
Charles L. Reason 

(1818 - 1893) 

Charles Lewis Reason was born in New York 
City as one of three sons to Michel and 
Elizabeth Reason, free people of color. They 
were from Guadeloupe and Saint-Domingue 
respectively, and immigrated as refugees in 
1793, shortly after the beginning of the 
Haitian Revolution. Charles L. Reason was a 
child prodigy in mathematics and he began 
teaching the subject at the young age of 14 
at the African Free School in New York.  

Reason became an abolitionist and political 
activist, who “played a large role in the 
Colored Conventions movement.”1 

In 1847, Reason and Charles Bennett Ray, a 
prominent abolitionist, founded the Society 
for the Promotion of Education among 
Colored Children. They were early advocates 
of industrial education for African-Americans: 
“intelligent young laborers, competent to 

enrich the world with necessary products; industrious citizens, contributing their 
proportion to aid on the advancing civilization of the country; self-providing artisans, 
vindicating their people from the never ceasing charge of fitness for servile 
positions.”2 

“Reason served as superintendent of P.S. 2 in 1848, and Frederick Douglass wrote in 
the North Star of 11 May 1849 that, under Reason's leadership, the school became a 
rigorous refutation of the calumnies of John C. Calhoun about the potentials of free 
blacks.”3 

 In 1849, Reason was appointed the professor of Belles-lettres4, Greek, Latin, and 
French, and adjunct professor of Mathematics at New York Central College in 
McGraw, making him the first African American professor at a majority white college 
in the United States.  

Reason left New York Central College in 1852 to become the Principal of the 
Institute for Colored Youth in Philadelphia (now Cheyney University of PA). Reason 
“expanded the enrollment from six students in 1852 to 118 students in 1855, 



improved the library, and made the school a forum for distinguished visiting 
speakers.”5 

Reason returned to New York City in 1855 and was instrumental in efforts to abolish 
slavery and segregation and to expand civil rights, including the right to vote.  He 
strongly opposed colonization initiatives.6  

Reason successfully lobbied for passage of an 1873 statute to integrate New York's 
public schools. He was politically active in many community groups. After the public 
schools in New York City were desegregated, he became principal of Grammar 
School No. 80 at 252 West 42nd Street. Although suffering two strokes (one in 1885 
and one in 1890) that left him physically incapacitated, 
Reason continued at his post until he retired, only five 
months before his death in 1893. 

“A prolific writer, Reason wrote political journalism as 
well as poetry.  His most noted poems are “Freedom” 
“The Spirit Voice” and “Silent Thoughts.”7 

O Freedom! we loud praises give, 
That on Thine altar in the sea, 
For us Thy hallowed fires live. 
O! grant! unto our parent home, 
Thy constant presence and Thy shield! 
That when again rude hirelings come, 
Though starr’d from every battle field, 
The spirit of the patriot true, 
Toussaint, the “man of men,” may ring. 
-Excerpt from Reason’s poem “Freedom”8 
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