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WILLIAMSPORT SUN-GAZETTE

The Seminary in the Wilderness:
an early school for women

PHOTO PROVIDED A drawing of the Norris Seminary in Pine Township by Kate Anderson.
In 1805, a Quaker couple, John Norris (1768-1849) and his wife, Beulah Jackson

Norris (1793-1869), settled in the wilderness of Pine Township, in the far north of
Lycoming County, and established a boarding school for girls.
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At first called the Norris Seminary, it soon became known as the Seminary in the
Wilderness. Teenage girls from Williamsport, Montoursville, Jersey Shore and
other settlements along the Susquehanna made the journey to attend the school,
the only place in northern Pennsylvania that young women could further their
education at the time.

(The word seminary can refer to an institution for the training of candidates for the
priesthood, ministry, or rabbinate, but also simply, as in this case, an institution of
secondary or higher education.)

State Road of 1799

The school was on the new state road that opened in 1799 and connected Newberry
to Painted Post, New York. John Norris and his wife had bought land in Pine
Township in 1800, just after the road was open. John Norris was born in England
and was educated at Oxford University. Beulah Norris was from Philadelphia. John
was a land agent for a Philadelphia man, Benjamin Wister Morris, and together
they were promoting the development of the region.

The school was in the hamlet of Texas, which no longer exists as a town, but would
be about 45 minutes northwest of Williamsport on today’s roads, not far from the
towns of Navroo and Morris, and the Texas and Blockhouse Fish and Game Club.

https://www.sungazette.com/life/lifestyle-news/2022/02/the-seminary-in-the-wilderness-an-early-school-for-women/ 2/5


https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsuZWhqZezvujPRb_V86OeNxgbJVVrBSEvXRwK003XI-Ns23MvpJyFu4awJ4JLX1wONXmta5OhazwZ2UKpAKrLnvzhXb7uJRBSGtJcYM0EFWI3DkUilwhOLJmxdZ_JISQ37jYQwC-nbZJu2gOd44MbD8fiFBFZogX2n4UOl18XvX0zHLQd0sVXMJGFW-CgIg9dW4nF9B1DPPD8V2zYkGHSEPHXEXELHQJS-sALNuE_SBPkQGF_KjGvWWDUb3a26S7FYbxjvpjlGwh5A6Ra2mE6gVFSdXga4WgalEpWT-TPxHpdMKlKdcJCGSG7DCP1s7fage5GZiWc7DVV4&sai=AMfl-YQMaqZuaRrEnVQIGlMwK68fmjw1gwo2FeIYn4Xp-_ipr0QBe8Pd--PhzbMF-riRFDppah3Kgeb-iugNfSO4QutOa8o2GNtJFFF9Q3TmgQo5HeBYlar17nKvVXXA6g&sig=Cg0ArKJSzEXVN2M_xKsA&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&adurl=https://www.sungazette.com/subscribe
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C3IR3Ki40ZJ7oCsHi_gT0p63QA8K_1_NvzrPCtIYR1u3s7K4JEAEgraeGCmDJjrSM0KSIEqABq4_e5yjIAQmpAnxJZmFEj5I-4AIAqAMByAMKqgSJA0_Qhx7rQFOlqmSpJiXwD1oJkB0kLRstQg-tWTcaInFMT3YkZ9EsyY_SdIp538C313cqqxtifiAknjnvoeI8FqT-52E4_HM3nuKE2zoHkosyTWU8T2Xmgd6uQEEFeKuGEttjXrqnBpAm0XUIpVt1_7zgxskTbch7tTwKdGZDDpTiX4263qogsozIws7K3lzrwcCHATyIpCaODFU9s-j5d4gFw1AH98MjwKKLAdqWWQtMwRP9C40i92dCWRQDoc6qT4tqFO7_xk9BXlbvp_LFFaAxRLg9J-1yGLRlX2TRDsiPyHavYQUuw07xl9H1tH-jsq341YJW6bnMcShQzz_KgXeH1M4KmfEe63cQ2bcEv1qocVyGveC_zsLTv98wxeewfIVDKS_tpaWmAlnoG4JexGtC0ZKuglAKhxOBptBdGZZPi1OQZPpFqDttuBUs0XzfKDh48wSTv40xNz-RWBIlBRk2v1wz4K1E2CbCkh5z55SBpeVHc3b4uyDzjPQviZgwa_BAZl1o0IDPq8AEreKu058E4AQBoAYugAerx67HA6gHjs4bqAeT2BuoB-6WsQKoB_6esQKoB6SjsQKoB9XJG6gHpr4bqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB4OtsQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQLYBwDSCA8IgGEQARgdMgKKAjoCgECxCeDlkVc4wCnAgAoBmAsByAsBgAwBuAwBuBPkA9gTDNAVAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSOwDUE5ymWQxhoHbp6BMj1Dqs-eC_CpqsV3UVpTzJ80jEXSzpo4NI3DMoXNBmkR4S04QPBa-N-TaaSOPKGAE&sig=AOD64_2zCO3gndHGUyUg3g88xF0bt2rwEQ&client=ca-pub-0279219903859783&rf=4&nb=9&adurl=https://www.thefunpost.com/en/guard-moments-memorable%3Futm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_medium%3Dpaid%26utm_campaign%3Dcreate%26ly%3Dnative_one%26mbid%3D145935282477_www.sungazette.com%26uvc%3D11
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C3IR3Ki40ZJ7oCsHi_gT0p63QA8K_1_NvzrPCtIYR1u3s7K4JEAEgraeGCmDJjrSM0KSIEqABq4_e5yjIAQmpAnxJZmFEj5I-4AIAqAMByAMKqgSJA0_Qhx7rQFOlqmSpJiXwD1oJkB0kLRstQg-tWTcaInFMT3YkZ9EsyY_SdIp538C313cqqxtifiAknjnvoeI8FqT-52E4_HM3nuKE2zoHkosyTWU8T2Xmgd6uQEEFeKuGEttjXrqnBpAm0XUIpVt1_7zgxskTbch7tTwKdGZDDpTiX4263qogsozIws7K3lzrwcCHATyIpCaODFU9s-j5d4gFw1AH98MjwKKLAdqWWQtMwRP9C40i92dCWRQDoc6qT4tqFO7_xk9BXlbvp_LFFaAxRLg9J-1yGLRlX2TRDsiPyHavYQUuw07xl9H1tH-jsq341YJW6bnMcShQzz_KgXeH1M4KmfEe63cQ2bcEv1qocVyGveC_zsLTv98wxeewfIVDKS_tpaWmAlnoG4JexGtC0ZKuglAKhxOBptBdGZZPi1OQZPpFqDttuBUs0XzfKDh48wSTv40xNz-RWBIlBRk2v1wz4K1E2CbCkh5z55SBpeVHc3b4uyDzjPQviZgwa_BAZl1o0IDPq8AEreKu058E4AQBoAYugAerx67HA6gHjs4bqAeT2BuoB-6WsQKoB_6esQKoB6SjsQKoB9XJG6gHpr4bqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB4OtsQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQLYBwDSCA8IgGEQARgdMgKKAjoCgECxCeDlkVc4wCnAgAoBmAsByAsBgAwBuAwBuBPkA9gTDNAVAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSOwDUE5ymWQxhoHbp6BMj1Dqs-eC_CpqsV3UVpTzJ80jEXSzpo4NI3DMoXNBmkR4S04QPBa-N-TaaSOPKGAE&sig=AOD64_2zCO3gndHGUyUg3g88xF0bt2rwEQ&client=ca-pub-0279219903859783&rf=4&nb=0&adurl=https://www.thefunpost.com/en/guard-moments-memorable%3Futm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_medium%3Dpaid%26utm_campaign%3Dcreate%26ly%3Dnative_one%26mbid%3D145935282477_www.sungazette.com%26uvc%3D11
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C3IR3Ki40ZJ7oCsHi_gT0p63QA8K_1_NvzrPCtIYR1u3s7K4JEAEgraeGCmDJjrSM0KSIEqABq4_e5yjIAQmpAnxJZmFEj5I-4AIAqAMByAMKqgSJA0_Qhx7rQFOlqmSpJiXwD1oJkB0kLRstQg-tWTcaInFMT3YkZ9EsyY_SdIp538C313cqqxtifiAknjnvoeI8FqT-52E4_HM3nuKE2zoHkosyTWU8T2Xmgd6uQEEFeKuGEttjXrqnBpAm0XUIpVt1_7zgxskTbch7tTwKdGZDDpTiX4263qogsozIws7K3lzrwcCHATyIpCaODFU9s-j5d4gFw1AH98MjwKKLAdqWWQtMwRP9C40i92dCWRQDoc6qT4tqFO7_xk9BXlbvp_LFFaAxRLg9J-1yGLRlX2TRDsiPyHavYQUuw07xl9H1tH-jsq341YJW6bnMcShQzz_KgXeH1M4KmfEe63cQ2bcEv1qocVyGveC_zsLTv98wxeewfIVDKS_tpaWmAlnoG4JexGtC0ZKuglAKhxOBptBdGZZPi1OQZPpFqDttuBUs0XzfKDh48wSTv40xNz-RWBIlBRk2v1wz4K1E2CbCkh5z55SBpeVHc3b4uyDzjPQviZgwa_BAZl1o0IDPq8AEreKu058E4AQBoAYugAerx67HA6gHjs4bqAeT2BuoB-6WsQKoB_6esQKoB6SjsQKoB9XJG6gHpr4bqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB4OtsQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQLYBwDSCA8IgGEQARgdMgKKAjoCgECxCeDlkVc4wCnAgAoBmAsByAsBgAwBuAwBuBPkA9gTDNAVAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSOwDUE5ymWQxhoHbp6BMj1Dqs-eC_CpqsV3UVpTzJ80jEXSzpo4NI3DMoXNBmkR4S04QPBa-N-TaaSOPKGAE&sig=AOD64_2zCO3gndHGUyUg3g88xF0bt2rwEQ&client=ca-pub-0279219903859783&rf=4&nb=8&adurl=https://www.thefunpost.com/en/guard-moments-memorable%3Futm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_medium%3Dpaid%26utm_campaign%3Dcreate%26ly%3Dnative_one%26mbid%3D145935282477_www.sungazette.com%26uvc%3D11
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C3IR3Ki40ZJ7oCsHi_gT0p63QA8K_1_NvzrPCtIYR1u3s7K4JEAEgraeGCmDJjrSM0KSIEqABq4_e5yjIAQmpAnxJZmFEj5I-4AIAqAMByAMKqgSJA0_Qhx7rQFOlqmSpJiXwD1oJkB0kLRstQg-tWTcaInFMT3YkZ9EsyY_SdIp538C313cqqxtifiAknjnvoeI8FqT-52E4_HM3nuKE2zoHkosyTWU8T2Xmgd6uQEEFeKuGEttjXrqnBpAm0XUIpVt1_7zgxskTbch7tTwKdGZDDpTiX4263qogsozIws7K3lzrwcCHATyIpCaODFU9s-j5d4gFw1AH98MjwKKLAdqWWQtMwRP9C40i92dCWRQDoc6qT4tqFO7_xk9BXlbvp_LFFaAxRLg9J-1yGLRlX2TRDsiPyHavYQUuw07xl9H1tH-jsq341YJW6bnMcShQzz_KgXeH1M4KmfEe63cQ2bcEv1qocVyGveC_zsLTv98wxeewfIVDKS_tpaWmAlnoG4JexGtC0ZKuglAKhxOBptBdGZZPi1OQZPpFqDttuBUs0XzfKDh48wSTv40xNz-RWBIlBRk2v1wz4K1E2CbCkh5z55SBpeVHc3b4uyDzjPQviZgwa_BAZl1o0IDPq8AEreKu058E4AQBoAYugAerx67HA6gHjs4bqAeT2BuoB-6WsQKoB_6esQKoB6SjsQKoB9XJG6gHpr4bqAeaBqgH89EbqAeW2BuoB6qbsQKoB4OtsQKoB_-esQKoB9-fsQLYBwDSCA8IgGEQARgdMgKKAjoCgECxCeDlkVc4wCnAgAoBmAsByAsBgAwBuAwBuBPkA9gTDNAVAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSOwDUE5ymWQxhoHbp6BMj1Dqs-eC_CpqsV3UVpTzJ80jEXSzpo4NI3DMoXNBmkR4S04QPBa-N-TaaSOPKGAE&sig=AOD64_2zCO3gndHGUyUg3g88xF0bt2rwEQ&client=ca-pub-0279219903859783&rf=4&nb=1&adurl=https://www.thefunpost.com/en/guard-moments-memorable%3Futm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_medium%3Dpaid%26utm_campaign%3Dcreate%26ly%3Dnative_one%26mbid%3D145935282477_www.sungazette.com%26uvc%3D11
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?source=display&reasons=AZhb-cA0h8r6XYrYtm1T5prSXLYPgCp5pbn30W4SRwlpDT1ZMq9sT9cGxc3Xuh1ghBb72GgVPC7LMSwucTDUeRdhSMB24H5IpGvLd67jNErrvlsuyjv-ajA-BPbfJMAoQ1jtpyDArKo9BmIoLr7y4u5zqzvoY4VCDXhmiGxtUfCpWzlCorTX_mRX5h1y0qnVYiPWUQyVf59GvxkucwMaqCp0aVOd1XZG9rQOSgM1eOkQBKbdi21Gl2ATCI3ZzMpPEGlDynFNY7ZKZabz3wWGogeyTr26bGxvZJETzpoe7OAv8fbPmXuyFHd6ij8MWhOzkV3LtWPxdKf3B7pYRrPx3Fpi8AcfHjVeuR3PqN9ZyENUMWZoQWDyOO2PGDUI7YGEoCNiZzEXfiGOSZs59Lh1Naa7FLrjvXc0E0XJKklD0di0WNvKqq7hLNw695Recyf8hg9vUMsSJJ7sA6excZWi6eQ0xHUaKOrP2Xir006Sxy2L0s8XonmnJlf8s-0ffShyE6vefgeSvN2_4Krk0TbKBdFw_a5iKbiNrLGqA-BFYunyIbKk4EhQkqbxjLRokzC8fh6YC5tj0XxO8UGuZtjSP2OJApgyvDb_4ij2NbD7H6B6vJQ-tSwcHlAA1g03yaHJGtJUXALuMpWUaHTUss3GlJPNmERhz1oNMlTzElq3SSJJWov0XaHJViXLIxTfWYhcDUEUyEZsdGLfmhrS73P9oLk4PEmokYD8L5kzRF5Tb0FpQ2G10r_7GikBVES8w50dJxKla5N7vnbJO3BR1WowckkX37o_ousSfP6qAm2E4Jn5IxNZ5BU49DiNLT6TUzPRsnyHEAyS4HOksVOa88bPzCYBg-9MuJty-bw98IlFMJhtr_irXwYeoTIBBpxUCAPaUvE7_zx6EeMTEfgHf7gIA3KvaZIONT04v9tvr1Fa4Q6UL9hPTEWhldWPs_ga4boyUu24pjOYQ0CCM7zMNtQEaIE96w5shDuI98GGPg3EAUMqs0V45e2i859l1boX1ayPDIgx5Lo2eEXIFB4JB2FqXUhmYjcbLk7YXr-C_qaZd9C8jyIcKEGpYkCrHobvQv0P9NuSRShBMca_ZqjvEIok3LG_ypOYlG3efi8f82P4Ylm-UrOU1iL7AFejPADYynJGmVcn4nQmJxufd2SyV38COJ4nnDa4SYATfZvM5atLMKpRFyIejRSMeyyoeTnWRzHiUgFnLUQ3xLqkqd3fBO_9CoeSVD5breJDqrEjKDaNMPmmut2IkuGhsZktUyLA4Ra9XitN8Y411JPpywoIgf65S3ecGEoYjAlxg94600_-f7RlD780wipoReNGWsVzRfzxrs_1qTpCsX8_kDnEnxADmUz0hjeuZrrxLofz08LKDsU9AyTjJt0SjirlUcdM4JV6uGDKZ5G8muTjlzOJT9zfvKG_3AYZpauxyzQiztThIlb8JWnSUWu_abn09KEbbmerajfAim6a9uqs3DoXVKdCWrxqd7Ac1HtsH2KRFFPQ2D1WijkGiZtkdDY_YwOfhN30Eduy3JvrlRkdSQj4iOPB2cFJ4BQzryAM_kr54rtsUfAStOmyYuMlWoJFk_Zu4bjOzdHaMwWr81FrFqAfEEb8gRtoJVAFJ-Twp0AcvotEfaSlyXu9ZJWtbVcmBvfX1wcm-tpsan48T1LZ-2AJT-ycynlAbFjfLFB_vIJuJbiWaJYVi0W5vBNaDgru7mF8hrShen9ppoW9HN32S3kJMM3V9vTNOTeRm6TWyCceqE118TlYMtD9KyNwWZKNQK6HGI4Xf9oiWqVRq9T9Y3tW9wHnq1bqz1NBFMRWyL9Y0SXluvTx4JZL_p3CG_ms8ME6LiZR-haEBZ_VbfX35YsCpmcolqmwU90WEp_ZPhNE45DLRYiLHdqM7C6142Yudo-F_GbdvstRdV4tz8CriFpAJ_O_SgUoOdbCZeGoy0I7OLGne5syOz5Qk3KjQJj-JiElCRDbpwJmq--DJNulxEQf_6qTqDVyfLxwLyQ7WK2bJpuweTqOFmqyf2iAaBB-j6g-NUDynA

4/10/23, 11:41 AM The Seminary in the Wilderness: an early school for women | News, Sports, Jobs - Williamsport Sun-Gazette
One can only wonder what the trip took in those years — perhaps on a plank road or
a narrow dirt road — in a horse and cart. There was no public transportation on the
road until 1819.

Two-story house

The Norrises had a two-story frame house, divided into four square rooms on the
first floor and a living space on the second floor. A two-story house was relatively
unique for the time in Lycoming County. Both the Norrises and the boarding
students stayed in the house.

Together, the couple administered the school and taught its classes. The school was
established solely for the purpose of educating young women and was very
successful. It was a bold venture for the time. According to John Meginness in the
“History of Lycoming County” (1892), “some of the best young ladies of that day
were educated at the wilderness seminary.” He mentions Ann and Hannah
Blackwell, Maria Davidson, Jane Morrison, Priscilla Morrison and Elizabeth Porter.
One aim of the school to was help the young women find good husbands, and in
that, it seems to have succeeded.

Sarah Burrows Coryell

One of the Seminary students, Sarah Burrows (1793-1869), married Tunison Coryell
(1791-1881), who began his career as a clerk to Sarah’s father, and later became a
wealthy man “closely identified with the progress and development of Lycoming
County for more than half a century,” according to Meginness.

Sarah’s parents were Gen. John Burrows, the founder of Montoursville, and his
wife, Jane Torbert Burrows. Gen. Burrows had spent the winter with Gen. George
Washington at Valley Forge, but this did not put him on the path to success. After
having tried and failed at several business ventures, he “disposed of his tools and he
took his wife and five children (one of them at her breast), and a bound boy, and
started for Muncy,” where they moved into “a log cabin about sixteen feet square
with another family of six children,” according to his autobiography.

Sarah Burrows was that infant at the breast. Her mother, Jane, died in 1804, when
she was 10 years old. The family moved from place to place in Muncy Valley until
1812, when Gen. Burrows purchased the land that became Montoursville. There
were few opportunities for education for Sarah.

Marriage to Coryell

https://www.sungazette.com/life/lifestyle-news/2022/02/the-seminary-in-the-wilderness-an-early-school-for-women/ 3/5



4/10/23, 11:41 AM The Seminary in the Wilderness: an early school for women | News, Sports, Jobs - Williamsport Sun-Gazette
After her marriage, Sarah and her husband moved into their new home on what was
then Front Street, near the river at the foot of Pine Street in Williamsport. They
celebrated their golden wedding anniversary at the same home, and Sarah died
there in 1869. A writer for the Muncy Luminary commented at the time of her
death:

“What changes have occurred in these fifty years. The rural village of a few
hundred inhabitants in 1819, settled among the trees, with only here and there a
cluster of storerooms for accommodating the people with their supplies in dry
goods, groceries, etc., is today [1869] an inland city with its thousands struggling
for life, wealth and position.”

Coryell died in that same home 12 years later in 1881. Among their many
descendants is William Gibson, president of the Lycoming County Genealogical
Society.

Elizabeth Ross

Another Seminary student was Elizabeth Ross (1790-1828). She was the oldest
daughter of Michael Ross, the founder of Williamsport, and his wife, Ann Corsen.
She was born just five years after Lycoming County was established.

In 1800, when Elizabeth was 10, Williamsport had 131 residents and no school
buildings. The Ross family moved into an abandoned cabin.

She would have been 15 or 16 when she attended the Seminary in the Wilderness. In
the collection of the Lycoming County Historical Society are books and journals that
belonged to the Ross family, including a hand-stitched booklet of handwriting
exercises completed and signed by Elizabeth.

Marriage to Vanderbelt

She was 19 when she married Peter Wykoff Vanderbelt (1786-1871). He was from
one of the wealthiest families in Williamsport. The Vanderbelts lived on the eastern
border of Williamsport, on Vanderbelt Street, now called Penn Street.

They had three children, Ann, Mary and William. Mary married William Packer, the
14th governor of Pennsylvania. Elizabeth Ross died in 1828 at the age of 38. The
next year, Peter married Elizabeth Grafius.

After about a decade, John and Beulah Norris closed the Seminary in the
Wilderness and relocated to Wellsboro. They are buried in the Wellsboro Cemetery
with their daughter Cornelia (1807-1826).
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The building that housed the seminary is gone now, and only some of the
foundation stones remain. According to Harry Stephenson Sr., author of “History of

Little Pine Valley” (Camp Hill, PA, 1992) only a few local residents know where the
seminary once stood.

Sieminski is the former director of the Madigan Library at Penn College. Hurlbert is
a Professor Emeritus of Library Services at Lycoming College. Sieminski and
Hurlbert are founders of the Lycoming County Women’s History Project

(www.lycominng.edu/lcwhp). Their column is published monthly, and they may be
reached at lewhcmanager@gmail.com.
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