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Virginia Broughton (1850? ?) 

Virginia Broughton, born of free parents in the state of Virginia, 
attended a Southern "private school" (Broughton 7) before the Civil War, 
and was "reading in the fourth reader" as "the new day of freedom 
dawned" for blacks in America in 1865. That same year, she began to 
attend Fisk University from which she graduated ten years later in 1875. 
We may surmise that at graduation, Broughton would have been around 
twenty-five, which would tentatively establish her date of birth somewhere 
in the vicinity of 1850. For twelve years after her graduation she taught 
in black public schools in Memphis, advancing eventually to the position 
of principal. In 1887, she was invited to attend an all-female Baptist 
missionary meeting, at which the women organized a "Bible Band" (9). 
Broughton does not specify the racial composition of these "Band" 
meetings, but they were probably all-black events, encouraged by white 
Baptist missionaries "who visited us in those early days" (13).1 After a 
serious illness around that same time, she began to speak publicly 
at the Bible Band meetings, gaining the attention of the white missionaries, 
who "were not slow in discerning Virginia's adaptability and ability to help 
in advancing the work" (13). Thus began Broughton's missionary 
endeavours "up the Mississippi River" into Arkansas, Missouri, "and a few 
other points in that immediate vicinity" (15). Financed by the W.B.H.M.S. 
(Western Baptist Home Missionary Society), Broughton was ensured that her 
travel expenses were covered on that trip; she returned to Memphis where 
she taught school five days a week and "gave the other two to missionary 
work in the rural districts as far as fifty miles away" (18). Broughton's 
is an account of her racial uplift efforts to Christianize, "help" and "train" 
(22) black settlements in the South after the Civil War. She made such a 
positive example of herself that the (white) Baptist Missionary society 
decided to provide for the missionary training of other black women, 
opening three schools for this purpose (23). Broughton's involvement in 
"this woman's work" (26) took her away from a disapproving husband, and 
several children (43-7), to numerous women's district association meetings 
throughout the South, and gained her the approval of "[l]arge numbers of 
the white citizens" (27). At times, however, she was forced to contend 
with a "large majority of men [who] really believed the work unlawful and 
forbidden by the Scriptures" (29), to such an extent that she suffered 
physical illness as a result. Such opposition included threats and actual 
incidents of violence against the missionary women. 

In 1897, influenced by a wave of holiness moving throughout the 
Memphis area, Broughton was sanctified. By 1899 she had returned to 
Virginia, where she worked as secretary in a white-Baptist-operated home 
and school establishment for black women. Three years later, she was 
engaged in traveling missionary work once again, moving East as she 

1. In the late nineteenth-century, black Baptist groups were seeking 
independence from white ones, due to the discrimination and paternalism 
blacks experienced. However, this movement competed with another 
prevailing school of thought which favored a cooperative approach between 
the races within existing (white-run) Baptist organizations. It seems that 
Broughton works in predominantly black settings, but positions herself as 
a home missionary in the hierarchy of the white Baptist church. 
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helped to organize women's missionary societies, spoke in churches 
(probably always under the auspices of a minister-- 95) and encouraged 
"our women to join our great organized effort for evangelizing the world" 
(89). Invited by a Baptist superintendent, she again traveled West to 
Tennessee. During this mission, Broughton refers repeatedly to the 
missionaries' lack of funds-- a situation which reflected the "dearth and 
hardships" of the locale they visited (96). Why she was forced to rely 
upon impoverished local church congregations for finances, and was not 
funded by the W. B. H. M. S. as in previous earlier endeavors is unclear. 

During the 1890's Broughton was also involved in efforts to 
establish a "woman's separate and distinctive" convention at annual 
National Baptist conventions in Kentucky, Missouri, Virginia, and Illinois. 
These annual conventions were an opportunity to "[make] a goodly number 
of friends for the race" (103)-- white and black Baptists seem to have met 
together "without disturbances of any kind" (103). However, a sense of 
the inequality of their relationship is evident as Broughton enthusiastically 
describes "the African exhibit", a musical concert "illustrative of native 
African and American Negroes" and a white missionary's "motherly" 
testimony concerning "the faithfulness and purity of Negro womanhood, as 
she knew it from forty years personal contact, as perhaps no other white 
woman in the world had had ... " (105). 1906 - 1907 found Broughton 
again teaching, this time in the Agricultural & Mechanical College, Normal, 
Alabama. The teachers and students of this black school donated "a large 
percent" of Broughton's expenses to take a trip "abroad" as the \\~omen's 
Convention Auxillary representative to the national Baptist Convention. 
Broughton's position at the College was to be filled by her daughter in her 
absence. Here her autobiography ends. Broughton would then have been 
about fifty or sixty years of age. 
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