princetons of the world—that could train and teach the workers. They needed to be colleges, too, not simply common schools—the primary schools where students learned reading, writing, and arithmetic. “The whole history of education, both in Protestant and Catholic countries, shows that we must begin with the higher institutions, or we can never succeed with the lower; for the plain reason, that neither knowledge nor water run up hill,” Turner argued. Common schools would not exist without teachers who had learned in colleges. 

         
         Turner argued that Illinois’s school should be open to all classes of students above a certain age and should be paid for
            by the students or worked off. But first, the state of Illinois needed to provide the money and the land to create the college.
            Most of the colleges that existed to that point were private institutions, unaffiliated with and unfunded by state governments.
            The doors of opportunity could swing open, Turner argued, but only with a nudge from lawmakers. He focused his energy on Illinois,
            but he wanted an institution like this in every state of the nation.
         

         
         His was a radical idea, and Turner was clear-eyed about the opposition he would face. “Others may feel a little alarm when,
            for the first time in the history of the world, they see millions throwing themselves aloof from all political and ecclesiastical
            control, and attempting to devise a system of liberal education for themselves.”47 This was not higher education coming from on high. This was the people saying they needed to be educated and figuring out
            how it should be done.
         

         
         Convention-goers adopted a resolution: they should “earnestly solicit” people to their cause, and ask others to join them
            in asking the legislature to use state money for the college. The group held two more conventions over the next two years—one
            in Springfield, the state capital, and one in Chicago. Turner was their star witness and advocate. The first convention, however—the
            one in the old, wooden Presbyterian church in Granville, Illinois—was the catalyst for a national movement. The idea rooted
            and grew in state after state, and by the time 1855 rolled around, it was becoming a reality.
         

         
          

         The news swept the nation in 1855, the year John Fee was having his college buildings burned down before they could get off
            the ground, that Michigan was experimenting with a new agricultural college.
         

         
         Kinsley S. Bingham, the state’s governor, had signed a bill that allowed the state of Michigan to purchase a farm—roughly 730 acres—to build a college. The aim of the institution was simple: teach agricultural education free of tuition.48 The state’s economy was built on agriculture and manufacturing, and having a central location to train workers and leaders
            in the fields would be an economic boon. It was the first of a new kind of college—a land-grant college, one for which the state would donate land that could be sold to develop an institution and establish its endowment—and
            papers across the country raved. “The science of agriculture is the most important of any that has ever engaged the attention
            of man,”49 the editors of the Louisville Daily Journal wrote. They hoped to see “some provision for the advancement of a similar school in every state in the Union.” Pennsylvania
            and Maryland followed suit with establishing agricultural colleges shortly after.
         

         
         The idea had caught the attention not only of newspapers and state legislatures, though. By 1857, thanks in part to communication
            from Turner, it had landed on the desk of Lyman Trumbull, a former Illinois State Supreme Court justice who had been elected
            to the US Senate two years earlier. In October of that year, Trumbull sent a letter to Turner endorsing the professor’s plan
            for a national bill to fund agricultural colleges. The colleges would resemble those Turner had outlined in 1851, but Trumbull
            was
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