
Sarah Ella Wilson (1873-1955) 

     Sarah Wilson was the second African-American teacher in the Worcester schools, after Jennie 
Clough Busby.  She graduated from Classical High about 1891, earned her teaching diploma from 
the State Normal School, graduating with the  34th class in January, 1894, and began teaching at 
Belmont Street School that Fall. She taught first grade there for 49 years, retiring in 1943.   

     As a tribute to Sarah , a small book about her was written by Corrine Bostic in 1974, sponsored 
by the YWCA, entitled Go onward and upward: An interpretive biography of the life of Miss Sarah Ella 
Wilson. Of particular interest are reminiscences of Sarah by her niece, Louise G. Wellmon, written 
specifically for the book, and it has some nice photographs, including one of the Wilson family 
posing in formal 19th century style, and a shot of Sarah with one of her first grade classes, circa early 
1900s.  Long out of print, it can be found at the Worcester Public Library in the local history and 
genealogy section (#830.81). 

     Another source on Sarah Wilson is William S. Coleman III,  “Worcester’s first African-American 
school teachers: Jennie Cora Clough and Sarah Ella Wilson,”  InCity Times, June 15, 2009, available 
online here.     

     The Wilson family was the subject of a more extensive treatment by Prof. Janette Thomas 
Greenwood of Clark University in her 2009 book, First Fruits of Freedom: The Migration of Former 
Slaves and Their Search for Equality in Worcester, Massachusetts, 1862-1900.  Greenwood examined 
the migration of former slaves to Worcester and Worcester County during and soon after the Civil 
War, with considerable attention to their circumstances here, both positive and negative. 

     

     Sarah’s parents were George M. and 
Elizabeth (Ray) Wilson, both of whom 
were born into slavery in Virginia. After 
the war they married and then moved to 
Worcester with the assistance of Sarah 
and Lucy Chase, sisters who were active in 
the education and assisted migration 
northward of freed slaves during and after 
the war. George established his own 
business in paper-hanging and whitening 
(today’s painting), and was followed in 
that by one of his sons and by one of his 
grandsons.   

     Janette Greenwood provides a good 
discussion of the many activities of Sarah 
Wilson directed toward education, racial 
equality, care for aged African-Americans, 
and women’s associations. Some of those 
endeavors are noted in her death notices 
below. 

 

 

http://incitytimesworcester.org/worcester%e2%80%99s-first-african-american-school-teachers-jennie-cora-clough-and-sarah-ella-wilson/


 

 
  On page one, a distict honor:

 
 


