
Source Packet Charlotte Hawkins Brown (1883 – 1961) 
 

“My philosophy is that position or place can never segregate mind or soul. I sit in the Jim Crow car, 
but my mind keeps company with the kings and queens I have known.” 

 
I. Who Was Charlotte Hawkins Brown? 
 
Charlotte Hawkins Brown was born in Henderson, 
NC in 1883, to the descendants of enslaved people. 
Her family moved to Cambridge, MA soon after to 
escape Jim Crow and segregationist practices of 
the South. She was an excellent student and in 
1901, she returned to North Carolina to teach at a 
school for Black children in Sedalia. The next year 
she founded her own school, the Palmer Memorial 
Institute, which served Black students during 
segregation, when they were restricted from 
attending schools with white students. The 
boarding school became renowned as an excellent 
college preparatory school, one of the few such 
institutions in the nation for Black students.  
 
Dr. Brown was also a dedicated civil rights activist 
and pioneer. Despite the Jim Crow laws and 
expectations that surrounded her, she often spoke 
out against and actively resisted such oppression, 
even at great risk.  She openly refused to 
accommodate Jim Crow segregation in 
transportation. Long before the well-known 
actions of Rosa Parks, Dr. Brown was several times 
removed from railway cars and filed lawsuits for 
the violation of her rights.  

 
Palmer Memorial Institute is now a historic site maintained by the North Carolina Department of Natural and 
Cultural Resources. 

 
II. Source Evaluations:  
A. Video Excerpt on Charlotte Hawkins Brown, from The Rise & Fall of Jim Crow (5 min.) 
• In what ways was Dr. Brown’s life “a balancing act.”  
 
 
• The video states that Dr. Brown “... fought fights that people didn’t usually fight in 

those days, they just went along with the system. But if she could go against the 
system at any time, that’s what Dr. Brown did.” What examples does the video cite 
that illustrate this spirit of resistance? 

 
 
 
• In what ways did Dr. Brown fight to give her students “something superior to Jim Crowism?” 
 
 
 
 

 

https://tinyurl.com/bdhwp9p  

https://tinyurl.com/bdhwp9p


B. Excerpt from Dr. Brown’s 1943 speech, “The Importance of Overcoming Discrimination” 

• What is Dr. Brown’s main message in this speech?  
 

 
• What, according to her, is the “Second Emancipation?” 
 
 
• Dr. Brown specifically notes that Black people are not bitter, but they are what? 
 
 

• How is this excerpt an example of what was mentioned in the previous video of her “going against the 
system?” 

 
 
 

C. Images from Palmer Memorial Institute 
• What strikes you about the images? What do you find most interesting? 
 
 
• What do these images tell you about student life at Palmer Memorial Institute?  
 
 
D. A Grooming Guide for Boys 

• What do you think the purpose of this guide was? 
 
 

• What might it tell you regarding Dr. Brown’s philosophies or goals? 
 

 

III. Quote: Consider Dr. Charlotte Hawkins Brown’s words that are inscribed in NC Freedom Park, “My 

philosophy is that position or place can never segregate mind or soul. I sit in the Jim Crow car, but my mind 
keeps company with the kings and queens I have known.” What message is she conveying? Why do you think 
the creators of NC Freedom Park selected this particular quote to include? What did they want us to know 
(about her, and/or about freedom generally?) 
 
 

IV. Discuss: 
• Based on everything you have analyzed and discussed, what five words or phrases would you use to 

describe Dr. Brown? 
 
 

• What about Dr. Brown do you find inspiring and why?  
 
 

 

• Why do you think Dr. Brown is included in Freedom Park? 
 
 
 

• What questions would you like to ask her if you could? 
 
 

 

• Why is Dr. Brown’s life story important, both now and for as well as for future generations? 



Excerpt from Dr. Brown’s 1943 speech, “The Importance of Overcoming Discrimination” 

 

 

 



Palmer Institute Students at Memorial Hall, 1910 - Source 

 

Palmer Institute Girls Tennis Class, 1927 - Source 

 

https://digital.ncdcr.gov/digital/collection/p16062coll13/id/88/rec/18
https://digital.ncdcr.gov/digital/collection/p16062coll13/id/64/rec/17


Palmer Institute French Club, Source 

 
Palmer Institute Baseball Team, 1920 - Source 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://digital.ncdcr.gov/digital/collection/p16062coll13/id/86/rec/20
https://digital.ncdcr.gov/digital/collection/p16062coll13/id/77/rec/14


 


