The Struggle for Education of
Black Children in 19th Century Albany
“Without a struggle, there can be no progress.” - Frederick Douglass
Frederick Douglass knew the meaning of struggle. Born a slave in the early 1800s, he
escaped from his life of captivity, taught himself to read, and became one of America’s
foremost orators and statesmen with a passion for equality. Douglass would have lauded the
efforts of the black community of 19th century Albany as they struggled to provide an
education for their children.
Albany Common Council laws were rigid in their allowances of land and financial aid for
schools for “children of color,” so leaders in the black community decided to use their own
land and places of worship for this purpose. In 1811, Benjamin Lattimore purchased a lot on
Malcolm Street (now known as Broad Street) from Elizabeth Schuyler Hamilton, the widow of
Alexander Hamilton. On this lot, the first “Albany School for Educating People of Color” was
established. Over the next two decades, other schools were tried such as the “African
School” in the basement of the African Baptist Church on Hamilton Street and the” School
for Colored Children” or “Free Colored School” in the basement of the African Methodist
Episcopal (AME) Church on Chestnut Street .
By July 1845, a new public elementary school house for black children was built at 37
Chestnut Street at a cost of $830 to the city. The Wilberforce School, named after a British
abolitionist, became the only public school that black children could attend until 1873, when
the law was changed to accept them into the Albany Public School system. Maintaining the
Wilberforce School required constant effort on the part of the black community. Along with
providing proper building maintenance, proponents of the Wilberforce School faced the
constant challenge of supplying it with good teachers, books and supplies while also paying
the mortgage. Archival records show the Board of Public Instruction monitoring the school by
listing the salaries, supplies and other expenses incurred in its daily operation.
Leaders sought to propel this educational movement forward by engaging teachers from
the black community to instruct their young. Thomas Paul, nephew of Rev. Nathaniel Paul,
pastor of the African Baptist Church and a passionate advocate for the Albany’s black
community, became one of the first black teachers in Albany. After graduating from
Dartmouth College, Paul taught at the Wilberforce School on Hamilton Street and later
became principal of the school for eight years.
April 1873 heralded a significant month for Albany and all of New York State when civil rights
legislation prohibited school officials from denying black children entrance into any public
school. This was followed by a state law of 1884 allowing black educators, as “tried and
capable public servants,” to teach in the Albany public schools. By 1913, Harriet Lewis, an

Albany resident educated in Albany schools, became the first black teacher to obtain a
permanent position in the Albany Public School system.
In recognition of Black History Month’s theme, The Crisis in Black Education, records from the
archives at the Albany County Hall of Records help show the struggle that Albany’s black
community had to educate their children. Documents on exhibit include the property deed
for the first black school, Common Council records and minutes and accounts from the
Board of Public Instruction (later, The Board of Education) and a map showing the locations
of the various black schools throughout the city. Together, these records help demonstrate
the determination of Albany’s black community to establish a firm foundation for educating
its children.
§

88-03323. County Clerk, City of Albany Map #13 by Sprague & Dripps, 1857.
A map of the city of Albany showing sites of schools for black children during the 19th
century. Red buildings are schoolhouses; green are churches.

Education in Albany Timeline: Locations, events and archival records
associated with the struggle for establishing schools for black children 18111913

1811 Site of Albany “School for Educating People of Color,” Lot 12 on Malcolm Street.
Document: 87-05125: County Clerk, Deed book 25, 1819-1822, pp. 33-34. Deed to
land purchased April 20 1811 by Benjamin Lattimore from Elizabeth Schuyler
Hamilton (widow of Alexander Hamilton) for the sum of $400. Lot 12 on Malcolm
Street, now 90-92 Broad Street, was the site of the first school built for the
education of Albany’s black community.
1816 Members of Albany’s Black Community petitioned NYS Legislature for permission
to establish a school in Albany. ‘Albany School for Educating People of Color’established under Chapter 87 [Laws of the State of NY, 39th session, NYS Legislature,
1816]
1823 Site of African School in basement of African Baptist Church on Hamilton between
Fulton and Grand Streets. First African Baptist Church located on Hamilton above
South Pearl, between Grand and Fulton Streets (Rev Nathaniel Paul, Pastor). The
African School was in the basement. Later, students from the Wilberforce School
studied here while the second school house was built. The meeting house was
dedicated January 16, 1823.
1841 Public schools open to all children of school age.
1841 Meeting held of Trustees of School District #2 with Board of Commissioners of the
District School “to establish a School for Colored Children” December, 1841.
Document: 90-00060: City Clerk, Annual Reports Trustees of School Districts, Teacher's
Certificates, Annual Reports from Lancaster School and Albany Orphan Asylum 18401844. [Folder 27]
1842 Site of School for Colored Children, 37 Chestnut Street. Black pupils moved up the
street. The School for Colored Children was located in the basement of the
African Methodist Episcopal (AME) church at the rear of District School #2 on 218
State Street.
1843 Site of School District 8, Madison Avenue west of Grand Street. Thomas Paul, noted
black educator, begins teaching at School District #8, 1843-1844 and later
becomes Principal of the Wilberforce School, 1860-1868.
Document: 90-00060 Teachers’ Certificate for Thomas Paul Jr. - City Clerk, Annual
Report Trustees of School Districts, Teacher's Certificates, Annual Reports from
Lancaster School and Albany Orphan Asylum 1840-1844. [Folder 50]

1845 Wilberforce School officially opens - built on site of AME Church destroyed by fire
in 1845. By July 1845, a new public elementary school house for black children was
built at 37 Chestnut Street at a cost of $830 to the city.
Document: 83-02218: Board of Public Instruction, Miscellaneous records 1844-1886
Number of students in all schools, including Wilberforce 1844-1886.
1850 Deliberate school segregation in Albany. Board of Commissioners, 1852, NYS Supreme
Court - case involving Stephen Myers i.e. children not allowed to attend District
Schools but have to attend Wilberforce.
1853 Vacant lot on upper Hudson Avenue offered as an alternative location for the
Wilberforce School
Document: 89-01663 Common Council, Minutes 1852-1853 Vol 55, pp.143-144.
1873 Wilberforce School closed for good – April 30, 1873
1873 W. H. Johnson, author of bill that passed prohibiting school officials from denying
black children into any public school
1884 Civil Service Law rules that educators could not be declined employment due to
race
1913 First black teacher hired for Albany public school- Harriet Lewis, School District #6
located at 105 Second Street
Document: 83-02190. Board of Education [Board of Public Instruction], Merit List of
Candidates for Appointments as Teachers, 1891-1916, pp. 111,114. A list showing
Harriet Lewis’ scores in her candidacy for teacher in the Albany public schools system
1912-13.

Continued…

Document 87-05125: County Clerk, Deed book 25, 1819-1822, pp. 33-34. Deed to land
purchased April 20 1811 by Benjamin Lattimore from Elizabeth Schuyler Hamilton (widow
of Alexander Hamilton) for the sum of $400. Lot 12 on Malcolm Street, now 90-92 Broad
Street, was the site of the first school built for the education of Albany’s black community.
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Benjamin Lattimore
(1761-1838)
Benjamin Lattimore was
born a free man in
Wethersfield,
Connecticut in 1761,
but was living in Ulster
County, New York,
when he enlisted in the
Third New York
Regiment of the
Continental Army. After
the Revolutionary War,
he settled in
Poughkeepsie and then
moved to Albany in the
late 1790s where he
became an
outstanding member of
the black community.
In 1798, Lattimore
purchased a lot on
Plain Street that
became his home for
the next forty years. He
was founder and
trustee of the first black
school in Albany,
having purchased the
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lot on Malcolm Street
between Alexander
and Nucella Streets from Elizabeth Schuyler Hamilton in 1811. This lot, on what is now 90-92
Broad Street, was the site of the “Albany School for Educating People of Color.”
A cart man by trade, Benjamin Lattimore was a trustee of the African Methodist Episcopal
(AME) Church and of the Albany African Temperance Society. When his free status was
questioned, Lattimore appeared before the Court of Common Pleas, had a witness testify to
his integrity, and was officially manumitted on April 26, 1820 by Judge Estes Howe.
In his later years, Lattimore received a pension for meritorious service in the Revolutionary
War. He died in1838 and was buried in the AME Church Cemetery.

Document 90-00060: City Clerk. Annual Reports Trustees of School Districts, Teacher's
Certificates, Annual Reports from Lancaster School and Albany Orphan Asylum, 18401844. Meeting of trustees of School District 2 to establish a School for Colored Children
12/1841. Folder 27.
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The Wilberforce School
The Wilberforce School served as the public elementary school for black children for nearly
thirty years. Its predecessors include The Albany School for Educating People of Color on
Malcolm Street, The African School in the basement of the Baptist church on Hamilton Street,
and The School for Colored Children or Free Colored School in the basement of the African
Methodist Episcopal Church on Chestnut Street. The Wilberforce School was named in honor
of William Wilberforce, the prominent British abolitionist, instrumental in abolishing slavery
throughout the British Empire with the passing of the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act in 1807.
In 1843, a petition was brought before the Common Council, signed by both Stephen Myers
the Superintendent of the Free Colored School, and Thomas Paul Junior, Teacher Secretary
for the Association. This petition was to build a schoolhouse for those being taught in the
basement of the African Methodist Episcopal Church on Chestnut Street.
In 1845, the church was destroyed by fire, and the Wilberforce School was created. The
school cost $830 to build and was a “Two story frame building, set on posts placed in the
ground. Its two classrooms and two recreation rooms could accommodate 175 pupils. There
was a play yard in the rear and a library of seventy eight books purchased for $50.”
In 1852, the building was accidently destroyed while it was undergoing renovations. Without
a school for the children, the City’s Commissioners of Public Instruction rented the basement
of the first African Baptist Church on Hamilton Street.
In 1853, a vacant lot on upper Hudson Avenue was offered as an alternative location for the
school. The second location for the Wilberforce School was located at 199-201 Hudson
Avenue, between Swan and Hawk streets, three blocks south of the original Wilberforce
school. The lot cost $990, while the new brick
schoolhouse and outbuildings cost $2309.23.
The school continued at this location until
1873.
The Wilberforce School closed in 1873, after
desegregation of New York State schools. It
was renamed School 16 and was located
where the Empire State Plaza is currently
located. In 1906, the school was moved to
the Pine Hills neighborhood and is now the
Pine Hills Elementary School.

Document 90-00060: City Clerk. Annual Reports Trustees of School Districts, Teacher's
Certificates, Annual Reports from Lancaster School and Albany Orphan Asylum, 18401844. The Teacher Certificate for Thomas Paul, 2/26/1844. Folder 64.
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Thomas Paul Junior
(1812-1885)
Thomas Paul Junior was born into a family of ministers. His father, Thomas Paul, Sr. was the first
pastor of the First African Baptist church in Boston in 1806 and was known for his work as an
abolitionist and his contributions to the black community in Boston. His uncle, Shadrach Paul
was an itinerant preacher who rode throughout New Hampshire for the Domestic Mission
Society. His uncle, Nathaniel Paul moved to Albany, New York, a way station on the
Underground Railroad to Canada, where he served as the first pastor of the Union Street
Baptist Church. Another uncle, Benjamin Paul, worked alongside Nathaniel as an antislavery
agent and minister.
Paul attended Noyes Academy, an interracial school founded by New England abolitionists
in 1835 in Canaan, New Hampshire. While attending the Academy, Thomas Paul, Jr. served
as a delegate to the 1st Annual meeting of the New Hampshire Anti-Slavery Society. After
leaving Noyes Academy he became a member of the Dartmouth Class of 1841, and was
the second black student to graduate from Dartmouth College.
After his graduation, Thomas Paul, Jr. moved
to Albany and became a teacher at District
School 8 in Albany. On May 1, 1844, he was
appointed teacher at the Wilberforce School.
Paul then tendered his resignation on August 1,
1845 and moved back to the Boston area
where he was appointed headmaster of the
Abiel Smith School in 1849. Little is known
between his time at the Abiel Smith School
and June of 1860, when Thomas Paul, Jr.
moved back to Albany and became Principal
of the Wilberforce School. In 1868, his contract
was not renewed with the school district, and
Thomas was dismissed.
He left the area and moved to Providence,
Rhode Island where he later died on February
14, 1885.

Document 89-01663: Common Council, Minutes 1852-1853 Volume 55, p.143144. Vacant lot on upper Hudson Avenue offered as an alternative location for
the Wilberforce School.
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Transcript of Document 89-01663 (above): Common Council, Minutes 1852-1853
Volume 55, p.143-144. Exact wording:

“Alderman Valentine chairman of the Committee on Academies and Schools
submitted the following Report and Resolution relative to the District School No 2.
The Committee on Academies and Schools to whom was referred the petition of Ira
Harris, Archibald McClure, I. L. Judson and 115 others asking that the whole of the
lot in the rear of the School House in District No 2 located on 218 State Street, may be
appropriated to the use of said School have had the same under consideration and
submit the following Report: From the evidence before them the Committee are of the
opinion that the Lot in question was originally purchased for the use of said School
with the exception of Twenty Eight feet on the rear, which was reserved for the use
of the African Church so long as it might be wanted for that purpose: In 1845 the
building known as the African Church was destroyed by fire and has never been
rebuilt on that spot but in lieu thereof a School House was erected therein for the use
of the Colored School: As this was not the use for which the above requisition Was
made the occupancy of the 28 feet together with the yard necessarily attached
thereto has only been by sufferance and not by right and as the said District School
has since that time greatly increased in number the Committee are fully of the
opinion that the inhabitants of that District and the patrons of the School in asking
for the use of the whole Lot, only claim what is theirs by right.
Furthermore the Committee are satisfied that unless the prayer of the Petitioners is
granted a large portion of the pupils of said School must necessarily be crowded into
the Street during recess, for the want of sufficient room in the yards and as this
School is located in one of the great thoroughfares of the city this could greatly
jeopardize the lives of the children, and [ ? ] among the travelling public. The
Committee cannot believe that in a City so little crowded for land as this is it either
necessary or prudent to make playgrounds on the public streets and they are
furthermore of the opinion that the whole of the Lot which has thus been twice
providentially cleared is no more than the health, safety and convenience of the
pupils of the said school absolutely requires.”

April 1867

They therefore submit the following Resolution: Resolved: that the whole of the Lot
bounded on the North by State Street on the East in Lot of William Reed, on the
South by Chestnut Street and on the West by property of John Artcher be and the
same is hereby appropriated to the use of the School District School now standing on
the same and that the sum of One Hundred and Fifty Dollars be and the same is
hereby appropriated for fencing and grading the same. All of which is Respectfully
Submitted. TW Valentine, R Godley, Charles Gay (Committee on Academies and
Schools) Albany July 12 1852.

83-02218. Board of Education. Board of Public Instruction. Miscellaneous Records, 1844 and
1886. The average number of students in various schools (including Wilberforce School) April 30,
1867, May 1867, June 1867 pp. 116-118.

May 1867

April 1867

MAY 1867
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June 1867

83-02218. Board of Education. Board of Public Instruction. Miscellaneous Records,
1844 and 1886. The appointment notifications to Wilberforce School of John Q. Allen
from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania p. 2, 3.
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John Quincy Allen
(1843-1905)
There are few records documenting the life of John Quincy Allen. Considered a pioneer for
African-American teachers, he was one of three men to graduate from the Institute for
Colored Youth in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The mission of the Institute was to produce
quality black teachers to educate the African American community. Born sometime around
1843 to Joseph W. Allen, a barber, and his wife Elizabeth, Allen taught at two AfricanAmerican schools in and around Philadelphia. Soon after graduating from the Institute in
1862, he broke the color-line of public school teachers and obtained a teaching position at
the Banneker Colored School where he taught until 1864. Afterwards, he returned to the
Institute for Colored Youth, replacing Jacob C. White, Jr., who left to become Principal of the
Roberts Vaux Consolidated School.
In 1868, he moved to Albany, New York, with his wife and younger sister. John served as the
Principal of the Wilberforce School in Albany from 1868 until its closure in 1873. In 1873, Allen
moved to New York City and became Principal of the Colored Public School No. 2, and
later, Principal of Public School No. 68 in Brooklyn. John Quincy Allen died on August 22, 1905
in Manhattan, New York.

Document 83-02190: Board of Public Instruction [Board of Education] Merit List of
Candidate for Appointments as Teachers, 1891-1916, pp.111, 114. Test scores for
Harriet Lewis, the first black teacher to obtain a permanent position in the Albany
Public School system.
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