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PREFACE

“IT RESTS WITH HER TO PAVE THE WAY” *
Ida Dora Fairbush was born on March 15, 1869. She died on September 20, 1945.
Between those two dates she lived a life as a daughter, sister, student scholar, educator
and community builder. In every sense of the concept, she was an “Uncrowned
Queen”. In spite of significant contributions to her community, Ida’s story is largely
unknown. Her history, like those of countless other Black women in this country, has
not been fully documented in local history texts, educational curriculum or popular
literature. With the exception of one or two factoids, Ida’s narrative has been ignored,
de-valued and generally lost to time.
However, we do know something about the era in which she lived and the environment
that helped to shape her life. In her lifetime African Americans continuously
confronted discrimination that limited their opportunities and threatened -- overtly or
covertly -- their communities. It’s likely that Ida’s experiences would have mirrored
those of her compatriots. She certainly had struggles that are documented. Yet during
Ida’s generation, African-American women engaged in activities that empowered and
advanced their communities and supported each other.
They initiated self-help movements that incorporated advocacy strategies focused on
programs for the less fortunate; enfranchisement; economic, political and social
equality; educational access and other rights denied to the race. A principal component
of these movements is the communal nature of collective effort; working together on
common goals; nurturing and supporting one another; mentoring younger “sisters”;
and maintaining the tradition of passing life lessons down from generation to
generation. And they dared to aspire to positions that were denied members of their
race. We note examples of advocacy and activism in Ida’s life too.
This biographical sketch connects the historical backdrop and details about Ida’s family,
education and community engagement gleaned from contemporary sources. The result
is a more comprehensive portrait of Ida Dora Fairbush that exceeds a few factoids. Ida
Dora Fairbush deserves a prominent place in Western New York’s regional history. As
Buffalo’s first African American public-school teacher, she broke barriers and did
indeed “pave the way” for those who came after her.
Barbara A. Seals Nevergold, PhD
* The Buffalo Enquirer January 20, 1897
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THE FAIRBUSH FAMILY
The John W. Fairbush family was among the earliest African American residents of
Buffalo, New York. In 1855 New York State census identified the Fairbushes as boarders
of the Bunly family in the City’s 6th ward. While their surname was misspelled,
“Forbush” (not an uncommon problem with census data), John W., 28, Amanda, 21 and
3-month-old Elizabeth are undoubtedly the Fairbush family. In the 1860 census, which
recorded the correct spelling of their name, 34-year-old John, his wife, Amanda and
their two children, 5-year-old Elizabeth and John an almost 2-year-old lived in the same
ward. Three years later, John appeared among local men listed on the roster of eligible
recruits for duty in the Civil War. (1) His age was given as 40 at this time. It seems
unlikely that he served in the military, however.
By the 1870 census John and Amanda Fairbush had lived in Buffalo for at least 15 years
and experienced many changes in their family. Another son, Nelson S. was born in
1866. Ida Dora, their daughter was born on March 15, 1869. The 1875 New York State
census recorded the family as composed of John, Amanda and their children, Nelson, a
9-year-old, Ida, a six-year old, Clara, aged 2 and two-month-old Mary. John and
Elizabeth are missing from the household. Five years later, Olive M. is listed in the 1880
Census as a daughter along with Nelson and Ida. Clara, however, is missing. Ida is
listed as being in school but there is no response about Olive’s educational status.
Fourteen-year old Nelson’s occupation is identified as “servant”.
An interesting little puzzle created by this census relates to the fact that the census taker
also enumerated Nelson with another family. While he is still listed as a member of the
Fairbush household, he is also counted in the household of Dr. D. W. Harrington, a
physician. Nelson is identified as a mulatto boy of 14. He is one of four servants in the
Harrington household. In addition to the doctor, his wife and two-year-old child, a
medical student completes the household. With the exception of Nelson, all are white.
Among the questions raised by this information: What was the nature of Nelson’s job
and did it interfere with his education? Of course, we’re likely never to know the
answers to those questions but this information adds another nuance to the life
circumstances of the Fairbush family.
Since Olive’s age is given as 7 at the time of this census, we should consider whether
she is one of the two girls in the 1875 census. Perhaps her name was recorded
incorrectly in the earlier document. Part of the mystery regarding the children is
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cleared up, however, by the 1900 census. Although Amanda and John had eleven
children only three lived to adulthood, Nelson, Ida and Olive. Not much is known
about Olive. She may have been disabled. Phyllis McGruder Chase writes in her bio of
Ida that she took care of her “crippled” sister. (2) On the other hand, Nelson was, like
Ida, a pioneer in his career and a civic and political community leader. His history is
rich and engaging. He will be the subject of a future paper.
For most of his life in Buffalo John Fairbush made his living as a whitewasher. Except
for an 1867 Buffalo City Directory entry where he is listed as a waiter, most directories
and census identify his occupation as a whitewasher. There are numerous questions,
however, that remain unanswered about John. He was born circa 1821-25, but we don’t
know the exact date. Was he enslaved or was he a freeman? And where was he born?
The census asks the latter question, however the responses on several census reports are
inconsistent. Canada, Maryland, Connecticut, Virginia and Missouri were variously
recorded as John’s birthplace. Not much more is known about John Fairbush except for
his death. John died on May 5, 1881 from consumption. (3) He was reported to be 60
years old. At the time of his death, his surviving children, Nelson, Ida and Olive were
all minors.
Following her husband’s death Amanda was listed in several city directories during the
1880s as the head of household. Her occupation was identified as seamstress. It’s likely
that she contributed to her family’s income in this manner even while John was alive.
In subsequent years Amanda lived with her son and his wife or her daughters until the
end of her life. There is more convincing evidence about Amanda’s birthplace although
several different responses to this question were given to census takers for her as well.
According to her death certificate, (4) information that was, most likely, given by a
family member, Amanda was a native of Conneaut, Ohio. Her maiden name was also
documented as Jefferson. She died January 18, 1912 at the age of 73, outliving all but
two of her children.
Buffalo’s population numbered 155,134 residents in 1880. African Americans
comprised 857 of that number and the Fairbush family made up 5 of the 857. Nelson,
Ida and Olive were all school-aged children in 1880. Although small in number, for
decades, African American citizens had actively organized and advocated for equality
and equitable access to civic, business, educational and political institutions.
Educational access for African American children was an urgent matter on their
agenda. Given their long residency in Buffalo, the Fairbushes were certainly not
unaware of the struggle, waged by members of their community, to open the public
schools to African American children. In fact, they may have participated, on the behalf
of their children, in the various advocacy movements.
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THE VINE STREET AFRICAN SCHOOL
Black Buffalonian’s demand for educational opportunity had limited success, however.
The educational alternatives available to them proved less than satisfactory. In 1839,
seven years after the City of Buffalo was incorporated as a municipality, community
advocacy resulted in officials agreeing to establish a school for African American
students. Citing the City Charter, which mandated separate facilities for white and
black children, City bureaucrats approved a segregated facility for Black children.
Initially, just ten students were enrolled. (5). For the first ten years of its existence the
segregated “colored” school was housed in several locations – a tenement building, a
“colored” church hall and the basement of a city market. (6)
In 1848, the school moved to a former city
school, Number 11. The building was
abandoned when white parents, argued that
the school’s physical condition was a hazard
and demanded its closure. (7) Nonetheless
the school, renamed Number 9 and
popularly known as the Vine Street African
School, served as the location of the school
for “colored” children for the next 33 years.
With little recourse, African Americans sent
their children to the African School, but they
never lost their resolve to obtain access to
the public schools for their children. As early as 1847, Peyton Harris, a future litigant in
a lawsuit to force school integration, described the educational plight of Black students:
“…. the education of colored youth, up to this time, has been shamefully limited. In very deed it
has not reached the dignity and elevation of education. It has been rudimental noting and
superficial glancings. To comprehensiveness it has never yet made any pretension; to profundity
not the most distant approach.” (8)
The number of children enrolled in the African School was acknowledged in the 1855
Annual Report of the Superintendent of Schools. Although the numbers are dubious
(census records report that the total population of African Americans was only 675 in
1850), the Superintendent reported that 212 students registered for the Vine Street
African School. (9). Also, contrary to white parents’ opinion of the state of the school
seven years prior to the report, the Superintendent described the “… condition of the
school as being better than it ever has been before. No pains are spared by the accomplished
teachers in raising it to a standard as will place it on a level of acquirement and deportment with
the other schools of the city.” (10)
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During the course of its early history, the school employed several African American
lead teachers. Little is known about J.C. Wilson, the first teacher, who was hired to
open the school in July 1839. He was followed briefly by Walter Fuller in 1840.
However, Phyllis McGruder Chase provided detailed pictures of the two men who
followed Wilson and Fuller. McGruder Chase reported that Samuel Davis was hired as
principal teacher in 1842. (11) A Davis descendant has written a comprehensive
biography of his ancestor and published a copy of the contract that Davis signed with
the City. It dates his final appointment at the Vine Street African School from July 1845
to June 1846. (12) However, it appears that Davis vacillated between working for the
City and his own entrepreneurial educational endeavor.
Davis was paid an annual salary of $300. While this may seem to be a fair wage for the
era, White reports that Black teachers were discriminated against by being paid lower
wages. White also notes that white teachers at Vine Street were paid less than their
counterparts in the District schools. Many parents complained that the salary
discrepancy resulted in the school having some unqualified and incompetent teachers.
(13)
Samuel Davis was not new to Buffalo. He’d moved to the city from Windsor, Ontario
sometime in the late 1830s and quickly became a respected community leader. A
learned man, Davis had attended Oberlin College. Although there’s no information that
he received a degree, the 1836 Oberlin Catalogue lists a Samuel Davis as a registrant in
the Collegiate Department. (14) A mason, by trade, Davis was also a minister. In 1842,
he was called to pastor the Michigan Street Baptist Church, the second oldest African
American congregation in Buffalo. The church history credits him with helping to
construct the church’s new building – still a house of worship – on Michigan Street in
1844. (15)
Davis was an accomplished orator and a vocal and active member of the anti-slavery
movement. In 1843, he was the chairman of the National Convention of Colored
Citizens held in Buffalo. He delivered a powerful keynote address in which he laid out
the demands of African Americans. His position as a leader in this historic convention
and his remarks offer some insight into the character of this pioneer. He was
unapologetic in both his demands for equality and his call for African Americans to
take responsibility for acting to achieve their goals.
“I will simply say, however, that we wish to secure for ourselves, in common with other citizens,
the privilege of seeking our own happiness in any part of the country we may choose, which right
is now unjustly and, we believe, unconstitutionally denied us in a part of this Union. We wish
also to secure the elective franchise in those states where it is denied us, where our rights are
legislated away, and our voice neither heard nor regarded. We also wish to secure, for our
children especially, the benefits of education, which in several States are entirely denied us, and
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in others are enjoyed only in name. These, and many other things, of which we justly complain,
bear most heavily upon us as a people; and it is our right and our duty to seek for redress, in that
way which will be most likely to secure the desired end.” (16)
Davis’ tenure in the African School ended when he left and started his own private
school for Black students, probably in 1844. The English-Colored School was housed at
the Vine Street African Methodist Episcopal Church. Co-incidentally, the Vine Street
African School was located across the street from the church. (17) McGruder Chase
noted that the city had about one hundred African American children eligible for school
enrollment at the time. Davis recruited a quarter of those students to attend his school.
The quality of the education appears not to have been an issue. However, parents were
not able to pay the tuition to sustain the school and Davis, forced to close his school.
(18) According to Richardson, Davis returned to the Vine Street African school for the
contracted year, 1845-1846 and left Buffalo the following year.
James T. Holley was hired in 1854 as the Vine Street School’s last African American
principal teacher. Holley’s position at the school, as with the others ended after about a
year. McGruder Chase described his failure as resulting from conflicts with the
Superintendent and parents of the school related to his views about emigration to
Africa. Holley eventually entered the Episcopal priesthood and made substantive
contributions to the Church in this position. (19) After leaving Buffalo both Davis and
Holley distinguished themselves and detailed biographies of both men are available.
Other African Americans were hired to work in the Vine Street School, including
women but McGruder Chase noted that they were teacher assistants and no records
were found that identify them.
Early in its existence school officials acknowledged that the location of the Vine Street
African School was a serious impediment to student attendance. Although numerous
Black families lived near the African School many others had to travel, sometimes long
distances, to attend the school. Some children were too young to travel by themselves
and parents had to take them. In the winter, especially, attendance was chronically low.
School officials were not unsympathetic to the children’s plight but unmoved to change
school policy. Superintendent V. M. Rice’s 1853 Report observed that “It excites one’s
pity, to see them in cold, stormy weather often thinly clad, wending their way over a worrisome
distance….” (20). The travel problems, in addition to the physical condition of the
school, and the questionable quality of the teachers were often cited by Black parents as
they advocated for access to the public schools in their neighborhoods. (21)
If the Fairbushs’ two children, Elizabeth and John, were still alive in 1866, its probable
that they would have attended the Vine Street African School. Their son, Nelson was
born that year and possibly attended the school for a short period. One year after
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Nelson’s birth, frustrations with the segregated school system came to a boil when a
group of African American parents boldly demanded access to all public schools for
their children. Led by Henry Moxley, Peyton Harris, Dr. Benjamin Taylor and others
the parents initiated a law suit against the city in 1867 after other advocacy efforts
failed.
Henry Moxley, the leading complainant in the court fight, had four school-aged
children. Moxley was born in Virginia circa 1808. He escaped slavery and settled in
Buffalo as early as 1832. In fact, he may have arrived in the area before 1832 as he was
one of 68 “colored people” listed in Buffalo’s inaugural City Directory. Moxley was a
barber and by 1839 he’d established his own barbershop. A search of the city
directories shows that Moxley moved his operations to various locations throughout the
city. Yet, he was, by all accounts, a successful entrepreneur. In 1870 he had almost “$3,
000 in real and personal property.” (22)
Like Samuel Davis, Moxley was also active in the anti-slavery movement and a
convener of the 1843 National Convention of Colored Citizens in Buffalo. His obituary
described him as “a man of great intelligence…and for many years was quite pre-eminent
among our colored population”. (23) The respect he garnered in the community is reflected
by an example of his role as a community builder and illustrates why he was deserving
of the characterization in his obituary. In 1871 Moxley was one of nine African
American men appointed to the “colored” Erie County jury. The appointment made
news across the country as the jury was the first comprised of “colored” men in the
New York State. (24)
In June 1867, Moxley petitioned the City to have his children admitted to School 32,
which was located in the district where they lived. Initially Moxley’s petition received
positive support from a group of City Aldermen on the Council’s School Committee.
The District was directed to “admit the colored children to their neighborhood schools”.
(25) A subsequent vote, however, upheld the City Charter ban on integrated schools
and Moxley’s request was denied.
Before resorting to a legal remedy, however, Moxley and the other parents devised an
audacious strategy. In September 1867 they took their children to their respective
neighborhood schools. This action was met with the forceful removal of the children by
Superintendent John Fosdick. Fosdick personally ordered them to return to the Vine
Street African School and physically ejected students, who did not leave voluntarily.
(26)
In response to this outrage, Moxley and his co-complainants filed a lawsuit to force the
City to finally integrate the schools. The parents accused the City and the Schools of
violating the Civil Rights Act of 1866. The Bill “Enacted April 9, 1866 was the first
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United States Federal law to define citizenship and affirm that all citizens are equally
protected by the law. (27) Unfortunately, regardless of this law, the parents did not
prevail. Their lawsuit was dismissed, and Henry Moxley was ordered to pay court
costs of $192.
The segregated Vine Street African School continued as the only public educational
alternative for Buffalo’s African American children until 1872. That year the City
Council finally changed the Charter to allow African American children to attend a
public school in their neighborhood. By 1880 approximately seventy-five African
American children were attending 16 Buffalo public schools. Another thirty to thirtyfive continued to attend the Vine Street African School even after the City opened all
public schools to them. Almost a decade after the change in the City Charter effectively
integrated the schools, dwindling enrollment forced closure of the Vine Street African
School in 1881. (28) The school’s closure ended a significant era in the history of public
education in Buffalo. Fifteen years later, Ida Dora Fairbush launched a new chapter of
historic firsts by African Americans in the Buffalo Public Schools.
IDA, THE SCHOLAR
This backdrop framed the Fairbush children’s public educational landscape. Ida
Fairbush was 3 years old in 1872. If she began school at age 5, it would have been in the
year 1874 after Black children were allowed to attend City schools. However, her
brother, Nelson, who was three years older, may have begun his formative education at
the Vine Street African School. Following her husband’s death Amanda Fairbush and
her three children lived at a Bundy Alley address in 1882 and 1883. The following year,
the family relocated to 121 Babcock Street. Ida was in the 9th grade and attended public
school 26.
Ida was an excellent student. Contemporary
newspaper articles and the records of the Jesse
Ketchum Foundation cite Ida D. Fairbush as the
recipient of a small Silver Jesse Ketchum Medal in
1884. (29) This coveted medal, named for its
founder, is given to students in Buffalo schools,
who’ve achieved high academic success. It was
established in 1873. 2019 marks the 146th
anniversary of the Jesse Ketchum Award
program, which continues to recognize the
scholastic achievements of elementary school
students.
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Ida was in 8th grade and may have been the only African American student in her
school at that grade level. She was certainly the only African American student in her
grade, city-wide, to be awarded the 1884 Jesse Ketchum small silver medal. Her
accomplishment was noteworthy and historically significant. Dr. William Greco, the
Jesse Ketchum Foundation historian, has determined that between the first African
American recipient in 1873 (a Vine Street African School student) and Ida’s award there
were only 6 African American students – including Ida -- who’d earned a silver or gold
medal. (30)
Ida’s contemporary, acquaintance and possibly friend, Grace Celia Taylor was awarded
the Gold Jesse Ketchum Medal the same year Ida received her Silver. A 12th grade
student at Central High School, Grace was a scholar who’d received the small and the
large Silver Jesse Ketchum Medals in 1879 and 1880 respectively. (31) Both girls
received their 1884 medals at a ceremony held September 6th at Goodell Hall. (32).
Grace was the daughter of Dr. Benjamin Taylor, a petitioner in the Moxley lawsuit. Born
in 1864, it’s possible that Grace was a student at the Vine Street School before students
were admitted to the public schools in 1872. In any event, she had older siblings who
were of school age during the African School era. Grace was an exceptional student,
who earned three Jesse Ketchum Medals. She is a one of a small cadre of students and
the only African American to earn all three Ketchum medals at a time when the Gold
medal was really fabricated of gold! (33)
Decades later, Grace’s academic accomplishments and her family legacy were still being
touted by the African American community. A 1911 article in the New York Age,
entitled “Buffalo Women” called her a “star pupil,(who) led her classes throughout her entire
school life and won every medal; her niece Amelia Anderson also graduated from Central H.S.
and is the first and only Buffalo young woman to enter and graduate from college, Syracuse
University; specializing in languages.” (34)
(A bio of Grace Celia Taylor Pendleton is in progress and will be on the Uncrowned
Community Builders website)
Grace graduated from Central High School, Buffalo’s only high school, in 1884. Ida
followed her at the school. Ida’s acceptance at Central, as perhaps, the second African
American to attend the school, was considered a significant accomplishment as it
warranted local press coverage. The Buffalo Enquirer listed her among the students
who’d passed all 5 subjects required to obtain a regent’s certificate, a prerequisite for
admission. Ida graduated from Central High School on June 23, 1889 as one of 81
“scholars”, a record number for that time. (35) She was the only African American
student in the graduating class. She was 20 years old.
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As a member of a “prominent Buffalo family, educated, respected by
the African American community, accepted by the white educational
community, a leader….and a lovely lady of respectability” (36), it’s
not surprising that Ida was active in the civic, social and
religious activities of Buffalo’s African American community.
The Black church, especially, has traditionally played a crucial
role in community building. Beyond its position as a home for
spiritual sustenance, the Black church has been a vital center
that prepared its members to be active contributors to their
community. Ida had a special connection to Buffalo’s first
African American house of worship. In 1888 the Buffalo City
Directory listing of church organists included Ida Fairbush as
the organist for the Vine Street African Methodist Episcopal
Church. She was 19 years old and still in high school. She
continued to be identified as the church’s organist in every city
directory through 1893. Ida’s service at the Vine Street AME
Church coincided with the tenures of two influential pastors, who may have impacted
her future educational choices.
While Ida’s religious affiliation has not been confirmed, Nelson Fairbush was a devoted
member and leader at St. Philip’s Episcopal Church. He was a member of the Vestry,
the governing body of the church and its musical director. (37). Established in 1865, St.
Philip’s was the third oldest “colored” church in the city. The church affiliations of
members of the Black community also provide examples of their inter-connected “small
community” networks. It’s of interest to note that Grace Celia Taylor served as St.
Philip’s organist under Nelson’s direction, even though Grace’s family were members
of Vine Street AME. (38) Greco noted that she was married in 1891 at the Vine Street
AME Church. The wedding was officiated by Rev. Horace Talbert, an individual who
touched Ida’s life, too.
VINE STREET AFRICAN METHODIST EPISCOPAL
CHURCH AND WILBERFORCE UNIVERSITY
The Vine Street African Methodist
Episcopal Church remains active to this day
as Bethel African Methodist Episcopal
Church. Founded in 1831, it is the first and
the oldest African American faith-based
institution in Buffalo. Throughout its
history, numerous members of its
leadership and congregation can be found
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in the forefront of movements and activities that undergird the foundation of Buffalo’s
African American community. Henry Moxley, for example, was a Deacon in the Vine
Street African Methodist Episcopal Church and had the support of other parishioners in
his fight to integrate the Buffalo schools.
From its founding in 1816, the national African Methodist Episcopal Church’s leaders
resolved to nurture an educated clergy. This commitment resulted in the establishment
of several church-sponsored educational institutions. In 1856 the Methodist Episcopal
Church partnered with the AME Church to found Wilberforce University. The campus
was located Tawana Springs (now Wilberforce) near Xenia, Ohio. Initially, the
University was very successful. However, financial difficulties related to the onset of
the Civil War led to its closure in 1862. It re-opened in 1863 when the African
Methodist Church formally purchased the University and assumed its administration.
Bishop Daniel Payne, who was one of
four African American Trustees on the
original Board of Trustees, was
appointed President. He was the
country’s first African American to
become a university president, a post
he held until 1877. A new Board of
Trustees was also appointed, which
included Dr. Benjamin Taylor, father of
Grace Celia Taylor. (39) The 1867-1868
Wilberforce Catalogue lists Dr. Taylor
as a Trustee, serving along with
Frederick Douglass and U.S. Chief
Justice Salmon P. Chase among others. Dr. Taylor’s appointment was, perhaps, an
indication of the Buffalo church’s prominence as well as a recognition of Dr. Taylor’s
advocacy for educational equity in the Vine Street African School struggle. Dr. Monroe
Fordham’s exhaustive history of the Vine Street church noted that several other
parishioners served on the Wilberforce Board of Trustees in ensuing years.
(The Church’s historic relationship to Wilberforce was strengthened when, nearly a century later
the Buffalo church became home to a former Wilberforce President. In 1941, the Rev. D.
Ormond Walker was appointed pastor. He’d been president of Wilberforce from 1936-1941.
Walker led Bethel until 1948 and was an instrumental leader in the Buffalo community.) (40)
In 1887, the Ohio State government made a significant investment in the University
when it passed legislation to provide financial support to the school. A condition of the
funding required the Trustees to establish a joint Normal and Industrial School
department. Three years after the creation of this new Department, Ida Fairbush would
10 | P a g e

find an educational home there. Decades later this joint department formed the
foundation for Central State University in near-by Xenia, Ohio. The Vine Street AME,
like other churches in the denomination, maintained a sustained commitment to
annually support, financially and otherwise, the AME Church’s educational institutions
and programs. No doubt they were also supportive of their native sons and daughters,
who attended the university.
The church’s rich history includes several pastors, who had profound personal as well
as professional ties to Wilberforce University. Two of these ministers, Rev. William H.
Thomas (1887-1890) and Rev. Horace Talbert (1890-1892) were pastors during the time
that Ida served as the church’s organist and may have been instrumental in her
enrollment at Wilberforce. Rev. Thomas, a graduate of Lincoln University, is described
by Fordham as “one of the most brilliant ministers” to serve Vine Street (41). He had a
deep belief in the role of education in the advancement of African Americans. Thomas
promoted educational achievement as a powerful tool to uplift the race and encouraged
his parishioners to seek higher education. Known as an “acknowledged scholar”, he
was also a member of the Board of Trustees of Wilberforce University at one time. (42)
THE REV. HORACE TALBERT
In 1890, Rev. Thomas was succeeded by a young, energetic
minister, whose enthusiastic and active support of the University
was, probably, unmatched even by his predecessor. Rev. Horace
Talbert, no relation to Buffalo’s prominent Talbert family, arrived
in Buffalo as a seasoned community builder. A native of
Louisville, Kentucky, he was born in 1853, the son of slaves and
the sixth of seven children. His early education was primarily
through independent, church-operated schools. However, his
enrollment at Wilberforce University, in 1870, influenced a lifelong commitment to the school. (43)
Answering a calling to the ministry which he said was instilled at
age 11, Talbert began a progressive advancement through several
positions in the AME Church. In 1877, the same year he graduated from Wilberforce,
he was assigned to pastor a congregation in Cynthiana, Kentucky. Talbert also reenrolled at Wilberforce for Theological studies in late 1877. He next served churches in
Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New Jersey before receiving assignments in the New
York State Conference. (44)
Talbert’s shepherding of congregations in Albany, Elmira, Oswego and Jamaica, Long
Island received notice in the “Colored” press of the day. It’s reported that he was an
effective and beloved leader. He increased the size of his memberships and built or re11 | P a g e

furbished church properties in every city to which he was assigned. During his tenure
in Jamaica he established an educational institution, The New York Conference High
School. Further, he edited and published a journal, “The African Watchman”, all before
his assignment to the Vine Street AME. His Long Island flock were dismayed when he
was re-assigned to Buffalo, a common sentiment shared by members of every
congregation he pastored, including his Buffalo congregants when he departed this city.
(45)
Talbert continued to pursue a progressive agenda in Buffalo as evidenced by news
accounts of his community engagement. He is credited with organizing “a society of
young men and women which has accomplished great good for the Church and Race.”
(46) The size of the group was said to have exceeded the size of his congregation. This
may be an indication that Rev. Talbert drew members of his young people’s group from
throughout the city and that the group was comprised of members, who had other
church affiliations. Talbert’s tenure was brief, however, as by late 1891 he was making
plans to return to his beloved alma mater, Wilberforce.
He was appointed to the position of Chair of the Department of Ancient Languages that
year. (47) In 1897, Rev. Talbert was appointed the Secretary and Financial Officer to
manage the day to day operations of the University. (48) In this position his prominence
as an influential Black leader is reflected in his access to national leaders. In 1897, he
joined a small delegation of African American men, who met with President-elect,
William McKinley. The San Francisco Chronicle reported that the group went to meet
with the future President, at his home in Canton, Ohio, to press for the appointment of a
Negro to a government position. (49)
During his tenure he was a prodigious fundraiser for the University. Thanks to his
persistence and persuasive ability, Talbert secured $15,000 from Andrew Carnegie to
build Wilberforce’s new library in 1904. (50)
Whether Ida was a member of the Vine Street AME Church or not, her role as the
church organist most certainly exposed her to the services, programs, interests and
personalities of the church, including Rev. Talbert’s young people’s group and the AME
church’s commitment to Wilberforce University. It’s reasonable to assume that the Vine
Street church’s affiliation with Wilberforce and its pastors, Rev. Williams and especially
Rev. Talbert, played a role in Ida Fairbush’s enrollment in the Normal Department at
Wilberforce in 1890. Talbert’s allegiance to his alma mater and his influence would
have been helpful in ensuring and supporting Ida’s candidacy for the school. Although
he only spent two years in the city, Rev. Talbert maintained ties to the Buffalo
community even after his return to Wilberforce. He visited the city often, to perform
weddings, visit friends and participate in other community events.
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IDA GOES TO WILBERFORCE!
Ida’s acceptance to Wilberforce was celebrated by her community. In honor of her
departure for the University, notable friends hosted a “testimonial musical” in October
1890. Fellow Jesse Ketchum Medal winner, Grace Celia Taylor, was among the
program participants. Grace wrote an “excellent” essay entitled, “Farewell”, which
presumably expressed her fondness for Ida and best wishes. Rev. Talbert also
addressed the guests. In the newspaper description about the event, Ida was lauded for
her response to her well-wishers, noting that she “acquitted herself nobly in an address
in gratitude. “(51) The article also stated that Ida was leaving for Wilberforce that week
and that she was going to take a “normal course”.
The African American community, not just in Buffalo but in Cleveland, Ohio appeared
to have a vested interest in Ida’s progress and success during her college career. The
Cleveland Gazette like many other publications of the “colored” press, regularly
reported on the social, civic, political and religious activities of Black citizens in major
cities as well as national news of interest to African Americans. News from local
communities was often obtained by “correspondents” from those communities, who
submitted weekly reports to the paper. Under the banner of “Buffalo Briefs”, the
Gazette kept the community updated with short accounts of Ida’s progress and her
setbacks at Wilberforce.
As early as January 1891, the Gazette reported that it had received a letter from
Professor Mitchell, at Wilberforce. Professor Mitchell, who was also the University’s
President, “gives Ms. Fairbush second best record at the university. She also had the
best essay at the test.” (52) Ida’s scholastic accomplishments were a source of pride to
her community. Her first year at Wilberforce was apparently quite successful. In June
1891, she was cited, prominently, again in the Cleveland Gazette for academic
achievement. She was one of four students, who were awarded prizes for their
participation in an essay contest. Although, Ida was not one of the graduates of 1891,
the contest was held during the graduation activities for that year. The paper reported
“… All who took part acquitted themselves well. The fortunate contestants who were awarded
prizes were: M.W.L. Brown, White Sulphur Springs, VA; Misses Ida Fairbush, Buffalo, NY,
Lizzie Jackson, Wilberforce.” (53)
Ida is cited in the 1891-92 Wilberforce Catalogue as the recipient of the Derrick medal,
given by Wilberforce Trustee, Bishop William Derrick. The coveted “Derrick Gold”
medal was awarded to a female student who wrote the top essay for the competition.
Ida’s paper was entitled, “The Mountains of our Transfiguration.” (54) Following what
appears to have been a successful academic year, Ida’s return to Buffalo was cited by
the Gazette that August 1891. “Miss Ida Fairbush returned from Wilberforce this week
accompanied by Mrs. Harris of Adrian, Michigan, matron of the college; Mrs. Williams of
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Columbus, GA and Miss. L. Johnson of Bonham,
TX.” (55) Later that year, in an October
edition, the Gazette reported, “Mrs. Haley
also visited Wilberforce and reports fine
progress of Miss Ida Fairbush.” (56)
Yet, Ida also faced challenges that adversely
affected her education. In February 1892,
she suffered from an unspecified sickness
that required her to come home and raised
concerns about the impact on her education.
The Gazette reported that “Ida has been quite
ill at Wilberforce (and) may be obliged to come
home; much regretted as it will sadly interfere
with her graduation.” (57) A week after this
report, the Gazette wrote, “Ida Fairbush
returned from Wilberforce last Friday, for a
month’s rest. She is much improved by the trip.” (58)
Ida’s illness may have required a withdrawal from school for a period of time that
delayed her graduation. The 1891-92 University Catalogue (59) listed her as one of
three third-year students in the Normal School. (illustration) Yet, only two of those
students were listed as eligible for a diploma in the catalogue. Ida’s name is missing.
This catalogue also featured a photo of students in the Normal School. It’s an ambitious
exercise to speculate if Ida is one of the attractive young women in this photo.
Considering the consistent communal interest
in Ida’s progress at Wilberforce, the
contemporary papers appear to be silent
regarding her graduation. At least, to this
point this writer has not found any articles
about Ida Fairbush’s college experience after
1892. The question about the timing of her
graduation is further compounded by an
article that appeared in the Cleveland Gazette
in April 1892. Ida gave a presentation at the
Christian Endeavor meeting at a local Buffalo
church. The article noted that, “Ida Fairbush,
recently from Wilberforce, led the meeting
which was the most interesting this season.
Her subject, ‘Be Strong, My Heart’ was beautifully handled.” (60)
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McGruder Chase reported, however, that Ida was a graduate of the normal school and
earned money to pay for her tuition by teaching at Wilberforce for two years. The costs
to attend Wilberforce during Ida’s matriculation were significant. Tuition, room and
board ranged from $73 - $106 annually, payable prior to enrollment. The higher costs
applied to the Normal School. (61) An attempt to confirm the assertion that Ida taught
at Wilberforce has not been successful. University records of the period covering Ida’s
enrollment were damaged by a severe weather event several years ago. The University
is working to identify and catalog records that were not damaged but at this time access
to the archives is unavailable.
THE PATH TO THE BUFFALO SCHOOLS
Ida’s appointment as the first Black teacher in the public schools is an intriguing story.
It involves some political wheeling and dealing and offers another compelling
illustration of the concerted advocacy for educational equity by the Black community.
Ida passed the teacher’s exam in 1895. (62) Only 25 of 90 candidates, who took the
exam, were successful. The Buffalo News reported the names of those individuals and
their scores. Ida ranked number 23 with a score of 70.45. The highest ranked candidate
earned a score of 87.45. The article does not report how many of those, who passed the
exam were hired. However, we know that Ida was not immediately appointed to a
position.
According to a history of the African American community, written by Rev. J. Edward
Nash in 1940, (63) a deal was made by both the Colored Democratic Club and the
Colored Republican League to support their respective party’s Superintendent
candidate if he agreed to appoint a colored teacher. Henry P. Emerson, the Republican
candidate was selected as the Superintendent of Buffalo Schools in 1893 and, according
to Nash, kept his promise to hire a colored teacher. This claim is called into question,
however. At the time Emerson vigorously denied that he’d made such a deal. In fact,
he threatened to sue the Buffalo Times, which had published an article entitled,
“Bartering His Honor” alleging that Emerson had cut this deal. Emerson claimed that
he was prepared to file a charge of “criminal libel” if the paper did not immediately
retract the accusation. (64)
Whatever the truth of the story, a few years later Emerson did appoint a colored
teacher, Miss Ida Dora Fairbush. Ida was initially employed as a substitute teacher
within a year of passing the teachers’ exam. But Emerson did not rush to appoint her to
a full-time position until 1897. She was appointed to teach first grade at School #6. Her
annual salary was $550.00. Ida was 28 years old. In another illustration of small-town
Buffalo connections, Ida and the Superintendent had crossed paths before. Emerson
was the principal of Central High School when Ida graduated in 1889.
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Nelson Fairbush provided a contemporaneous version of the advocacy efforts leading
to Ida’s appointment. He expressed the pride of a big brother for his little sister’s
accomplishment and the community’s activism on her behalf. As a “correspondent” to
the Cleveland Gazette, he wrote a letter entitled, “Our First Teacher”, which was
published in the February 16, 1896 edition of the paper. Fairbush reported the
appointment of his sister and thanked the Gazette’s editor, H.C. Smith, for offering
advice to Buffalo’s Blacks about how to promote the hiring of an African American
teacher for the City’s schools.
Smith’s letter apparently provided some negotiating strategies. Fairbush said Smith’s
advice was an important part in the interview, which a committee of “representative
colored people” had with the Superintendent. As a result, Ms. Fairbush was appointed
immediately as a substitute: “Her permanent appointment will be made as soon as
convenient.” The committee and the Superintendent agreed that no public
announcement would be made of the appointment but that “the public be made aware
as they come into contact with her.” (65)
It didn’t take long for Ida’s appointment, as a substitute, not only to be noticed but
touted by the local Buffalo press.
“The experiment of employing other than white teachers in the public schools seems to be
working admirably. Miss Fairbush is a handsome young colored woman who, has endeared
herself to her small pupils and won the admiration and respect of her associate teachers and the
Board of Examiners. She managed a particularly unruly grade; succeeded in reducing them to
law & order. As she is the first to be employed in the educational department of the city it rests
with her to pave the way for many another educated women of her race.” (66)
The skeptics might have been less surprised by Ida’s performance if they’d learned
about the pedagogical philosophy of her alma mater. A statement by the school’s
Principal, Sarah C. Bierce Scarborough declared:
“The Normal course aims to meet the growing demand for professionally trained teachers. The
“New Education” demands that the teacher shall know what he is to train; why and how; that he
shall be able to take the standpoint of the child, and develop its mind according to natural laws;
that he shall keep pace with the age in its educational theories and practices, as well as have a
foundation of culture studies sufficient for a strong mental grasp of the pedagogical work. To
this last end the requirements of the curriculum in the culture studies bend.
In short, the embryo teacher is taught that he is to teach the subject rather then a text book – and
that above all, he is to teach the child: - to develop a mind, and to that end, he is inducted into the
most approved method and means.” (67)
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In October 1897, The
Cleveland Gazette
reported that: “Ida
Fairbush has been
appointed as teacher in one
of the ward schools in in
Buffalo, NY.” (68) Ida’s
name was listed in the
Buffalo newspapers with
every other teacher, by
school, who was hired to
work in 1897. (69) The
ground-breaking
importance of Ida’s
appointment cannot be over-stated. Ida’s representation as the Buffalo Public School’s
first Black teacher made news in cities around the state, the country and the world. The
Buffalo Express reported “Public-Schools Emerson, of Buffalo has appointed Miss Ida
Fairbush, a colored girl, to a place as a teacher in a ward school”. The reporter went on the
say that the African American community was elated: “the negroes of Buffalo are rejoicing
in this recognition of their equality.” (70) The article continued, perhaps to quell any
objections to this appointment, “If Miss Fairbush is a competent teacher there is no sound
reason why she should not have the position.” Apparently, Ida demonstrated her
competency long after her appointment to a permanent position.
Almost four years later, Ida’s appointment was still being hailed as a major
accomplishment for the race and a courageous move by Superintendent Emerson.
Former Buffalo resident, journalist and activist, Francis Z.S. Peregrino wrote Emerson in
1901. Excerpts from his letter were published by the local Courier newspaper:
“Superintendent Emerson was lauded for his moral courage and that he broke barriers of race
prejudice in hiring Ida Fairbush (and) in appointing Miss Fairbush to schools in a section of city
where most scholars are white; published by F.Z.S. Peregrino formerly of Buffalo Spectator; now
in South Africa.” (71)
Ida’s milestone appointment continued to be a subject of interest for some time,
primarily because appointments of African American teachers remained a rare
occurrence in Buffalo’s public schools. As late as 1911, The New York Age reported that
the public schools had employed only three teachers of color; Ida Fairbush, followed by
“……. Miss Madeline Patterson, now Mrs. John Early of Cleveland and Miss Edith
Thompkins.” (72)
Although she was the first Black teacher hired by the School District, the popular belief
is that Ms. Fairbush never taught Black children. (73) She spent the entirety of her
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career, 40 years at School 6, which had a large Italian immigrant population. By all
accounts she was a beloved teacher. On the occasion of her silver anniversary in
teaching, the Pittsburgh Courier wrote, “Miss Ida Fairbush, veteran race teacher, retains
her popularity, among the teachers and children in her school.” (74) Three years later
The Buffalo American made the exact same statement, and added, “She is ever alert in
advancing the interests and helping the new children from the South in conforming to
their new environment.” (75) This contemporary statement raises questions about the
belief that Ms. Fairbush never taught Black children.
Ida Fairbush spent her entire career as a primary school teacher. Considering that the
size of the Black population was still rather small, fewer than 1,800 residents in 1900 for
example, it’s likely that there were relatively few African American children in the
Buffalo Schools. Also, while School 6 is physically located close to the neighborhood
where many African Americans lived, a majority of the population enrolled in school
32, a few blacks from #6. Consequently, while Ida Fairbush may not have taught Black
children in a formal school setting, it’s likely that she was involved in the education of
these children during the course of her community volunteerism. For example, a
newspaper article named Ida and her sister Olive as committee members with Buffalo’s
first Black social worker, Clara Payne, in delivering services to new arrivals at the
Colored Social Center. (76)
Ida’s retirement was approved with no fanfare on a night when the Buffalo Board of
Education approved moving McKinley High School from the status of being an annex
of Emerson High School to a stand-alone school. Ida Dora Fairbush quietly retired in
June of 1937 after 40 years of teaching. (77)
AN ENGAGED COMMUNITY BUILDER
There was, of course, much more to Ida Fairbush’s life than her teaching career. Most of
what we know is gleaned from contemporary “bits and pieces” in newspaper accounts
about other people and Ida or events in which she was engaged. Interviews conducted
by Phyllis McGruder Chase also reveal a brief portrait. Ida Fairbush was a woman of
her time. She participated in church bazaars, fundraising events, advocacy and social
activities with her compatriots. In an August 1905 edition of the Buffalo News, a rather
lengthy article described a “musicale soiree and informal tea” hosted by the Fairbush
sisters for a visiting friend. In addition to the musical performances, the women had a
souvenir created for their guests in a special poem written for the occasion by
prominent journalist, Edward W. Crosby. According to the paper, the evening was
concluded “with card playing and dancing” by the young people. (78)
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At the turn of the 20th century, African American women of Ida’s peer group were
active participants in racial uplift and community service activities. In 1899, Buffalo’s
Black women founded the Phyllis Wheatley Club of Colored Women (PWC). The PWC
was the city’s first affiliate of the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs
(NACW). The Club immediately began a long tradition that spanned nearly 100 years,
of initiating and supporting self-help and advocacy programs in this community. The
Club’s members maintained a lifelong commitment to the ideals and mission of the
NACW, which has the motto, “Lifting as We Climb”.
Mary Burnett Talbert was one of the local leaders, who
founded the PWC. A native of Oberlin, Ohio and an Oberlin
College graduate, Talbert moved to Buffalo in 1891 following
her marriage to William H. H. Talbert. He was a member of
an influential Buffalo family, who settled in the city in 1832.
Mrs. Talbert quickly became one of the most highly
recognized and respected Black women in the city, the state
and, in time, in the country. She moved through the
leadership ranks in the Black women’s club movement,
ultimately being elected the 6th president of the National
Association of Colored Women’s Clubs in 1916. At that
time, she told members of the organization that "no Negro
woman can afford to be an indifferent spectator of the social, moral,
religious, economic, and uplift problems that are agitated around
[her]." (79) Long before becoming the NACW president, Talbert demonstrated the
practical application of this philosophy through her leadership activities in Buffalo and
New York State.
McGruder Chase identified Ida as a Talbert confidant, who worked with her on
numerous activities initiated by Mrs. Talbert. (80) Ida was only a few years younger
than Mrs. Talbert and apparently the women met shortly after Mrs. Talbert’s move to
Buffalo. As early as 1892, Ida worked with Talbert as a participant in a reception
honoring a group of visiting managers of the Southern Expositions of Louisville. (81)
Like Clara Payne and other contemporaries, Ida was, undoubtedly, a member of the
Phyllis Wheatley Club. Following its founding, the Club grew quickly, in membership
and influence. Its members staged a number of high-profile activities, including a
protest rally, to advocate for equitable access by Buffalo’s Blacks to the 1901 Pan
American Exposition. The club demanded representation on the Board of Managers –
preferably by Mrs. Talbert -- jobs and the installation of “The Negro Exhibit” that
presented positive displays of African American’s accomplishments since Emancipation
(82) at the Expo.
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Contemporary news reports of the Black community’s activities regarding the Fair
noted Nelson and Ida Fairbush’s participation in a grand pageant hosted by the Phyllis
Wheatley Club prior to the opening of the Pan American Exposition. (83) Also, Ida
served on a committee with her brother to organize a welcoming party for African
American visitors to the Exposition. The siblings were also two of only three African
Americans who purchased stock in the Pan American Expo at ten dollars a share, a
hefty sum for the time. (84) The Exposition was not successful, commercially and
unfortunately investors lost money.
There are additional newspaper citations that mention Ida as a participant in numerous
noteworthy activities involving Mrs. Talbert. For example, in 1920, she is identified as a
member of the committee that hosted a reception in honor of Mrs. Talbert following her
return from Europe. Talbert garnered national attention as the first African-American
delegate to the International Council of Women (ICW) at their 5th congress in Norway
that year.(85) Following Mrs. Talbert’s tragic death in 1923, Ida was named one of a
handful of speakers at an early memorial service. (86)
THE FINAL YEARS
Ida never married or had a family of her own. However, she took care of her mother
and sibling, Olive after her brother’s untimely death in 1911. Amanda Fairbush died
the year after her son. As previously noted, Olive may have been physically disabled.
In her later years, her occupation was listed as a domestic. Olive Fairbush died in a
tragic accident after she was struck by a car (87) in 1934. She was 64 years old. There
was no formal obituary, but a newspaper article about her death stated simply: “Olive
Fairbush; shortly after noon struck by auto at Fillmore and Van Gorder. Driver said she stepped
off curb against his car; suffered fractured skull, broken jaw and serious cuts and bruises”. (88)
McGruder Chase says, “The final memory of Miss Fairbush was that of a strong faced,
stooped, elderly woman with shuffling steps.” (89) Ida Dora Fairbush died a decade after
her sister, on September 20, 1945. For the most part, her life during that last decade is
obscure. Ida Fairbush’s last will and testament, however, provides some insight into
the final years of her life. Written in December 1939, it confirms that she was the last
survivor of her family and seemingly alone. In it she declared:
“I give, devise and bequeath unto my friend, Dr. Jennie D. Klein, all my property, both real and
personal, which shall belong to me or be subject to my disposal by will, including all my personal
effects and furniture, as a reward for faithful service as my physician during my illnesses. I have
no known living relatives.” (90)
An affidavit submitted by Dr. Klein, following Ida’s death, stated that she had known
Ida Fairbush, “a negress”, since 1928 and had treated her for various illnesses during
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the years she was a patient. Dr. Klein also revealed that Ida had been admitted to the
Buffalo Psychiatric Center in 1943 as an “incompetent person.” (91)
Thanks again to Dr. Greco, who shared a copy of Ida’s death certificate (92), we also
know that she was diagnosed with “psychosis” and heart disease. She was buried at
Ridge Lawn Cemetery in an unmarked grave. While there are no details regarding the
funeral, a copy of final expenses submitted to the estate named Rev. J. Edward Nash as
the officiant at the funeral and Wardner Jones as the undertaker. Both men were well
acquainted with Miss Fairbush, especially Rev. Nash. McGruder Chase cited an
interview with Rev. Nash’s son in which the younger Nash stated that Miss Fairbush
had boarded with the Nash family at one time. (93)
Ida Fairbush’s life was a complex one, marked by triumphs and tragedies. Obviously,
this paper could not reconstruct the intricate details of her narrative with newspaper
accounts, census data and vital records alone. Yet, now we know more about her and
the time in which she lived, and this knowledge provides a deeper understanding and
appreciation for the significance of her role as a “path breaker”.
Ida’s appointment as the first African American teacher in the Buffalo Public Schools
took place 25 years after the schools were desegregated. And it was just eight years
after she graduated -- one of only 81 students -- from the City’s only high school.
Immediately, she came under scrutiny and unquestionably was identified as the model
for other Black women educators. She was singled out as the representative of the race
and publicly reminded that her performance would be a yardstick against which other
African American women would be measured. “As she is the first to be employed in the
educational department of the city it rests with her to pave the way for many another educated
women of her race.” Ida Dora Fairbush did not disappoint. Certainly, as do most barrier
breakers -- she carried a heavy weight. However for 40 years she held the mantle high.
We are indebted to this pioneer, inspired by her story and hopeful that this brief history
has done justice to her legacy.
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POSTSCRIPT
Ida Fairbush’s burial, in an
unmarked grave, marks the final,
ironic and sad epilog to the life of
this community builder. Again, we
are indebted to Dr. William Greco
for sharing this information and to
Sean Kirst for his brilliant article
highlighting the histories of Ida
Dora Fairbush and Grace Celia
Taylor Pendleton. The unfortunate
circumstance of the anonymity of
Ida’s final resting sparked a
movement, initiated by several
individuals including, Dr. Ellen Grant, Deputy Mayor, City of Buffalo; Mr. Philip
Rumore, President of the Buffalo Teacher’s Federation; Jeffrey Reed, President of Mount
Calvary Cemetery Group and the Uncrowned Queens Institute. Our goal was to obtain
a headstone to properly recognize this educational forerunner.
Thanks to the generosity of the cemetery, Ida Dora Fairbush’s grave has received an
appropriate headstone that proudly announces her place as an historic community
builder, a Jesse Ketchum scholar and a pioneering educator.
The Buffalo Teachers Federation has also generously endowed a scholarship for Buffalo
High School students in her name. The Ida Dora Fairbush Memorial Scholarship, of
$1,000, will be presented for its inaugural presentation in June 2020. The Uncrowned
Queens Institute is pleased to administer this scholarship. The Federation has endowed
the scholarship for two years, after which the Institute will support through donations.
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AFTERWORD

Beginning the Third Decade: Saving the Past to Enrich the Future – the Uncrowned
Queens Institute Story
So many good ideas come and go! I’m sure we can all think of a few we’ve known in
our lifetime. But an idea to create a unique initiative that identifies and preserves the
unheralded history of Buffalo’s African American women, not only took root but has
continued to flourish for two decades. Twenty years ago, Dr. Peggy Brooks-Bertram
and I came up with the brain-storm to create a project we called, “Uncrowned Queens”.
We derived our name and our inspiration from Drusilla Dungy Houston, who penned
the poem, “America’s Uncrowned Queens”. As members of the Women’s Pavilion Pan
Am 2001, we conceived the Uncrowned Queens Focus Group to research, write about
and share the achievements and contributions of Black women during the 1901 Pan
American Exposition.
The Women’s Pavilion’s activities ended after the Pan Am Centennial year, but Dr.
Brooks-Bertram and I incorporated the Uncrowned Queens Institute as a non-profit
organization in 2003 and continued working. The Institute’s mission is to: research,
document, preserve and publicize the regional histories of African Americans in Western New
York and across this nation.
As the co-founders of the Institute, Dr. Brooks-Bertram and I pioneered the use of the
Internet as a tool for the preservation of and access to the history we’ve documented.
The Uncrowned Queens website, www.uncrownedcommunitybuilders.com houses
nearly 1500 community builders’ biographic sketches and photos creating, what we’ve
coined, a “technopedia”. In addition, the website houses articles on significant,
sometimes little known, local history. The interactive biography tool on the website
allows individuals to submit new biographies and photos or add to existing
biographies.
Looking back over the last 20 years, I am pleased to share what we’ve accomplished
and to thank the community for the support and assistance we’ve received over these
years. Our “technopedia” continues to grow and our model has been replicated by
others throughout the country! Through the 4 volume, UQ Books series; countless
journal articles and papers; oral histories; hundreds of speeches, PowerPoint
presentations and class lectures; media documentaries and interviews; an NPR radio
series; an ongoing television broadcast, we’ve contributed significantly to this
community’s African American historical archives. Further, we wrote and edited an
award-winning book of letters to new First Lady, Michelle Obama, recorded an audio
book and adapted “Go, Tell Michelle: African American Women Write to the New First

Lady” into a play of the same name. The play was performed in Buffalo, Baltimore and
San Diego. In 2019 Buffalo Academy for Visual and Performing Arts drama students
re-enacted the performance for a standing-room-only crowd.
Dr. Brooks-Bertram points out that when men were added to the “technopedia”, the
Institute’s webpage was transformed to the Uncrowned Community Builders. She also
notes the numerous partnerships between the UQI and community organizations
including: The University at Buffalo, which housed the Institute for 3 years; a national
radio program funded by NPR; the State of Oklahoma which selected the Institute to
launch the UQ of Oklahoma for that state’s centennial; schools, faith-based institutions,
and other community organizations. And we have been acknowledged and honored by
numerous organizations and governmental groups for our work.
In 2018 the Institute reintroduced an idea first initiated in 2007; The Uncrowned Queens
and Kings in the Wings: Emerging Community Builders. This program places renewed
focus on the recognition of young people between the ages of 13 – 20, who are
“Emerging Community Builders.” The Western New York region has hundreds of
young people, who are already giving back to their communities through volunteerism
through involvement in extra-curricular activities in their schools, their churches and
youth groups. Like their elders, many of these youngsters contribute their time and
talents selflessly not seeking acknowledgement. They are constructing the foundation
for a life-long commitment to building and sustaining our community, thereby living
up to the statement that they are “our future”.
In addition, we are expanding the “Emerging Community Builders” to recognize
young people beyond archiving their photo and biography on our website. A
scholarship program for high school seniors, named for two of this community’s
beloved educators, Mary Crosby Chappelle and pioneer educator Ida Dora Fairbush,
the first Africa American teacher hired by the Buffalo Public School District. The first
Mary Crosby Chappelle Memorial Scholarship was given in June 2019 to Jordan
Jackson, a senior from St. Joseph’s Collegiate Institute. The Ida Dora Fairbush
Memorial Scholarship will be awarded, for the first time, in 2020. The Fairbush
Scholarship has been made possible through a grant from the Buffalo Teachers
Federation.
In October 2019 the Institute launched a mentoring program, in partnership with the
Buffalo Public Schools. The “Big Sister/Little Sister Dialogues” will reach out to high
school girls of color. A grant from the Greater Buffalo Community Foundation supports
this initiative.

The Uncrowned Queens Monograph series is also a new contribution to the Institute’s
historical archives. This inaugural publication is made possible thanks to the generous
support of the Buffalo Teachers Federation.
In 2020, the Uncrowned Queens Institute for Research & Education on Women, Inc. will
begin its third decade committed, as always, to our mission and the continuance of the
work of historical excavation and preservation.

Barbara A. Seals Nevergold, PhD, Co-founder
November 22, 2019

