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FOREWORD

A consummate politician without portfolio,
Booker T. Washington was a controversial figure
throughout much of his life. So he remains to-
day. Yet he had such a passionate belief in the
American Creed, progress, black pride, racial
uplift, interracial cooperation, and the dignity
of labor that he gained the respect of many
blacks and whites. His own life as revealed in
his autobiography was the classic American
success story: a poor black boy struggling up
from slavery and the coal mines of West Vir-
ginia to unofficial Presidential adviser, inter-
nationally known educator, and guest of the
crowned heads of Europe. Washington gave
Southern blacks a vision of the future unclouded
by the lynchings, political powerlessness, and
Jim Crow laws which governed their daily lives.
At the same time, he gave whites a vision of a
Nation no longer divided into warring sections
over the place of black people in the body
politic.

Although Washington was sincerely devoted
to racial uplift, he was accused by his black
contemporaries of being too passive when it
came to asserting the black man’s claims to
equality.. But even his severest critics would
concede that he was a great educator, a man
who had overcome almost unbelievable ob-
stacles, and a symbol of the promise of America
which was realized in the lives of so few blacks.
His contemporaries and subsequent generations
have recognized him as a great American. In
this booklet Barry Mackintosh, a former park
historian at Booker T. Washington National
Monument, describes the successes and failures
of this complex man who made such an impact
on his age.

John W. Blassingame, Yale University
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For white America, the advent of the 20th cen-
tury was a time of optimism and progress. For
black America, only decades past the hope born
of liberty, it was a time of repression and
despair. Not since the days of slavery did the
Negro enjoy so few of the basic rights of citi-
zenship. Not even under slavery had he been so
thoroughly segregated from white society. The
longed-for freedom had become an empty word
indeed.

A former slave came forth to offer new
hope. Struggling through a lifetime of personal
obstacles, he had few illusions about the obsta-
cles his people faced. As an educator and Negro
leader, he worked for economic progress as a
means of achieving full citizenship for all
blacks. At a time of interracial hatred, he called
for understanding and harmony. He eventually
became one of the Nation's most respected men.

Not everyone—black or white—agreed with
him. Today he remains a figure of controversy,
dismissed by many as an appeaser—an “Uncle
Tom.” Very much a man of his time, he is
difficult to appreciate fully now. Yet with an at-
tempt at understanding, Booker T. Washington
maintains his place in history as a great
American, deserving the admiration of every
race.

To understand Washington, we must first
understand something about the time and place
in which he lived.



A TIME OF RECKONING

-

> ‘

The issue of slavery in the United States was
settled by 4 years of slaughter. Out of the Civil
War came the Emancipation Proclamation,
declaring free the slaves in much of the Confed-
eracy; and war's end saw passage of the Thir-
teenth Amendment, abolishing slavery through-
out the Nation. But the abolition of slavery
created a great new question: What would be
the political, economic, and social roles of the
now - free black American?

During the postwar Reconstruction period,
the Federal Government attempted to guaran-
tee the former slaves those rights enjoyed by
other American citizens. The Freedmen’s
Bureau, established by Congress in 1865 to
assist the Negro in his transition to freedom,
distributed food and clothing, offered medical
services and educational aid, and worked to
protect the freedmen from serfdom and vio-
lence. The Civil Rights Act of 1866 declared
that Negroes are U.S. citizens entitled to equal
treatment before the law. The Fourteenth
Amendment forbade the States to abridge the
rights of any person without due legal process.
An 1867 Reconstruction Act forced the former
Confederate States to extend the franchise to
Negroes. Racial discrimination in granting the
vote was prohibited by the Fifteenth Amend-
ment in 1870. The final attempt at Reconstruc-
tion legislation was the Civil Rights Act of
1875, providing for

the full and equal enjoyment of the accom-

modations, facilities, and privileges of inns,

public conveyances on land or water, thea-
tres, and other places of public amusement

. applicable alike to citizens of every race
and color, regardless of any previous condi-
tion of servitude.



These Federal actions to extend the priv-
ileges of citizenship to the Negro were met with
bitter resistance in the South and apathy in the
North. Freedmen’s Bureau activities were con-
demned as unjust interference in private affairs.
White Southerners especially detested black
participation in the reconstruction of State gov-
ernments. To discourage Negro political activ-
ity, they formed secret terrorist societies, such
as the Ku Klux Klan, to intimidate those blacks
attempting to excercise their rights. The Fed-
eral Government legislated against such tactics,
but it was largely unsuccessful in enforcing
measures to protect the freedmen.

Perhaps Reconstruction’s greatest shortcom-
ing for the Negro was its failure to anticipate
the economic needs of freedom. Millions of ex-
slaves, possessing little more than the ragged
clothing on their backs, were at the mercy of
their former masters for survival. Amid the
general poverty of the South at war’s end,
wages paid to freedmen in 1867 were lower than
those paid earlier for hired slaves. Under the
sharecropping system in which the agricultural
worker received life’s bare necessities and a
share of the crop in exchange for his labor,
Negroes, as well as poor whites, became perma-
nently indebted to the landowner for their
maintenance. The Freedmen's Bureau tried to
help by leasing and selling land to blacks and
by supervising labor contracts, but Congress
discontinued the Bureau’s activities in 1872.

The end of Reconstruction came with the
administration of President Rutherford B.
Hayes, who, in 1877, ended the role Federal
troops had played in governing the South.
Hayes’ decision to leave protection of the
Negroes’ constitutional rights to “the great mass
of intelligent white men’” was received favorably,
even in the North. In that materialistic era of
business expansion, few Northern whites wished
to prolong sectional strife by interfering in what
was increasingly viewed as a Southern concern;
greater advantage would come from a nation
united in the common pursuit of financial
gain.

Freed from Federal intervention, “the great
mass of intelligent white men” chose to disre-
gard Negro voting rights. By 1889, Southern
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spokesman Henry W. Grady was able to state
that “The Negro as a political force has
dropped out of serious consideration.” Black
disfranchisement, achieved largely by fraud and
intimidation, was legalized for the future by
cleverly devised State constitutional amend-
ments. Mississippi required voter registrants to
give a ‘“reasonable interpretation” of a clause
from her constitution—with the registrar as
judge. Louisiana established property and edu-
cational requirements for voting, along with a
means of applying them to Negroes only—the
famous “Grandfather Clause.” (This clause
exempted from these requirements men entitled
to vote, or whose ancestors could vote. in 1867.
Few Louisiana Negroes had voted at that
time.) Other States followed suit, effectively
removing almost all Southern Negroes from the
voting rolls by 1910. South Carolina’s Senator
Ben Tillman boasted: “We have done our best.
We have scratched our heads to find out how
we could eliminate the last one of them. We
stuffed ballot boxes. We shot them. We are not
ashamed of it.”

Black advancement was further hampered
by a variety of Supreme Court decisions
against Reconstruction legislation, including the
1875 Civil Rights Act which guaranteed
Negroes equal rights in public places and
allowed them to serve on juries. After this act
was declared unconstitutional in 1883, racial
segregation—ordered by State laws, “Jim
Crow” railway regulations, and custom—grad-
ually became the rule throughout the South.
Negroes were relegated to the poorest facilities
on trains, on wharves, and in depots, and were
banned from white hotels, restaurants, and
theaters. Most damaging to their economic
progress was the exclusion of blacks from most
trade and labor organizations. Since they were
usually forced to work for lower wages and
were used by employers as strikebreakers,
Negroes were considered a threat to white
workers and became a natural target for dis-
crimination.

Many whites—North and South—sought
justification for anti-Negro practices in the
common belief that blacks were inherently infe-
rior. Senator Tillman, whose colorful, dema-
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gogic language often reflected the prejudices of
more ‘“moderate” men, described Negroes as
“akin to the monkey” and an “ignorant and
debased and debauched race.” Contemporary
books about the black man carried such titles
as The Negro A Beast and The Negro, A
Menace to American Civilization, and at best,
portrayed him as a simple-minded, happy-go-
lucky character, content in his ‘“proper”’ and
accustomed role of serving the white master.
Education might help him in a limited way,
but, as one writer stated, “no amount of educa-
tion of any kind, industrial, classical or reli-
gious, can make a Negro a white man or bridge
the chasm of the centuries which separate him
from the white man in the evolution of human
civilization.”

Such attitudes naturally contributed to
widespread disrespect for due process of law as
applied to black Americans. More than 3,000
Negroes were Iynched for major and minor
offenses, real and imagined, between 1882 and
1900—most of them in the South, where the
great majority of Negroes lived. Negro reaction
to a society in which they were held in general
contempt, and in which laws, courts, schools,
and almost every other institution favored the
white man, could hardly be expected to be
favorable. In 1903, white historian John Spen-
cer Bassett wrote: “There is today more hatred
of whites for blacks and blacks for whites than
ever before.” Negro author Charles W. Ches-
nutt was equally pessimistic: “The rights of the
Negroes are at a lower ebb than at any time
during the thirty-five years of their freedom,
and the race prejudice more intense and
uncompromising.”

Politically, Negroes were all but silenced.
Economically, most of them were barely sub-
sisting. Socially, they were ostracized as a
separate, inferior order of humanity. Such were
the circumstances that confronted and shaped
the career of Booker T. Washington.

12



“My life had its begin-
ing in the midst of the
most miserable, deso-
late, and discouraging
surroundings.”

A MAN FOR THE TIMES

B

The slave who would later call himself Booker
Taliaferro Washington was born April 5, 1856,
on a small tobacco plantation in the back coun-
try of Franklin County, Va. On the 1861 plan-
tation inventory he was listed, along with his
late owner’s cattle, tools, and furniture, as ‘I
negro boy (Booker),” and valued at $400.
(“Booker” was as much of a name as the 5-
year-old slave boy had.) His mother, “I negro
woman (Jane) . .. $250.00,” was the plantation
cook; her childbearing years were over, and she
was worth little at a time when a prime field-
hand brought more than $1,000. A half-brother
and half-sister were also listed, but Booker’s
father was not. In all probability, he was the
shiftless white son of a neighboring farmer
named Ferguson. His child never knew him.

The 207-acre plantation on which Booker
was born and spent his childhood years con-
sisted of a plain log house, a few head of live-
stock, and about 10 slaves. It was typical of the
region—a stark contrast to the now - popular
image of the extensive and luxurious Old South
estate. The owner was James Burroughs, whose
wife Elizabeth bore him 14 children. With only
two of his slaves adult male fieldhands, Bur-
roughs and his sons were no strangers to hard
labor. Production of tobacco and the subsis-
tence crops for master, slave, and livestock left
little leisure for anyone.

The Burroughs family enjoyed few com-
forts, and for their slaves, life was a bare exis-
tence indeed. Washington vividly recalled the
ramshackle cabin in which he spent 9 years in
slavery:

The cabin was not only our living-place, but

was also used as the kitchen for the planta-

tion. . . . The cabin was without glass win-
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dows; it had only openings in the side which
let in the light, and also the cold, chilly air
of winter. There was a door to the cabin—
that is, something that was called a door—
but the uncertain hinges by which it was
hung, and the large cracks in it, to say noth-
ing of the fact that it was too small, made
the room a very uncomfortable one. . . .
Three children—John, my older brother,
Amanda, my sister, and myself—had a
pallet on the dirt floor, or, to be more cor-
rect, we slept in and on a bundle of filthy
rags laid upon the dirt floor.

The slave child’s diet was in keeping with
the quality of his living accommodations. As
W ashington remembered it,

meals were gotten by the children very

much as dumb animals get theirs. It was a

piece of bread here and a scrap of meat

there. It was a cup of milk at one time and
some potatoes at another.
“One of my earliest recollections,” he wrote, “‘is
that of my mother cooking a chicken late at
night, and awakening her children for the pur-
pose of feeding them. How or where she got it I
do not know.”

As might be expected, clothing worn by
slaves was of the poorest sort. Adults often
wore the master’s cast-offs, but the children’s
only garments were commonly knee-length
shirts woven from rough flax. Washington
called wearing this shirt ‘“the most trying ordeal
that I was forced to endure as a slave boy” and
compared its discomfort to “the feeling that one
would experience if he had a dozen or more
chestnut burrs, or a hundred small pin-points,
in contact with his flesh.”

Though life for the Burroughs’ slaves was
hard, there was not the harsh cruelty often
found on the larger plantations managed by
overseers. With the master and his family
working alongside the slaves, there was a feel-
ing of belonging—of sharing in the family’s joys
and sorrows. Booker was too young for heavy
work but was kept busy with such tasks as
could be performed by a small boy. Among his
chores were carrying water to the men in the
fields, taking corn to the nearby mill for grind-
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ing, and fanning the flies from the Burroughs’
dining room table.

For Booker, the worst aspect of slavery was
its suppression of a child’s natural desire to
learn. Teaching a slave to read and write was
prohibited by law in Virginia, as it was
throughout most of the South. On occasion,
Booker would accompany one of the Bur-
roughs’ daughters to the door of a nearby
common school. “The picture of several dozen
boys and girls in a schoolroom made a deep
impression upon me,” he later wrote, “and I
had the feeling that to get into a schoolhouse
and study in this way would be about the same
as getting into paradise.”

The Civil War years were a time of hard-
ship for the Burroughs family. James Bur-
roughs died in 1861. With her sons in the Con-
federate army, his widow found it difficult to
maintain the plantation. What simple luxuries
the family had normally enjoyed—coffee, tea,
sugar—were no longer available in wartime.
Two of the Burroughs boys lost their lives in
the conflict, and two others were wounded.

But for the slaves, the war was a source of
hushed excitement and expectation. Washington
wrote:

When war was begun between the North

and the South, every slave on our plantation

felt and knew that, though other issues were
discussed, the primal one was that of slav-
ery. Even the most ignorant members of my
race on the remote plantations felt in their
hearts, with a certainty that admitted of no
doubt, that the freedom of the slaves would
be the one great result of the war, if the

Northern armies conquered.

Booker himself first became aware of the situa-
tion one morning before daybreak when “I was
awakened by my mother kneeling over the chil-
dren and fervently praying that Lincoln and his
armies might be successful, and that one day
she and her children might be free.”

Jane’s prayer was answered in April 1865
after the surrender of Gen. Robert E. Lee to Lt.
Gen. Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox Court
House, some 60 miles from the Burroughs plan-
tation. When the slaves had gathered in front of
the Burroughs house, Washington recalled,
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“I have learned that
success i1s to be meas-
ured not so much by
the position that one has
reached in life, as by the
obstacles which he has
overcome while trying

to succeed.”

“some man who seemed to be a stranger (a
United States officer, I presume) made a little
speech and then read a rather long paper—the
Emancipation Proclamation, I think. After the
reading we were told that we were all free, and
could go when and where we pleased.”

25 Unlike most slaves, Booker and his family

were fortunate in having a place to go when
their freedom was proclaimed. During the war,
Booker’s stepfather had escaped to Malden,
W.Va., where he obtained work in a salt fur-
nace. After emancipation he sent for his family
to join him there.

Despite the fact of freedom, physical condi-
tions at Malden were even worse than on the
plantation. Nine-year-old Booker was put to
work in the salt furnace, often starting at 4
o’clock in the morning. A few years later, he
labored as a coal miner, hating the darkness and
danger of the work. Home was a crowded shack
in the squalor of Malden’s slums.

The trials of Booker’'s new life, far from dis-
couraging him, stimulated his desire for educa-
tion. His mother sympathized with his longing,
and managed to get him a copy of Webster's
“blue-back” spelling book.

I began at once to devour this book, and I
think that it was the first one I ever had in
my hands. I had learned from somebody
that the way to begin to read was to learn
the alphabet, so I tried in all the ways I
could think of to learn it,—all of course
without a teacher, for I could find no one to
teach me. . . . In some way, within a few
weeks, I had mastered the greater portion of
the alphabet.

Bitter disappointment came when a school
for Negroes opened in Malden and Booker’s
stepfather would not let him leave work to
attend. But Booker arranged with the teacher
to give him lessons at night. Later he was
allowed to go to school during the day ‘“‘with
the understanding that I was to rise early in
the morning and work in the furnace till nine
o'clock, and return immediately after school
closed in the afternoon for at least two more
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“There is no education
which one can get from
books and costly ap
paratus that is equal to
that which can be got-
ten from contact with

great men and women.”

hours of work.” Noting that his classmates all
had two names, Booker adopted the surname
“Washington.” He would add the “Taliaferro”
later when he learned that it was part of the
name given to him by his mother shortly after
his birth.

The strongest influence shaping Washing-
ton’s character at Malden was Viola Ruffner,
Vermont-born wife of the owner of the salt fur-
nace and coal mine. In 1871 Washington be-
came her houseboy and was thoroughly indoc-
trinated in the puritan ethic of cleanliness and
hard work. Thirty years later Washington
stated, ‘‘the lessons that I learned in the home
of Mrs. Ruffner were as valuable to me as any
education I have ever gotten anywhere since.”

While working in the coal mine, Washington
overheard two miners talking about a large
school for Negroes at Hampton, Va. With no
clear idea of where it was or how he would get
there, he resolved somehow to attend this
school.

In the autumn of 1872, when he was 16
years old, Washington set out on the 400-mile
journey to Hampton. An early experience with
discrimination occurred on this trip—he was
refused food and lodging at a ‘‘common,
unpainted house called a hotel” and spent the
cold night walking about to keep warm. Beg-
ging rides and traveling much of the way on
foot, Washington arrived penniless in Rich-
mond, 80 miles short of his destination. He
worked there for several days to get money so
he could continue his trip. He slept under a
board sidewalk.

Washington was so dirty and ragged upon
reaching Hampton Normal and Agricultural
Institute that the head teacher was reluctant to
admit him. When he persisted, she finally asked
him to sweep one of the classroom floors.
Recalling his training at the hands of Mrs.
Ruffner, Washington cleaned the entire room
thoroughly.

I had the feeling that in a large measure my

future depended upon the impression I

made upon the teacher in the cleaning of

that room. . . . When she was unable to find
one bit of dirt on the floor, or a particle of
dust on any of the furniture, she quietly
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remarked, “I guess you will do to enter this
institution.”

Washington studied at Hampton Institute
for 3 years, working as a janitor to earn his
board. His experience there influenced him pro-
foundly. Hampton's emphasis on vocational
training in industry, agriculture, and teaching
was a revelation to him:

Before going there I had a good deal of the
then rather prevalent idea among our people
that to secure an education meant to have a
good, easy time, free from all necessity for
manual labour. At Hampton I not only
learned that it was not a disgrace to labour,
but learned to love labour, not alone for its
financial value, but for labour’s own sake and
for the independence and self-reliance which
the ability to do something which the world
wants done brings.

Of equal importance was Washington’s asso-
ciation with the dedicated, selfless teachers of
Hampton—particularly with Gen. Samuel C.
Armstrong, principal of the school. Like many
of the teachers, Armstrong had gone south after
the Civil War with a missionary zeal to uplift
the newly freed slaves. His philosophy of practi-
cal education and his strength of character
made a lasting impression on the young stu-
dent. Years later, Washington called Armstrong
“a great man—the noblest, rarest human being
that it has ever been my privilege to meet.”

45 After graduating with honors from Hampton
in 1875, Washington returned to Malden to
teach elementary school. Here an incident
impressed him with the importance of using
practical demonstrations in education. His
pupils displayed little interest in a classroom
geography lesson on islands, bays, and inlets.
But during recess, while they were playing by
the edge of a creek, the boy who was ‘“most
dull in the recitation” pointed out these features
among the rocks and tufts of grass. The ani-
mated response of the class gave Washington a
teaching lesson he never forgot.

Two years later, Washington went to the

20

“Knowledge will bene-
fit little except as it is
harnessed, except as its
power 1is pointed in a
direction that will bear
upon the present needs
and condition of the

race.”
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Wayland Seminary in Washington, D.C., where
he studied for 8 months. There he was able to
compare the value of academic education to
that of vocational training:
At Hampton the student was constantly
making the effort through the industries to
help himself, and that very effort was of
immense value in character-building. The
students at the other school seemed to be
less self-dependent. . . . In a word, they did
not appear to me to be beginning at the
bottom, on a real, solid foundation, to the
extent that they were at Hampton. They
knew more about Latin and Greek when
they left school, but they seemed to know
less about life and its conditions as they
would meet it at their homes.

At General Armstrong’s request, Washington
returned to Hampton in 1879 as an instructor
and “house father” for 75 Indian youths being
trained at the Institute. Armstrong was highly
impressed with Washington’s ability. In May
1881, the principal received a letter from a
group in Tuskegee, Ala., asking him to recom-
mend a man to start a Negro normal school
there. The group appeared to expect a white
man for the job. Armstrong replied that he
could suggest no white man, but that a certain
Negro would be well qualified. The answer
came by telegram: “Booker T. Washington will
suit us. Send him at once.”

On July 4, 1881, at the age of 25, Washing-
ton founded Tuskegee Normal and Industrial
Institute. The obstacles facing him were formi-
dable. While the State of Alabama had appro-
priated $2,000 for teachers’ salaries, no provi-
sion had been made for land, buildings, or
equipment. Washington reported:

the most suitable place that could be
secured seemed to be a rather dilapidated
shanty near the coloured Methodist church,
together with the church itself as a sort of
assembly-room. Both the church and the
shanty were in about as bad condition as
was possible. . . . whenever it rained, one of
the older students would very kindly leave
his lessons and hold an umbrella over me
while I heard the recitations of the others.

24

“From the very outset
of my work, it has been
my steadfast purpose to
establish an 1nstitution
that would provide in-
struction not for the
select few, but for the
masses, giving them
standards and ideals,
and inspiring in them
hope and courage to go
patiently forward.”
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