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Abstract: In the heyday of the American foreign religious missions, Protestant 
societies were active throughout the Balkans and in the Middle East. The representatives of 
the Congregational Church, under the leadership of the American Board of Commissioners 
for Foreign Missions (ABCFM), were the most influential among them, operating in the 
Ottoman Empire since 1819. Their aim was to propagate the Gospel, using a variety of 
missionary agencies. An important role among these was played by the schools opened by 
the missionaries with a dual purpose: to prepare native helpers for the mission, and to attract 
new followers to Protestantism. The first Protestant educational institutions were opened in 
the Ottoman capital, followed later by others in the European provinces of the empire: in 
Philippopolis (Plovdiv), Eski Zagra (Stara Zagora), Samokov, Monastir (Bitola) and 
Salonica (Thessaloniki). Providing good quality and modern education, these schools went 
far beyond their purely religious priorities, had a wide cultural influence, and promoted ideas 
and practices that contributed to the modernisation of the Ottoman Balkans. 
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In comparison to the broader Christian traditions, the American foreign 
mission enterprise was a late phenomenon, but it was a massive affair. This  
large-scale campaign was a consequence of the Second Great Awakening, a religious 
movement in the North-East of the USA, and the theology of Postmillennialism, 
which prevailed in the American religious circles by the beginning of the 19th century. 
According to this belief, Christians must prepare mankind for the Second Coming 
of Christ predicted in the Bible1. This resulted in a surge of missionary activity in 
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various locations, both near and far. In response, several American missionary 
organizations initiated the dissemination of Protestant ideologies within the 
Ottoman Empire. The representatives of the Congregational Church, under the 
leadership of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
(ABCFM), were the most influential among them, operating in the European and in 
almost all Asian provinces of the Ottoman Empire since 1819. 

After some unsuccessful attempts to convert the Jews, initially in Palestine and 
subsequently in other regions of the empire, and the preaching of the Gospel among 
Arabs and Turks, American missionaries subsequently directed their efforts at the 
Christians of the Orient. Sympathetic to the Greek struggle for independence and 
hoping that new Greece would promote the regeneration of the East, the ABCFM 
tried to operate there. However, it encountered significant resistance from both the 
Greek clergy and the secular authorities and as a result, missionary work among the 
Greeks was carried on only within the confines of the Ottoman Empire. At the same 
time, the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire responded far better to the Protestant 
message, becoming the main focus of ABCFM’s missionary efforts in Asia Minor and 
the Ottoman capital. As the work progressed, the missionaries identified new areas for 
operation. The Bulgarians in the European territories of the Sultan’s dominions 
represented a significant discovery for the mission, and from the mid-19th century, 
substantial optimism was placed on their potential to facilitate a genuine 
ecclesiastical reform. By the end of the century, the Albanians were similarly 
identified as a key group, with preaching activities also initiated among them. 

There were three aspects to the American missionary approach in the 
territories of the Ottoman Empire: the literary, the educational and the 
evangelistic2. In addition to direct preaching among the population and the 
distribution of religious and moral literature, a significant facet of the activities of 
American Protestant missionaries was the implementation of educational 
initiatives. Indeed, the missionaries believed that the local population’s apparent 
aspiration for a modern, contemporary education could serve as a conduit for 
disseminating the Protestant religious message. Consequently, education was 
considered an important and influential propaganda method, whereby the 
missionary educational institutions could foster the growth of an enlightened 
Christian elite, that would lead people toward the desired spiritual reformation.  
The conceptualization of missionary education underwent a transformation with 
the passage of time and the accumulation of experience, giving rise to the 
emergence of diverse educational approaches. 

PROTESTANT EDUCATIONAL INITIATIVES IN ISTANBUL 

The initial educational endeavours of the American missionaries were 

undertaken in the Ottoman capital, where one of the earliest mission stations 

(Constantinople station) of the ABCFM was established. They tried to encourage 
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common literacy by helping the local people to found Lancasterian schools, or 

schools for mutual instruction3. The Lancasterian monitoring system was a 

revolutionary idea for public education, adopted by the Americans as a promising 

missionary vehicle, used initially among the Indians and applied later in the foreign 

missions4. In the 1830s, this educational system was still a novelty in the Ottoman 

lands, and the missionaries contributed significantly to its promotion among the 

local population. Interestingly, they influenced not only the Greeks and Armenians 

in Istanbul but attracted the attention of some Ottoman officials who organised 

several Lancasterian schools for Muslim boys5. 

In the next decade, however, Lancasterian mission schools were gradually 

replaced by boarding schools as a more efficient propaganda method.  

The missionaries believed that it was easier for the boarders to get used to the “true 

Christian life”, while the religious influence exerted on the day pupils was quickly 

offset by the family environment. Furthermore, the mission in Istanbul resolved to 

facilitate access to advanced and specialised religious instruction for promising 

local young men and girls, who would subsequently assume roles as educators and 

preachers, disseminating Protestant teachings within their communities. 

In 1840, a boarding school for Armenian boys, which was proudly designated 

a seminary, was established in Istanbul’s neighbourhood Bebek. Cyrus Hamlin was 

the missionary who assumed responsibility for its operation. The primary objective 

was to educate local mission personnel. Instruction was provided in Armenian, but 

English and other subjects, including mathematics, physics, chemistry, ancient and 

modern history, ecclesiastical, intellectual, and moral philosophy were also taught. 

It appeared that the school’s original objective was to be a liberal institution 

offering an educational experience comparable to that provided in American 

theological seminaries6. The number of students initially accepted was only 12,  

as there was room only for that many in the premises rented by the mission7.  

In October 1845, in Pera, a similar girls’ institution was founded with 13 pupils (all 

from Protestant families), at the home of William Goodell, another missionary in 

the Constantinople station, under the direction of Miss Harriet Lovell8. They were 

taught arithmetic, geography, Armenian grammar and literature, history, moral 

science, writing, sacred music and composition, as well as plain and ornamental 

needlework9.  

 
3 Charles Riggs, Centennial of Constantinople (Constantinople, 1931), 54. 
4 Ronald Rayman, “Joseph Lancaster’s Monitorial System of Instruction and American Indian 

Education, 1815–1838”, in History of Education Quarterly, 21, no. 4 (1981), 396–397. 
5 The Annual Report of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (Boston, 

1834), 48. 
6 Cemal Yetkiner, “At the Center of the Debate. Bebek Seminary and the Educational Policy 

of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (1840–1860)”, in American 

Missionaries and the Middle East. Foundational Encounters, M. A. Doğan and H. J. Sharkey eds. 

(Salt Lake City: The University of Utah Pres, 2011), 74. 
7 Cyrus Hamlin, My Life and Times (Boston-Chicago: The Pilgrim press, 1912), 208. 
8 Annual Report ABCFM (1846), 101. 
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While the number of graduates continued to grow annually, the development 

of the two schools was not without problems. Serious impediments to their 

expansion were posed by the Armenian and Greek clergy, who attempted, 

sometimes quite successfully, to deter those wishing to study at American 

institutions. Another obstacle was represented by the Ottoman authorities, who saw 

them as a threat, capable of exerting a negative influence over their non-Muslim 

subjects10, but also by the missionary organisation itself. In fact, since the 1820s, 

there had been a serious debate in missionary circles about the need to provide 

education for native people11. There was a significant divergence between the 

views of those working “in the field”, who saw the immediate benefits of mission 

schools and insisted that this activity should continue to develop, and the 

supporters of missions located in America, who believed that the emphasis should 

be placed on preaching and on saving individual sinners12. While there was some 

agreement on the benefits of common primary education and the provision of basic 

literacy in every mission, because people had to be able to read the Bible, there was 

no agreement on the question of higher education. 

The Prudential Committee of the ABCFM and the secretary Rufus Anderson 

had great reservations about funding high schools and colleges. During his visit to 

the Levant in 1843–1844, he paid particular attention to the mission schools in 

Istanbul. Anderson insisted that the support of the pupils, especially the boys, 

should be provided, at least in part, by their parents. In his view, the only purpose 

of the Bebek seminary, that could justify expenses of the mission, was to train 

native pastors and evangelist and school teachers. For this reason, he insisted that 

no day students should be admitted, as they would weaken the religious influence 

exerted on the boarders. He saw the greatest danger to which the young and 

promising institution was exposed was the loss of its spirituality in the eager 

pursuit of literature and science13. Regarding the establishment of a “seminary for 

females” in Istanbul, Anderson had great reservations at first, but after his visit 

there, he was convinced in the expediency of such an institution, which was the 

only way to provide wives for the native evangelists, teachers, and other mission 

helpers. At the same time, this type of institution would become an incentive for 

Armenian community to establish its own girls’ schools14. 

In the 1850s, however, the two high schools became firmly established as 

stable institutions, comprising a substantial component of missionary activity.  

The seminary at Bebek acquired its own building in 1849, enabling the admission 

 
10 Cağri Erhan, “Ottoman Official Attitudes Towards American Missionaries”, in The United 

States Relations to the Middle East: Cultural Encounters, A. Amanat, M. T. Bernhardsson eds.  

(New Haven: Yale Center for International and Area Studies, 2002), 328. 
11 Fred Field Goodsell, You Shall Be My Witnesses: An Interpretation of the History of the 

American Board, 1810–1960 (Boston: ABCFM, 1959), 50–52. 
12 Paul William Harris, Nothing but Christ. Rufus Anderson and the Ideology of Protestant 

Foreign Missions (New York – Oxford: Oxford University press, 1999), 57. 
13 Rufus Anderson, Report to the Prudential Committee of a Visit to the Missions in the Levant 

(Boston: T. R. Marvin, 1844), 20.  
14 Ibidem, 21. 
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of a greater number of students, with an average of 50 per year15. The pupils were 

predominantly Armenians, but there were also a number of those of Greek origin. 

The mission relied on them to renew its activities among the Greek population in 

the Ottoman capital. During this period, the missionaries also reported interest 

from Bulgarians, Albanians, Wallachians and Serbians, whose applications for 

admission were rejected because there was no provision for their training16. 

The girls’ school was initially located in Pera but was subsequently moved to 
Bebek, situated in close proximity to the male seminary. From 1852 onwards, it 

was established in Hasköy, on the banks of the Golden Horn. The average number 
of boarders was approximately 25 per year, with a slight increase following the 

occupation of the new building at Hasköy. Additionally, a limited number of day 
pupils, primarily young boys, were also enrolled. As in the boys’ school, the 

majority of the boarders were Armenians, with a small number of Greek students. 

Until 1852, the school was under the direction of Miss Harriet Lovell. Following 
her marriage to Cyrus Hamlin, the management of the school was assumed by Miss 

Mary West. 
For the missionaries working at the Constantinople station, the two high 

schools were undeniably successful. Male graduates found fulfilment not only in 
the service of the mission but also as teachers in various Armenian schools or in 

other prestigious positions, such as interpreters. Graduates of the girls’ school 
accordingly married pastors, mission helpers, and other pious men, while some 

were hired as teachers17. In addition to their educational function and the 
undoubtedly significant religious impact that the two schools had on their pupils, 

the missionaries acknowledged a broader influence. The seminary at Bebek, in 
particular, was often used for public services, prayer meetings, and other events of 

a religious nature, attended by many visitors18.  

The Prudential Committee of the ABCFM continued to insist on the financial 

independence of these educational institutions, or at least a reduction in the Board’s 

expenditure on them. In addition, the debate about the nature of the training 

provided in mission schools and the Board’s education policy in general was 

renewed. Three systems were advocated in reference to education in unevangelized 

lands19. According to the first one, teaching should be done only in vernacular, 

because by acquiring a foreign language, students were subsequently tempted to 

abandon religious activity for other employment, or they would puff up with a 

sense of superiority over their own people. The second view stated that no 

missionary education should be provided at all, as missions needed only to preach 

the gospel. The third position advocated to give the soundest Christian education 

possible to youth of both sexes. In 1854, the ABCFM’s Prudential Committee 

delegated Rufus Anderson and Augustus Thompson to visit the Ottoman Empire to 

 
15 The data presented here are drawn from the annual reports of the ABCFM. 
16 Annual Report ABCFM (1857), 61. 
17 Annual Report ABCFM (1858), 40. 
18 Harrison Gray Otis Dwight, Christianity Revived in the East (New York: Baker and 

Scribner, 1850), 127. 
19 Cyrus Hamlin, Among the Turks (New York: American Tract Society, 1877), 274–277. 
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examine the outcome of the missionary work before taking decisions about the 

issues under discussion20. As a result of this trip, they took the position that 

missions should provide only elementary common education and limited training 

for future pastors, using their native language, completely abandoning the teaching 

of English.  

At the centre of the debate about mission schools was the seminary at Bebek. 

Cyrus Hamlin, the head of the school, turned out to be a notably enterprising and 

purposeful missionary who had his own views on the nature of effective education. 

In 1844, he devised an unconventional solution to ensure the financial independence 

of the institution he led. Because many of the pupils came from poor families and 

the mission was unable to rely on parental support, Hamlin introduced industrial 

work as an integral part of the curriculum. Thus, a workshop for sheet-iron stoves 

and stove-pipes was furnished in the school,  with boys devoting part of their time 

to it. The production was sold, and the money was used for clothes and other 

necessary things21. Later, a steam flour mill and a bakery were added to the 

school’s activities, in which other people from the Armenian Protestant community 

participated. Hamlin’s initiative was presented as a kind of charity that would 

enable the Armenian evangelists, who were boycotted by their compatriots, to earn 

a living by working. The bakery was very successful during the Crimean War 

(1853–1856), when Hamlin secured a contract for the school with a British military 

hospital in Uskudar (Scutari), for which they supplied bread. At the same time, he 

developed another activity: he opened a laundry for the hospital’s linen. As a result 

of his industrial initiatives during the war, $25,000 was earned for the Mission, 

which was invested in building churches and other pious activities22. 

It should be noted, however, that despite the impressive profits, both the 

Prudential Committee of the ABCFM and some of the missionaries in the Ottoman 

Empire disagreed with the industrial work in the school, believing that the 

seminary in Bebek was becoming increasingly secularized. Hamlin, for his part, 

insisted that this was the right way of training, because “minds born into a society 

destitute of all spirituality would not be greatly corrupted by being taught instead 

of begging, and especially in a country where work was so unpopular as the 

East”23. Additionally, he continued to argue that there was a need for quality 

comprehensive education and disagreed with the policy of using only vernacular, 

imposed by the Secretary of the ABCFM. R. Anderson’s rationale for this policy 

was based on the example of the Bebek seminary, which saw a significant exodus 

of students during the Crimean War, when many of these students secured lucrative 

positions as interpreters for the British army. But Hamlin found a supporter for his 

ideas in Christopher Robert, a wealthy New York businessman who provided him 

with the necessary funds to carry them out. So, in 1860, he left the mission to 

found a college on the American model (the famous Robert College). 
 

20 Harris, Nothing but Christ, 133–148. 
21 Hamlin, Among the Turks, 212–213. 
22 Hamlin, My life and times, 372. 
23 Hamlin, Among the Turks, 213–214. 
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In 1862, the decision was made to close the two missionary schools in 

Istanbul and relocate them to inland locations. The purpose of this change was to 

achieve greater efficiency in the training of local helpers of the mission. This was 

due to the fact that a considerable number of families were reluctant to send their 

children to be educated in Istanbul, where expensive ideas and habits were almost 

necessarily acquired24. Eventually, the decision was made to move the two schools 

to Merzifon (Marsovan), where they became theological seminaries. 

The college founded by C. Hamlin, although not considered part of the work of 

the Constantinople station, still had the support of the missionaries. Eventually, it got 
its own building, gained popularity, grew and became a significant educational 

institution, one of the important symbols of American influence in the Ottoman 
Empire and a model for all American Protestant schools and colleges in the Orient25. 

It is important to note, however, that many of Robert College’s graduates did not 
perceive the institution as a missionary school. Rather, they viewed it as a place 

where they could learn English and receive a higher-level education that would 
enable them to continue their studies at European universities or simply find a good 

career after graduation26. While the college gradually became more secular in 

character over time, contact with the mission did not cease. Missionary reports from 
Istanbul consistently provided updates on its development, and its undeniable 

influence in the region was regarded as a notable missionary achievement. 

In the 1880s, the mission station in Istanbul had other educational initiatives at a 

higher than elementary level. In fact, by that time, the usefulness of higher Christian 

education as an evangelistic agency was no longer questioned, since it gave access to 

the “best and most thoughtful classes” and provided the best and most consistent 

results27. There were four Protestant high schools in Istanbul, the most prestigious 

among them being the one that would become the American college for girls. 

AMERICAN COLLEGE FOR GIRLS IN ISTANBUL 

This missionary girls’ school was moved from Istanbul to Merzifon in 1862, 

but it was not the end of the missionary initiatives for women in the Ottoman 

capital. In 1870, two single ladies were appointed as missionaries in the 

 
24 Annual Report ABCFM (1862), 79.  
25 For Robert College see: Ivan Ilchev, Plamen Mitev, Dokosvaniya do Amerika (ХІХ – nachaloto 

na ХХ v.) (Sofia: Fondatsiya “Hemimont”, 2003) [Иван Илчев, Пламен Митев, Докосвания до 
Америка (ХІХ – началото на ХХ в.) (София : Фондация “Хемимонт”, 2003)], 181–297; Jordan 
Zhelev, “Robert kolezh – sredishte na multikulturnija Orient”, in Balgaro-amerikanski kulturni  
i politicheski vrazki prez XIX – parvata polovina na XX vek, Ivan Ilchev, Plamen Mitev (Sofia: Univ. 
izd. Sv. Kliment Ohridski, 2004) [Йордан Желев, “Робърт колеж – средище на мултикултурния 
Ориент”, in Българо-американски културни и политически връзки през XIX – първата половина 
на ХХ век, Иван Илчев, Пламен Митев съст. (София: Унив. изд. Св. Климент Охридски, 2004)], 
132–158; Orlin Sabev, Robart kolezh i bulgarite (Sofia: “Iztok-Zapad”, 2015) [Орлин Събев, 
Робърт колеж и българите (София: „Изток-Запад“, 2015)]. 

26 For example, see: Mihail Madzharov, Spomeni (Sofia: Izd. „Damjan Jakov“, 2004) [Михаил 
Маджаров, Спомени (София: Изд. „Дамян Яков“, 2004)], 171. 

27 Annual Report ABCFM (1886), 33. 
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Constantinople station (Julia Rapleye and Mary Wadsworth), who were quite 

successful in the so-called “work for women”, which gave the missionaries reason 

to report this part of their activity as “especially satisfactory”28. Thanks to their 

efforts, it was decided to reopen the girls’ boarding school in the Ottoman capital 

the following year, which became known as the “Home School”. It was located in 

the neighbourhood of Gedik Pasha; 13 female students were studying there in the 

first year. The school in question was founded on the initiative and under the 

special patronage of the Woman’s Board of Missions of the Interior (a division of 

the ABCFM). The decision was also the result of the influence of C. Hamlin, who 

considered it necessary to found an institution for the proper Christian education of 

girls29. The goal of the newly established school was to become not only a 

missionary high school for girls, but also a preparatory institution for teachers and 

Bible women. The pupils were expected to defray the expense of board and tuition, 

amounting to about one hundred dollars a year, with the exception of a limited 

number who were in special training for their future “Christian work”.  

The objective of the institution was to give students with the opportunity for a 

“thorough culture”, equivalent to that received at Robert College, so that they could 

become active in missionary work in the city30. 

In 1873, the Home School moved to Uskudar (Scutari), where it was housed 

in more spacious quarters, making it possible to increase both the number of 

boarders and day students. It also acquired its own building (1882), built with a 

donation from America. Interest in the institution grew steadily, as did the number 

of students. Thanks to skilful management and the presence of many qualified 

teachers, the school gradually began to be perceived as a reputable educational 

institution, even outside the evangelical community and circles close to the 

missionaries. 

From the fall of 1875, Catherine Pond Williams, assisted by Miss Mary Mills 

Patrick, took charge of the school. After the retirement of Mrs. Williams (1883), 

the school was jointly run by Mary Patrick and Clara Hamlin (daughter  

of C. Hamlin) for several years. After Miss Hamlin married (1889) and took up the 

mantle of missionary wife, the management of the Constantinople Girls’ School 

was taken over entirely by Mary Patrick, whose name is associated with a whole 

era in the development of the institution (she held the post until 1924) and its 

transformation into an independent college. 

М. Patrick was described by one of her students as a “more universal in 

spirit” teacher, representing a freer line of education, based on a human 

international understanding and striving to give the school a wider scope and 

significance31. She also proved to be an ambitious and enterprising principal, who 

succeeded in making the high school a significant educational institution for girls, 

 
28 Annual Report ABCFM (1871), 22. 
29 George Washburn, Fifty Years in Constantinople and Recollection of Robert College 

(Boston-New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1909), 30. 
30 Annual Report ABCFM (1873), 20. 
31 Memoirs of Halide Edib (London: John Murray, 1923), 193. 
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far beyond the goals of an ordinary mission school. After a visit to America in 

1889, she not only succeeded in raising sufficient funds for the construction of an 

additional building, but also secured the granting of a charter from the 

Massachusetts Senate and House of Representatives in 1890. Under this document, 

the institution she led was named the American College for Girls at Constantinople 

and was given the same status as the state’s universities, colleges, and seminaries32. 

The American College for girls was considered the female equivalent of 

Robert College, because their curricula were similar and some of the teachers  

were the same. The composition of the student body was also similar: Armenians, 

Bulgarians, and Greeks predominated at the girls’ college, although its international 

status was maintained by the admission of some pupils from other nations, 

including Turkish women33. However, until the early 20th century, the main 

channel for securing schoolgirls remained the mission stations and American 

schools in the provinces of the Ottoman Empire34. In the end, the girls’ college 

took a similar course to Robert College. Its principal, M. Patrick, did not approve 

the control exercised by the mission board in Boston, which had a “narrower 

conception of the best way to cooperate in world improvement”, nor did she 

approve of the college’s financial dependence on the missionary organization, 

which did not provide sufficient funds35. Therefore, on her own initiative and with 

the help of like-minded people in the USA, the state of Massachusetts issued a new 

charter in 1908, granting independent status to the American College for Girls in 

Istanbul. Like Robert College, it ended its formal relationship with missionary 

structures and took on an independent life as a liberal educational institution.  

In fact, the two American colleges in Istanbul were often considered by the public to 

be the same institution, and at a later date (1932) they merged into a single entity36. 

BOARDING SCHOOLS FOR BOYS IN THE ERUROPEAN PROVINCES  

OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE 

In addition to the Ottoman capital, missionary boarding schools were 

organized in the provinces as well, including in the European parts of the huge 

empire. In 1860, an American school for boys was established in Plovdiv 

(Philippopolis), with the main purpose to train reliable helpers for the mission. 

Before proceeding to its organization, the missionaries consulted some of the 

prominent Bulgarians. At that time, the Bulgarians were in the midst of their 

 
32 Hester Donaldson Jenkins, An Educational Ambassador to the Near East. The Story of Mary 

Mills Patrick and an American College in the Orient (New York: Fleming H. Revell Co, 1925), 59. 
33 Ilchev, Mitev, Dokosvaniya do Amerika, 339–344. 
34 Jenkins, An Educational Ambassador, 103. 
35 Mary Mills Patrick, A Bosporus Adventure: Istanbul (Constantinople) Woman’s College, 

1871–1924 (Stanford University Press, 1934), 120. 
36 Orlin Sabev, Prosveteni na iztok s lachite na zapada. Balgarskata uchenicheska kolonija  

v Carigrad (Sofia: Avangard Prima, 2019) [Орлин Събев, Просветени на изток с лъчите на 

запада. Българската ученическа колония в Цариград (София: Авангард Прима, 2019)], 184. 
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struggle for ecclesiastical emancipation and, being engaged with the most intense 

confrontations with the Greeks in the city, they hoped to gain the support of the 

Americans. That is why they did not oppose the American missionaries’ plans37. 

However, it was not easy to obtain permission from the ABCFM, as the 

controversy surrounding the fate of the Bebek seminary, and the nature of 

missionary education was intensifying at that time. In the end, a decision was made 

at the annual meeting of the Western Turkey Mission of the ABCFM, allowing the 

missionaries in Plovdiv to establish a school “in an economical way”38. Pupils were 

to be boarded free of charge, being required only to provide their own clothing and 

to look after their own rooms. They were also given the opportunity to work during 

the summer vacations as colporteurs and, for those who were so inclined, as 

preachers39. Joseph Milanovitch, a Bohemian, who had taught in a Bulgarian 

school in Shumen (Shumla), was appointed as the first teacher, helping also in 

holding Protestant services in Bulgarian. Subsequently, missionaries James Clark 

and Henry Haskell assumed teaching duties, after they improved their language 

abilities. 

Despite the approval received in advance, resistance to the missionary school 

still arose in the town, initiated by the Greeks, but also led by the Bulgarians. Thus, 

the school began with only two students. Gradually, however, the number of pupils 

increased and, according to missionary reports, in 1863, there were already seven40. 

Among them were the first serious Bulgarian Protestant followers and 

collaborators, such as Petar Musevich, Andrey Tsanov and Ivan Tondjorov.  

The reputation of the school gradually grew, and the number of students wishing to 

study there increased every year. Thus, by 1869, they had already exceeded 3041. 

Although not very popular at the beginning, by 1865, the mission school had 

succeeded in establishing itself as a prestigious educational institution, offering a 

relatively high level of education. Alongside Bible lessons, English, science and 

mathematics were taught at a superior level compared to the available Bulgarian 

schools, utilizing apparatus and conducting chemistry and physics experiments. 

This attracted the interest of young people seeking knowledge, who had no 

connection with missionary work. For example, one of the students reported that 

the American school “was considered the first school of the sciences in Plovdiv”. 

In order to pursue his own studies, he took courses in the missionary institution in 

physics, astronomy, algebra, geometry, anatomy with physiology and moral 

philosophy, which made use of machines and maps, among other resources42. 

 
37 Nikolaj Genchev, Vazrozhdenskijat Plovdiv (Plovdiv: izd. „Hristo G. Danov“, 1981) 

[Николай Генчев, Възрожденският Пловдив (Пловдив: изд. „Христо Г. Данов“, 1981)], 406–7. 
38 Annual Report Philippopolis Station 1861, American Board Archives in Istanbul (ABAI): 

ABA000300292001, https://archives.saltresearch.org/, (accessed 28.07.2024).  
39 Missionary Herald, 58, nr. 9 (1862), 277. 
40 Annual Report of the Philippopolis Station for the year 1863, ABAI: ABA000100049001. 
41 11th Annual Report of the Philippopolis Station 1869–1870, ABAI: ABA000400362001.  
42 Darina Veleva, Trifon Valov, Dokumenti za Balgarskoto vazrazhdane ot arhiva na  

St. Verkovich: 1860–1893 (Sofia: BAN, 1969) [Дарина Велева, Трифон Вълов, Документи за 

Българското възраждане от архива на Ст. Веркович: 1860–1893 (София: БАН, 1969)], 194. 
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During the ten-year period of its existence, 78 students passed through the 
missionary school in Plovdiv, a quarter of whom remained for more than a year. 
However, most of them were from poor families and entered the school “mainly for 
the sake of education and without any desire for the gospel”43. Statistics show that 
during this period, only 6 pupils made a profession of religion after entering the 
school (in addition to 5 others, who had already been received into communion 
before coming to school). The lack of pre-selection of students, along with not 
testing their suitability as future mission helpers, was identified as the main reason 
for the low effectiveness of this missionary education44. 

Nevertheless, it is thought that the school played a role in the spread of 
modern educational practices among Bulgarians. For instance, a considerable 
number of inquisitive students from the central Bulgarian school in Plovdiv 
attended the American lessons, where scientific experiments were conducted45.  
The missionaries’ music and singing classes were also very attractive, with James 
Clarke even being invited to teach at the Bulgarian school46. His lessons were 
popular, and the students enjoyed singing Protestant religious songs translated into 
Bulgarian, as well as participating in the missionary’s gymnastics and tourism 
classes47. In addition, a very important activity of the American school, that 
increased its prestige in the Bulgarian community, was the students’ involvement 
in translating textbooks from English into Bulgarian. These textbooks were then 
published and used not only for the school’s own needs but were also adopted by 
Bulgarian educational institutions48. However, due to its low efficiency in fulfilling 
missionary goals, in 1870, a decision was made to close the school in Plovdiv. 

Two years later, the school reopened its doors, but in the town of Samokov, 
where a new stage in its development began in the form of a theological seminary. 
Initially there were only 11 pupils, but they all gave sufficient evidence of virtue 
and were tested for suitability for missionary duties. In fact, the curriculum 
included a long 10-week vacation in the winter and 3 weeks in the summer, during 
which the students were engaged in preaching and distributing religious literature 
in villages and towns49. The intended course of study was four years, preceded by a 

 
43 10th Annual Report of the Philippopolis Station 1868–9, ABAI: ABA000400340001. 
44 Records of a Convention of Bulgarian Missionaries held at Philippopolis Mar. 9–14, 1866, 

ABAI: ABA000200149001.  
45 Annual Report of the Philippopolis Station for 1864–5, ABAI: ABA000100071001; Nikola 

Ganchev Enicherev, Vazpominanija i belezhki (Sofia: Darzhavna pechatnica, 1906) [Никола Ганчев 
Еничерев, Възпоминания и бележки (София: Държавна печатница, 1906)], 54. 

46 Balgariya, br. 104, 15 mart 1861 [България, бр. 104, 15 март 1861 г.] 
47 Madzharov, Spomeni, 156. 
48 Annual Report of the Philippopolis Station for 1866–7, ABAI: ABA000200138001; 

Makedoniya, br. 52, 25 noemvri 1867 [Македония, бр. 52, 25 ноември 1867 г.]; Enicherev, 
Vazpominanija i belezhki, 54.; Stefan Tomov, “Balgarska evangelska literatura”, in Jubileen sbornik 
po sluchaj petdesetgodishninata ot zapochvaneto na evangelskata misionerska dejnost v Balgarija 
(Samokov: Evangelsko uchilishte, 1909) [Стефан Томов, “Българска евангелска литература”,  
in Юбилеен сборник по случай петдесетгодишнината от започването на евангелската 
мисионерска дейност в България (Самоков: Евангелско училище, 1909)], 57. 

49 Tsentralen darzhaven arhiv (TsDA), KMF 19, Inv. № 550/ 2 [Централен държавен архив 

(ЦДА), КМФ 19, Инв. № 550/ 2], First Annual Report of the Theological Seminary at Samokov – 

June 2, 1873. 
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preparatory class. The subjects to be studied included exegesis and English during 
the whole course and also algebra, physiology, natural philosophy in the 1st class; 
geometry, chemistry, mineralogy, geology, botany, astronomy, rhetoric, logic, 
history, bookkeeping in the 2nd class; mental philosophy, evidences of Christianity, 
moral philosophy, theology in the 3rd class; sermonizing pastoral theology, Church 
history in the 4th class50. 

The teachers at the school were the missionaries themselves, alongside a 

Bulgarian teacher, Christo Georgiev (until 1875), followed by Andrey Tsanov.  

The main care of the seminary was first entrusted to James Clark. In the fall of 

1874 John Henry House joined the mission station in Samokov. It should be noted, 

however, that the work of the missionary teachers was not easy, as they had almost 

no textbooks in Bulgarian. They had to translate the texts themselves and prepare 

their lessons in the form of lectures51. Moreover, according to their students, since 

they were preachers and not educators, they could not recognize the needs of the 

boys they were supposed to teach. Thus, the missionaries were not always able to 

give them what they needed52. 

Initially, all students were accepted for training at the ABCFM’s expense, 

with the expectation that they would continue to work for the mission after 

graduation. In the 1874–75 school year, the first tuition-paying student was 

admitted, sparking a debate about the school’s admission policy. Nevertheless, 

during the time when the Samokov missionary school was located in the Ottoman 

Empire, most of the students were admitted free of charge and their numbers were 

not very large, with 17–18 students at most53. After 1878–1879, when Samokov 

entered the newly founded Principality of Bulgaria, a new impulse was given to the 

school’s development. It changed its policy, and by including more secular 

disciplines in its curriculum, it opened the doors wide to admit all those who 

wished to study. The school was named the Samokov Collegiate and Theological 

Institute, taking a new path of growth and development. 

An interesting enterprise, among the other Protestant educational initiatives 

for boys, was the Thessaloniki Agricultural and Industrial Institute, known also  

as the American Farm School, which was opened in 1904 by J. H. House and  

E. Haskell54. It provided practically-oriented education, reflecting the missionaries’ 

belief that “the ideal education would train the whole man – the mind, the hand,  

as well as the soul”55. This meant that religious instruction and intellectual 

development should be combined with physical labour and learning by doing.  

 
50 Idem, № 550/ 2, Plan of Studies for Theological School, adopted by the Trustees, Oct 15, 1872. 
51 Idem, № 550/ 3, J. H. House to Dr. N. G. Clark, Samokov, 21 March 1874. 
52 Georgi Chakalov, Gocho Chakalov, Takiva bjahme (Sofia: Rotari klub, 2015) [Георги 

Чакалов, Гочо Чакалов, Такива бяхме (София: Ротъри клуб, 2015)], 59. 
53 TsDA, KMF 19, Inv. № 550/ 2, Report of the Theological Seminary, Samokov, April 1879. 
54 Elmira Vassileva, “The American Farm School in Salonica and the Bulgarians” in Salonica 

– Solun – Thessaloniki: the Bulgarian Traces, R. Gradeva and Y. Konstantinova eds. (Istanbul:  

The ISIS Press, 2022), 303–334. 
55 John H. House, “The Ideal Education”, The American Farm School Archives (AFSA), 1.B.1 

Directors and Presidents. John Henry House. Box 1 (House, John, Articles, Essays, etc.). 
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The American institute was expected to be very popular and influential and to 

provide knowledge that would make boys independent by teaching them the 

dignity of labour. When they began life for themselves, they were expected to start 

Protestant communities in villages scattered far and wide or to strengthen the 

existing ones56. However, because of the political situation, after only 10 years of 

existence, this school was transferred into a secular educational institution, 

providing modern and innovative vocational training. 

MISSIONARY EDUCATION FOR WOMEN IN THE EUROPEAN 

PROVINCES OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE 

American Protestant missionaries contributed in no small measure to the 

popularization of female education among the peoples in the Balkans.  

The missionaries sincerely believed that women should have the same educational 

opportunities as men. Besides, local women superstitious ignorance was regarded 

as a major obstacle to the spread of the Gospel and, at the same time, a mainstay of 

the Christian Orthodox Church. In the 1860s, when ABCFM commenced its 

mission in the European provinces of the Ottoman Empire, education for women 

was largely neglected by the local population, making it an open field for the 

American missionaries’ efforts. Thus, they invested a great deal of energy and 

resources in the organization of girls’ schools. The first one among them was 

founded in Stara Zagora (Eski Zağra) in 1863.  

Theodore Byington was the missionary stationed in the town. After a boys’ 

school was organized in 1860 at the mission station in Plovdiv, he suggested 

opening a similar institution for girls in Stara Zagora. At first, his idea met the 

opposition of the ABCFM’s secretary, Rufus Anderson, who was well known for 

his reservations about the need for missionary schools. Eventually, in 1862,  

a special committee appointed to consider the issue of education for the Bulgarians 

recommended that a girls’ school be founded at Stara Zagora to prepare female 

teachers for the common schools57. It was expected to accommodate both day 

pupils and boarders, about fifteen of each. If possible, parents would be required to 

pay fees to reduce expenses, and the girls would do their own cooking and 

washing. The three-year course of instruction would include reading, writing, 

arithmetic, grammar, geography, vocal music, needlework, and daily instruction in 

the Bible. Pupils would be trained to be teachers and receive “right ideas” about 

schools and the preservation of health. 

 
56 Harry W. Hicks, “Lights and Shadows in the European Mission”, in Missionary Herald, 

103, nr. 12 (1907), 579. 
57 Barbara Reeves-Ellington, “A Vision of Mount Holyoke in the Ottoman Balkans: American 

Cultural Transfer, Bulgarian Nation-Building and Women’s Educational Reform, 1858–1870”, in 

Gender & History, nr. 1, (2004), 152; Tatjana Nestorova, Amerikanski misioneri sred balgarite, 

1858–1912 (Sofia, UI “Sv. Kliment Ohridski”) [Т. Несторова, Американски мисионери сред 

българите 1858–1912 (София: УИ “Св. Климент Охридски”, 1991)], 56. 
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The mission school was opened in January 1863 with half a dozen scholars58. 
The teaching staff consisted of the missionary and his wife, assisted by Ms. Fanny 
Meisner, a Bohemian Catholic, who had been living for some time in Plovdiv.  
In August 1863, Mary Esther Reynolds joined the Stara Zagora station. She started 
learning the language and, not long after that, assumed the role of principal until 
1869. In the fall of 1867, another teacher came from America: Roseltha Abigail 
Norcross, who worked devotedly in the school until her death in 1870. 

Although there were some difficulties at the beginning, the missionaries 
reported, just several months later, that they had 20 names on their roll. The school 
was being patronized by several influential families in town and was being 
regarded by the better class of citizens with increasing favour59. Bulgarian sources 
also confirmed that with his “feigned willingness” to educate Bulgarian people in 
true Christianity, Byington succeeded to draw the attention of prominent 
townspeople who, believing that he was a genuine benevolent man, sent their 
children to the Protestant school60. It was also widely recognized that the education 
provided by the American school was very good, especially the household and 
needlework lessons, which attracted girls from other towns as well61. 

In the second year, the American girls’ school had more than 30 students in 
regular attendance, while the missionaries were compelled, for lack of space, to 
decline receiving another 15 or 2062. At the same time, the first boarder was 
accepted, coming from the Danube town of Sistova (Svishtov). Having heard of 
others who wished to enrol as boarding scholars, an annual fee of 600 piastres 
(kuruş) was set for those who were able to pay. Poor but promising girls were 
received for a reduced fee, or without charge, according to their circumstances.  
In the next year, there were 27 girls, 5 of whom were boarders. Having two 
American teachers, the school was able to expand its curriculum, including the 
New Testament, algebra, natural philosophy, primary astronomy, physiology and 
history. The school reached its peak in 1866–1867, when there were 45 students, 
18 of them being boarders63.  

Although the school generated interest in town, the missionaries’ religious 

message was neither well, nor easily accepted. Byington regretfully concluded that 

Bulgarians evidently intended to get as much secular and as little religious 

instruction from the Americans as possible64. Despite that, he regarded the school 
 

58 The Fourth Annual Report of the Eski Zağra Station, ABAI: ABA000100034001. 
59 Ibidem. 
60 Anastasiya Tosheva, Avtobiografiya na Anastasiya Tosheva, uchitelka na parvata balgarska 

devicheska klasna gimnaziya v Stara Zagora (Stara Zagora, 1911) [Анастасия Тошева, Автобиография 

на Анастасия Тошева, учителка на първата българска девическа класна гимназия в Стара 

Загора (Стара Загора, 1911)], 12. 
61 Hronologichesko opisanie na po-vazhnite i zabelezhitelni sabitiya v grad Stara Zagora  

v cherkovno, uchilishtno i obshtonarodno otnoshenie v XIX v. Ot hadji Gospodin Slavov (Stara 

Zagora, IK Kota, 2008) [Хронологическо описание на по-важните и забележителни събития  

в град Стара Загора в черковно, училищно и общонародно отношение в ХIX в. От хаджи 

Господин Славов, (Стара Загора: ИК Кота, 2008)], 86. 
62 The Fifth Annual Report of the Eski Zagra Station, ABAI: ABA000100051001-4. 
63 The Seventh Annual Report of the Eski Zagra Station, ABAI: ABA000200106001. 
64 Missionary Herald, 60, nr. 1 (1864), 15. 
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as the most effective instrument the Americans could supply for gaining access to 

the Bulgarians in that community. One of the main reasons for opening the mission 

girls’ school was to prepare helpers to work as teachers and Bible women.  

This work included not only preaching the Gospel but also acquainting local women 

with the achievements of the modern world and encouraging them to learn and 

improve themselves. For this reason, some of the Americans’ pupils spent their 

vacations teaching illiterate women to read and write65. Eventually, the missionaries 

attained good outcome in promoting female education among the local people.  

In fact, the Protestant school in Eski Zağra was the catalyst that stimulated the 

Bulgarian community council to organize their first girls’ school in the town, which 

opened on August 24, 186366. Thus, by promoting the American ideal of educated 

Christian womanhood, ABCFM missionaries inadvertently contributed to Bulgarian 

women’s participation in nation building, though they also ensured the failure of 

their Protestant reformation67.  

Although many Bulgarians were attracted to the educational opportunities 

offered by the missionary school and sent their daughters there, they also had their 

own concerns about the spiritual condition of their children. The religious messages 

conveyed by the school proved to be a problem for the locals. After a scandalous 

incident in 1867, involving the attempted forcible removal of a pupil by her relatives, 

which ended with the arrest of many after a complaint by the missionaries, the 

credibility of their educational institution completely disappeared68. The missionaries 

decided, in 1871, to close the girls’ school in Stara Zagora and move it to Samokov, 

which became the main centre of the mission at that time69. 

According to an analysis made by the missionaries in 1870, the whole 

number of the scholars who had attended the school was 83 (42 were boarders, 2 of 

whom died). However, only 9 of them had been admitted to communion. 

Regarding the day students, the school was deemed a failure because out of 41 

pupils, only one was believed to be Protestant. None of the day students, nor any of 

their relatives, attended the services of the missionaries and, as far as was known, 

only one relative of the whole number of the 81 students had become Protestant as 

consequence of their daughters being in the school70. Nevertheless, the school left 

its mark on the town, especially by encouraging the townspeople to organize their 

own girls’ school under the direction of Anastasia Tosheva. 

The Missionary School for Girls in Samokov opened its doors in September 

1871, where it continued to work according to the already established traditions.  

In the first year, there were 22 students, most of them boarders. Conditions were 

not good at first, as the girls were accommodated together with the teachers and a 

 
65 Report of the Eski Zagra Station for the year ending May 1869, ABAI: ABA000400341001-4 
66 Tosheva, Avtobiografiya, 12–14. 
67 Reeves-Ellington, “A Vision of Mount Holyoke”, 147. 
68 Letter from Mr. Morse, March 30, 1868, in Missionary Herald, 64, nr. 7 (1868), 227–228; 

Tosheva, Avtobiografiya, 15; Hronologichesko opisanie, 145–153. 
69 Annual Report ABCFM (1871), 15. 
70 Answers to Questions concerning schools, Eski Zagra, Jan, 1. 1870, ABAI: 

ABA000400352001-4 
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cook in a house rented by the mission, which was not suitable for a school71.  

The director of the institution was Miss Esther Moltby, who remained in this post 

for many years, until 1908. As far as education was concerned, it seems that, at 

least in the beginning, the resources were quite limited. According to Miss 

Moltby’s recollections, they had no teaching aids, maps, blackboards, or even 

books. The main textbooks were the Bible and the Primer (published a few years 

earlier by the mission); the girls copied their lessons from manuscripts specially 

translated for them. There were also several English books in the school library, 

which the girls read “with admiration”, but only after they had learned the 

language72. Special attention was paid to the housework, which the students did on 

their own, including cooking, with the help of the assigned cook73. 

A few years later, the school already had a well-developed curriculum, which 

included a preparatory class (for those who were not able to enter the regular 

course) and a 4-years course of study. Subjects included the Bible, English, 

reading, writing, grammar, arithmetic, history, geography, algebra, physics, chemistry, 

natural history, physiology, moral philosophy, proofs of Christianity needle work, 

drawing, singing and gymnastics74. However, it is difficult to say to what extent 

this curriculum was followed in the early years of the school. 

Although this was a missionary institution, whose main task was to provide 

personnel for the mission, the financial support from the ABCFM was insufficient. 

As a result, it was necessary for the parents to contribute to the support of their 

children. In September 1872, after a vote, the missionaries decided that the pupils 

of the Girls’ School would need to provide their own books and supplies, and pay 

at least 1 Ottoman lira (O. l.) per year, or more if they could afford it75. In 1878,  

the tuition tax was already 12 O. l. for boarders and 2 O. l. for girls coming as day 

students76. Despite this increase, the missionaries reported that there was a 

sufficient number of girls who were willing to attend their institution. 

In March 1873, the missionaries purchased land and began construction, with 

additional funds provided by the ABCFM. Thus, one year later, the Samokov 

Girls’ School acquired its own building, located in a central part of the town, which 

the Americans proudly described as “substantial, convenient, large enough to give 

some opportunity for the growth of the school and certainly pleasant in its 

appearance”77. This contributed to its popularization, although the number of 

boarders did not increase dramatically. Until 1878, there were about 21–22 

boarders, and with the inclusion of some day students from Samokov, as well as 

young boys, the total number of pupils per year reached at most 30. 

 
71 Probljasak, br. 1, (mart 1911) [Проблясък, бр. 1, (март 1911)], 4. 
72 Ibidem. 
73 Ibidem; TsDA, KMF 19, Inv. № 550/ 2, Report of the Trustees of F. B. School in Samokov 

for the year 1872–1873. 
74 Zornitsa, III, br. 34 (24 avgust 1878) [Зорница, III, бр. 34 (24 август 1878)]. 
75 TsDA, KMF 19, Inv. № 550/ 3, W. E. Locke to Dr. N. G. Clark, Samokov, 30 December 

1872. 
76 Zornitsa, III, br. 34 (24 avgust 1878). 
77 TsDA, KMF 19, Inv.550/ 2, Report of the Trustees of Female Boarding School for 1874–1875. 
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In fact, until the time of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–1878, neither the 
Protestant seminary nor the girls’ school in Samokov experienced any significant 
development or noticeable missionary results. Despite that, the Americans saw 
some satisfaction in their work in the fact that the missionary educational initiatives 
in the town stimulated the local Turks to build a large building for the education of 
their youth, while the Bulgarians began raising money for the same purpose, 
leading to the opening of the so-called Samokov-Rila Theological School  
(the forerunner of the Sofia Theological Seminary) in 187678. Subsequently,  
the two American schools in Samokov underwent some transformations and 
became not only the main educational centre of the Protestant mission, but with  
the strengthening of the secular element, they evolved into prestigious institutions 
in general. The successor of the two Samokov missionary institutions is the 
American College in Sofia, which exists to this day. 

THE AMERICAN GIRLS’ SCHOOL IN BITOLA (MONASTIR) 

With the aim of expanding the missionary activities into Macedonia, a girls’ 

school was organized in Bitola in 1878, albeit with only a few pupils. The school 
was headed by Maria Raicheva, a helper in the mission station79. The missionaries 

viewed the provision of girls’ education as an open field for their work, since in 
their opinion no significant attention was allotted to female education in Bitola at 

that time. Initially, the school admitted only day pupils but, by the following year, 

the missionaries were seriously considering the option of undertaking the 
enrolment of boarders, similar to the American Girls’ School in Samokov. In 1880, 

a parcel of land was purchased for building a boarding house; the required 
permission was obtained from the Ottoman capital. Two years later, due to  

the 2,000 O. l. provided by the ABCFM as well as additional donations made by 
the missionaries themselves and by the local Protestants, two solid buildings were 

erected: one for the needs of the girls’ school and the other as a residence of the 
missionaries80. 

In the beginning, the teachers there were the missionaries themselves  
(John W. Baird and Edward W. Jenney). However, in 1879, Sophia Crawford was 
appointed to the Bitola station and she dedicated all her efforts to the school.  
In 1884, she was replaced by Harriet Cole, who became its principal and remained 
in that position until 1909. Owing to her perseverance and with the help of her  
like-minded collaborator Mary Matthews, who joined in later (1888), she managed 
to transform the American Girls’ Boarding School in Bitola not only into the most 
important part of the missionary work in town, but also into a respected and 
sought-after educational institution.  

Students were accepted at three levels: the initial stage (kindergarten), the 

preparatory stage and the class education stage. A four-year training course was 

 
78 Vek, br. 38 (28 sep. 1874) [Век, бр. 38 (28 сеп. 1874)]; Missionary Herald, 71, 7 (1875), 208. 
79 TsDA, KMF 19, Inv. № 550/ 2, Report of Monastir Station for the year ending Apr. 10, 1880. 
80 Idem, № 550/ 4, Monastir, June 12, 1882. 
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established in the senior stage; subsequently, a fifth year was added from 1897 

onwards. The curriculum included both secular and religious subjects and, at least in 

the beginning, there was emphasis on the latter, to ensure an appropriate moral 

education. Still, the curriculum included Bulgarian and English, mathematics, natural 

sciences, history, geography, and last but not least gymnastics, which distinguished 

the school from others in the surrounding areas. Special attention was given to 

industrial training, which included needlework and cooking, and sometimes covered 

specialised subjects such as bookbinding (during the 1908–1909 school year)81. 

American donations were also used to purchase a pipe organ. Over the years,  

the school acquired various equipment for conducting scientific experiments.  

For example, much excitement was caused in town in 1901 by the delivery of a 

model human skeleton to illustrate the physiology lessons. A school library was also 

organized. All this helped ensure quality and an up-to-date education, which, 

according to the missionaries, was recognized as such by many82. 

In the beginning, the instruction was carried out in Bulgarian, with intensive 

study of English. In the 1898–99 school year, however, for the purpose of 
attracting girls of other nationalities, the school shifted to an English-language 

curriculum. Nevertheless, Bulgarian was still taught, as it was the language of most 
students and all non-American female teachers. To the great disappointment of the 

missionaries, the attempt to enrol more girls of diverse nationalities from the town 
was not particularly successful. Naturally, every year the student lists included 

representatives of different ethnic groups, which had to demonstrate the diversity 
of the work done in the mission’s annual reports. In 1885–1886 school year, for 

example, out of a total of 42 schoolgirls there were 4 Americans, 4 Albanians,  
3 Greeks, 3 Gypsies, 3 Wallachians and 25 Bulgarians. By comparison, in the 

1902–1903 school year, there were 27 Bulgarians, 3 Albanians, 1 Greek,  
5 Wallachians, 1 Serbian, 3 Gypsies and 1 Jew, who attended only English classes. 

In the 1889–1890 annual report, the principal proudly noted the presence  
of 3 Turkish girls from prominent families in town. They stayed for one year and 

then continued their education at the American Girls’ College in Constantinople.  

A large part of the students at the girls’ school came from Protestant families but 
quite a few Christian Orthodox girls were also attracted, not only from Monastir 

but also from other places where the mission operated83. 

Although the school was part of a missionary initiative aiming to facilitate 

the spread of Protestantism, for which it received annual funding from the 

Woman’s Board of Missions of the Interior, the funds provided were by far 

insufficient to fully support its operations, thus the schoolgirls were required to pay 

a tuition fee. In the 1890s, the boarders paid 3 or 4 O. l. annually, but as the cost of 

life went up in the beginning of the new century, the required fee was increased to 

 
81 The presentation of the development of the Girls’ boarding school in Bitola is based on its 

annual reports in the period 1880–1909 , available at TsDA, KMF 19, Inv. № 550/ 2, 4, 8, 14. 
82 The Girls’ Boarding School, Missionary Herald, 87, nr. 9 (1891), 374–375. 
83 Over the years, the boarders educated at the American Girls’ School in Monastir were girls 

that came from Voden, Florina, Krushevo, Prilep, Smrdesh, Kavadartsi, Tikvesh, Kukush, Resen, 

Strumitsa, Radovsh, Monospitovo, Drama, Mehomia (Razlog), Prishtina and Mitrovitsa. 
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8 to 10 O. l. However, not all families were able to provide this amount, so the 

payment made by each student depended on the individual agreement between the 

parents and the school, which made concessions to the poorer families84.  

The boarders’ fee covered their tuition and nutrition costs. At the same time, all the 

housework (including clothes washing, ironing, sewing, cooking, cleaning) was 

performed by the boarders themselves, under the supervision of one of the teachers. 

According to the school management, this was not only practical, saving the costs 

of hiring an outsider to do this job, but it was also highly beneficial for the 

upbringing and development of the girls, who acquired useful habits and skills. 

The main goal of the education provided was to train future mission helpers, 

who were expected to work as teachers and Bible workers, or at least to promote 

evangelism in their own homes. Although officially this was not a mandatory 

condition, in practice, all boarders graduated as active members of the Protestant 

church in Bitola. The effect among day pupils was less significant, even though the 

teachers worked hard along these lines with both students and their families. 

Undoubtedly, the Protestant propaganda was most successful among the 

Bulgarians, as they continued to be a priority for the missionaries85. It was no 

coincidence that, throughout the period prior to the Balkan Wars, the Bulgarian 

element was invariably dominant among the schoolgirls. 

The Girls’ School in Bitola went through periods of hardship and serious 

competition from other educational institutions in the city but managed to maintain 

a steady enrolment of about 40 students per year. It operated without interruption 

until 1916, when the city was occupied by the forces of the Entente86. In fact, this 

marked the end of all American Protestant missionary activity in Bitola in the 

Bulgarian language, and thus the closure of the Girls’ School, although its principal 

(Mary Matthews) remained in the town until 1920. 

THE GIRLS’ SCHOOL IN KORTCHA 

American missionaries played a role in the advancement of modern Albanian 

education as well. Their contribution was closely linked to the activities of Gerasim 

Kyrias, a graduate of the missionary school in Samokov. In 1891, he and his sister 

Sevasti (a graduate of the missionary school in Bitola and the American Girls’ 

College in Istanbul) established the first school for Albanian girls, located in 

Kortcha. Initially, the school had only three pupils, but gained popularity rapidly, 

and by the end of the first school year, there were already 27 girls enrolled87. 

The girls’ school in Kortcha was only partially supported by the ABCFM 

mission; it received financial support from other organizations such as the British 

 
84 TsDA, KMF 19, Inv. № 550/ 14, Report of Girls' Boarding School, Monastir, Turkey in 

Europe, 1908–1909. 
85 Idem, № 550/ 14, Report of Monastir Station for the year ending July 12, 1901. 
86 The Balkans. A Monastir Bulletin, Missionary Herald, 114, nr. 5 (1917), 237. 
87 TsDA, KMF 19, Inv. № 550/8, Report of the Monastir Station for the year ending April 

1892. 
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Bible Land Mission Aid Society88. Nevertheless, it was regarded as an integral 

component of the American mission and became the focal point of evangelical 

endeavours in Kortcha. However, the school appeared to prioritize academic 

excellence over proselytization. Paraskevi Kyrias, the sister of Gerasim and 

Sevasti, who subsequently assumed leadership of the school, admitted that it did 

not produce converts to join the Protestant community. Yet, she believed that,  

as a result of the education received, there was a great positive change in the lives 

of students89. Undoubtedly very important was the fact that the school 

contributed to the consolidation of the Albanian national cause, being “the first 

trench against the despotism of the Phanar and the tyranny of the Turkish 

regime”90. This led Albanian historiography, for a long time, to consider the 

school as part of the national struggle, and to neglect and belittle its Protestant 

character91. However, it was undoubtedly regarded as a Protestant initiative by 

the American missionaries. 

The Girls’ School in Kortcha developed steadily; three years later it already 

had 42 pupils, and another teacher was sent to help Sevasti Kyrias (Miss Fanka 

Eftimova from the American Girls’ School in Bitola)92. However, the school faced 

a number of difficulties. The Greek bishop of Kortcha created obstacles to its 

development and for the evangelical work among the Albanians in general. Under 

this influence, some of the girls left the American school for a while93. Similarly, 

local Ottoman officials did not have a good attitude towards this institution and 

ordered the Muslims to withdraw their children from it. Initially they refused do so, 

with one of the Beys stating that Protestant religion was not obligatory at the 

school and that there was no other place where their daughters could be taught in 

Albanian94. In the spring of 1899, however, despite the Albanian Beys’ discontent, 

as Muslims, they were compelled to withdraw their daughters from the American 

school, in accordance with directives received from Istanbul95. 

Despite these obstacles, under the able leadership of Sevasti Kyrias  

(her brother Gerasim died in 1894), the girls’ school in Kortcha not only continued 

its existence but also underwent development. From September 1900, a boarding 

school was organized, although only 7–8 of the 50 pupils resided there96. In the 
 

88 Paraskevi D. Kyrias, The School for Girls, Kortcha, Albania (Tirana: Institute of Albanian 

Protestant Studies, 2014), 3. 
89 Ibidem, 7. 
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Albania (Tirana: Institute for Albanian and Protestant Studies, 2022), 113. 
91 David Hosaflook, John Quanrud, Were the Kyrias siblings, Kristo Dako, and the Kortcha 

girls school protestant? a response to the re-emergence of a communist-era narrative (Tirana: 

Institute for Albanian and Protestant Studies, 2022). 
92 TsDA, KMF 19, Inv. № 550/8, Report of Monastir Station for three months ending March 
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93 Idem, Report of Monastir Station for Three Months ending Dec. 1896. 
94 Idem, Report of Monastir Station for the three months ending December 31, 1897. 
95 Idem, Report of Monastir Station for the year ending July 3, 1899. 
96 TsDA, KMF 19, Inv. № 550/14, Report of the Girls’ Boarding School in Kortcha for the 

year ending Apr. 25, 1902. 
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next years, the total number of students increased, reaching 8097. The school 

attracted considerable interest, primarily due to its Albanian language instruction. 

But the emphasis on the Albanian language was disapproved by the Ottoman 

authorities, causing difficulties for the school. Nevertheless, it not only survived 

but also flourished until the spring of 1913, when it was forced to close due to the 

unstable situation related to the Balkan Wars. It was not until 1922 that its founders 

were given the opportunity to return to Albania and resume their work, this time in 

the country’s new capital, Tirana, where the Kyrias Institute opened its doors98. 

*** 

All educational institutions organized by the American missionaries 

contributed to the spread of evangelical ideas but their efforts did not lead to mass 

conversion to the Protestant faith among their students. The Christian elites in the 

Ottoman Empire viewed these missionary schools as means to fulfil the need for 

secular education, professional competence, and material prosperity99. They, 

therefore, appreciated the quality of the education given but most of them were 

reluctant to change their native faith. Although these schools did not achieve the 

original proselytizing goals, they were important for the overall modernization 

processes in the Ottoman Balkans. They promoted among the local people modern 

methods of schooling, a scientifically focused approach to teaching, and some 

innovations regarding the curriculum, including gymnastic and tourism classes, for 

example. Furthermore, the network of missionary educational institutions helped to 

establish lasting links not only among Protestants in the Empire, but also among 

people of other Christian denominations, Jews and Muslims. Thus, all graduates of 

these schools, whether Protestant or not, were distinguished by their education, 

skills and habits. Together, they formed a local entrepreneurial-minded elite that 

initiated and facilitated the implementation of the 19th-century modernization 

practices in the Ottoman Empire. 
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