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This is the story of a family, the Forten family of Philadelphia. 
What is your family like? Do you work toward common goals? 
Celebrate each other’s successes? Support each other when things 
are hard, sometimes really, really hard? And do you all use your 
talents and knowledge to improve your community and world?  
If so, your family might be like the Forten family.

You are meeting the Forten family when they lived in Philadelphia 
almost 250 years ago. James Forten, the father in this family, was 
just nine years old when he heard the Declaration of Independence 
read aloud for the first time. Its words — “all men are created 
equal” and deserve “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” — 
stuck with him for the rest of his life. He believed them and, with 
his wife Charlotte, raised their children and grandchildren to 
believe them, too. Together, this family and their descendants used 
their skills, voices, and resources to fight for these words to truly 
apply to all Americans.

KNOW BEFORE YOU GO 

The Forten family fought for many social and political causes. 
Abolition was at the top of their list. After the Revolutionary 
War, slavery was still legal in almost all newly formed states. 
Pennsylvania was the first state to pass a law that would gradually 
end slavery, followed later by other states. Still, slavery remained 
legal in most of the country. The Forten family used their wealth 
and voices to fight for all people’s freedom and equal rights,  
especially those of enslaved people of African descent.

James Forten wrote pamphlets and letters to raise money for  
abolition and equal rights activities. Charlotte Vandine Forten 
and her daughters helped found the Philadelphia Female  
Anti-Slavery Society. The Forten children and their spouses  
used their gifts, like writing poetry and speeches, to join their 
parents in fighting to end slavery.

The Fortens knew they had unique advantages such as wealth, 
education, and influence with people in power. They felt it was 
their duty to not take these advantages for granted. They sought 
to use their influence to encourage the nation to reform. But not 
all of their fellow citizens agreed. As the ideas of equal rights and 
abolition spread across the country, some people became angrier 
and angrier at the thought of Black people being given the same 
rights and freedoms as others. 

The Forten family donated money to build Pennsylvania Hall.  
This building was supposed to be a meeting place for people to 
discuss abolition, voting rights,  
and other civil rights issues.  
But a few days after it opened, 
an angry mob started a riot and 
burned it down. Find the cane 
that was created using pieces 
from Pennsylvania Hall.  
Why would someone want 
to reuse a portion of this 
burned-down building? 

James Forten died on March 4, 1842. He left behind a home,  
a successful business, and a large family determined to keep his 
legacy of justice and equality alive.

The outbreak of the Civil War gave new opportunities for the next generation  
of Fortens to help lead the fight for equality and civil rights. 

James Forten’s son, Robert Bridges Forten,  
enlisted in the Union Army as part of the 
United States Colored Troops. Granddaughter 
Charlotte L. Forten traveled to South Carolina  
to teach formerly enslaved children. Grandson 
Joseph Purvis joined his uncle as a soldier 
in the Union Army. Charles Burleigh Purvis, 
another Forten grandson, became a trained 
nurse, caring for the sick and wounded. 

The Union’s victory in the Civil War, and the 
Constitutional amendments that came after 
it, ended most forms of slavery in the United 
States and promised citizenship to millions 
of African Americans. Still, they did not  
end racism towards African Americans or 
give women the right to vote. The Fortens’ 
fight continued. 

The Forten family saw that the American 
Revolution was not just a moment but an 
ongoing experiment. They understood that 
the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness were not just words in a document 
but ideals that need to be encouraged and 
defended.

This abolitionist alphabet  
book was created to teach  
others about the ideas of  
the anti-slavery movement. 

What cause would 
you create an  
alphabet about?

WHAT DOES ABOLITION MEAN?

Abolition, in general, means to abolish or end something. 
It is often used to describe the organized effort to end 
slavery in the United States.  
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What will you do to keep the spirit of the 
American Revolution alive?
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GET OUT AND EXPLORE!

Dig deeper into the world of the Fortens by exploring 
Philadelphia. Find the map that shows where the Fortens 
lived, worked, and worshipped. Pick three places that 
inspire your imagination and write them down here!  
What will you discover? 

1.

2.

3.

As you explore this exhibition, 
here are some words you might see 
that describe the Fortens and their 
community:

People of African descent - All 
people whose family history traces 
back to a person born in Africa.

Black - A word often used to describe 
African people and their descendants 
or the skin tones of those people. It 
is now used proudly by many people 
of African descent.

African American - A modern 
term referring to people of African 
descent who were born or live in the 
United States.

African - Refers to people who were 
born or live in Africa. Historically, 
some people of African descent who 
were not born in Africa used this 
term.

People of Color - Refers to non-
white people in the United States, 
including Native Americans, Hispanic 
Americans, and sometimes Asian 
Americans.



Meet the Forten Family

In 1781, at age 14, James Forten joined the Revolutionary War 
by serving on the Royal Louis, a privateer ship, bringing gunpowder 
to the ship’s cannons. It was a job that carried a lot of risks, like 
death or capture, but also many rewards, like money from the 
cargo they might capture from enemy ships. 

James experienced both. On their first voyage, he and the crew 
captured six British ships and were rewarded with a share of the 
money. The next time out to sea, they were captured by a British 
warship and taken prisoner. 

When he was 15, James was released from the prison ship he was 
held captive on. He returned to Philadelphia. This was his last 
time as a sailor in the Revolutionary War, but the experience 
stayed with him forever. He and his family remained linked to 
sailing and the sea for the rest of his life. 

WHAT IS A PRIVATEER?

A privateer is a privately owned ship with a permission  
slip from the government to attack enemy ships, take their 
cargo, and sell it for a profit. The sailors on these ships 
were also called privateers. Think of them as legal pirates! 
Would you take the risk?

  

The Fortens and the Sea

The Fortens and PhiladelphiaThe Fortens lived primarily in Philadelphia from the 18th century until 
the beginning of the 20th century. Here are some family members you will 
meet as you explore their contributions to this revolutionary city. 

Can you find them in the Forten family tree? After the Revolutionary War, both James Forten and Phila-
delphia began to reach new levels of wealth and success.  
In 1790, Philadelphia was the second largest city in the nation  
and the capital of the new nation’s government. It welcomed  
hundreds of ships into its port on the Delaware River. James 
Forten was the leading sailmaker in Philadelphia, providing sails 
and ropes for most of the ships arriving in the city, making him one 
of the wealthiest people of African descent in the United States.

Philadelphia was also home to the largest population of free Black 
people in the United States. For some, life was very challenging. 
They were free from slavery, but many struggled to have what 
they needed to survive. Other members of the community were 
able to live more stable lives. And a small group of families did 
very well. Many of these families used their wealth, connections, 
and talents to support churches, education, and social causes to 
aid Philadelphia’s Black community.

Who are you?
      Draw a self-portrait.

How would you want to be  
described in your family tree?

1. James Forten 
Collection of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania 
Born free in Philadelphia in 1766, 
James served as a sailor during 
the Revolutionary War and later 
became a sailmaker. He was one of 
the wealthiest men in Philadelphia 
and a leader in the African American 
community. 

2. Charlotte Vandine Forten 
Howard University Moorland-Spingarn Research Center 
Born free in Philadelphia, she 
married James Forten and, with 
him, raised nine children. Charlotte 
lived until she was 99 and spent 
her long life supporting anti-slavery 
and equal education causes across 
Philadelphia. 

3. Harriet Davy Forten 
Library of Congress 
One of James and Charlotte’s  
five daughters, she was an active 
member of the Philadelphia  
Female Anti-Slavery Society and 
other groups that fought for  
racial and gender equality. 

4. Robert Purvis  Boston Public Library 
The husband of Harriet Davy Forten, 
he was a multi-racial man who used 
his wealth and influence to become 
a leader in the fight for abolition 
and civil rights in the United States.

5. Charlotte L. Forten 
The New York Public Library 
A granddaughter of James Forten, 
she helped educate men and 
women recently freed from  
slavery in South Carolina during  
the Civil War.

6. Charles Burleigh Purvis 
Courtesy of the U.S. National  
Library of Medicine 
A grandson of James  
Forten, he served as a  
nurse in the Civil War.  
He later became a leader  
of Howard University’s  
medical school.
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TOUCH A SAIL!

ROYAL LOUIS

FIND THE FORTEN PARLOR 

Find the model of the Royal Louis. Can you find James 
Forten on deck? Choose a name for your ship and  
write it below. 

Find the different kinds of cloth used to create a ship’s 
sails. What do you notice about them? Do they all feel 
the same or do they feel different? Would it be easy or 
hard to hoist them with ropes?

This space was created to show what the Forten family’s living 
room might have looked like in 1830. This room might have 
been where the family gathered together to read or discuss 
their day. They would have welcomed friends and loved ones in 
their parlor and held meetings with other community members. 

The room features a wooden table that belonged to James 
Forten and has been passed down through seven generations! 
Is there a room in your house like the Forten parlor where 
your family spends time? Does it hold any special memories 
for you? 

FAITH AND THE FORTENS 

The African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas 
shaped the Fortens’ view of the world and their  
role in it. Like some families today, the Fortens 
viewed their church not just as a place to worship 
but also as a place of community and belonging. 
What does community mean to you?
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FIND THE FORTEN SAMPLERS

Samplers were used to teach girls math, the 
alphabet, and needlework skills. Often they  
included Bible verses as part of their “moral lessons.” 
Today, anyone can learn to stitch! Use the grid to 
create your sampler.  What lesson would you  
want to stitch?


