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Storer College: A Hope for Redemption in the Shadow of Slavery, 1865 — 1955
Dawne Raines Burke
ABSTRACT

This historical study investigated the genesis, unfolding, contributions, and demise issues
associated with the institution of Storer College. The primary goal was to produce an
institutional narrative of Storer College that acknowledged the depth and dimension of its
90-year history, and recognized its three utmost administrators: the Doctors Brackett,
McDonald, and McKinney. The inquiry incorporated a broad range of primary and
secondary sources, including previously untapped archival resources, in reconstructing
the institution’s narrative. The study is predominantly set against the divergence of
compounding social, economic, and political forces, including its relationship with the
State of West Virginia that outlined the institution’s development over time. The global
questions that framed the study were: What was Storer College? How did it change over
time? Following the Civil War’s destruction, the nation underwent an extended period of
reconstruction. Storer College grew out of several efforts exerted by the Free Will
Baptists, a northern denomination under the aegis of the Northern Baptist Convention,
who believed that education should be the primary focus for improving freedmen in the
Shenandoah Valley. Storer College was first established in West Virginia by the Free
Will Baptists Home Mission Society through its Shenandoah Mission center, as the
Harper’s Ferry Mission School in 1865. In time, the institution experienced four
overlapping developmental phases: (a) Mission School, 1865 — 1867, (b) Secondary
Division, 1867 — 1884, (c) Secondary Expansion Division, 1884 — 1921, and (d)
Collegiate Division, 1921 — 1955 before its closure in the wake of the 1954 Brown et al.
v. Board of Education, Topeka, Kansas decision. With the outgoing class of 1955, the
institution was ultimately dismantled and subsumed under the federal aegis of the United
States Department of Interior by 1960. Despite limited funding, Storer College
functioned as a social change agent since through its institutional development it
correspondingly contributed to the individual development of its students’ literacy,
morality, self-dependency, self-advocacy, and self-assertion. These collective actions
were among the first efforts toward community-building between and among the African-
American community and consequently the community’s greater relationship with the
American society.
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