Lesson Thirteen

Booker T. Washington

LESSON IDEA

Booker T. Washington's life is a remarkable story of a
rise from the depths of poverty and slavery to the heights
of achievement and humanitarian service. It provides
many lessons for us that could only be possible in free-
dom.

VISUAL AID
None recommended for this lesson.

on a plantation in Franklin County,

Virginia, on April 5, 1856, about five years
prior to the start of the Civil War. Since his moth-
er was a slave, so was he. It was customary at the
time for slaves to be given only one name, so he
was named merely Booker. Years later, he would
choose his full name: Booker

THE SUBJECT of tonight’s lesson was born

Virginia, even before the Pilgrims arrived at
Plymouth, Massachusetts in 1620.

Slavery had existed for so long, and had become
so entrenched, that it could not be easily elimi-
nated. Many of the Founders were opposed to it,
but recognized that many persons, especially in
the South, depended on slave labor for their very
existence. The problem was complicated by the
fact that slaves were considered property, and the
framers of the Constitution did not believe that
the new government could or should infringe on
property rights by outlawing slavery.

Slavery, Booker T. Washington recalls the
miseries of slavery during his early childhood
years. He also describes the elation felt by the
slaves when President Abraham Lincoln issued
his Emancipation

IN HIS INSPIRING autobiography, Up From

Taliaferro (“Tolliver”)
Washington.

Booker was a victim of the
evil system of buying and sell-
ing human beings that had
existed in the United States
since colonial days. How was it |
possible for slavery to become
so widely accepted in our coun-
try, where so much had been
risked to achieve freedom?
[Encourage each family mem-
ber to express an opinion.]

For untold centuries, trade in
human beings had been considered a respectable
business. Blacks from Africa were sold in Europe
500 years before Columbus set sail on the journey
that led to the discovery of America. From tribes
in the heart of Africa to kings and queens in
Europe, men of all stations in life engaged in, and
profited from, the slave trade. Spanish conquista-
dores fostered the trade wherever they went.
Thousands of slaves were owned by wealthy
Spanish and Portuguese families in the American
colonies. Black slaves had landed at Jamestown,

Booker T. Washington at work in his study.

Proclamation on January 1,
1863, and how his mother,
tears running down her
cheeks, kissed her children
and told them the good news
that they were free.

But the initial euphoria was
soon replaced by fear, gloom,
and despondency as it gradu-
ally dawned on the newly-
freed slaves that they were
responsible for their own wel-
fare, but were largely unpre-
pared for the responsibility.

The experience had a lasting impact on young
Booker. He resolved, at whatever cost, to acquire
an education. His determination later broadened
to become an unquenchable desire to help others
of his race cope with the demands of citizenship. It
is a tribute to his character that Booker was not
bitter toward the white men who had held him
and his loved ones in slavery. Rather, he expressed
sympathy and understanding for slave owners,
viewing them as other victims of an evil system.

Booker soon realized that achieving a good edu-
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cation was easier said than done. He had to over-
come many obstacles. With their new freedom,
Booker and his family (mother, stepfather, broth-
er, and sister) moved to Malden, West Virginia. He
describes how the “little clothing and few house-
hold goods” they owned were placed in a cart,
while “the children walked the greater portion of
the distance, which was several hundred miles.”
The trip took several weeks, “and most of the time
we slept in the open air and did our cooking over
a log fire out-of-doors.”

Nor was life less onerous after family arrived in
Malden. At first, due to poverty, Booker was
unable to attend school because he had to work,
first in a salt mine and later in a coal mine. He
eventually arranged to attend school for a few
months by beginning his work shift at the salt
mine at 4:00 a.m., then attending classes, then
returning to the mine. It was during this time
that he chose the rest of his name to satisfy school
record-keeping requirements.

One day, while working in the coal mine, Booker
heard two men discuss a school in Virginia that
had been established to train blacks to become
self-supporting teachers and farmers. He resolved
to attend, and was soon on his way to the
Hampton Institute. He did not have sufficient
funds for the trip, so was forced to sleep outdoors
and pause now and then along the way to earn
money for food. He arrived at Hampton hungry,
tired, dirty, and with only 50 cents in his pocket.
As you can imagine, he did not make a very favor-
able impression on the head mistress in charge of
admissions. As a test, she gave him a broom and
told him that a class room needed sweeping.

Booker viewed this the assignment as his
“entrance examination,” and set about to do the
best job possible. In his own words, “I swept the
recitation room three times. Then I got a dusting
cloth and I dusted it four times. All the woodwork
around the walls, every bench, table. and desk, I
went over four times with my dusting cloth.”
Needless to say, he passed the “exam” with flying
colors. He was accepted at the Institute, and was
given the opportunity to earn his board as a jani-
tor. In time, the Institute director located a bene-
factor who provided his full tuition.
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IFE AT HAMPTON was an unending series
I of revelations for young Booker. He recalls,
for example, that he had never before had
meals at regular hours, or eaten off a tablecloth,
or used a napkin, bathtub, or toothbrush. He had
never had sheets on his bed, so did not know if he
should sleep under them, over them, or between
them. He learned the value of cleanliness, not only
for promoting good health, but “in inspiring self-
respect and promoting virtue.” He was introduced
to the Bible, and began a life-long habit of reading
Scriptures each morning. Through the example of
his teachers, he learned the meaning of service to
others.

After graduating with honors, Booker returned
to West Virginia to teach in a school for black stu-
dents. He opened a night school, established a
reading room and debating society, and taught in
two Sunday Schools. But his greatest opportunity
did not come in West Virginia, or even Virginia,
but in a state that he had never visited.

After teaching for two years in Malden, Booker
was invited to return to Hampton as “House
Father” for a number of American Indians who
had recently enrolled at the Institute. Shortly
thereafter, the Institute director was asked to
either start a school for blacks at Tuskegee,
Alabama, or recommend a another white person
for the job. He replied that he was not interested
in the assignment himself, and did not know any
qualified white prospects. But if a black would be
acceptable, he suggested Booker T. Washington.
The answer was received shortly thereafter:




Booker T. Washington will do. Send him at once!

When he arrived in Tuskegee, Booker was dis-
appointed to find that there were no facilities for
a school; not so much as a parcel of land or a build-
ing. There was only an appropriation by the state
legislature for teachers’ salaries. He was pleased
to learn however, that there were in the area “sev-
eral hundred hungry, earnest souls who wanted to
secure knowledge.”

Booker started by obtaining permission to use
an abandoned church and a nearby shanty for the
school. The church became the assembly hall; the
shanty was used for classroom recitations. Both
buildings were in such terrible condition that
when it rained, a pupil would keep the principal
dry by holding an umbrella over his head.

visit the homes of black people in the com-
munity to determine the needs of his stu-
dents. He found that most of those whom he met
knew virtually nothing about personal hygiene,
agriculture, or even the rudiments of construc-
tion. Their economic, political, and social values
were, he thought, deplorable. Based on those vis-
its, Booker established a set of basic principles
goals that would he would serve as a guide for the
rest of his life:
1. He would work to eradicate the view of many

O NE OF THE FIRST things Booker did was

blacks and whites that manual labor was degrad-
ing. He determined to promote an appreciation for
the dignity, worth, and rewards of labor.

2. He would teach his students the importance
of sanitation and proper nutrition, and show them
how to keep themselves, their homes, 'and their
surroundings clean and tidy.

3. In addition to a general education, he would
strive to have each student learn a practical trade,
so he or she could be self-supporting.

4. He would view the goal of schooling as devel-
opment of the total individual. All aspects of char-
acter development would be emphasized, and stu-
dents would learn to work together and to help
one another.

5. The school would promote better understand-
ing between the races, and help develop coopera-
tion and respect, rather than hostility and suspi-
cion.

The first step toward achieving those objective
occurred when Booker borrowed enough money to
make the down payment on an abandoned planta-
tion about one mile from Tuskegee. The land was
ideal for his purpose, and although the plantation
home had burned down, the cabins, stable, and
hen houses remained standing. Working after
school, Booker and his students renovated the
buildings. Within a few weeks they were able to
move onto the new campus, where even the hen
houses served as classrooms.

The next step was to make the school self-suffi-
cient for food and other material necessities. This
posed a problem, since the students resented
manual labor, believing that they were acquiring
an education to free them from such work. How
did Washington overcome this obstacle?

He set a personal example by picking up an axe
and leading the way into the woods, where he
began clearing land to be plowed. His students fol-
lowed, and in time were able to raise sufficient
crops for their needs, with a surplus that could be
sold to others. They acquired cattle, pigs, and
horses, and learned about animal husbandry.
Both students and teachers resolved to construct
new school buildings themselves, so learned other
trades such as carpentry, plumbing, and brick-
making. Under Booker T. Washington’s leader-
ship, a great school was established that not only
provided students with an excellent general edu-
cation, but also taught them useful trades and
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professions.

In 1896, Booker invited Dr. George Washington
Carver, a noted black scientist, to join the
Tuskegee staff as director of the Agriculture
Department. Dr. Carver brought additional fame
to the school, through his discovery of many new
uses for the peanut and sweet potato. Dr. Carver
demonstrated that they could yield a variety of
foods, as well as medicines, beverages, paints,
dyes, cosmetics, and many household products.

Concluding Thought

Booker T. Washington lived to see his dream real-
ized. By the time of his death in 1915, the
Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute had
grown to occupy 100 buildings, with a teaching
staff of 200 and a student body of exceeding 1,500.
From a shanty and hen houses, with only 30
pupils, the school had become one of the world’s
foremost industrial institutes. Booker Washington
had witnessed thousands of graduates become
better equipped to earn a living and to teach other
members of their race how to improve their lives.
For his accomplishments, he was awarded an hon-
orary degree from Harvard University, and his
bust was placed in New York University’s hall of
fame.

Even more important, however, Booker T.
Washington left a legacy of courage, considera-
tion, pride, and perseverance. It is significant that
in Up From Slavery, he credits two men with pro-
viding the most encouragement and inspiration
during development of the Tuskegee Institute.
One was a black man and former slave. The other
was a white man and former slave holder.

Looking Ahead

To date, we have examined the meaning, source,
and application of freedom. We have learned that
our economic system depends on freedom, and
could not work without it. And we have noted the
many benefits of freedom for which we should all
be thankful.

In our next lesson, we will enter a new phase
with a discussion of the political principles upon
which our country was founded. We will begin by
answering the questions: “What is law?” and
“Which law system is best?”
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