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INTRODUCTION

When Booker T. Washington published in 1901 his classic autobiography, Up from Slavery, he was at the threshold of his greatest power and influence as the premier spokesman for black Americans in the segregation era. Later that year, President Theodore Roosevelt invited Washington to dinner at the White House, ushering in an era in which Washington was not only the adviser of Presidents but the acceptable black sage, the almoner of philanthropists, and the boss of black America.

Though Up from Slavery chronicles Washington’s rise with reasonable accuracy and foreshadows his subsequent exercise of power as the black leader most acceptable to whites, Washington wrote the book to show his life and social philosophy in a favorable light. The autobiography presented him to the world, not as the complex man he privately was, but as the black version of the American success-hero and as the exemplar of the Puritan work ethic he believed in. The reader may, therefore, find useful a brief outline of Washington’s life, shorn of his mask and myth and continuing beyond the date of the autobiography to his death in 1915.

Booker T. Washington was born in 1856, a mulatto slave on a small Virginia farm, not a plantation as he suggests in Up from Slavery. He was freed in 1865 at the age of nine, too young to have experienced at first hand the harshness of the slavery system. He spent the early years of freedom in Malden, West Virginia, working in the salt furnaces and coal mines as a child laborer. Washington escaped from grinding poverty by becoming a houseboy of the leading family in the town, and he attended a one-room school founded by the blacks of Malden and later aided by the Freedmen’s Bureau.

From 1872 to 1875, Washington attended Hampton Institute, then a normal and agricultural secondary school, earning part of his tuition and board by part-time and summer work. Here he came under the spell of the head of the school, General Samuel Chapman Armstrong. A Union Army veteran, Armstrong transferred to his black charges the missionary zeal of his parents in Hawaii. Believing that slavery had cursed blacks with indolence by its lack of incentives to labor, Armstrong sought above all else to inculcate in his students the virtues of self-reliance, hard work, and thrift. Booker T. Washington became Armstrong’s aptest pupil. He later described Armstrong as more than a father to him and as “the most perfect specimen of man, physically, mentally and spiritually” that he had ever seen.1 Washington remade his own life in the image of Armstrong and became the chief disciple of Hampton methods of education.

After graduation from Hampton, Booker T. Washington returned to his home community as a schoolteacher, as he was encouraged to do by the white faculty of Hampton. His ambition stirred by his experiences at Hampton, Washington soon began to cast about for a more lucrative profession than teaching a one-room school. Though he does not directly allude to these experiments in Up from Slavery, between 1875 and 1879 Washington made serious attempts at the study of law and the ministry. He described these more candidly in The Story of My Life and Work, an autobiography written a year earlier than Up from Slavery primarily for black readers. After spending the summer of 1877 as a stump speaker advocating before black audiences the relocation of the state capital to nearby Charleston, Washington “began in earnest to study law, in fact read Blackstone and several elementary law books preparatory to the profession of the law” in the office of a local white Republican politician. Washington soon abandoned this study because of a nagging feeling that it “would be going contrary to my teaching at Hampton, and would limit me to a much smaller sphere of educating my people after the manner in which I had been taught at Hampton.”2

Washington then spent the most obscure year of his life at a theological seminary in Washington, D.C. He does not name Wayland Seminary or his study for the ministry in Up from Slavery, speaking only of spending eight months of study in Washington. It is not clear whether Washington failed to meet the school’s standards or whether the school failed to meet his standards, but the experience was the beginning of his lifelong scornful remarks on the shortcomings of higher education and the immorality of city life. Perhaps Washington intuitively sensed that the careers of politician and preacher would be blind alleys of his ambition in the post-Reconstruction era. In the increasingly secular black world, it was harder for a minister to be an all-purpose leader. And the black politicians were soon to lose their constituency through the disfranchisement of black voters.

General Armstrong solved Booker T. Washington’s career dilemma by inviting him to teach at Hampton Institute for two years. In 1881, on Armstrong’s recommendation, Washington went to the Black Belt of Alabama to found Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute. For the next decade he threw his phenomenal energy into building his institution, mollifying the local whites and Alabama state officials, and raising money in the North. Washington skillfully exploited the popularity of industrial education among all of his constituencies. Southern whites approved of industrial education as a means of keeping blacks in agriculture and other lowly occupations, whereas many blacks saw it, as Washington did, as a means of gaining economic independence from the sharecrop system and becoming small businessmen and property owners. In the North there was a remnant of support for black colleges for the education of clergymen and other professionals, but the Peabody Education Fund, the John F. Slater Fund, and the rising new class of industrial millionaires endorsed industrial education and favored Hampton, Tuskegee, and similar industrial institutes for blacks. Washington was remarkable in his ability to gain the endorsement of conservative southern white leaders, the money of wealthy northerners, and the patronage of southern blacks eager to share in the material rewards of a commercial age. Tuskegee soon rivaled Hampton in the size of its physical plant and student body.

Despite his success as an educator, Washington was a relatively obscure figure until 1895, when a single speech thrust him into national fame and recognition as a black spokesman. Earlier in the same year, Frederick Douglass, the champion of abolition, civil rights, and political action, and the preeminent black leader of the nineteenth century had died. In what became known as the Atlanta Compromise Address, Washington proposed a racial settlement that contrasted sharply with Douglass’s approach. Speaking to a mixed audience of northerners, southern whites, and blacks at a southern commercial convention designed to attract northern investment, he proposed a triple alliance of northern capitalists, the white leadership class of a New South, and blacks. Washington offered to trade black acquiescence in disfranchisement and some measure of segregation, at least for the time being, in return for white promises to allow blacks to share in the economic and educational growth that northern investment would bring. In language rich in imagery, he urged both races to “cast down your bucket where you are.” He couched his race relations formula in a memorable sentence: “In all things that are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.”3 Whites of all sections of the nation hailed Washington’s compromise with enthusiasm, and blacks generally accepted it as the best they could negotiate in an age of disfranchisement and segregation already under way.

The Atlanta Compromise brought Washington personal fame as the Negro of the hour, and power as the chief intercessor between black and white, but it was a Faustian bargain that came to haunt his efforts to improve the status of blacks in a time of white aggression, violence, and encroachment. Whites of the whole country gave him approval as a conservative and nonthreatening black leader, but whenever he tried to move beyond the Atlanta Compromise, white disapproval reeled him back in. An early example of this was the reaction to his speech at the Chicago Peace Jubilee in 1898 that celebrated the end of the Spanish-American War. Washington said with unaccustomed forthrightness that a race willing to die for its country should have the highest opportunity to live for its country, and that the trenches in Cuba should be “the eternal burial place of all which separates us in our business and civil relations.”4 The southern newspapers forced him on the defensive by charging that “business and civil relations” included social relations and therefore violated the “separate as the fingers” agreement.

Washington sought to influence whites through a great outpouring of speeches, articles, and books. This set him apart from most of the lesser black leaders, who confined their efforts almost exclusively to blacks. Washington saw his role as a sort of axis between the races, the only man who could negotiate with each group and keep the peace by holding extremists on both sides in check. He was ever conscious that he could destroy his unique influence by an instant of self-indulgent flamboyance.

While his manner toward powerful whites was deferential to a fault, Washington ruled over the black community with the iron hand of a machine boss. His racial strategy was not to confront the whites but to enhance black strength in the long term by self-improvement, racial solidarity, mutual aid, and institution-building in education, church, business, and mutual-aid societies. Washington developed what became known among blacks as the Tuskegee Machine, a nationwide network of his supporters and lieutenants in every avenue of black life. He built in the South, where the great majority of blacks lived at that time, a regional constituency of farmers, schoolteachers, and small businessmen. He founded and was president for life of the National Negro Business League. He had a powerful influence on the Baptist church, the largest of the black denominations. His allies were potentates of the leading black fraternal orders. He controlled the editorial policies of nearly all of the black weekly newspapers through subsidies and in a few cases through outright ownership.

It was in politics, however, that Washington developed the most elaborate tentacles of the Tuskegee Machine. During the presidencies of Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft, from 1901 to 1913, Washington never held public office and minimized publicly the importance of politics. Instead, he controlled the black patronage of the party in power and used it to reward his key supporters in all the centers of black population. He devoted an inordinate amount of his time and energy to keeping his lieutenants in federal offices and directing the Republican campaign for the black vote in the northern states. Washington used the political arm of his machine to bind to him those blacks most inclined to criticize his conservative racial policies—the lawyers, politicians, and other professional men.

Though Booker T. Washington remained the most powerful black leader of his time from the Atlanta Compromise in 1895 until his death in 1915, there gradually developed a challenge to his leadership. Black college graduates, who called themselves the Talented Tenth though they were nearer to one in a hundred, felt that they were the natural leaders of the race and that the self-made Washington had usurped their place. A young Harvard graduate, William Monroe Trotter, began the revolt by disrupting Washington’s speech in a black church in what came to be known as the Boston Riot of 1903. Leadership of these black “radicals” soon passed, however, to W. E. B. DuBois, a distinguished scholar and polemicist who held a Harvard doctorate and taught sociology at Atlanta University.

In 1905 Du Bois founded the Niagara Movement, dedicated to black protest against racial injustice and to scathing criticism of Washington’s accommodationism. Through its annual meetings and declarations the Niagara Movement scored many points against Washington intellectually, but it was no match for the Tuskegee Machine organizationally. Washington embraced blacks regardless of persuasion, as long as they maintained a personal loyalty to him, and he had powerful white allies, whereas the Niagarites had no white allies and rejected all but like-minded blacks devoted to civil rights and a strategy of outspoken protest. The Niagara Movement had only a few hundred members; Washington had a following of both races numbering hundreds of thousands.

Nevertheless, Washington feared the loss of his power. Though always optimistic, he could not fail to notice the mounting evidence of white determination, particularly in the South but also in the North, to fix blacks in a separate, permanent underclass. The Atlanta race riot in 1906 was one symbol of this trend. In the same year President Roosevelt dismissed three companies of black regular troops on the basis of flimsy evidence of their involvement in a fracas with white civilians near their camp in Brownsville, Texas. Washington went to Atlanta to assist in the restoration of order and the shaky beginning of interracial cooperation. After the Brownsville dismissal, however, he refused to repudiate Roosevelt or the Republican party.

Washington turned to secret methods to undermine the system of racial discrimination that he publicly acquiesced in, and at the same time he launched underground attacks on his black critics. In the deepest secrecy, he raised funds, hired lawyers, and directed the strategy of test cases against the Louisiana and Alabama grandfather clauses, against racial discrimination on the Jim Crow railroad cars, against the exclusion of blacks from juries when black criminal defendants were on trial, and against the widespread southern practice of peonage, or debt slavery. Washington clearly did not take these actions as a means of answering his black critics, for he kept his part in the court cases secret except to a handful of confidants. Against Du Bois, Trotter, and the Niagara Movement, Washington used ruthless methods of espionage, provocation, and sabotage that seem utterly at variance with the Sunday-school morality he professed in Up from Slavery and his other writings and speeches. Washington never tried to reconcile his secret machinations with his public life, perhaps because, being secret, they did not pragmatically require justification.

In the last few years of his life Washington suffered setbacks, though he remained until his death the most powerful black man in the United States. In 1909 some of Washington’s white allies deserted him and joined with the Niagara Movement blacks to form the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. Washington refused to join the new civil rights organization, and despite an initial truce with him, the NAACP soon found itself in direct opposition to his leadership. In 1911 Washington was assaulted and severely beaten by a white man under rather embarrassing circumstances in a seedy neighborhood in New York. Washington subsequently lost his court case against the man, a fact that weakened his moral authority. Perhaps because of this or because of the challenge of the NAACP, Washington became more forthright in his public opposition to the segregation of federal offices in Washington, residential segregation, the inflammatory racism of the movie Birth of a Nation, and other trends toward racial discrimination. When the southern-born Democratic leader Woodrow Wilson became President in 1913, Washington lost the control over black political patronage that was an important element in the Tuskegee Machine. At the same time, however, he was augmenting his influence on northern educational philanthropy and directing it into improvement of the southern public schools for blacks through the Anna T. Jeanes Foundation and Julius Rosenwald’s aid toward the construction of black rural schools.

When Washington died in 1915, his little empire died with him. He had not prepared a suitable successor, and the Great Migration from the rural south to the northern cities was already under way. Washington’s social philosophy and racial strategy, so well attuned to the southern rural base and the segregation era, could not adjust to the changing black demography and outlook.

Long before he undertook his autobiography, Washington sensed early in his speaking career that audiences responded to the drama of his struggle up from slavery, poverty, ignorance, and weakness to a position of affluence and influence. His standard speech was autobiographical, a string of anecdotes from his experience, each illustrating a moral. The autobiographical style that came so naturally to Washington also suited a nineteenth-century literary convention. The narratives of former slaves represented a major part of Afro-American literature.

It was probably Walter Hines Page, then of Houghton, Mifflin and Company, who first suggested in 1896 that Washington write his autobiography.5 Washington, however, sent his first autobiography, The Story of My Life and Work, to the obscure subscription book firm of J. L. Nichols and Company of Naperville, Illinois. It published the book in 1900, selling it successfully door-to-door in the black community. Washington was deeply disappointed, however, by the amateurish quality of the book and blamed the young black ghostwriter he had hired to write it for most of its faults. Even as The Story of My Life and Work was being published, Washington was already planning a more ambitious effort, with the guidance of some of the nation’s leading editors and publishers, to enhance his image as the black spokesman among the general reading public.

Independently of Page, S. S. McClure, publisher of McClure’s magazine and soon to be famous as the father of the muckrakers, suggested to Washington in 1899 that he write a series of autobiographical articles.6 A few months later a representative of Doubleday, McClure and Company offered Washington a book contract. While Washington debated with himself the propriety of another autobiography only a year after the first one, Doubleday and McClure parted company, and the firm was reorganized as Doubleday, Page and Company. Walter Hines Page, the new partner, enthusiastically endorsed the project he had suggested four years earlier. A native North Carolinian whose lifelong dream had been to lay the ghost of the Confederate dead and to make the South more like the North, Page had admired Washington since the Atlanta Address. “In my eyes, and in yours,” he wrote the Tuskegean, “the principal element of success is, of course, the effect it will have on public opinion and its influence in furthering the good cause. But incidentally I think it stands a very good chance, too, of reaching a very considerable financial success.”7

For the new autobiography Washington chose a talented new ghostwriter, Max Bennett Thrasher. A white Vermonter, Thrasher had been educated in a good secondary school, the St. Johnsbury Academy. After teaching school for a while and serving as a small-town postmaster, he worked as a Boston newspaper reporter and as assistant superintendent of a Boston school for indigent boys. Thrasher attracted Washington’s attention by a series of magazine articles on “charities and correction,” as the new field of social work was then called. Thrasher visited the Tuskegee Negro Conference as early as 1895 as a reporter, and gradually began to handle Tuskegee’s public relations. By an agreement in 1899, Washington paid Thrasher $600 a year to write articles on Tuskegee Institute, but he continued to reside in Boston, following Washington’s rule that white employees could not reside full-time on the campus. Over the next four years, until his death from peritonitis, Thrasher wrote articles, drafts of several books, and even letters that appeared over Washington’s signature. He brought to his work as a ghostwriter a willingness to be subservient to Washington’s purposes, but also a good reporter’s concern for factual accuracy.

Up from Slavery, however, bears unmistakably the marks of Washington’s style and personality. Sometime in the summer of 1900 Washington began to dictate autobiographical notes to Thrasher, on trains or between trains as they traveled together on Washington’s speaking and fund-raising tours. Washington then wrote a draft of the autobiography from Thrasher’s notes, and let Thrasher smooth out the rough spots of the manuscript. On occasion Washington would dictate or write a rough outline of a chapter, which Thrasher would revise and give to the publishers. Though Washington sometimes seemed insensitive to the responsibilities of his authorship of such a personal document, this was partly because as a public man his time was not entirely his own. And he kept a tight rein on his ghostwriter. A letter from Thrasher to Washington in October 1900 gives a hint of the relationship between author and ghost. Thrasher wrote that the first article they had agreed to serialize in the Outlook magazine had been “arranged as we decided on the train.” He added: “I have not left out anything that you wrote except that one brief paragraph or perhaps a dozen lines in the first copy which you told me yourself you had decided to omit.”8

Up from Slavery first appeared serially in the Outlook. Thrasher spent most of his time between October and December 1900 in New York, checking galley proofs of the Outlook series and making corrections and additions that Washington decided he wanted in the original manuscript. It was Lyman Abbott, editor of the Outlook, however, rather than the accommodating Thrasher, who gave Washington cogent advice on how to organize and present his past. Abbott wrote Washington after seeing some of the first draft: “The pictorial side of your life, the incidents which you have seen, out of which your own generalizations have grown, will be of the first interest and the first value to your readers.” He urged Washington to give his readers more on his boyhood in slavery, his sports, his education, and his work experience. He suggested that Washington write of the Reconstruction period from the black man’s perspective. Abbott also had suggestions as to style and order of treatment, saying: “I have the impression that this manuscript has been dictated, and that if you were to go over it carefully, you would condense it somewhat by cutting out some repetitions.”9

Washington promised Abbott that he would see to it that the remainder of the manuscript was “in better condition as to compactness,” and that he would bring out more fully the points about which Abbott had inquired. He was anxious, however, to have an understanding on the organization of the work. “When I talked with you and your son I got the impression that you did not care for one of the rather stereotyped styles of autobiographies which as a rule are divided into periods, of childhood, youth, etc., with each period exhausted before another is begun. This I have sought to avoid not only because I thought you desired it but also because it is in keeping with my own method of writing.” He then described his own rules of composition: “My general plan is to give the first place to facts and incidents and to hang the generalizations on to these facts—taking for granted that the average reader is more interested in an interesting fact than in a generalization based on that fact, and for this reason I have sought not to use too many generalizations and when they are used to have them well sugar-coated with some interesting incident.” As to the order of treatment, “while I am at it I say nearly everything that I intend saying about” any subject.10 Washington privately complained to his friend T. Thomas Fortune of the “captiousness” of the Outlook staff,11 but this mood soon gave way to more pleasant relations as Thrasher reported that Abbott was delighted with the new drafts. “Said he could not conceive how anything could be better or more striking,” wrote Thrasher.12

The autobiography appeared weekly in the Outlook from November 3, 1900, to February 23, 1901, and was published in book form in March 1901. Abbott continued to read the manuscripts closely each week. He asked whether Washington was devoting too much space to Tuskegee and too little to himself. “I should like to know, and our readers I am sure would,” he wrote Washington early in 1901, “what you have done for yourself as well as for others; what recreation you take, if any; what you read; what you have found helpful and suggestive in literature and in your acquaintance with other men; some of your experiences on your speaking tours; how you have been treated by the whites as well as by your own race on those tours; the political aspect of your work, for I do not believe that it will do any injury to the cause which you are fighting for, if you touch on the political side of it.”13 Abbott and his son invited Washington to dinner to discuss these matters more fully. Washington had reason to sidestep some of Abbott’s suggestions, but they were at least as useful as the self-effacing services of Max Thrasher. The manuscript fragments in Washington’s own hand in his personal papers suggest that Up from Slavery was largely the work of Washington’s own mind and purpose.

Up from Slavery in serial form found a wide and fascinated audience. The circulation of the Outlook was more than 100,000, and many copies passed through several hands or were read aloud to the family at the breakfast table or to neighbors in the evening. Congratulations and compliments poured in to Washington from old friends and from strangers. William T. Harris, the United States Commissioner of Education, called the autobiography “one of the great books of the year.” He said: “Mrs. Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin and thereby produced a civil war in the Nation. You have written a book which I think will do more than anything else to guide us to the true road on which we may successfully solve the problems left us by that civil war.”14 Mary F. Mackie, who had taught Washington at Hampton thirty years earlier, declared that Up from Slavery “sets forth more graphically than any article that I have read the transition life from slavery to freedom. It reads like a romance.” She reported that her sister was reading the chapters aloud each week to the girls of her school.15

Hamilton W. Mabie, associate editor of the Outlook, called the series “one of the most important human documents which has come to light in this part of the world for many years.”16 “I do not think you can overestimate the influence of your articles in the Outlook,” he wrote Washington; “nothing that I have read in a long time has moved me so much. I hope that one result of them will be that somebody will be moved to endow Tuskegee.”17 Not only the editors at the top of the Outlook, but the clerks, copy-boys, and printers regarded Washington’s articles as radically different from and better than the others in their magazine. The editorial and business staff held a dinner party in his honor.18

The firm of Doubleday, Page and Company took up the chorus of praise. In a Christmas letter of 1901 to Washington, Walter Hines Pages wrote:”…how heartily I congratulate you on the results of this year. Tuskegee out of debt & broadening its work all the while, & your book steadily making its way about the world to the broadening of your influence & to the cheering of all earnest men.”19 A short time later, the camera manufacturer George Eastman of Rochester, New York, sent Tuskegee the first of many large gifts. “I have just been re-reading your book Up from Slavery,” he wrote Washington, “and have come to the conclusion that I cannot dispose of five thousand dollars to any better advantage than to send it to you for your Institute.”20

Mrs. Mary Gannett, another resident of Rochester, wrote Washington after reading the Outlook articles: “I want to tell you what an immediate influence it had on our nine year old boy. He showed me with great pride, the other day, a rack…he’d been making of hard wood, and said ‘I’d never have got that more than half done, mother, if I hadn’t kept thinking all the time how Booker Washington made up his mind he’d do things!’ So you see your story had already helped one small boy.” She herself was deeply affected by another passage, and wrote: “My heart throbbed and my eyes filled as I read your tribute to General Armstrong.”21 A North Carolina white man also read aloud the articles in the Outlook, for the example to his little boys. He thanked the black author for “the fine feeling displayed in the way in which you have always spoken of us….” He was sure that hundreds of other southern whites “feel these things about you and your noble work tho they may not write like this to let you know.” If others would follow in Washington’s steps, he predicted, “the problem will be solved.”22

Up from Slavery was a succés d’estime. Washington had presented himself to the world in a most pleasing image. Most reviewers commended the simplicity, directness, and eloquence of Washington’s style. Several reviewers compared Washington’s autobiography with that of Benjamin Franklin as to style, as a paean to self-help, and as capturing the quintessential American spirit.23 William Dean Howells, the leading American man of letters at the turn of the century, honored Up from Slavery with a long review essay in the North American Review. Entitled “An Exemplary Citizen,” it followed the usual pattern of reviewing the life rather than the book. What struck Howells most forcibly was Washington’s “constant activity for the good of others,” his charm, and his “constant common sense.” Howells recalled hearing Washington speak to a meeting previously addressed by a succession of distinguished white men. “When this marvellous yellow man came upon the platform, and stood for a moment, with his hands in his pockets, and with downcast eyes, and then began to talk at his hearers the clearest, soundest sense, he made me forget all those distinguished white speakers, and he made me remember General Armstrong, from whom he had learned that excellent manner.” Howell’s forte was shrewd description rather than analysis, and he cast his net of words over Washington’s public persona. He found the dominant note of Washington’s register to be business, the burden of his song Tuskegee Institute. “The temper of his mind is conservative,” Howells noted. Washington seemed to have a greater measure of kindness for whites than many of his race had cause to feel, and “rather more tolerance for the rich than the New Testament expresses,” but Howells thought Washington’s way, “at present, the only way for his race.” He saw that way not as one of base submission but of manly independence and self-reliance, recognition of the futility of black militancy, and faith in the ultimate justice and kindliness of the “Anglo-Americans.”24

To an Atlantic Monthly reviewer, the book was “an inspiration to an unfortunate race,—a book that by an irresistible compulsion teaches youth to live cleanly, to work honestly, and to love one’s neighbor, and to have that long patience which is another name for faith.”25 In The New York Times weekly book review, Up from Slavery was recommended as an antidote to the poison of Thomas Dixon, Jr.’s, popular racist novels; and the Catholic World called it a rebuttal to the insinuations of William Hannibal Thomas’s The American Negro.26 The New York State Library in 1902 published a list of fifty books chosen by the state’s librarians for the use of a village library. Up from Slavery tied for second place with a similarly inspirational autobiography by the immigrant Jacob Riis, The Making of an American. Only a historical novel by Winston Churchill received more votes.27

The Southern Workman, a monthly published by Hampton Institute, went so far as to publish two reviews, both favorable. In the issue of January 1901 it called the book “a remarkably straightforward statement of the influences that seem to him to have made it possible for him to do the work that God has called him to do.” The two keys it found to Washington’s success in life were “respect for the labor of the hand and belief in the white race.”28 In a more formal review in May, Miss L. E. Herron found the book “a ‘lesson in life’ that should be read and pondered thoughtfully by every student of human nature. It cannot fail to inspire and help.” Miss Herron found Washington’s style of storytelling “direct and unadorned almost to a fault.” She noted the contrast between his beginnings in “the squalid, meagre life in the cook’s cabin” and the tea at Windsor Castle with Queen Victoria, a contrast that symbolized the progress of a race.29

A scattering of critical notes appeared among the congratulations. John E. Bruce, a black journalist, wrote Washington after reading one of the weekly installments in the Outlook. He objected to Washington speaking of having “opened up” a clay pit, and his use of “gotten” rather than “got,” which he declared archaic and used only by poor writers, a word “almost unclean.”30 W. E. B. Du Bois wrote a review for Dial that marked a midpassage from his endorsement of the Atlanta Compromise in 1895 to his outright opposition in 1903. Du Bois complained that Up from Slavery was only “a partial history of the steps which made him a group leader,” revealing “but glimpses of the real struggle which he has had for leadership” and ignoring the compromises Washington had made in order to secure white approval. Washington had not invented industrial education, Du Bois conceded, and he was one of a number of black spokesmen who had conciliated the white South. “But he first put life, unlimited energy, and perfect faith into this programme,” wrote Du Bois, and changed it from an article of faith into a creed and a way of life. Du Bois thought Washington’s success had come through his winning over the racist South by accepting segregation, while at the same time “by singular insight he intuitively grasped the spirit of the age that was dominating the North,” the spirit of triumphant commercialism. “It is as though Nature must needs make men a little narrow to give them force,” Du Bois remarked of Washington’s materialist philosophy. Thus, Washington “pictures as the height of absurdity a black boy studying a French grammar in the midst of weeds and dirt. One wonders how Socrates or St. Francis of Assisi would receive this!” Du Bois combined a grudging admiration for Washington’s success with suspicion of “a man on such good terms with Southern whites” and lacking the complete trust of blacks.31

The Harvard English professor Barrett Wendell, on the other hand, had nothing but praise for the writing of Up from Slavery. As a teacher of composition for more than twenty years, he had become impatient of all writing that was not “simple and efficient,” marked by a “manly distinctness.” Wendell wrote to Washington: “It is hard to remember when a book, casually taken up, has proven, in this respect, so satisfactory as yours. No style could be more simple, more unobtrusive; yet, few styles which I know seem to be more laden—as distinguished from overburdened—with meaning.” Wendell found Washington’s story “a stimulating one—a stirring new phase of the world—old per aspera ad astra.” As the possessor of inherited wealth, he wondered if Washington knew how lucky he was to have had the spur of early hardship.32

The response of the reading public to Up from Slavery was heartening and helpful to Washington’s cause, but not overwhelming. In the racial atmosphere of the time, it was perhaps too much to expect most white readers to feel empathy with a black man, even one as skillfully conciliatory as Washington. When Doubleday, Page and Company announced sales figures of their best sellers in a newspaper report in September 1903, the leader was Thomas Dixon, Jr.’s, racist novel, The Leopard’s Spots (1902), and close behind it were other novels and bird and garden books. Up from Slavery, further down the list, had sold 30,000 copies, but demand for it was reported “steadily continuing from month to month.”33 The evidence even suggests that Washington’s earlier autobiography, The Story of My Life and Work, was actually outselling Up from Slavery under the pressure of vigorous door-to-door peddling. The evidence of Washington’s royalty income from Up from Slavery is incomplete, but it makes clear that it was a modest amount. For a six-month period soon after publication he received $2,000.70 from Doubleday, Page and Company.34 In another six-month period in 1906 his income from Up from Slavery, including several foreign editions, was about $200.35

There was widespread foreign interest in Up from Slavery. “No drama of Shakespeare’s is, at this moment and for the masses, of such vivid interest,” wrote an Englishman.36 A Dutch reader called it “the best contribution of that pathetic story of the sufferings of your race.”37 An American missionary in Japan read the book aloud to his family,38 and some Japanese who read it in translation saw in Tuskegee methods one of the means of overcoming their nation’s technological lag behind the West. Laijiro Yamamasu wrote in 1915 that he had read Up from Slavery with “zeal” and thought it “one of the best books to encourage the spirit of young folks of the world.”39

The autobiography found avid translators and many readers in India, Africa, and the West Indies. “It dealt with so many of the problems that face us native Converts that I took the liberty to translate it into Urdu,” wrote Lilavati Singh, a teacher in a Methodist school, Lucknow Woman’s College.40 Not only Christians but Hindus, Sikhs, and Buddhists responded to Washington’s success story. In the far south of India K. Paramu Pillai, the Hindu headmaster of the Maharaja’s High School in Quilon, Travancore, wrote that his Malayalam adaptation of the autobiography “has been adopted this year as a vernacular text book in one of the High School classes of this state. More than 700 boys and girls, between the ages of 12 and 16, are thereby likely to know something of your labours at Tuskegee, for your race, and I hope they will learn some lessons of self-help therefrom, and learn to recognise the dignity of manual labour and training.” He later reported that Madras University had adopted the book.41

Marcus Garvey, the Jamaican-born black nationalist and back-to-Africa proponent, credited Washington with showing him the way of his destiny during a stay in England from 1912 to 1914. “I read Up from Slavery, by Booker T. Washington,” Garvey wrote, “and then my doom—if I may so call it—of being a race leader dawned upon me in London. I asked, ‘Where is the black man’s Government?’ ‘Where is his King and his kingdom?’ ‘Where is his President, his country, his ambassador, his army, his navy, his men of big affairs?’ I could not find them, and then I declared, ‘I will help to make them.’ “42 Though temperamentally the opposite of the unexcitable Washington, and believing in a return to the African homeland that was anathema to Washington, Garvey adapted to his movement the Washington philosophy of self-help, economic means, and racial solidarity.

The extent of translation into foreign languages was an index of Up from Slavery’s worldwide impact. It appeared both serially and in book form all over the world, in most of the world’s principal languages. The first to apply for permission to translate was the French scholar Othon Guerlac, Professor of Romance Languages at Cornell University, who wrote Washington only a few weeks after the book first appeared: “I have no doubt that in my country where Uncle Tom’s Cabin had such a wide success your book would meet with a very good reception.”43 Guerlac worked with such scholarly care, however, that he was not the first to complete translation. His French edition appeared a year and a half later, but by then there was a Cuban edition in Spanish translated by Grace Minns. In 1903 the first Braille edition appeared.44 As early as the fall of 1904, an employee of Doubleday, Page and Company wrote Washington that it had given permission to eighteen translators, not all of whom had completed their work.45 Editions appeared in German, French, Spanish, Norwegian, Swedish, Danish, Dutch, Finnish, and Russian, among the European languages, and in Arabic, Zulu, Hindi, Malayalam, Chinese, and Japanese, and perhaps in some other languages also. Some foreign editions paid royalties, but most of them did not.

Washington’s success story had a particular appeal for wealthy Americans, and it kindled interest that brought several large donations to Tuskegee. Reading Up from Slavery in London in 1903, E. Julia Emery, a wealthy expatriate of seventy, felt the stirring of mixed emotions. She had been born in Cincinnati but had led a life of leisure abroad since before the Civil War. The story of Washington’s life of struggle and service caused her to feel vaguely guilty that she herself had done nothing to relieve the national guilt of slavery or to uplift the black people once they were free. “Oh! How wondrously has God appeared on your behalf!” she wrote Washington. “Over-ruling all the sadness and bitterness and disadvantages of your early life. And has in the end recompensed you a thousand fold, in blessing you to others. And in causing your own heart to sing for joy that such a useful life, as is your present, sh’d have been the outcome of all yr early sufferings.” To make amends for her half-century of neglect, she sent Washington $1,000, the first of many thousands, and allowed him to use it as he saw fit.46

Andrew Carnegie, the immensely wealthy steel manufacturer and promoter of what he called “the Gospel of Wealth,” had for years refused to see Washington when he had called on him at his office. Soon after the serial version of Up from Slavery appeared, however, Washington’s publisher Frank N. Doubleday regaled Carnegie with anecdotes from the autobiography between shots in their golf game. This piqued Carnegie’s interest in the man he had refused for so many years even to see, a man who exemplified the work ethic and social Darwinism that Carnegie endorsed.47 Carnegie donated a Carnegie library building, and a year later gave Tuskegee $600,000 in United States Steel bonds and Washington personally the income from $150,000 of these bonds. Carnegie’s letter of gift compared Washington with Moses and George Washington as a father of his people. “I am satisfied,” he wrote, “that the serious race question of the South is to be solved wisely, only by following Booker T. Washington’s policy which he seems to have been specially born—a slave among slaves—to establish, and even in his own day, greatly to advance.”48

A more significant measure of the success of Washington’s autobiography, however, was the influence it had on the lives of its readers. Black people particularly identified themselves with the protagonist and lived vicariously through his hardships, struggles, and success. George F. Robinson, a black attorney of Nashville, wrote to Washington: “My early experience was very similar to your early ones. I only wish the similarity were kept up to this day.”49 Up from Slavery served many blacks as a success model. If Washington could succeed in transcending not only poverty but prejudice, any other black man could believe that he too could rise above his lowly beginnings. And, despite his frequent humorous jibes at the “old-time” blacks, Washington’s account of his life exuded race pride and individual self-confidence.

Whites also found the autobiography inspiring. This was partly because Washington’s story appealed to certain universal qualities of human nature and the taste for a good narrative, but also because it was so full of goodwill toward whites. Many who felt twinges of guilt about their long history of oppression of blacks derived comfort from this evidence that a representative black man did not hate them. A reviewer in the Independent, for instance, pronounced Up from Slavery “one of the most cheerful, hopeful books that we have had the privilege to read.”50 Washington’s account of his life bore witness to the barriers whites had placed in the path of black opportunity, but he also suggested by example that these could be overcome by individuals who possessed the right qualities. At the same time, Washington reassured his readers that blacks did not seek what whites feared most, social equality, the right to engage in the higher pursuits, or a strong voice in politics.

Rabbi Alfred Geiger Moses of Mobile, Alabama, read his copy of Up from Slavery nonstop until late in the night, and could not go to sleep until he had written Washington that it read “like an inspired book, like another Bible.” As a Jew he identified with Washington’s efforts to elevate his own people from a condition analogous to that of Jews in medieval Europe. “I cried over certain portions,” he wrote, “which smacked of the real bitter experiences of life. It has not only inspired deeper respect for your race, but also destroyed whatever prejudice lurked in my mind against the colored people.”51 Moses remained an admirer, and wrote Washington some years later: “your greatness makes me an optimist about the Negro. No race can produce a great man unless there is the ethnic material for his evolution.”52 C. P. J. Mooney, editor of the Memphis Commercial Appeal, had a similar difficulty putting the book down. Writing to thank Washington for a copy, he added: “I also desire to charge you with causing me to be guilty of a dereliction of duty.” He had read it all afternoon and into the night. “Every white man interested in the South should read it, and every negro man should study it as an inspiration,” Mooney wrote.53 A former Confederate soldier stated the case more plainly in writing Washington from Texas in 1913: “I read your life years ago and it done me good.” He asked Washington to send him two copies to give to black neighbors. “They are well fixed farmers and ranchmen,” he wrote, “—we are good friends. As a token of my friendship for them I want to present them this Xmas with a book that will inspire and impell them to keep on in the road of Justice right and usefulness like yourself….”54

Washington confessed his surprise at the wide attention his autobiographical chapters received. “I had no idea before I began writing that they would arouse one hundredth part
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