Prudence Crandall:

The Story of Connecticut’s State Heroine
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In 1831, Prudence Crandall first opened a private school for girls in Canterbury, Connecticut at the request of parents and townspeople.  Some students lived at the school while others were day students, walking or arriving by horse everyday.  Students at Prudence’s school learned everything from reading, writing, and math, to mapping and the studies of the stars, astronomy.  

The townspeople were very pleased with the new school until Prudence Crandall admitted a new student, Sarah Harris.  Sarah Harris, a young African American woman who lived nearby so desired to go to this school so that she could one day be a teacher for other black children.  Prudence Crandall knew that admitting Sarah to her school might cause some problems, but she thought that Sarah deserved the best education possible.  The parents of the white students reacted by taking their daughters out of the school.  Prudence Crandall then went on to only admit female students of African-American heritage to her private school.  This angered people even more.  

Sarah Harris and many other black students were taught by Prudence Crandall.  They came from far away cities such as Boston, New York, and Philadelphia.  These students showed strength and courage to remain at the school while townspeople broke windows, poisoned the water, and tried to set the building on fire.  The students were also called names and probably were afraid of what might happen to them for being at this school.  Yet, the students helped and cared for each other during these difficult times:

“Love and union seem to bind our little circle in the bonds of sisterly affection.”

· African American student at Canterbury Female Boarding School,

July 6, 1833.  

Prudence Crandall was put in jail after Connecticut created The Black Law, which made it illegal, against the law, to teach black students from other states.  She was kept in a jail that was used for murderers and thieves.  Prudence was forced to close her school in 1834.  One of her friends, Samuel May, had to break the bad news to the students that the school would close:

“The words almost blistered my lips.  I felt ashamed of Canterbury, ashamed of Connecticut, ashamed of my country.”

· Reverend Samuel May, September 20, 1834.

After her school closed, she soon moved to upstate New York, then Illinois and finally Kansas.  Once in Kansas, she never went back to Connecticut again.  In April of 1886, the State of Connecticut apologized for what they had done to Prudence Crandall.  She was paid a yearly sum for what had happened to her until she passed away at the age of 87.  

Before passing away, Prudence Crandall’s first African-American student, Sarah Harris came all the way from Rhode Island to visit her.  They spent several weeks together enjoying each other’s company, telling stories, and planning on how they could still make things better for all people. 

In 1995 Prudence Crandall was declared Connecticut’s State Heroine.  Prudence Crandall’s Boarding School is open as a museum in Canterbury, Connecticut.     


           

Resources: McCain, D.R. (2004) To all on equal terms: The life and legacy of Prudence Crandall.   

Questions to Consider:

1) If Prudence Crandall knew that admitting Sarah Harris would cause some trouble, why do you think that she went on to only admit African-American students?

2) Imagine a rock was thrown threw your window by an angry townsperson because he/she thought that you should not be learning at Prudence Crandall’s School.  How would you explain to someone that you had every right to be at that school?

3) It took almost 53 years for the state of Connecticut to apologize to Prudence Crandall.  How do you think that Prudence Crandall felt about this very late apology when she received it at the age of 83?

4) Prudence Crandall had been called a “trouble-maker” by some.  What kind 

           of trouble did she cause?  Would Prudence Crandall have liked the 


nickname? Why or why not?           
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