
The West Virginia Encyclopedia

Storer College

Storer College, a product of the Reconstruction Era following the Civil
War, was established in 1867 in Harpers Ferry by the Freewill Baptist
Church to educate freed slaves in the Shenandoah Valley. The college
was supported by the U.S. Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and
Abandoned Lands and endowed by John Storer of Sanford, Maine.

Storer College was integrated and coeducational from the start. Until
the establishment of West Virginia State College in 1891, it was the
only college open to African-Americans in West Virginia. Frederick
Douglass served on the board of trustees of Storer College and spoke
on campus in 1881.

In all, more than 7,000 students from many states and countries
attended the private college over the course of its history. Storer’s curriculum advanced with its students. At first,
students of all ages learned the rudiments of religion, reading, and ciphering. Students later studied industrial training,
domestic arts, religion, and education. Storer maintained rigorous academic standards. Its graduates helped to expand
educational opportunities for black children in West Virginia. Others went on to careers in medicine, law, the ministry,
pharmacy, and other fields. Storer was accredited as a baccalaureate institution in 1946.

The Reverend Nathan Brackett served as president until 1897. Brackett, who continued as treasurer, died in 1910.
Ernest Osgood served as president until 1899, when he was succeeded by Henry T. McDonald. Early civil rights
activities took place at Storer College, including the 1906 meeting of the Niagara Movement, which brought W.E.B
DuBois to the campus. The Niagara Movement was a predecessor to the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People.

In 1911, the Freewill Baptists merged into the American Baptist Convention. The governance of Storer gravitated to a
private board of directors only nominally affiliated with the Baptist Church. In the 1920s, DuBois and the NAACP
objected to plans for Storer College to cooperate with Confederate memorial organizations in memorializing the free
black, Heyward Shepherd, a bystander who died in John Brown’s 1859 raid on Harpers Ferry. President McDonald,
initially opposed to the Shepherd monument, took part in its dedication in 1931, as did the Storer College Singers.
Presidents Brackett, Osgood, and McDonald were all white. Under their leadership, Storer did not hold a lasting place in
the civil rights struggles of the 20th century. Increasing pressure to install a black administration led to the forced
retirement of McDonald in 1944. The African-Americans Richard I. McKinney and L. E. Terrell succeeded him.

Storer College survived until 1955, when declining enrollment, financial stress, court-ordered desegregation, and racial
anxieties combined to close it. Several attempts to reopen Storer failed. Alderson-Broaddus College in Philippi acquired
its endowment. Storer’s library and records were shared between Shepherd College and Virginia Union University in
Richmond. The school’s archives are housed at West Virginia University and with the National Park Service in Harpers
Ferry, which owns the buildings.
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