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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Charlotte Forten Grimke 1 House at 1608 R Street, Northwest Washington is a two story 
attached rowhouse (exposed on the west side) in modified English Regency design. The house 
is fashioned of brick and sits on a raised brick foundation. Six wrought iron steps rise to the 
entrance door, which sits on the northwest corner, topped by a glass light and overhanging 
hood on ornamented consoles. On the first level is a bay with three sets of double-hung 
windows containing single light sashes. On the second level of the north side are three 
windows of the same character as appears in the bay below. All windows on the north facade 
are topped with segmented arched lintels.

The east side of the house has a plain efface of brick though there are two double-hung two 
over two sash windows. The house has a L shape plan and there is a one story section which 
appears an addition, though of same design, which is ^he kitihen.

The <3crimike J Ho'U$« has been renovated. The house now has central air conditioning 
as well as a modernized interior. Though the house has been altered the overt character of 
the late 19th century has not changed.

From the southeast side of the front section a wooden fence has been constructed which 
completely encircles the rear portion of the house.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Charlotte Forten Grimke 1 was a pioneer black female educator, an early supporter of women's 
rights, a writer and an active abolitionist. She was with the first group of northern educators 
to enter the war torn isolated areas of South Carolina providing instruction to those slaves who 
resided in Union occupied territory. Most significantly, Charlotte Forten Grimke' kept a 
journal of her experiences while at Port Royal, South Carolina. This journal provided a vivid 
picture of her student's progress and growth which negated the prevailing assumptions of that 
day that blacks were unable to benefit from exposure to education. Her activities set an ex 
ample for the increased involvement of northern black men and women in the task of lending 
their skills in support of the newly freed black population throughout the South.

BIOGRAPHY

Charlotte Forten was born of wealthy free black parents in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania in 1838. 
She grew up in a prosperous home surrounded by a family which was in the forefront of black 
activism. Her grandfather, James Forten was a wealthy sailmaker and active abolitionist. Her 
father, Robert Forten, had been a staunch opposer of prejudice and refused to subject his daughter 
to the segregated school system of her native city after she was refused entrance into a local 
white school.

Charlotte received her early training from private tutors and by age sixteen her father enrolled 
her in the public school system of Salem, Massachusetts. She resided at the home of Charles 
Lenox Remond, a prominent black follower of William Lloyd Garrison.

Charlotte entered the Higginson Grammar School where she studied avidly. Upon graduating 
in 1855, she enrolled in the Salem Normal School completing the course with honors in July of 
1856. To her surprise, Miss Forten was offered a position as teacher at the Epes Grammar School 
of Salem and served as its first and only black teacher. For the next two years she taught her 
students and read widely from the classics to popular novels of the day.

It was during this time that Miss Forten developed an interest in writing. She was the author of 
several poems and articles printed in Garrison's abolitionist newspaper, the Liberator. Other 
articles appeared in the National Ant?-Slavery Standard and the Evangelist. Miss Forten spoke
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out against the evils of slavery and called for the active participation of black women in the 
abolitionist crusade.

Charlotte Forten was exposed to the most active radical abolitionists. Her life in Salem was 
a constant round of anti -slavery meetings and lectures and her closest friends included such 
notables as: William Lloyd Garrison, Wendell Phillips, William C. Nell, Lydia Maria Child 
and John Green leaf Whittier. It is of little wonder that in such an eclectic atmosphere that 
Charlotte Forten was influenced to dedicate her life to fight against the injustices of slavery 
and discrimination. Because of her training as a teacher, she held a strong belief in the im 
provement of blacks through self-help and education. The strength of her convictions is mani 
fested by a diary notation in which she stated that her life would be directed toward "... the 
good I can do my oppressed and suffering fellow creatures. "'

Illness forced her to return to Philadelphia in 1858, and for the next four years she taught 
intermittently while attempting to recover her health. The years spent in Massachusetts had 
heightened her already stimulated interest in anti-slavery and feminist activities. She joined 
the Salem Female Anti-Slavery Society at the age of seventeen and was a constant lyceum 
and concertgoer.

Upon her return to Philadelphia, she attended a lecture, "Fair Play for Women" and was 
delighted to find the lecture both abolitionist and suffragist in content. At this juncture, 
Miss Forten explained in her diary, "I crave anti-slavery food continually."^ Charlotte 
Forten had witnessed her father and grandfather's participation in the black protest move 
ment and was herself a member of an anti -slavery society, however, she sought a more 
active role in the struggle to aid the enslaved members of her race.

With the outbreak of the Civil War, Charlotte Forten realized that she was in a position 
to make a unique contribution to the cause which interested her most, the education of 
other blacks. The opportunity arrived when the sea islands off the coast of South Carolina 
were captured early in the war. Port Royal contained some ten thousand slaves who were 
abandoned by their fleeing masters. Most were uneducated and isolated from the city life 
on the mainland. Continued contact with the plantation system left them illiterate and 
untrained. The plight of the black population on the island was publicized by the general 
in command of the region. In 1862, General Thomas W. Sherman urged that:

Suitable instructors be sent to the Negroes, to 
teach them all the necessary rudiments of civilization 
and . . . that agents properly qualified, be employed 
and sent here to take charge of the plantations. . . .*•*
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By March 3, 1862 the first contingent of superintendents and teachers arrived at Port Royal. The 
group included fifty-three white educators who were poorly suited for the difficult task and conse 
quently were unable to belay the suspicions or gain the trust of St. Helena's black population. 
The initial experiment failed for neither teacher nor student could establish a bond from which 
to proceed with the work at hand.

It was into this situation that Charlotte Forten arrived as an optimistic pioneer. She left from 
New York in October 1862 with a letter from John Green leaf Whittier and arrived at Port Royal 
Harbor on October 28. She remained at Port Royal, St. Helena's Island from 1862 to 1864 as 
a teacher and kept a detailed journal of her experiences. She was the first and one of the few 
northern black teachers to have left a written account of her impressions.

Charlotte Forten's journal indicated the wide range of activities in which she was involved. 
Her duties as teacher were combined with such after school activities as song leader, story-teller, 
nurse, Sunday school teacher and companion to the elderly. Miss Forten taught her students 
of deeds of black men and women who were a part of their heritage. She told of Toussaint 
E'Oventure of Haiti believing that:

It is well that they should know what one of their 
own color could do for his race. I long to inspire 
them with courage and ambition (of a noble sort), 
and high purpose. . . .

She prepared a Christmas festival for the children and adults of St. Helena's and received a 
poem from John Green leaf Whittier for the children to learn and recite during the festivities. 
After decorating the church, Miss Forten distributed gifts for all one-hundred and fifty ex 
pectant children which included dresses, trouser material and story books. As a surprise, 
her students sang Whittier's seven stanza "Christmas Hymn."

Charlotte Forten's educational and humanitarian works continued, and when the Emancipation 
Proclamation was signed she and her students celebrated the coming of freedom. She continued 
her work at St. Helena's, finding gifts of apples, figs and oranges left by her students. She wrote 
that "It is a great happiness to teach them, "^ and the affection for her students was reciprocated 
in full measure.
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The "Port Royal experiment" was a noble effort to provide the freedmen of St. Helena's Island 
with a basic education. Its significance lies in the fact that the Federal government recognized 
the need to prepare freed blacks for a life as free men and women in the hope of easing the 
transition from bondage to freedom. The experiment proved to become a basic principle under 
which the Freedmen's Bureau would operate as an agency for the benefit of ex-slaves and dis 
placed persons.

As the first northern black female to offer her services as a teacher during the war, on St. Helena 
Island, Charlotte Forten was successful in securing the confidence of one-hundred and fifty 
students. She layed a foundation upon which subsequent teachers and administrators could utilized 
her methods in relating and thus educating ex-slaves. In addition to teaching, Charlotte Forten 
also actively sought and obtained the friendship and cooperation of the inhabitants in a non- 
paternatistic approach. Her contribution led the way for the hundreds of northern blacks who 
followed and joined her in the effort of aiding their newly freed brothers to enter into a free 
society. Miss Forten espoused the sentiments of those Afro-Americans who had been spared 
from the brutalities of enslavement within the bonds of the "peculiar institution:

The bond between me and other, freedmen and 
slaves, came from our common yearning to improve 
the welfare of our race and to reestablish ourselves 
as capable human beings after the chattle years.

There is little documentation of Charlotte Forten's teaching activities after her departure from 
St. Helena in 1864. By the end of the war she had returned to Philadelphia and continued to 
involve herself in social reform activities.

In 1878 Charlotte Forten was married to the Reverend Francis J. Grimke 1 of Washington, D. C. 
who was the nephew of the South Carolina Grimke 1 sisters, Angelina and Sarah. The marriage 
occurred shortly after Francis 1 graduation from the Princeton Theological Seminary. During the 
majority of his life in the ministry, Francis Grimke 1 served as pastor of the Fifteenth Street 
Presbyterian Church in Washington, D. C. The Grimke's resided near the parish at 1608 R Street, 
Northwest. They were the parents of one child who died shortly after birth.
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Charlotte Forten Grimke 1 worked as assistant to her husband and continued to be a contributor
to newspapers and periodicals. She served as trustee and Secretary of the Board at the Westborough
Insane Hospital in 1889 and never lost interest in education and social welfare activities.

In 1914 Charlotte Forten Grimke 1 died, leaving a legacy of service to her people from the 
times of bondage to the reality of freedom. Her work at Port Royal, St. Helena Island was 
preserved in her journal and her activities forged a path for a wider participation of black 
female involvement in education, social welfare and humanitarian endeavors. Northern 
blacks followed her example and by the end of the war, hundreds of black men and women were 
involved in teaching and missionary activities throughout the South.
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