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Photos on this page
represent the humble
beginnings and cra-
dle of Black educa-
tion from one-room

shacks, church base-
ments, to whatever
could be used as a

learning spot to cre-
ate the HBCUs we

know today. What is
often missing in this
history is that Blacks
themselves helped in
establishing HBCUs.

(Photo sources:
International Library of
Negro Life and History)

Should Historical Black Colleges and
Universities  die?... from front page

and in providing human
resources from Black brick
masons to self-taught Black
teachers to first Black students
who graduated from these insti-
tutions to go on to become the
first generation of Black college
professors. Too many times
those who deem themselves as
‘liberal’ whites paint (either con-
sciously or subconsciously) a
paternalistic myth that African
Americans were waiting for
them to lead African Americans
in establishing the HBCU.
Hidden history tells otherwise.
However, ironically in post seg-
regation, it is the African
American who is aiding and
abetting in the slow death of the
HBCU.  This has very little to do
if a Black student chooses to
attend an HBCU or a main-
stream college but rather with
the notion that if a college has
the adjective ‘Black’ attached to
it, it is inherently seen as  inferi-
or, useless—a relic of a Bad
Experience (segregation) instead
of as an investment in future
economic stability.
Unfortunately, the nation itself is
viewing the HBCU in the same
systemic negative vein and
apparently is getting away with
rendering the HBCU irrelevant
because the outcry in the Black
community is but a whimper.

These educational institutions
should be enhanced in a nation
that is quickly falling behind all
other developed countries.
Why? At a time when a compre-
hensive immigration bill will
likely pass and STEM students
are sorely needed, federal and
state policies should provide
whatever is necessary to make
the HBCU part of America’s
economic global competition.
Furthermore, HBCUs’ doors
could and should be open to a
new flood of immigrants as they,
too, seek the American Dream.
Government and state legisla-
tures should follow the lead of
what is happening to such
HBCUs as Lincoln University
(Jefferson City, Missouri) and
Lane University (Jackson,
Tennessee) where there is a flux
of Caucasian students attend-
ing—not because these students
are colorblind, but because they
recognize “there is a college
which provides excellent
degrees, it is near me, and I want
my education.”

Once the bastion of gifted
sportsmen, HBCUs have seen
their   ‘young, gifted, and black’
athletes courted by mainstream
schools with higher NCAA cre-
dentials. Yet, if one really were
to do a longitudinal study, one
might find out how these Black
athletes fared when their bodies
were no longer useful to act as
catalysts to raise millions for
these historically white institu-
tions. 
It is  not uncommon that a star

Black athlete who made millions

for his respective historically
white college to end up jobless
at the bottom of glory; whereas,
a star white athlete would likely
be taken care of with a job or
career to see him through a post-
athletic career. Granted it is not
always the fault of the main-
stream institution of higher
learning when a Black athlete
ends up not able to cope with
life, but when many are given
coursework on the level of bas-
ket weaving to qualify them to
play in high stake tournaments,
it doesn’t help. One has to only
witness at press conferences
these athletes who graduated
from the finest historically white
institutions not knowing how to
place verbs such as ‘was’ and
‘were’ or ‘is’ and ‘are’—the cor-
nerstone of the simple conjuga-
tion of the verb ‘to be’.
Something went wrong.
Such treatment of its athletes

was seldom if ever allowed at
HBCUs which provided the total
package then and now. One only
has to look at such HBCU ath-
letes as Jerry Rice, Wilma
Rudolf, Walter Payton,  Steve
McNair,  and Althea Gibson
who went on to outstanding
careers.  This is because HBCUs
have a history as quasi-parents.
During America’s apartheid
when a student was fortunate
enough to go to college, his or
her parents knew that HBCU
professors would provide it
all—from etiquette to studies.
When students left these col-
leges, they had a pride and car-
ried back this pride to their com-
munities. Furthermore, they
were taught by some of the
strictest and most dedicated
Black teachers who had worked
their way from the fields to
achieve academic success. 
HBCUs have seen their ‘young,

gifted, and black’ scholars flock
to historically white colleges to
have a better shot of sliding on
to first base into Corporate
America while holding dearly
onto pedigree degrees from such
blueblood colleges as Harvard,
Yale, Princeton, Brown, Bryn
Mawr, Smith, Vassar, etc. rather
than Howard, Morehouse, Fisk,
Tuskegee, Spelman, Tennessee
State University, Jackson State
University, Bennett, Rust,
Emory, LeMoyne-Owen,
Bethune-Cookman, etc.   This is
not to say that Black students
should not attend these Ivy
League or semi-Ivy League
institutions or other historically
white institutions, but is this rea-
son to drive HBCUs into obliv-
ion using ‘integration’ as an
excuse? Is this any reason for
African Americans to tolerate
the dismantling of their institu-
tions when most ethnic groups
would neither tolerate nor allow
the removal of their institutions
which served and still serve their
communities?
We proceed with this limited

discourse on the HBCU. 

***
Historically Black Colleges and

Universities known as HBCUs
have the distinction in America’s
higher educational system of
being uniquely founded and
uniquely established solely on
race.
Of all ethnic groups, only Black

Americans by LAW were denied
the right to learn to read and
write. To teach a slave to read
and write was a crime; therefore
punishable.  The legitimacy of
this crime was woven into the
fabric of that sacred carrier of
justice called Rule of Law. 
To drive home the above point:

When the Italian American
came, he was free to learn to
read and write. When the
German American came, he was
free to learn to read and write.
When the Irish American came,
he was free to learn to read and
write. These are facts. Outside of
payment for his labor, the Black
American was denied the second
most important economic com-
modity in American capitalism:
Education.
After the passage of the 13th,

14th, and 15th Amendments
there still remained an apprehen-
sion in allowing Black
Americans to learn and in allow-
ing Black Americans and white
Americans to learn together in
the same classroom. Had it not
been for the U.S. constitutional
plank of “Separation of Church
and State”, there might not have
been a movement to create
Black colleges.   Predominantly
white religious groups such as
the Quakers, a formidable force
in abolition, spearheaded the
drive for Black colleges. Many
of these colleges were founded
first as elementary schools or to
be more descriptive as one-room
classes in church basements,
shacks, or even under shade
trees such as the famous
Emancipation Tree at Hampton
University. This tree is where
Mary Smith Peake, one of the
earliest Black teachers, taught
Black children and where
African Americans stood to hear
the reading of the Emancipation
Proclamation.  This tree still
stands today.
To reiterate, Black Americans

themselves played a pivotal role
in founding and keeping alive
these institutions.

According to the National
Association of HBC, the first
Black college  was the African
Institute, founded in February of
1837 and was renamed the
Institute of Coloured Youth.
Today the Institute is known as
Cheyney State University (alma
mater of the late CBS “60
Minutes” award-winning jour-
nalist Ed Bradley) located in
Cheyney, Pennsylvania. It
seemed only fitting that the col-
lege was founded by a Quaker,
Richard Humphreys. Quakers,

of course, played heavily in free-
ing slaves and in providing the
‘routes’ (safe houses) on the
Underground Railroad. One
must also remember that Black
colleges were not founded as
‘colleges’ per se but rather as
just a place for educating Black
people who would in turn
become teachers, the traditional
objective of most Black col-
leges.  Cheyney eventually
evolved into an institute of high-
er learning in 1913 when it gave
out its first formal degrees-- that
is, something that was in writing
to actually show that their stu-
dents had indeed graduated. 
Ironically, Berea College was

founded as an ‘integrated’ insti-
tute at the height of slavery in
the slave-holding state of
Kentucky. Abolitionist John
Gregg Fee founded the college
in 1855 under the motto: “God
has made of one blood all
nations of men.”  In 1859, the
trailblazing rebellious Fee and
other teachers were forced out of

a church where only one room
served as the entire school. Anti-
black sentiments were running
high and within two years the
Civil War began. Still it is
remarkable if not downright
miraculous that Berea remained
intact from 1855 to 1859.  
In 1866, a year after the War

Between the States, Berea con-
tinued to operate on an ‘integrat-
ed’ model, and according to
records, it had a pupil population
of 96 Blacks and 91 whites. In
1873, it distributed its first bach-
elor degrees, which of course
included those to Black gradu-
ates. 
In 1901, Fee died; and in 1903

the Kentucky legislature passed
what became known as the Day
Law which brought down the
‘integrated’ model with a
Supreme Court ‘blessing’ which
sanctioned what the Kentucky

legislature had done. It was not
until 1950 when the ‘integra-
tion’ of colleges became legiti-
mate (or at least on paper) that
Berea again took up scholastic
arms and began matriculating
both Blacks and whites. This
1950 victory for Berea could be
seen as a presage to the 1954
Brown vs. Board of Education
lawsuit. Both pieces of legisla-
tion set the model for the inte-
gration of America’s school sys-
tem on both the elementary and
higher learning levels in theory
if not wholly in practice.  
If the Berea College’s ‘integrat-
ed’ model for higher learning
had remained intact and fol-
lowed, there would be no need
for the “Should Black Colleges
Exist?” question that came about
in full force after the 1964 Civil
Rights Bill was signed, sealed
and delivered.  

Passage of the 1964 Civil
Rights Bill transformed the
higher education institutions at
the expense of endangering
Black colleges and universities;
thus, the reason why those who
saw the endangerment then
asked for and received federal
legislation to preserve HBCUs.
In 1965 legislation was passed
not only to define what an
HBCU was but to preserve them
with some federal funding.
Title III of the Higher Learning

Act of 1965 designated that any
college founded before 1964
would be known as an HBCU.
According to the National
Association of HBC, there are
only 105 Black colleges and uni-
versities left, and only a handful
of these were founded either
before the Civil War or shortly
after the Civil War. Among this
handful are: Cheyney (1837),
Rust College (originally called
Shaw University, in Holly
Springs, Mississippi, 1866),
Howard University
(Washington, D.C., 1866), Shaw
University (Raleigh, North
Carolina,1865), St. Augustine
College (Raleigh, North
Carolina, 1867), Lincoln
University (founded by the
Presbyterians in Pennsylvania in
1854), Lincoln University
(Jefferson City, Missouri, 1866),
Wilberforce (Ohio, 1856); and
Harris-Stowe State University
(1857).   

***  
The founding history of Black

colleges makes for dynamic
American history because—to
reiterate-- what is usually left
out is that Blacks themselves
contributed financially and
physically to these colleges.  It
must be remembered that these
institutions were founded in the
wretched humbleness of one-
room shacks, basements, under
trees, and in the fields--most
under the auspices of white reli-
gious denominations. These
‘Negro’ or colored ‘schools’ Please see page 4
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began to take full root during
Reconstruction with the
onslaught of Freedmen Bureaus. 
Yes, these were mainly white

Northern abolitionists who
descended on the South to teach
newly freed slaves very much in
the same spirit of the white
northern Freedom Riders who
descended a hundred years later
to fight for desegregation in the
South.  But like in the mid-
1960s, Black citizens in the mid-
1860s took a gigantic role in
freeing themselves by educating
themselves in spite of Jim Crow
living well in both South and
North. 
As mentioned earlier, the pur-

pose of founding Black colleges
was to produce a teaching popu-
lation that could in turn teach
other Blacks, denoting that
Blacks did not fully trust whites
to see to educating Black chil-
dren. 
In his 1969 study entitled “The

Evolution of the Negro College”
(published by Arno Press and
the New York Times), Dwight
Oliver Wendell Holmes pointed
out how newly freed slaves took
it upon themselves the task of
seeing that their own were edu-
cated by their own. Holmes says
flat out that Blacks preferred
that Blacks teach Blacks…
“This was done partly due to the
pride of the race in having their
members elevated to positions
which to them seemed important
and influential, and partly to the
feeling of the white southerner
that since Negro schools were
inevitable, Negro teachers were
preferable to white teachers
from the North.” 
In a paper entitled “Why Black

Colleges Must Continue to
Exist” by this author’s late
father, Professor W. B. Mitchell:
“The best Black brains that can
provide the kind of leadership
for constructive progress are
usually ‘pushed’ out of the sys-
tem in every respect before they
finish high school. Black parents
should always be aware of what
is going on in the classrooms
with their children, and what
they are finding at the end of the
bus route. Strange things are
happening, indeed! So strange
that Black colleges and other
colleges and universities are
receiving Black students less
prepared from an academic
standpoint than they were back
in the [19]40’s and [19]50’s to
pursue a college program in edu-
cation. Why is this so? Here is
what and how it is happening.
The reasons are obvious: To
retard Black education and
progress and push Blacks out of
the system along with some
genocidal out migration policies
against some Blacks (the
expendable) in some areas.”
These words, written in the late
1970’s might seem harsh by 21st


