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 THE PORTEN FAMILY

 ONE lies States of to the develop most the in Forten noted the United fami-
 lies to develop in the United
 States was the Forten Fam-

 ily of Philadelphia. This family-
 arose from low estate, but members
 of it attained the highest ranks of
 usefulness and service to the na-

 tion. The earliest known promi-
 nent member of this very distin-
 guished family was Thomas Forten
 who died early in life, leaving a
 widow and a son, James Forten,
 who was born in 1766. The son

 attended the school kept by An-
 thony Benezet who began to teach
 Negroes in Philadelphia in 1750.

 James Forten left school to work

 in a grocery store. At the age of
 fourteen, however, he went to the
 front to do his part in fighting to
 maintain the independence of this
 country. It was in 1780 that he
 embarked as pawder boy on the
 Boyal Louis under the command
 of Stephen Decatur, the father of
 the hero of the same name, who
 distinguished himself later in the
 War with the Barbary States.

 James Forten was a participant
 in the battle of the Royal Louis
 with the British Lawrence , which
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 was captured by the patriots; but
 in a later engagement with the
 Amphyon, Nymph, and Pomona the
 patriots were defeated and taken
 as prisoners by the British. Im-
 pressed with the courage of the
 frank, kind and courteous young
 Forten, the British commander de-
 sired to make the youth the com-
 panion of his son and send him to
 England to be educated and
 brought up as a gentleman. James
 Forten, however, was loyal to his
 country and requested that he be
 treated as any other prisoner of
 war. Still hoping for the best for
 the promising youth, the officer, in
 turning him over to the prison
 ship, requested that he be remem-
 bered among the first exchanges.
 On this vessel James Forten suf-

 fered in the midst of pestilence and
 hunger, but after eight months
 contrived to secure his release at
 Trenton and soon thereafter re-
 joined his widowed mother and
 friends in Philadelphia.

 James Forten did not lose inter-

 est in the struggle for independ-
 ence, however ; for he retained
 vivid memories of the twenty oth-

 er colored seamen who served on
 the vessel with him and bore testi-
 mony to the effect that the vessels
 of war were to a great extent
 manned by colored seamen. The
 Alliance of thirty-six guns under.
 Commodore Barry, the Trumbull
 of thirty-two guns under Captain
 Nicholson, and the Confederacy
 and the Randolph oí South Caro-
 lina, were all manned in part by
 colored men. James Forten noted
 with pride the colored men in the
 regiments from Rhode Island, Con-
 necticut, and Massachusetts when
 they passed through Philadelphia
 to meet Cornwallis who was then
 overrunning the South. One or
 two companies of colored men were
 attached to each of these regiments.

 James Forten later made a trip
 to England on the Commerce, ac-
 companied by his brother-in-law.
 There he remained a year during
 which he learned much about the
 struggle for freedom which had
 been settled with respect to Eng-
 land by the decision of Lord Mans-
 field in the Somerset case, but un-
 der the leadership of Thomas
 Clarkson and Granville Sharp was
 still continued in the attack on
 slavery and the slave trade else-
 where. Forten had the opportunity
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 to hear the weighty discussions of
 these vital measures in and out of

 Parliament. This experience was
 vital in shaping the career of this
 precocious youth.

 James Forten, however, still had
 to make his career. After return-

 ing to Philadelphia he apprenticed
 himself to Robert Bridges as a sail-
 maker. Forten 's skill, energy, dili-
 gence and manly conduct com-
 mended him to Bridges, and he
 promoted Forten to the position
 of foreman of the plant when he
 was only twenty years old. Forten
 continued in this position until
 1798 when, upon the retirement of
 Bridges, he assumed the entire con-
 trol and responsibility of the es-
 tablishment. Forten made a de-

 vice for handling sails and in the
 exploitation of it greatly increased
 his income. In the conduct of his
 business, he showed the same
 straightforwardness, industry; and
 honesty which had characterized
 him throughout his life, and he
 had the patronage and the friend-
 ship of the best element in the
 Philadelphia area. In 1830 he was
 rated as worth $100,000, one of
 the richest men in Philadelphia.
 He was the friend and coworker
 of such distinguished men as Ben-
 jamin Franklin, Benjamin Rush,
 Roberts Vaux, William Rawle,
 Caspar Wistar, Joseph Parrish,
 and Thomas Shipley. Forten was
 moved in the direction of these
 men because they represented the
 best in the nation. Like them, For-
 ten was deeply interested in hu-
 manity. He was a warm supporter
 of William Lloyd Garrison. For-
 ten was the first person of e^her
 race, black or white, to give as
 much as $50.00 to The Liberator .

 When fortune first came his way
 Forten purchased a home for his
 mother and another for his wid-

 owed sister, and extended to them
 his help and protection through-
 out their lives. Forten would even
 endanger his life to help his fel-
 lowman. At various times he saved
 as many as seven persons from
 drowning. His heroism sö im-
 pressed the Humane Society of
 Philadelphia that on May 9, 1821

 this body presented him an "Hon-
 orary Certificate" as a testimony
 of their approbation of his meri-
 torious conduct.

 Before this time, however, For-
 ten had come to the rescue of his

 country the second time by play-
 ing an important role in the War
 of 1812. The British Navy was
 raiding the eastern coast and had
 come ashore and burned the capí-
 tol in Washington. This threw all
 the eastern cities into a panic,
 fearful of being likewise attacked.
 Negroes were appealed to for help
 in defending Philadelphia. Forten
 with tWfenty of his journeymen and
 hundreds of colored men who ral-

 lied under his leadership threw up
 redoubts on the Schuykill and pre-
 pared the city to meet the enemy,
 but Philadelphia was not attacked.

 Important service like this, how-
 ever, did not prevent the rising
 tide of race prejudice against Ne-
 groes in Philadelphia and James
 Forten had to join with other Ne-
 groes in organizing to combat the
 forces that made the lot of the

 Negro hard in Philadelphia. The
 Negroes long settled in that city
 had shown themselves to be useful

 and desirable citizens, but increas-
 ing oppression in the South drove
 so many fugitive slaves and free
 Negroes toward the North that
 Philadelphia the nearest large city
 to the land of slavery received more
 than what she considered her share

 of these refugees from persecution.
 Many of these new comers could
 not find employment and sank into
 poverty, disease and crime.

 The hostility toward Negroes
 stimulated the growth of the colo-
 nization movement as an effort to

 get rid of the free Negro element.
 James Forten and his coworkers
 who had long fought slavery in
 cooperation with the abolition so-
 cieties found on their hands the
 double task of combating at the
 same time the American Coloniza-
 tion Society. At a meeting of pro-
 test against the proposed deporta-
 tion of the Negroes to Africa he
 and his colaborers went on record
 as determined to fight the foul
 monster of colonization. They de-

 clared that the free Negroes would
 never separate from their brothers
 in chains. Negroes fought, bled and
 died for the independence of this
 country. "Here we were born,
 here we would live and here we
 would die."

 James Forten lived to see the

 situation in Pennsylvania become
 much worse. The hatred of the

 Negro in that city reached the
 point that the frequent attacks and
 murders of Negroes by the rough
 element developed into raging mobs
 culminating in 1834. Conditions
 grew still more deplorable about
 this time when Scotch-Irish Pres-

 byterians and, Germans immigrat-
 ing into this country began to com-
 pete with Negroes employed in
 drudgery and thus made the mat-
 ter a labor problem as well as a
 race question. The authorities gen-
 erally failed to punish the crimi-
 nals offending the Negroes, but
 cruelly punished the Negroes ad-
 judged guilty of crimes against
 whites. The attitude of the ma-
 jority was all but a concerted ef-
 fort to expel from the state the
 Negroes already there and to pre-
 vent others from entering Pennsyl-
 vania.

 Finally by 1838 when the Con-
 stitutional Convention assembled
 to work out a new instrument of

 government those antagonistic to
 the Negroes had created such a
 sentiment against them that the
 Negro who had voted in Pennsyl-
 vania since colonial days was dis-
 franchised on the grounds that, al-
 though the Negro was a "free
 man" he was not a "freeman" as

 contemplated in the colonial char-
 ters and the Constitution of 1780.
 The Evening Bulletin , voicing the
 sentiment of the majority observed
 editorially that the Negro had not
 been raised by freedom, "that he
 had made no progress, that in
 Pennsylvania he filled the jails and
 the ąlmshouses, and that quarters
 in which he dwelt were pest-holes
 from which diseases spread. In
 Pennsylvania he was of right a
 hewer of wood and a drawer of
 water. If he desired to rise it
 would be well for him to go else-
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 where. He deceived himself if he

 thought he could remain there and
 ever escape from his servile condi-
 tion."

 On the side of the Negroes were
 the Quakers and Abolitionists who
 were fighting bravely for the im-
 provement of the Negroes and to
 protéct them from their rabid ene-
 mies, but they were in the minority.
 Seeing that deserving Negroes like
 James Forten could not enjoy the
 rights of citizens and could not
 advance their children, these
 friends compiled and published
 data in 1835, 1838, 1849 and 1859
 to show that the Negroes of Phila-
 delphia were desirable citizens who
 were gainfully employed ; but these
 disabilities continued. In a letter

 to Angelina Grimké on April 15,
 1837, Sara L. Forten, a daughter
 of James Forten, expressed her in-
 debtedness to the Abolition move-
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 ment for having aroused her from
 her indifference to the ills from

 which her people suffered. It seems
 that the creditable standing and
 wealth of the Fortens enabled them
 to escape from many of the evils
 inflicted generally upon Negroes.
 In this same letter she said, "My
 father bids me to tell you that
 white and colored men have worked
 with him from his first commence-

 ment in business. One man (a
 white) has been with him nearly
 thirty-seven years ; very few of
 his hired men have been foreign-
 ers; nearly all are natives of this
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 country ; the greatest harmony and
 good feeling exists between them;
 he has usually 10 or twenty jour-
 neymen, one half of whom are
 white ; but I am not aware of any
 white sailmaker who employs col-
 ored men ; I think it should be re-
 ciprocal - don't you?"

 James Forten died on March 4,
 1842, at the very time when the
 Negroes were passing through their
 worst stage of persecution in Penn-
 sylvania. Robert Purvis, his son-
 in-law took up the task from which
 James Forten was called and the

 successor fought nobly in coopera-
 tion with the Abolitionists and the

 Underground Railroad for the de-
 liverance of the Negroes from their
 tormentors. Purvis had long been
 a worker in the reform ranks. Now

 he was the chief spokesman for
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 those who had followed the leader-

 ship of James Forten. James For-
 ten, Jr., following in the footsteps
 of his father was also a worker in

 these ranks, but his efforts were
 eclipsed by those of his better sea-
 soned brother-in-law Robert Pur-
 vis. He was educated at Amherst

 and had enjoyed helpful contact
 with the liberals of the country.
 He was one of the founders of the

 American Anti -Slavery Society
 and signed with others the " Dec-
 laration of Sentiments' ' in 1833.

 Like James Forten, his father-in-
 law, Purvis gave much financial
 aid to this cause. He survived all
 these founders.

 During the decade just before
 the Civil War Margaretta Forten,
 a daughter of James Forten con-
 ducted successfully a grammar
 school at 92 Lombard Street. She
 received boarding students. Such
 efforts as these were later eclipsed
 by the larger institution made pos-
 sible by the Humphreys Fund
 from which was established the In-
 stitute for Colored Youth, which
 transplanted to the rural com-
 munity became Cheyney Training
 School. Margaretta Forten is oth-
 erwise known to fame. She co-

 operated throughout the years with
 Lucretia Mott and other liberal
 women as a member and for a num-

 ber of years as the secretary of the
 Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery
 Society.

 What became of the fortune of
 James Forten is not definitely
 known. His estate was probably
 distributed among his relatives, one
 of whom was his daughter Harriet
 D. Forten who married Robert B.
 Purvis. In Memoirs and Auto-
 biography of the Wealthy Citizens
 of Philadelphia, published in 1846,
 four years after the death of James
 Forten, Robert B. Purvis is listed
 as "a colored man, sonTin-law of
 the late James Forten, originally
 from the South, retired upon his
 fortune, and a clever man" worth
 $50,000. Whether or not any of
 this wealth represented the inherit-
 ance of his wife is not known. It
 is well established that Purvis in-
 herited much from his white father.

 By 1865 the Philadelphia city di-
 rectory ceases to list any Fortens
 as sailmakers. The business may
 have declined as a result of the

 development of steam navigation.

 Charles B. Purvis

 One of the Fortens of promi-
 nence was Charles B. Purvis, the
 child of Robert B. Purvis who mar-

 ried Harriet D. Forten, the daugh-
 ter of James Forten. Charles B.

 Purvis grew up with his seven
 brothers and sister on a farm at

 Byberry in Philadelphia county, to
 which the family moved when

 CHARLOTTE FORTEN GRIMKE AMONG FRIENDS AT
 BORDENTOWN, NEW JERSEY

 Charles B. Purvis was only two
 years old. When he was old enough
 he attended the public school in the
 community where he and his broth-
 ers and sisters were the only col-
 ored children enrolled. At one time
 they were denied admission and
 Purvis protested the payment of a
 school tax for facilities which his

 children could not enjoy. In 1860
 Charles B. Purvis went to Oberlin

 and attended there two years with-
 out finishing the college course, but
 his record was creditable. In 1862

 he entered the Medical College of
 Western Reserve University and
 was graduated from that course in
 March in 1865.

 Within two months after gradua-
 tion he was appointed an acting
 assistant surgeon with the rank of

 first lieutenant in the United States
 Army. He was assigned to duty
 in Washington, D. C. After hold-
 ing this position two years, he was
 appointed assistant surgeon in the
 Freedmen's Hospital. While still
 thus engaged, Howard University
 elected him professor of materia
 medica and medical jurisprudence,
 and he thus served the Medical De-
 partment in 1868. At the end of
 five years Howard called him to
 the chair of obstetrics and diseases
 of women and children. This chair
 he held until his retirement in 1908

 on a pension by the Carnegie En-

 dowment for the Advancement of
 Teaching. He lived thereafter in
 Brookline but spent the winters in
 Los Angeles where he died on Jan-
 uary 30, 1929.

 The mere statement of his use
 and development from one posi-
 tion to another does not do Dr.
 Purvis justice. He was more than
 a professor or an assistant surgeon
 in charge of Freedmen's Hospital.
 He was the first Negro to be given
 an opportunity to function in this
 sphere in the District of Columbia
 and he thus answered the question
 as to whether the Negro could soon
 qualify as a teacher on the pro-
 fessional level. His very presence
 at the Howard Medical School was

 an inspiration to the Negroes who
 went there to qualify as physicians.
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 Dr. Purvis, moreover, labored in-
 defatigably for the progress of that
 institution not only in the school-
 room but in representing the work
 before the public. He was deeply
 interested in medical education

 and made many sacrifices to fur-
 ther the work at Howardģ Probably
 to no man is the Howard Medical
 School more indebted for its first
 success than to Dr. Charles B. Pur-

 vis. In recognition of what he had
 thus contributed Howard made

 him a trustee, and he used his in-
 fluence for the advancement of the

 school long after he had retired.
 Dr. Purvis married white twice.

 A son by his first wife, Anne M.
 Hatheway, of Eastport, Maine, was
 graduated in dentistry and prac-
 ticed in Philadelphia. A daughter
 from the same union was gradu-
 ated in medicine and practiced in
 Boston, Massachusetts.

 Charlotte L. Forten

 Another distinguished member
 of the family was Charlotte L. Por-
 ten. She was the daughter of Rob-
 ert D. Forten, and the grand-
 daughter of James Forten. She
 studied in private schools in Phila-
 delphia to master the fundamen-
 tals and then she attended the Hig-
 ginson Grammar School at Salem,
 Massachusetts. There she was grad-
 uated with high honor and received
 a premium for writing "A Parting
 Hymn," which was rendered as a
 feature of the exercises closing the
 year. Colonel T. W. Higginson was
 so favorably impressed with her
 that he wanted one of his nephews
 to marry her.

 Following the example of her
 father, Charlotte Forten enlisted
 in the cause of humanity. Her
 effort, however, was that of writing.
 She became a correspondent of the
 National Anti-Slavery Standard
 and made an impression with her
 witty and penetrating letters pub-
 lished in that organ. She wrote
 also for the Atlantic Monthly . Oth-
 er publications gave her a larger
 audience by publishing extracts
 from these productions.

 When the Civil War came she

 was ever mindful of the great

 change which seemed immediately
 ahead. She saw her duty as a help-
 er in the ranks of the freedmen.

 jFew of them had opportunities for
 enlightenment, and she had been
 fortunate in obtaining a useful edu-
 cation. She volunteered, there-
 fore, to teach in the Southern
 States under the auspices of the
 Freedmen 's Aid Societies. For
 some time she worked in South

 Carolina, and the boards reporting
 on their operations referred fre-
 quently to the work accomplished
 there by Charlotte L. Forten.

 Her main achievement, however,
 was in writing verse. With her
 poem "The Angel Visit" she made
 "a touching allusion to her de-
 parted mother" She wrote a num-
 ber of other poems which dealt
 with life as she experienced it and
 the drama of interracial conflict

 which passed around her. These
 poems are to be collected and pub-

 lished by A. J. Cooper by provi-
 sion in the will of Francis J.

 Grimké, whom she married in 1879
 and by whom she had one child
 that died in infancy. She passed
 away in 1915.

 In Washington, D. C., where
 Charlotte Forten settled, she took
 front rank as a woman of high
 ideals and intellectual power. It
 was she and others of her circle

 who constituted the group of in-
 tellectuals of the Capital of the Na-
 tion to supply that atmosphere of
 high culture above the level of the
 grovelling mass of the selfish who
 came and went but left no favor-

 able impression on the city. She is
 still remembered by the oldest citi-
 zens of the District of Columbia

 whose appreciation of her worth is
 best expressed in the following
 words by her husband's niece, An-
 gelina W. Grimké, the daughter of
 Archibald H. Grimké:

 To Keep the Memory of Charlotte
 Forten Grimke

 Still are there wonders of the dark and day;
 The muted shrilling of shy things at night,
 So small beneath the stars and moon;
 The peace, dream-frail, but perfect while the light
 Lies softly on the leaves at noon.
 These are, and these will be
 Until Eternity;
 But she who loved them well has gone away.

 Each dawn, while yet the east is veiled gray,
 The birds about her window wake and sing;
 And far away each day some lark
 I know is singing where the grasses swing;
 Some robin calls and calls at dark.
 These are, and these will be
 Until Eternity;
 But she who loved them well has gone away.

 The wild flowers that she loved down green ways stray;
 Her roses lift their wistful buds at dawn,
 But not for eyes that loved them best;
 Only her little pansies are all gone,
 Some lying softly on her breast.
 And flowers will bud and be

 Until Eternity;
 But she who loved them well has gone away.

 ( Continued on page 95)
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