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    A child born in bondage learns to read the world, then writes himself free. Up From Slavery: The Incredible Life Story of Booker T. Washington opens on that elemental struggle between imposed limits and self-making, tracing a life that moves from the plantation cabin to national influence. Its central drama lies not only in escape from legal slavery but in the daily work of building character, skills, and institutions strong enough to withstand a hostile era. Washington’s memoir invites readers to witness how education, labor, and moral purpose can transform circumstance, creating an emblematic American story whose tensions still echo in debates about opportunity and justice.

This book is widely regarded as a classic because it fuses personal testimony with a defining chapter of United States history, capturing the transition from bondage through Reconstruction and into the dawn of Jim Crow. Its plain, purposeful style helped set a benchmark for autobiographical clarity, while its themes—self-discipline, education, community uplift—have been absorbed into the national lexicon. As a touchstone of African American letters, it stands alongside earlier slave narratives and later twentieth-century memoirs, shaping expectations for how life stories can illuminate social change. The book’s endurance in classrooms and cultural conversations attests to its literary power and historical indispensability.

Booker T. Washington authored Up From Slavery at the turn of the twentieth century, with the narrative first appearing serially and then published in book form in 1901. The work recounts his early years in enslavement, the upheavals of the Civil War period, and his rise as an educator and institution builder. Without dramatizing for effect, Washington sketches the obstacles he faced and the strategies he adopted to overcome them. His purpose is both documentary and didactic: to record a life and to advocate for practical education, character development, and collective advancement. The book offers readers an intimate vantage on national transformation, grounded in lived experience.

Washington’s prose privileges lucidity over ornament, a choice that strengthens the book’s moral and rhetorical force. Anecdotes are arranged with an eye toward instruction, and the narrative’s momentum comes from the steady accrual of effort, rather than sudden reversals. He blends personal recollection with social observation, allowing scenes of hardship, work, and learning to speak for themselves. This restraint is not austerity; it is a deliberate craft that trusts readers to draw connections. The result is a memoir that reads as both testament and argument, presenting a life as evidence for the power of education, discipline, and institution-building to alter human prospects.

The historical setting is crucial. Up From Slavery unfolds across the end of the slave system, the uncertain opportunities of Reconstruction, and the tightening racial order that followed. Washington’s account provides a ground-level view of these transitions: the hunger for schooling after emancipation, the precariousness of new freedoms, and the practical challenges of securing resources and allies. Rather than narrating events from a distance, he positions himself within them, showing how national currents shaped daily choices. Readers encounter the texture of work and study in a transforming South, gaining a nuanced sense of how progress could be achieved—and constrained—during a volatile period.

Upon publication, the book reached a broad readership across regions and backgrounds, helping to consolidate Washington’s public stature. Its accessible voice and concrete details invited engagement from readers who might otherwise have approached these subjects abstractly. The narrative’s emphasis on industry and education resonated with reformers and philanthropists, even as it prompted vigorous debate within Black intellectual circles. As a cultural artifact, it bridged worlds: memoir and civic manifesto, personal journey and national parable. Its continuing presence in syllabi, libraries, and public discourse speaks to the way it clarified critical issues and offered a compelling model of leadership under constrained conditions.

Up From Slavery helped frame a conversation that shaped twentieth-century African American thought and letters. It supplied a narrative of uplift that writers and thinkers would adopt, revise, or contest, thereby influencing the trajectory of autobiography and social criticism. The book’s stance on education, work, and strategy for advancement drew thoughtful responses, most notably from contemporaries who articulated alternative visions. Later generations of authors, exploring identity, community, and freedom, often engaged the questions Washington put in motion. In this way, the memoir’s legacy extends beyond its pages, animating a tradition of dialogue about tactics, ideals, and the responsibilities of leadership.

At its thematic core, the book argues that learning—moral, practical, and intellectual—is a liberating force when joined to purpose and perseverance. Washington presents work not as drudgery but as a means to dignity and communal progress. He is attentive to the power of institutions, showing how schools, workshops, and partnerships can convert individual effort into lasting impact. The narrative also explores prudence, persuasion, and the craft of navigating divided publics. These themes do not assert that effort alone overcomes injustice; rather, they insist that disciplined effort is indispensable to any lasting improvement, a conviction that gives the memoir its steady, galvanizing tone.

Washington’s intentions are explicit and measured: to chronicle a life, to persuade readers of the value of education and character, and to model a strategy for advancement that gathers allies without surrendering aims. He writes for multiple audiences, including those who shared his background and those who did not, inviting empathy through specificity. The book’s honesty about scarcity and struggle builds credibility for its prescriptions. Without dwelling on spectacle, it offers a blueprint of habits—thrift, study, cooperation—that strengthen individuals and communities. In doing so, it turns memory into instruction, inviting readers to translate admiration into action within their own circumstances.

Literarily, the memoir stands at a crossroads between the nineteenth-century slave narrative and the modern autobiography. It inherits the earlier tradition’s insistence on firsthand testimony while adopting a forward-looking attention to institutional life and social pragmatism. Washington’s voice is composed, consistent, and strategically modest, a persona calibrated to persuade across lines of race and region. The structure emphasizes formative episodes and cumulative growth, favoring clarity over dramatic flourish. This design reflects confidence in the evidentiary power of example. By aligning narrative economy with moral argument, the book demonstrates how form can serve purpose, allowing story and stance to reinforce each other.

For contemporary readers, Up From Slavery remains pertinent because its central questions are unresolved: What education best equips citizens for freedom, and how should communities pursue change amid unequal conditions? The memoir speaks to vocational and liberal learning, to leadership and accountability, to philanthropy and self-help. It illuminates the challenges of building durable institutions and sustaining moral resolve in difficult times. It also models how to communicate across disagreement without abandoning conviction. In an era that prizes both agency and structural understanding, Washington’s account offers a disciplined, humane perspective on progress that continues to inform civic and personal deliberation.

This introduction invites readers to encounter a work that is at once intimate and historical, practical and aspirational. Up From Slavery endures because it makes a clear, courageous claim: that education, labor, and collective effort can lift lives, even under formidable constraints. Its classic status rests on more than documentary value; it is a crafted narrative whose themes of resilience, responsibility, and institution-building animate the imagination. Returning to it today reopens fundamental debates while offering steadiness of tone and purpose. The book’s lasting appeal lies in its union of lived truth with usable wisdom, a combination that continues to challenge and inspire.
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    Booker T. Washington recounts his birth in slavery on a small Virginia plantation and his early childhood under bondage. He describes crowded quarters, hunger, and the limited horizons of enslaved life, alongside the influence of his mother, who cooked on the estate and encouraged his curiosity. Emancipation arrives during the Civil War, and his family leaves for the salt and coal region of West Virginia. Washington works long hours in furnaces and mines while developing a strong desire to read. He obtains a primer, learns the alphabet, and attends brief lessons whenever possible, framing education as the first pathway out of poverty and dependence.

In Malden, West Virginia, Washington balances labor with schooling, often attending night classes and arranging work shifts to reach a day school. He explains how he chose his surname and first experienced the discipline of formal study. Hearing of Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute, he resolves to go despite having almost no money. He travels largely on foot, performs odd jobs, and arrives exhausted and penniless. At Hampton he gains admission after demonstrating his willingness to work by cleaning a recitation room. Serving as a janitor to pay expenses, he begins an education that emphasizes character, industry, and practical skills.

Washington portrays Hampton under General Samuel C. Armstrong as a transformative environment. The school requires work alongside academic study, linking personal cleanliness, punctuality, and thrift to classroom achievement. He highlights the example set by teachers and the dignity attached to labor. After graduating, he returns to Malden to teach and organizes a night school for adults. A short period at a theological seminary in Washington, D.C., leads him to reaffirm Hampton’s industrial approach. He then assists at Hampton until Armstrong recommends him to organize a new normal school for African Americans in Tuskegee, Alabama, with modest state support but no facilities.

Arriving in Tuskegee in 1881, Washington finds only a legislative appropriation, students eager to learn, and no buildings. He starts classes in a church and a small shanty while searching for a permanent site. He purchases a run-down plantation, assuming debt and responsibility for turning it into a campus. With a small faculty and students, he launches a program in which academic work is paired with farming, carpentry, cooking, and brickmaking. Repeated failures in the brickyard teach persistence before success provides materials for construction. He emphasizes habits of order, hygiene, and reliability as the foundation for both learning and livelihood.

As Tuskegee grows, students build many of their own structures, cultivate fields, and produce goods that support the institution. Washington details daily routines that combine chapel, classes, and supervised labor, aiming to graduate teachers and skilled workers who can uplift rural communities. He travels in the South and North to raise funds, meeting local supporters and prominent philanthropists willing to underwrite buildings and scholarships. The school expands its departments for men and women, develops a farm and workshops, and gains recognition for its graduates. Washington stresses strict avoidance of debt, steady growth, and community confidence based on visible results.

Washington narrates the circumstances and content of his 1895 Atlanta Exposition Address, which urges cooperation between races and emphasizes economic development, vocational training, and patience. He uses memorable images to argue for progress through service and usefulness while maintaining amicable relations in the South. The speech brings national prominence, new responsibilities, and sustained public scrutiny. He reports mixed reactions but underscores his focus on enlarging opportunities for students and graduates. Throughout, he connects the reputation of Tuskegee and his own public role to a single aim: securing practical means by which African Americans can work, save, and advance.

The autobiography also covers Washington’s family life and the personal costs of his schedule. He writes of marriage, bereavement, and later remarriage, as well as his mother’s influence and death. He recounts recurring health strains from travel, fundraising, and administration. Seeking rest and perspective, he visits Europe, where he observes different social customs and returns encouraged by broader sympathy for educational work. He discusses friendships with teachers and trustees and his close involvement with students, whose progress he follows after graduation. These experiences frame his view that leadership requires constant effort, example, and attention to both morale and means.

Later chapters describe Tuskegee’s widening reach through teacher training, conferences for rural workers, and outreach designed to improve homes, farms, and small enterprises. Washington traces how graduates disperse across the South to start schools and demonstration projects, supplying practical instruction in agriculture and trades. He recounts organizing associations that connect black businesspeople and professionals, broadening cooperation and sharing methods of success. Support from charitable boards, church groups, and individuals enables further buildings and equipment. Washington sets forth administrative principles for the school, including careful budgeting, student self-reliance, and community service, as the means to sustain growth and public trust.

In concluding chapters, Washington summarizes the book’s central message: that education of the hand, head, and heart, joined to steady industry and character, offers the surest path from poverty to independence. He frames his life as an example of progress through preparation, helpfulness, and disciplined work rather than through resentment or complaint. The narrative closes by reaffirming cooperation between races as practical and necessary, grounded in economic interdependence and mutual respect. He credits mentors, colleagues, and donors, and returns to the image of building an institution brick by brick, presenting Tuskegee as a model for lasting, constructive uplift.
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    Up From Slavery unfolds across the American South from the late antebellum years through the dawn of the twentieth century, tracking a life that began in 1856 in Franklin County, Virginia, and extended into Alabama’s Black Belt. The narrative’s geography reflects the pathways of emancipation and education: the plantation world of rural Virginia; the salt furnaces and coal mines of Malden in the Kanawha Valley (future West Virginia); Hampton, Virginia, where a pioneering normal school rose after the war; and Tuskegee, Alabama, the site of Washington’s institutional experiment. The broader national frame is the Gilded Age, when industrial growth, sectional reconciliation, and racial retrenchment occurred simultaneously.

Socially, the book is set amid the collapse of chattel slavery and the uneven construction of freedom. It traverses Reconstruction’s hopeful legislation and its violent overthrow, the emergence of sharecropping and debt peonage, and the legal codification of Jim Crow. Economic life in cotton, tobacco, lumber, salt, and coal shaped opportunity and constraint, while northern philanthropy and missionary education attempted to reorder Southern labor and citizenship. The period’s political culture oscillated between egalitarian constitutional amendments and disenfranchising state constitutions. Washington’s trajectory from plantation child to school founder mirrors the contested remaking of the South’s institutions, labor systems, and civic norms between 1861 and 1901.

American slavery in Virginia formed the foundational context. By 1860, nearly 4 million people were enslaved nationwide; in Virginia, a mixed economy of tobacco, grain, and domestic service coexisted with plantation labor. Washington was born enslaved in 1856 on the small plantation of James Burroughs in Franklin County. Enslaved people had no legal personhood, no control over family ties, and could not legally learn to read. Up From Slavery recounts Washington’s earliest memories of deprivation, anonymity, and forced labor, illustrating the law’s reach into intimate life. The book’s depictions of names, food, clothing, and work routines document the everyday mechanics of bondage.

The American Civil War (1861–1865) shattered slave society. Key battles from Bull Run (1861) to Antietam (1862), Gettysburg (1863), and Appomattox (1865) devastated the Confederate economy and enabled Union occupation across the South. Military emancipation advanced behind Union lines as enslaved people self-emancipated to contraband camps. Washington recalls war’s approach in rumor and disruption on the plantation, anticipating a new legal order. The book frames the war not through combat but through the reverberations felt by enslaved families: uncertainty, the dislocation of owners, and a widening horizon of possibility that culminated in a public announcement of freedom.

Emancipation arrived through policy and amendment. President Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation (1 January 1863) freed enslaved people in rebelling territories, while the Thirteenth Amendment (ratified December 1865) abolished slavery nationwide except as punishment for crime. In many localities, Union officers or planters read formal notices to gathered enslaved people. Washington recounts the moment of emancipation as a communal, ceremonial event that redefined kinship and labor overnight. The book connects personal memory to national law, showing how constitutional change filtered into daily life, transforming Washington from property into citizen-in-formation, with freedom tied immediately to work, mobility, and the quest for schooling.

Reconstruction (1865–1877) sought to translate freedom into rights. The Freedmen’s Bureau (1865–1872) mediated contracts, established courts, and co-sponsored thousands of schools with missionary societies. The Fourteenth Amendment (1868) guaranteed birthright citizenship and equal protection; the Fifteenth (1870) barred racial voting discrimination. After emancipation, Washington’s family moved to Malden in the Kanawha Valley, where he labored in salt furnaces and coal mines while pursuing night schooling. He worked in the household of Lewis and Viola Ruffner, whose strict standards facilitated his discipline and study. Up From Slavery situates the individual rise through the institutional scaffolding of Reconstruction education, especially the early freedmen’s schools.

Reconstruction politics opened unprecedented Black officeholding and local power, but violent resistance sought to restore white supremacy. Armed groups such as the Ku Klux Klan (founded 1866) targeted teachers, voters, and officials. Notorious atrocities included the Colfax Massacre (Louisiana, 1873) and the Hamburg Massacre (South Carolina, 1876). The Compromise of 1877 ended federal military oversight, enabling Redeemer regimes to roll back gains. Washington’s account acknowledges persistent insecurity and the prudence required for Black advancement in hostile environments. The book connects personal caution and institution-building to a context where public rights were fragile and could be eclipsed by organized violence and political abandonment.

Postwar labor systems reshaped the Southern economy. Sharecropping and the crop-lien system bound tenant farmers to merchants through advances on cotton, often producing cycles of debt and landlessness. Convict leasing, expanding from the 1860s through the 1890s, monetized incarceration by renting prisoners—disproportionately Black men—to private enterprises. In Alabama, leased convicts worked in coal and iron; by 1898, convict leasing generated a majority share of state revenue. Up From Slavery links industrial and agricultural training to escaping debt peonage, arguing for property ownership, thrift, and skilled trades as buffers against exploitative structures that replaced slavery with legally sanctioned coercive labor.

Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute, founded in 1868 by Brevet Brigadier General Samuel Chapman Armstrong in Hampton, Virginia, pioneered industrial education for freedpeople. Combining academics with manual labor, Hampton received federal aid and northern philanthropic support, later educating Native American students as well. Washington walked to Hampton in 1872, worked as a janitor, and completed the course in 1875. He emphasizes Armstrong’s leadership and the dignity of labor ethos, which shaped his own pedagogy. The book uses Hampton as a model of social engineering through schooling, linking order, skill, and character formation to civic inclusion and economic resilience.

The Tuskegee Normal School for Colored Teachers opened in 1881 after Alabama authorized a modest annual appropriation. Local Black leader Lewis Adams and white politician George W. Campbell secured the enabling legislation. Washington, appointed principal at age 25, began classes in a church, acquired a dilapidated plantation, and led students to make bricks and construct campus buildings. Olivia A. Davidson, a key educator and later Washington’s wife, organized fundraising and instruction. Up From Slavery narrates Tuskegee’s growth as proof of concept: practical training, self-help, and institutional autonomy amid scarcity, with the rural Black Belt as both audience and laboratory.

The Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta (1895) showcased New South industrial ambition. On 18 September 1895, Washington delivered the Atlanta Exposition Address, urging vocational training, interracial economic cooperation, and acceptance of social separation while pursuing rights by indirection. The speech drew national acclaim from white audiences and mixed reactions among Black leaders. Up From Slavery reprints and contextualizes the address, framing it as a strategic intervention in a moment of severe backlash. The event highlights how expositions, boosters like Henry Grady, and northern capital intersected, offering limited avenues for Black advancement within an unequal civic order.

Jim Crow segregation became law in the 1890s. The Mississippi Constitution of 1890 pioneered poll taxes and literacy tests; Louisiana’s 1898 constitution advanced similar disenfranchisement. Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) upheld separate but equal, legitimizing segregation across schools, transport, and public spaces. In North Carolina and Alabama, Black voter registration collapsed by the early 1900s; in Louisiana, Black voters fell from over 130,000 in 1896 to under 5,000 by 1904. Up From Slavery addresses this climate obliquely, advocating economic footing and education as levers of influence. The book’s strategic tone reflects navigation of a legal regime designed to constrict Black citizenship.

Northern philanthropy underwrote much Black education. The Peabody Education Fund (1867) supported Southern public schools; the John F. Slater Fund (1882) targeted industrial education for African Americans. Individual donors such as Andrew Carnegie contributed libraries; railroad executive William H. Baldwin Jr. and Standard Oil executive Henry Huttleston Rogers aided Tuskegee in the 1890s. These networks linked Gilded Age wealth to social reform. Washington’s narrative details fundraising tours, trustee cultivation, and accountability practices. Up From Slavery demonstrates how institutional sustainability depended on persuading donors that practical training would stabilize labor markets and race relations while building genuine capacity in Black communities.

Agricultural science and rural uplift anchored Tuskegee’s mission. The Southern agricultural crisis—soil depletion from monoculture cotton and falling prices in the 1890s—required diversified crops and new techniques. George Washington Carver joined Tuskegee in 1896, promoting crop rotation with legumes, improved fertilizers, and household industries from peanuts and sweet potatoes. Early demonstration plots and farmers’ meetings connected scientific knowledge to smallholders. Up From Slavery presents the early phase of this program, tying classrooms to fields and workshops. The book’s emphasis on sanitation, housing, dairying, and horticulture makes agricultural reform a civic project, aimed at health, savings, and eventual landownership for rural Black families.

Black institutional life expanded through conferences and networks. The Tuskegee Negro Conference, first convened in 1892, gathered farmers, teachers, and ministers to assess conditions—landholding, school attendance, debt levels—and to spread best practices. National forums like the Afro-American Council (founded 1898) debated strategy amid rising repression. These deliberative spaces produced statistics, moral suasion, and local initiatives in education and business. Up From Slavery highlights the conference model as an extension of Tuskegee’s pedagogy, where data collection and self-critique supported incremental reform. The book situates progress not only in classrooms but also in coordinated community action that negotiated hostile laws and markets.

As social critique, the book exposes the moral economy of the postbellum South: how legal freedom could coexist with coerced labor, racial violence, and civic exclusion. By chronicling salt furnaces, mines, and farmsteads alongside classrooms and workshops, it reveals the structural barriers—credit lien, convict leasing, segregated transport—that made advancement precarious. Washington’s frank accounting of hunger, clothing shortages, and the high cost of schooling indicts public neglect. The narrative also critiques the spectacle of reconciliation that ignored Black rights, showing how philanthropy, though vital, was a proxy for a state that abdicated equal protection and educational investment.

Politically, the book interrogates citizenship through competence and character while noting the asymmetry of law. It implicitly challenges disenfranchisement by documenting how education produces taxpayers, property owners, and skilled workers whom the polity then excludes. The Atlanta address, reproduced in context, operates as a tactical critique—arguing for interracial economic interdependence to undercut segregation’s premises. By tracing institutional creation under duress, Washington illuminates class divides within Black communities and paternalism among white elites. Up From Slavery thereby functions as a pragmatic indictment: it shows what is required for participation in American life, and how the era’s systems kept moving the threshold of belonging.
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    Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) was an American educator, author, and orator who emerged from slavery to become one of the most influential Black leaders of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He founded and led the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute in Alabama, promoting a philosophy of practical education, self-help, and institution building during the consolidation of Jim Crow. Through widely read books, national speeches, and extensive fundraising, he gained broad influence among philanthropists and policymakers. His approach sparked vigorous debate within African American intellectual life, yet his organizational skill and strategic pragmatism made him a central architect of educational uplift and economic development for Black communities.

Washington was born into slavery in rural Virginia and experienced emancipation as a child during the Civil War era. After the war he moved with his family to what is now West Virginia, where he worked in salt furnaces and coal mines while seeking basic schooling whenever possible. His determination to gain literacy and formal instruction was evident in long hours split between labor and night classes. The struggle for education shaped his worldview: rigorous discipline, thrift, and incremental progress were not only necessities of his youth but later became guiding principles he urged upon students and supporters alike.

He pursued formal training at the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute in Virginia in the early 1870s, a school founded to prepare Black teachers. There he studied under General Samuel Chapman Armstrong, whose emphasis on industrial education, moral formation, and community service profoundly influenced Washington’s educational philosophy. After graduation he taught and later worked with Hampton in outreach efforts. In the early 1880s he was selected to organize and lead a new normal school for Black students in Tuskegee, Alabama. The appointment placed a young educator at the center of a large experiment in vocational training and community-based development.

At Tuskegee, founded in 1881, Washington built a model that combined academic work with manual labor and trades. Students constructed campus buildings, learned agriculture and industrial skills, and trained to become teachers who would spread these methods. He proved an adept fundraiser, cultivating support from Northern industrial philanthropists and civic leaders. Under his leadership the institute expanded facilities, programs, and regional influence. Washington also recruited notable faculty, including scientist George Washington Carver in the late 1890s, to strengthen agricultural research and outreach. The school’s emphasis on self-reliance and practical knowledge aimed to create economic stability and social standing for Black communities.

Washington’s national prominence grew after his 1895 Atlanta Exposition Address, often associated with the “Atlanta Compromise,” in which he advocated vocational training and economic advancement as a path toward broader civil rights. He argued that mutual progress would come from Black labor and enterprise alongside fair dealing from white society. His stature brought him into contact with national leaders; he advised presidents and, in the early 1900s, dined at the White House with Theodore Roosevelt, prompting public controversy. Washington’s influence in politics and philanthropy was substantial, although his cautious public stance on segregation and disfranchisement drew sharp criticism from some contemporaries.

As an author, Washington used print to frame his ideas and reach a mass audience. The Future of the American Negro (1899) outlined his educational program, while Up from Slavery (1901) became a widely read autobiography that narrated his rise from bondage to institutional leadership. He also published Character Building (1902) and My Larger Education (1911), which elaborated themes of discipline, perseverance, and pragmatic leadership. Reception was mixed: many readers and benefactors praised his moderation and results, while critics, notably W. E. B. Du Bois, faulted his accommodationist posture. The debate between vocational pragmatism and calls for immediate civil and political rights shaped early twentieth-century Black intellectual life.

In his later years Washington maintained a grueling schedule of travel, speaking, and fundraising, expanding Tuskegee’s programs and partnerships. In the early 1910s he collaborated with philanthropist Julius Rosenwald on rural school-building initiatives that would grow after his death. Washington died in 1915 at Tuskegee, leaving behind a durable institution and a complex public legacy. Today his writings are studied for their rhetorical power, historical insight, and strategic vision under oppressive conditions. Scholars continue to debate his political choices, yet his achievements in institution building, educational access, and resource mobilization remain central to understanding African American leadership and uplift in the Jim Crow era.
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This volume is the outgrowth of a series of articles, dealing with incidents in my life, which were published consecutively in the Outlook. While they were appearing in that magazine I was constantly surprised at the number of requests which came to me from all parts of the country, asking that the articles be permanently preserved in book form. I am most grateful to the Outlook for permission to gratify these requests.

I have tried to tell a simple, straightforward story, with no attempt at embellishment. My regret is that what I have attempted to do has been done so imperfectly. The greater part of my time and strength is required for the executive work connected with the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute, and in securing the money necessary for the support of the institution. Much of what I have said has been written on board trains, or at hotels or railroad stations while I have been waiting for trains, or during the moments that I could spare from my work while at Tuskegee. Without the painstaking and generous assistance of Mr. Max Bennett Thrasher I could not have succeeded in any satisfactory degree.


Introduction
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The details of Mr. Washington's early life, as frankly set down in "Up from Slavery," do not give quite a whole view of his education. He had the training that a coloured youth receives at Hampton, which, indeed, the autobiography does explain. But the reader does not get his intellectual pedigree, for Mr. Washington himself, perhaps, does not as clearly understand it as another man might. The truth is he had a training during the most impressionable period of his life that was very extraordinary, such a training as few men of his generation have had. To see its full meaning one must start in the Hawaiian Islands half a century or more ago.* There Samuel Armstrong, a youth of missionary parents, earned enough money to pay his expenses at an American college. Equipped with this small sum and the earnestness that the undertaking implied, he came to Williams College when Dr. Mark Hopkins was president. Williams College had many good things for youth in that day, as it has in this, but the greatest was the strong personality of its famous president. Every student does not profit by a great teacher; but perhaps no young man ever came under the influence of Dr. Hopkins, whose whole nature was so ripe for profit by such an experience as young Armstrong. He lived in the family of President Hopkins, and thus had a training that was wholly out of the common; and this training had much to do with the development of his own strong character, whose originality and force we are only beginning to appreciate.


     * For this interesting view of Mr. Washington's education, I

     am indebted to Robert C. Ogden, Esq., Chairman of the Board

     of Trustees of Hampton Institute and the intimate friend of

     General Armstrong during the whole period of his educational

     work.



In turn, Samuel Armstrong, the founder of Hampton Institute[1], took up his work as a trainer of youth. He had very raw material, and doubtless most of his pupils failed to get the greatest lessons from him; but, as he had been a peculiarly receptive pupil of Dr. Hopkins, so Booker Washington became a peculiarly receptive pupil of his. To the formation of Mr. Washington's character, then, went the missionary zeal of New England, influenced by one of the strongest personalities in modern education, and the wide-reaching moral earnestness of General Armstrong himself. These influences are easily recognizable in Mr. Washington to-day by men who knew Dr. Hopkins and General Armstrong.

I got the cue to Mr. Washington's character from a very simple incident many years ago. I had never seen him, and I knew little about him, except that he was the head of a school at Tuskegee, Alabama. I had occasion to write to him, and I addressed him as "The Rev. Booker T. Washington." In his reply there was no mention of my addressing him as a clergyman. But when I had occasion to write to him again, and persisted in making him a preacher, his second letter brought a postscript: "I have no claim to 'Rev.'" I knew most of the coloured men who at that time had become prominent as leaders of their race, but I had not then known one who was neither a politician nor a preacher; and I had not heard of the head of an important coloured school who was not a preacher. "A new kind of man in the coloured world," I said to myself—"a new kind of man surely if he looks upon his task as an economic one instead of a theological one." I wrote him an apology for mistaking him for a preacher.

The first time that I went to Tuskegee I was asked to make an address to the school on Sunday evening. I sat upon the platform of the large chapel and looked forth on a thousand coloured faces, and the choir of a hundred or more behind me sang a familiar religious melody, and the whole company joined in the chorus with unction. I was the only white man under the roof, and the scene and the songs made an impression on me that I shall never forget. Mr. Washington arose and asked them to sing one after another of the old melodies that I had heard all my life; but I had never before heard them sung by a thousand voices nor by the voices of educated Negroes. I had associated them with the Negro of the past, not with the Negro who was struggling upward. They brought to my mind the plantation, the cabin, the slave, not the freedman in quest of education. But on the plantation and in the cabin they had never been sung as these thousand students sang them. I saw again all the old plantations that I had ever seen; the whole history of the Negro ran through my mind; and the inexpressible pathos of his life found expression in these songs as I had never before felt it.

And the future? These were the ambitious youths of the race, at work with an earnestness that put to shame the conventional student life of most educational institutions. Another song rolled up along the rafters. And as soon as silence came, I found myself in front of this extraordinary mass of faces, thinking not of them, but of that long and unhappy chapter in our country's history which followed the one great structural mistake of the Fathers of the Republic; thinking of the one continuous great problem that generations of statesmen had wrangled over, and a million men fought about, and that had so dwarfed the mass of English men in the Southern States as to hold them back a hundred years behind their fellows in every other part of the world—in England, in Australia, and in the Northern and Western States; I was thinking of this dark shadow that had oppressed every large-minded statesman from Jefferson to Lincoln. These thousand young men and women about me were victims of it. I, too, was an innocent victim of it. The whole Republic was a victim of that fundamental error of importing Africa into America. I held firmly to the first article of my faith that the Republic must stand fast by the principle of a fair ballot; but I recalled the wretched mess that Reconstruction[2] had made of it; I recalled the low level of public life in all the "black" States. Every effort of philanthropy seemed to have miscarried, every effort at correcting abuses seemed of doubtful value, and the race friction seemed to become severer. Here was the century-old problem in all its pathos seated singing before me. Who were the more to be pitied—these innocent victims of an ancient wrong, or I and men like me, who had inherited the problem? I had long ago thrown aside illusions and theories, and was willing to meet the facts face to face, and to do whatever in God's name a man might do towards saving the next generation from such a burden. But I felt the weight of twenty well-nigh hopeless years of thought and reading and observation; for the old difficulties remained and new ones had sprung up. Then I saw clearly that the way out of a century of blunders had been made by this man who stood beside me and was introducing me to this audience. Before me was the material he had used. All about me was the indisputable evidence that he had found the natural line of development. He had shown the way. Time and patience and encouragement and work would do the rest.

It was then more clearly than ever before that I understood the patriotic significance of Mr. Washington's work. It is this conception of it and of him that I have ever since carried with me. It is on this that his claim to our gratitude rests.

To teach the Negro to read, whether English, or Greek, or Hebrew, butters no parsnips. To make the Negro work, that is what his master did in one way and hunger has done in another; yet both these left Southern life where they found it. But to teach the Negro to do skilful work, as men of all the races that have risen have worked,—responsible work, which IS education and character; and most of all when Negroes so teach Negroes to do this that they will teach others with a missionary zeal that puts all ordinary philanthropic efforts to shame,—this is to change the whole economic basis of life and the whole character of a people.

The plan itself is not a new one. It was worked out at Hampton Institute, but it was done at Hampton by white men. The plan had, in fact, been many times theoretically laid down by thoughtful students of Southern life. Handicrafts were taught in the days of slavery on most well-managed plantations. But Tuskegee is, nevertheless, a brand-new chapter in the history of the Negro, and in the history of the knottiest problem we have ever faced. It not only makes "a carpenter of a man; it makes a man of a carpenter[1q]." In one sense, therefore, it is of greater value than any other institution for the training of men and women that we have, from Cambridge to Palo Alto. It is almost the only one of which it may be said that it points the way to a new epoch in a large area of our national life.

To work out the plan on paper, or at a distance—that is one thing. For a white man to work it out—that too, is an easy thing. For a coloured man to work it out in the South, where, in its constructive period, he was necessarily misunderstood by his own people as well as by the whites, and where he had to adjust it at every step to the strained race relations—that is so very different and more difficult a thing that the man who did it put the country under lasting obligations to him.

It was not and is not a mere educational task. Anybody could teach boys trades and give them an elementary education. Such tasks have been done since the beginning of civilization. But this task had to be done with the rawest of raw material, done within the civilization of the dominant race, and so done as not to run across race lines and social lines that are the strongest forces in the community. It had to be done for the benefit of the whole community. It had to be done, moreover, without local help, in the face of the direst poverty, done by begging, and done in spite of the ignorance of one race and the prejudice of the other.

No man living had a harder task, and a task that called for more wisdom to do it right. The true measure of Mr. Washington's success is, then, not his teaching the pupils of Tuskegee, nor even gaining the support of philanthropic persons at a distance, but this—that every Southern white man of character and of wisdom has been won to a cordial recognition of the value of the work, even men who held and still hold to the conviction that a mere book education for the Southern blacks under present conditions is a positive evil. This is a demonstration of the efficiency of the Hampton-Tuskegee idea that stands like the demonstration of the value of democratic institutions themselves—a demonstration made so clear in spite of the greatest odds that it is no longer open to argument.

Consider the change that has come in twenty years in the discussion of the Negro problem. Two or three decades ago social philosophers and statisticians and well-meaning philanthropists were still talking and writing about the deportation of the Negroes, or about their settlement within some restricted area, or about their settling in all parts of the Union, or about their decline through their neglect of their children, or about their rapid multiplication till they should expel the whites from the South—of every sort of nonsense under heaven. All this has given place to the simple plan of an indefinite extension among the neglected classes of both races of the Hampton-Tuskegee system of training. The "problem" in one sense has disappeared. The future will have for the South swift or slow development of its masses and of its soil in proportion to the swift or slow development of this kind of training. This change of view is a true measure of Mr. Washington's work.

The literature of the Negro in America is colossal, from political oratory through abolitionism to "Uncle Tom's Cabin" and "Cotton is King"—a vast mass of books which many men have read to the waste of good years (and I among them); but the only books that I have read a second time or ever care again to read in the whole list (most of them by tiresome and unbalanced "reformers") are "Uncle Remus" and "Up from Slavery"; for these are the great literature of the subject. One has all the best of the past, the other foreshadows a better future; and the men who wrote them are the only men who have written of the subject with that perfect frankness and perfect knowledge and perfect poise whose other name is genius.

Mr. Washington has won a world-wide fame at an early age. His story of his own life already has the distinction of translation into more languages, I think, than any other American book; and I suppose that he has as large a personal acquaintance among men of influence as any private citizen now living.

His own teaching at Tuskegee is unique. He lectures to his advanced students on the art of right living, not out of text-books, but straight out of life. Then he sends them into the country to visit Negro families. Such a student will come back with a minute report of the way in which the family that he has seen lives, what their earnings are, what they do well and what they do ill; and he will explain how they might live better. He constructs a definite plan for the betterment of that particular family out of the resources that they have. Such a student, if he be bright, will profit more by an experience like this than he could profit by all the books on sociology and economics that ever were written. I talked with a boy at Tuskegee who had made such a study as this, and I could not keep from contrasting his knowledge and enthusiasm with what I heard in a class room at a Negro university in one of the Southern cities, which is conducted on the idea that a college course will save the soul. Here the class was reciting a lesson from an abstruse text-book on economics, reciting it by rote, with so obvious a failure to assimilate it that the waste of labour was pitiful.

I asked Mr. Washington years ago what he regarded as the most important result of his work, and he replied:

"I do not know which to put first, the effect of Tuskegee's work on the Negro, or the effect on the attitude of the white man to the Negro."

The race divergence under the system of miseducation was fast getting wider. Under the influence of the Hampton-Tuskegee idea the races are coming into a closer sympathy and into an honourable and helpful relation. As the Negro becomes economically independent, he becomes a responsible part of the Southern life; and the whites so recognize him. And this must be so from the nature of things. There is nothing artificial about it. It is development in a perfectly natural way. And the Southern whites not only so recognize it, but they are imitating it in the teaching of the neglected masses of their own race. It has thus come about that the school is taking a more direct and helpful hold on life in the South than anywhere else in the country. Education is not a thing apart from life—not a "system," nor a philosophy; it is direct teaching how to live and how to work.

To say that Mr. Washington has won the gratitude of all thoughtful Southern white men, is to say that he has worked with the highest practical wisdom at a large constructive task; for no plan for the up-building of the freedman could succeed that ran counter to Southern opinion. To win the support of Southern opinion and to shape it was a necessary part of the task; and in this he has so well succeeded that the South has a sincere and high regard for him. He once said to me that he recalled the day, and remembered it thankfully, when he grew large enough to regard a Southern white man as he regarded a Northern one. It is well for our common country that the day is come when he and his work are regarded as highly in the South as in any other part of the Union. I think that no man of our generation has a more noteworthy achievement to his credit than this; and it is an achievement of moral earnestness of the strong character of a man who has done a great national service.

Walter H. Page.
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I was born a slave on a plantation in Franklin County, Virginia. I am not quite sure of the exact place or exact date of my birth, but at any rate I suspect I must have been born somewhere and at some time. As nearly as I have been able to learn, I was born near a cross-roads post-office called Hale's Ford[3], and the year was 1858 or 1859. I do not know the month or the day. The earliest impressions I can now recall are of the plantation and the slave quarters—the latter being the part of the plantation where the slaves had their cabins.

My life had its beginning in the midst of the most miserable, desolate, and discouraging surroundings. This was so, however, not because my owners were especially cruel, for they were not, as compared with many others. I was born in a typical log cabin, about fourteen by sixteen feet square. In this cabin I lived with my mother and a brother and sister till after the Civil War, when we were all declared free.

Of my ancestry I know almost nothing. In the slave quarters, and even later, I heard whispered conversations among the coloured people of the tortures which the slaves, including, no doubt, my ancestors on my mother's side, suffered in the middle passage[4] of the slave ship while being conveyed from Africa to America. I have been unsuccessful in securing any information that would throw any accurate light upon the history of my family beyond my mother. She, I remember, had a half-brother and a half-sister. In the days of slavery not very much attention was given to family history and family records—that is, black family records. My mother, I suppose, attracted the attention of a purchaser who was afterward my owner and hers. Her addition to the slave family attracted about as much attention as the purchase of a new horse or cow. Of my father I know even less than of my mother. I do not even know his name. I have heard reports to the effect that he was a white man who lived on one of the near-by plantations. Whoever he was, I never heard of his taking the least interest in me or providing in any way for my rearing. But I do not find especial fault with him. He was simply another unfortunate victim of the institution which the Nation unhappily had engrafted upon it at that time.

The cabin was not only our living-place, but was also used as the kitchen for the plantation. My mother was the plantation cook. The cabin was without glass windows; 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 nothing of the fact that it was too small, made the room a very uncomfortable one. In addition to these openings there was, in the lower right-hand corner of the room, the "cat-hole,"—a contrivance which almost every mansion or cabin in Virginia possessed during the ante-bellum period. The "cat-hole" was a square opening, about seven by eight inches, provided for the purpose of letting the cat pass in and out of the house at will during the night. In the case of our particular cabin I could never understand the necessity for this convenience, since there were at least a half-dozen other places in the cabin that would have accommodated the cats. There was no wooden floor in our cabin, the naked earth being used as a floor. In the centre of the earthen floor there was a large, deep opening covered with boards, which was used as a place in which to store sweet potatoes during the winter. An impression of this potato-hole is very distinctly engraved upon my memory, because I recall that during the process of putting the potatoes in or taking them out I would often come into possession of one or two, which I roasted and thoroughly enjoyed. There was no cooking-stove on our plantation, and all the cooking for the whites and slaves my mother had to do over an open fireplace, mostly in pots and "skillets." While the poorly built cabin caused us to suffer with cold in the winter, the heat from the open fireplace in summer was equally trying.

The early years of my life, which were spent in the little cabin, were not very different from those of thousands of other slaves. My mother, of course, had little time in which to give attention to the training of her children during the day. She snatched a few moments for our care in the early morning before her work began, and at night after the day's work was done. One of my earliest recollections is that of my mother cooking a chicken late at night, and awakening her children for the purpose of feeding them. How or where she got it I do not know. I presume, however, it was procured from our owner's farm. Some people may call this theft. If such a thing were to happen now, I should condemn it as theft myself. But taking place at the time it did, and for the reason that it did, no one could ever make me believe that my mother was guilty of thieving. She was simply a victim of the system of slavery. I cannot remember having slept in a bed until after our family was declared free by the Emancipation Proclamation. Three children—John, my older brother, Amanda, my sister, and myself—had a pallet on the dirt floor, or, to be more correct, we slept in and on a bundle of filthy rags laid upon the dirt floor.

I was asked not long ago to tell something about the sports and pastimes
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