Sophie Relghard and Llla
May Fisher — notable
Williamsport teachers

By MARY SIEMINSKI
Special to the Sun-Gazette

In the 19th and early 20th centuries, professions
open to women were few and far between. There
were limited options for unmarried women and wid-
ows to support themselves. One option, for those who

were educated, was to teach school
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ihown clockwise from top left is a photo of Lila M. Fisher, 1949, from the Sun-Gazette; Sophie S. Reighard, 1876; Bethune-Douglass Center, formerly
mery School; Transeau School students on a playground with their teacher and Williamsport High School, 1883, located at the corner of Market and
acker Stree!s. all from the Lycoming County Historical Society.
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more about her. The

tograph, from the collec-

tion of the Lycoming
County Historical Soci-
ety, is inscribed on the
back, “My Favorite Te-
acher, High School.
1876.” There is no other

mark of ownership on the ,

photograph.

: lelgguaxd has a high
orehead, large expressive
eyes and a firm mouth.
Her dress is ornate but
very modest, befitting a
teacher. I wondered how
such a young woman was
appointed a high school
teacher in 1876? How was
she educated? How long
did she teach?

Born in Jersey Shore
in 1849, Reighardwas the
gzlughter Daniel

ighard, an innkeeper,
and his wife Elizabeth
Henry. The Reighard
family had been in
Lycoming County since
the early 1800s, when
John Reighard estab-
lished a farm on Long
Reach, what is now South
f;Reach Road. hie had

ur sisters — Margaret,

Matilda, Caroline and

Jennie — and one broth-

er, Oliver Hazard Perry

, who was active

in Lycoming County poli-
tics.

Sophie attended the
former ( If:clnnson
Seminary (now Lycoming
College). College archives
recorgz indicate that she
graduated in the class of
1866 when she was about
17. The next year, accord-
ing to Boyds City
Directory, both Sophie
and her sister Jennie
were teachers at the
George Washington
School, which stood at the
corner of West Third and
William Streets.

First high school
Jennie was promoted
to assistant principal in
the high school in 1871.
That year Williamsport
school system had 45
schools and 3,300 pupils.
The system had grown
tremendously with the
inflax of population
employed in the lumber
industry. Like many
young female teachers,
Jennie soon married and
did not continue teaching.
In general, married
women were not permit-

ted to teach. Sophie
remained single and
taught in the Willia-
msport schools for 23

years, After several years
tea in the Wash—
ington ool, she beca-

me the assistant principal
at the high school at the
age of 28.

The high school, first
organized in 1869, at first
was only one room. It had
several locations until

. Tt Hi

building was constructed
at the southeast corner of
Third and Walnut streets,
according to the 1858
Williamsport Educational
Association publication,
Wi Schools Th-

rough the  Years.
(http://archive.org
/details/williamsportscho
00will). When Sophie
went to teach there, the
high school was on the
second floor of the fire sta-
tion.

1 éo hie Reighard di
phie Rei ied
of a stroke in November
1915 at the age of 66. The
Sun-Gazette and Bulletin
had a lengthy story about
her — a rarity for a
woman in those times,
especially 'I%n tlmmarried
woman. The large-
headline reads, “Onm
the Greatest Teachers
Williamsport Has Even
Known. AN INSPIRIA-
TION TO ALL WHO
CAME TO I-IER Left Her
Impress Upon Every
I1_"IupllViﬁ’l'n.oSt;udled Under
er.
According to the article
blished after her death,
ggphm was revered for
skills, espe-
clal]y in mathematics.
She was active in her pro-
fession and in the com-
munity. She attended
statewide teachers’ con-
ferences. Locally, she
donated to charities — to
the. Home for the
Friendless, the YWCA
and the missions. In
1903, she was elected
board chair of the YWCA,
but she refused the
appointment. She joined
other Williamsport chur-
chwomen and signed the
temperance . She
belonged to io Club
that was founded to pro-
vide forum for women to
educate themselves.
For most of her years,

she lived with her two sis-
ters,  Margaret and
Matilda, at 706 Hepburn
St., just above Seventh
Street. It was rare for an
unmarried woman to own
property on her own, per-
haps even more rare for
someone living on a
teacher’s salary.

Lila M. Fisher
Overlappmg Sophie
’s 23-year tenure
in the Williamsport
schools was the career of
Lila May Fisher, who
taught in Williamsport
for 40 years. She was
hired in 1909 to teach
African-American  stu-
dents at the ' Emery
School

In 1938, she began
teaching at Transeau
School and remained
teaching there until she
retired. in 1949. Emery
was located at 520 Park
Avenue; when it closed in
1938, it was turned over
to the Bethune-Douglass
Center and was eventual-
ly torn down. Transeau
was located between First
and Second Avenues on
Park Lane; it closed in
1955. The building is now
the School Apartments.

When I look at the pho-
tograph of Lila Fisher
that accompanied the
newspaper story about
her retirement, I see an
attractive black woman
with a round face framed
by gracefully styled hair,
Her deep dark eyes
express her life experi-
ences. She looks directly
at you — just expecting
that you will pay atten-
tion and listen. Her whole
face/being seems to invite
you to join her and learn
from her.

In 1873, there were a
chudents i Wiamopert

ents in Willi rt
to justify the construction
of a school exclusively for
them, according to “Black
History in Lycoming
County,” (Greater
Williamsport Community
Arts Council. A Picture of
Lycoming County, Vol. 2
(1978) (http/arch
ive.org/details/pictureofly
comin02grea).

The Hepburn Street
School, between Canal
and West Third Streets,
was known as the “col-
ored school” in official
school department
records; it would have

been approximately
W stands
today. Williamsport

schools remained segre-
gated until 1881, when a
new state law required
them to integrate.

After 1881, black stu-
dents attended schools
within their district, but
because the black popula-
tion was concentrated
between the borders of
Curtin, Stevens, and
Emery School Districts,
most black students
attended those schools. In
later years, according to
the above publication,
Emery School was unoffi-
cially called the “colored
school.” At'that time in
Williamsport  schools,
black teachers were not
permitted to teach white
students.

Retirement

At the time of her
retirement, “Miss Lila,”
as she was known to her
students, taught black
students in grades one
through three in a single
classroom at Transeau.
The year of her retire-
ment, 1949, also marked
the end of the official seg-
regation of Williamsport
public schools.

“Miss Lila” had taught
in public schools in her
native state of North
Carolina for four years
before she moved to
Williamsport with her
family. According to an
article in the Sun-Gazette
and Bulletin, published at
the time of her retire-
ment, her father, Rev. Dr.
R.A. Fisher had been
ap inted the pastor of

em AM. Zion
Church in 1906

Llla Fisher recalled

a minister”
daugh er educatio.
was procured in man
places. It started i1
Petersburg, Va. It was
continued during the
years that her father
occupied  pulpits in
Washi n, Phila-
delphia and York. In later
years she took courses
from what are now Lock
Haven University, Buck-
nell University, Penn
State University and
Columbia University.”
(Williamsport Sun-
Gazette, June 10, 1949).

Religion and education
were a family affair for

the Fishers. Lila’s broth- .

er, Rev. Dr. Farley Fisher,

was a pastor at
Salem Church after their
father’s death. Lila’s sis-
ter, Constance, or “Miss
Connie” as she was called,
taught music to private
students in Williamsport.
Another brother, Leon,
also taught music. Both
Constance and Leon were
listed as “pianoforte” stu-
dents in the 1918 to 1919
Dickinson Seminary cata-
log.

Former students

Several of Miss Lila’s
former students, includ-
ing former aty council
woman Madelyn Whaley
and Bloomsburg resident
Harry Evans, remember
both Fisher sisters —
each had Miss Lila at
Transeau and took music
lessons from her sister.
Miss Lila, they recall, was
a strict teacher, but it was
clear to her students that
she cared about each and
every one of them.

Both Whaley and
Evans commented that,
although it seems strange
to them today that their
first years of school were
spent with three classes
in one room with only
black children and only
one teacher, in retrospect
Miss Lila imparted in
them a sense of self-worth
that they might not have
gotten in a mixed-class-
room. The black commu-
gi!;yd g;:}alsa close-knit and

vior was expect-
ed. Miss Connie also is
fondly remembered by
her students.

Those who liked music
and pmctwed their voice
and piano remember her
more fondly than others.

Like Sophie Reighard
and other teachers, Miss
Lila and Miss Connie
never married and never
owned a home of their
own. City directories list
the Fisher sisters as
“boarders” at wvarious
locations in the city —
including Walnut and
Penn Streets and Park
Avenue.

Also like Sophie
Reighard, both Lila and
Connie Fisher were active
in the community. Miss
Lila served as vice-presi-
dent at the Walnut Street
branch of the YWCA for
many years. Miss Connie
was on the board and was
in charge of music pro-
grams. The Walnut
Street facility was estab-
lished in 1913 as the “col-
ored” branch of the segre-
gated YWCA.

In 1930, the YWCA
eliminated their support
for the branch and it
eventually became the
Bethune-Douglass
Center.

Lila Fisher was active
not only in the communi-
ty, but active nationally
in the National Assoc-
iation of Colored Women,
the first national black
organization in the
United States.

These women impre-
ssed me. I thought of
them not as “old maid
school teachers,” but pro-
fessional women in an
age when few professions
were open to women. Not
only were they excellent
teachers, but each had an
active role in the commu-
nity at large and each
made Williamsport a bet-
ter place to live.



