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    A child born in chains learns to build ladders from the simplest tools at hand. Up From Slavery introduces readers to the life of Booker T. Washington, whose journey from enslavement to national prominence unfolds as an argument for education, discipline, and social responsibility. Without relying on ornamented rhetoric, the narrative moves with purposeful clarity, marrying personal memory to practical vision. It is at once a record of one person’s ascent and a meditation on how communities create opportunity. The book’s candor about hardship and its faith in labor and learning establish a tone that has made it essential reading for generations.

Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) was an educator, reformer, and institution builder who became one of the most recognized Black leaders in the United States at the turn of the twentieth century. Born enslaved in Virginia, he pursued schooling after emancipation and eventually led the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. His public career included advising philanthropists, speaking across the country, and shaping debates about education and racial uplift. Up From Slavery is his most widely known work, the volume through which many first encountered his life, thought, and methods. It presents Washington as teacher and organizer, but above all as a narrator of disciplined self-making.

The book appeared at a decisive historical moment. First serialized in The Outlook in 1900 and published in book form in 1901, it addressed readers living in the aftermath of Reconstruction and the onset of legalized segregation in many parts of the United States. Washington wrote from within these pressures, translating experience into an accessible story of perseverance and institution building. The publication context mattered: a national periodical brought his voice to broad audiences, and the subsequent volume solidified his reputation. The result is both a personal history and a pointed intervention in public discussion about citizenship, education, and economic opportunity.

At its core, Up From Slavery recounts Washington’s efforts to secure an education and to use learning as a lever for collective progress. The narrative traces his early life under slavery, the upheaval of emancipation, and his determination to find schooling wherever it could be obtained. It follows his development as a teacher and organizer committed to practical training and moral formation. Rather than offering spectacle, the book emphasizes incremental gains, daily work, and the building of institutions that could endure. The premise is straightforward and compelling: education joined to character can reshape individual lives and strengthen communities.

Part of the book’s enduring appeal lies in its style. Washington writes in plain, carefully measured prose that privileges clarity over flourish. He favors concrete episodes—work routines, school days, meetings, and journeys—that reveal character and values without elaborate commentary. The narrative voice is steady, confident, and attentive to the dignity of ordinary tasks. These choices give the memoir a disciplined structure: episodes gather into lessons, lessons into a philosophy, and the philosophy into a public program. The result is a literary form aligned with its author’s message, where method and meaning reinforce one another.

Another reason for the book’s classic status is its moral imagination. Washington presents education as a craft that binds minds and hands, joining aspiration to responsibility. He insists that labor, thrift, and service are not merely private virtues but civic practices through which communities stand upright. The memoir treats leadership not as charisma but as patient attention to resources, teachers, and students. By rooting lofty aims in daily routines, Washington offers a model of social change grounded in institution building. The thematic coherence—work and learning as paired engines of uplift—has preserved the book’s relevance across changing eras.

Up From Slavery also functions as a key historical document. It provides firsthand evidence about life in the decades after emancipation: the logistics of travel, the search for schools, the networks of aid that supported students, and the emergence of educational centers in the South. Washington observes the constraints imposed by racial discrimination and the strategies communities adopted to navigate them. While the book centers his experience, it continually gestures to cooperators, teachers, and benefactors who enabled collective efforts. Readers encounter a vivid map of postwar social life in which mobility, education, and enterprise are hard-won achievements.

The memoir’s initial reception was wide and consequential. Its serialization drew national attention, and the subsequent volume reached readers in the United States and abroad. The book reinforced Washington’s visibility as an advocate of industrial education and pragmatic reform, even as it invited debate. Educators, philanthropists, and journalists read it as both testimony and program. Its circulation placed African American autobiography in front of mainstream audiences at a scale rarely achieved at the time, helping to shape how memoir could function as social argument. That reach is a crucial element of its literary impact and its status as a modern classic.

The influence of Up From Slavery extends beyond its moment into subsequent literature and thought. Washington’s narrative helped consolidate a tradition of African American life writing that links personal ascent to communal responsibility. Writers and critics in the early twentieth century, notably W. E. B. Du Bois, engaged and contested Washington’s program, thereby amplifying the book’s role in national debate. Later autobiographies and novels have revisited themes the work foregrounds—education, work, leadership, and institutional life—sometimes affirming them, sometimes revising them, but consistently treating Washington as an unavoidable point of reference.

Reading the book today reveals its rhetorical complexity. Washington addresses multiple audiences at once: students and teachers seeking guidance, readers curious about life after emancipation, and policy-minded observers weighing strategies for progress. He balances personal gratitude with frank acknowledgment of barriers, seeking persuasion without rancor. The calm surface hides hard decisions about emphasis and tone, choices shaped by the demands of public leadership. This poise is integral to the work’s durability. It invites readers to grapple with how arguments for change are framed when the stakes are high and the margins for error narrow.

As a narrative of formation, Up From Slavery rewards attention to process—the humble, repeated actions by which schools are started, habits are learned, and trust is earned. It offers a way of reading history from the ground up, attentive to the texture of classrooms, workshops, and meetings. The book’s emphasis on self-discipline and service does not reduce social problems to individual will; rather, it proposes that institutions teaching practical skills are engines of shared advancement. This perspective continues to challenge simplistic accounts of progress and aligns with contemporary interest in civic infrastructure and education reform.

The lasting appeal of Washington’s memoir rests in its union of story and strategy. It shows how a life shaped by bondage can become a blueprint for building opportunities for others, and it frames education as a public resource rather than a private possession. In an era still wrestling with inequality, access to schooling, and the ethics of leadership, Up From Slavery offers a disciplined vision of uplift that remains open to discussion and reinterpretation. Its themes—work, learning, responsibility, and hope—retain contemporary power, ensuring that the book endures not only as a historical artifact but as a living guide to civic imagination.
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    Booker T. Washington’s Up From Slavery is an autobiography that traces the author’s life from enslavement in the American South to national prominence as an educator. He begins with memories of childhood on a plantation in Virginia, describing cramped living conditions, scarce food, and the absence of formal schooling. The narrative emphasizes the emotional contours of bondage as much as its material hardships, noting a persistent desire to learn. Washington situates his early experiences within the broader upheaval of the Civil War era, establishing the frame for a life defined by work, study, and the pursuit of opportunities newly opened by emancipation.

The end of slavery arrives as a defining threshold, bringing freedom but also uncertainty. Washington recounts his family’s move to West Virginia, where he labors in salt furnaces and coal mines while seeking any chance to read. He describes how strict discipline, cleanliness, and reliability—habits learned under demanding employers—become foundations for his character and future ambitions. The narrative underscores the struggles of newly freed people navigating wage labor, debt, and erratic schooling. Within these constraints, Washington’s determination to secure an education hardens into a clear goal, setting the stage for the arduous journey that will carry him toward a formal institution of learning.

Washington details his trek to the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute, undertaken with little money and great uncertainty. He gains admission after demonstrating diligence and exactness in work, then supports his studies by serving as a janitor. At Hampton he encounters the educational philosophy of General Samuel C. Armstrong, whose emphasis on character, industry, and service shapes Washington’s outlook. The school’s blend of academic instruction and manual training impresses him as both practical and elevating. Graduating, he begins teaching, convinced that education must address real needs in homes, farms, and workshops as well as in classrooms, especially for communities rebuilding after slavery.

The narrative turns to 1881, when Washington is invited to lead a new school for Black students in Tuskegee, Alabama. He relates the institution’s modest start in a borrowed space and the subsequent acquisition of land that the community clears and improves. Students and teachers build their own classrooms and dormitories, learning trades as they expand the campus. Washington describes the delicate work of winning trust from local Black families and white officials alike, presenting education as a shared civic good. He frames Tuskegee as a laboratory for practical pedagogy, disciplined work, and moral development, rooted in the rural South’s conditions.

As Tuskegee grows, Washington elaborates its approach to industrial education. Students learn brickmaking, carpentry, farming, and domestic arts alongside basic literacy and arithmetic. He emphasizes habits of thrift, cleanliness, and responsibility, arguing that such training elevates both individual prospects and community life. The school’s routine blends labor with study, treating campus improvements as living lessons. Washington offers examples of graduates who become teachers, farmers, and artisans, spreading the model beyond the campus. He insists that mastery of useful skills can create economic independence, strengthen families, and gradually improve relations between Black and white communities through shared material progress.

Sustaining the school requires relentless fundraising, which Washington recounts with candor. He travels widely in the North and within the South, presenting Tuskegee’s mission to audiences sympathetic, skeptical, and sometimes hostile. He describes careful documentation of institutional needs, demonstrations of student craftsmanship, and appeals that highlight practical results over rhetoric. Interracial cooperation, he suggests, grows from visible success and transparent stewardship of gifts. These journeys expose him to diverse views on race and education, while also sharpening his belief that persuasion and example, more than argument alone, can attract resources and respect for Black-led institutions.

Washington narrates a pivotal moment in his public life: a major address delivered at an exposition in Atlanta in 1895. The speech brings widespread attention and cements his reputation as a national voice on education and labor. He outlines a strategy centered on economic self-improvement, vocational training, and patience in the face of social barriers. The book acknowledges the existence of debate over this approach while focusing on Washington’s commitment to producing tangible progress through schools and enterprises. He continues to travel, advise communities, and refine Tuskegee’s programs, positioning the institution as a model for regional uplift.

Later chapters reflect on the long shadow of Reconstruction, the persistence of prejudice, and the costs of overwork. Washington describes a restorative trip to Europe, where he observes different social conditions and finds temporary relief from the strains of public life. He also recounts efforts to encourage cooperation among Black farmers, workers, and businesspeople, promoting habits that support credit, savings, and enterprise. Throughout, he returns to the themes of order, responsibility, and service. The narrative portrays progress as cumulative and local, grounded in daily practice rather than sudden transformation or sweeping political change.

Up From Slavery closes by affirming education as the bedrock for personal dignity and communal advancement. Washington’s story presents institution-building as a disciplined path by which formerly enslaved people could claim agency and craft opportunity amid constraints. He argues that manual skill, intellectual training, and moral character reinforce one another, offering a strategy for gradual social stability and respect. The book’s enduring significance lies in its firsthand account of emancipation’s aftermath and in its advocacy of vocational schooling as a means of empowerment, inviting ongoing discussion about the balance between practical training, civic rights, and long-term equality.
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    Up From Slavery unfolds across the mid-19th to early 20th century United States, primarily in the American South, where slavery, the plantation economy, and white dominance structured everyday life. The cotton-driven system, anchored by coerced Black labor and protected by law and custom, shaped the social order from Virginia to Alabama. The Civil War’s end and the contested transition to freedom frame Booker T. Washington’s narrative. He writes from within a world still defined by the legacies of bondage, regional poverty, and rigid racial hierarchy, offering an account that spans enslavement, emancipation, Reconstruction, and the rise of Jim Crow segregation as new institutions hardened inequality.

Before 1865, slavery’s legal and economic regimes restricted movement, family stability, and learning for enslaved people. Southern statutes typically barred enslaved individuals from literacy, and planters wielded broad authority over labor, punishment, and sale. The plantation’s rhythms—field work, artisanal tasks, domestic service—organized Black life while extracting wealth for white owners. Domestic cabins and overseer-supervised fields marked the built environment. These constraints made the pursuit of education intensely symbolic and practical for freedpeople. The book’s early scenes, rooted in Virginia, reflect these realities, showing how the hunger for schooling emerged from a system that had deliberately denied Black people the tools of written knowledge.

The Civil War (1861–1865) and federal wartime policies pushed slavery toward collapse. Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation (1863) announced freedom in rebelling states as Union armies advanced, and the Thirteenth Amendment (1865) abolished slavery nationwide. Freedom arrived unevenly, often with Union troops or through self-emancipation as people left plantations. Formerly enslaved families sought to reunite, secure wages, and acquire land. Washington’s recollection of emancipation echoes thousands of testimonies that record the moment’s solemnity and uncertainty. While liberation ended legal chattel slavery, it did not resolve the questions of political rights, education, land access, or protection from violence—issues that define the book’s social backdrop.

Reconstruction (roughly 1865–1877) attempted to remake Southern society. The Freedmen’s Bureau (established 1865) negotiated labor contracts, established schools, and offered limited aid. The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments (1868, 1870) promised equal protection and Black male suffrage. Black officeholders and biracial coalitions emerged in several states. Missionary societies and Northern philanthropy helped found normal schools and colleges for African Americans. Up From Slavery resonates with this era’s educational surge; Washington’s own path reflects the freedpeople’s priority on literacy and teaching. Yet Reconstruction’s promise depended on federal will and local enforcement, both of which proved vulnerable to white resistance and political fatigue.

Counter-Reconstruction gathered force as Southern states enacted Black Codes (1865–1866) and paramilitary groups terrorized Black communities and white allies. Violence escalated despite federal interventions, and the political compromise of 1877 ended formal Reconstruction, hastening the withdrawal of federal troops. Supreme Court decisions narrowed civil rights protections: the Slaughter-House Cases (1873) limited the Fourteenth Amendment’s scope, and the Civil Rights Cases (1883) invalidated key provisions of the 1875 civil rights law. Washington’s emphasis on self-help and institution building can be read against this retreat of federal guarantees and the rise of local control, which left Black progress precarious in law and in daily life.

Postwar Southern economies relied on sharecropping and the crop-lien system, binding many Black families to land without ownership and to merchants through debt. Convict leasing—where states leased prisoners, disproportionately Black, to private enterprises—flourished from the 1870s into the early 20th century, supplying cheap labor for railroads, mines, and farms. These arrangements recreated coercion in new forms and constrained wealth accumulation. Washington’s program of practical skills, thrift, and property acquisition sought a path through such constraints. The book’s attention to agricultural and industrial training reflects a context in which stable wages, credit, and land were rare for Black Southerners.

Education became a central battleground of Reconstruction and its aftermath. Freedpeople built schools and hired teachers with aid from the American Missionary Association, the Freedmen’s Bureau, and Northern church groups. Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute, founded in Virginia in 1868 by General Samuel Chapman Armstrong, embodied the industrial-education model: discipline, manual skills, and teacher training. Washington attended Hampton, where work-study and moral reform ideals shaped his outlook. Up From Slavery presents education as both economic strategy and moral uplift, mirroring widespread Black conviction that schooling could secure dignity and opportunity amid hostile legal and labor systems.

Migration and wage work also defined the postwar years. Many freedpeople moved to towns, industrial sites, and new states. In Washington’s case, his family’s move to the Kanawha Valley in West Virginia placed him in salt works and coal mines, typical of Black labor patterns near resource frontiers. West Virginia, created in 1863, offered varied employment but no escape from racial hierarchy. Such mobility created networks linking rural plantations to emerging industrial corridors. The book’s account of long hours, savings, and self-discipline is rooted in this broader shift, in which Black workers learned trades and negotiated wages in volatile markets beyond plantation control.

In 1881, with support from Alabama’s legislature and local Black leaders, Washington founded the Tuskegee Normal School for Colored Teachers. Its charter aligned with Southern policy that favored teacher training for Black students while limiting resources. Tuskegee’s first classes met in a church, and students built the campus themselves, a powerful statement about labor and institution building. Washington raised funds nationally, cultivating relationships with Northern philanthropists and reformers. The school’s emphasis on agriculture, carpentry, brickmaking, and domestic science aligned with regional economic needs and with a broader strategy to demonstrate Black competence, order, and value to a skeptical white public.

Washington’s 1895 address at the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta, later dubbed the Atlanta Compromise by critics, urged whites to accept Black economic participation while deferring social and political equality. He counseled vocational training and entrepreneurship as the foundation for interracial peace. The speech was praised by many white leaders and some Black contemporaries as pragmatic in a violent era. Others, notably W. E. B. Du Bois in 1903, criticized it for conceding too much. Up From Slavery echoes the logic of the speech: prove worth through industry and skill, then press for broader rights as stability and respect accrue.

By the 1890s, Jim Crow segregation crystallized in law and custom, buttressed by disenfranchisement. Mississippi’s 1890 constitution pioneered poll taxes and literacy tests; South Carolina (1895), Louisiana (1898), North Carolina (1900), and Alabama (1901) followed. Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) legitimized separate but equal. Lynchings surged in the 1890s, and journalists like Ida B. Wells documented and challenged the violence. In this climate, overt political agitation could invite reprisals. Washington’s public caution is rooted in these realities; the book spotlights economic and educational advancement as a survivable strategy when rights were under siege and physical safety could not be assumed.

The New South’s industrial ambitions changed work and settlement patterns. Railroads expanded markets; Birmingham, Alabama, founded in 1871, grew around iron and steel. Textile mills spread through the Piedmont. Expositions showcased modern machinery and Southern resources. Tuskegee designed curricula to prepare students for these economies, teaching trades linked to construction, printing, and farming. Scientific agriculture gained prominence, aiming to improve yields and diversify crops beyond cotton. The arrival of George Washington Carver at Tuskegee in 1896 exemplified this shift toward research-based farming, soil improvement, and marketable products—an applied science approach consistent with the institute’s model and the region’s needs.

Philanthropic networks underwrote much of Black education in the South. The Peabody Education Fund (1867) and the John F. Slater Fund (1882) supported normal schools and industrial training. Northern industrialists contributed to Tuskegee and similar institutions; Andrew Carnegie and others saw libraries and endowments as vehicles for uplift. These donors expected measurable results, favoring disciplined work and moral reform. Washington’s mastery of fundraising, including national lecture tours and publication in prominent periodicals, expanded Tuskegee’s resources while shaping its ethos. Up From Slavery reflects this environment, presenting the school as a model that could attract support by demonstrating tangible, public-facing progress.

Agrarian upheavals of the late 19th century formed another backdrop. Falling cotton prices, exploitative credit, and railroad monopolies fueled the Farmers’ Alliance and the People’s Party. The Colored Farmers’ Alliance mobilized Black farmers in the late 1880s and early 1890s, sometimes in tenuous alliance with white Populists. Backlash was swift: violent suppression and new disfranchisement laws curbed biracial coalitions. Washington’s approach avoided direct populist confrontation, instead building independent Black economic capacity. The book’s stress on cooperative work, savings, and local enterprise emerges from a landscape where electoral routes to reform narrowed, but practical improvements remained possible through institutions and networks.

Black institutional life flourished despite repression. Churches organized schools and mutual aid; fraternal orders pooled resources; Black newspapers argued strategies and reported on abuses. National organizations, including the National Association of Colored Women (1896) and the Afro-American Council (1898), coordinated campaigns on education, lynching, and civil rights. Debates over classical versus industrial education, migration, and political advocacy animated Black public life. Up From Slavery participates in these debates by elevating vocational training and character formation as the surest basis for advancement, while acknowledging the moral and civic aspirations that made education a gateway to full citizenship.

Up From Slavery appeared when print culture could shape national opinion. The narrative was serialized in the Outlook magazine in 1900–1901 and published in book form in 1901, reaching a broad, largely white readership interested in reform. Its plain style and success stories accorded with Progressive Era tastes for practical solutions and personal testimony. The book’s reception helped cement Washington’s status as a national figure. That same year, his dinner at the White House with President Theodore Roosevelt provoked widespread controversy, exposing the fragility of public norms around interracial equality even as Northern audiences praised the autobiography’s message of self-mastery.

As a document of its time, the book registers profound tensions. It mirrors the determination of freedpeople to build schools, businesses, and farms under violent constraint, and it argues that skill, discipline, and property could force open doors. It also reflects the limits imposed by segregation and disfranchisement, which channeled ambition into apolitical or conciliatory forms. Readers encounter not a simple endorsement of the status quo, but a strategy shaped by risk calculation in a world where law and custom punished open dissent. Up From Slavery thus functions as both mirror and critique, revealing an era’s structures while proposing a contested path through them.
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    Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) was an American educator, author, and orator whose career spanned Reconstruction through the early Jim Crow era. Born into slavery and rising to national prominence, he founded and built the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute in Alabama into an influential center of Black education. His counsel reached the White House, and his addresses and books shaped public debates about race, citizenship, and economic advancement. Washington’s ideas—emphasizing practical training, self-help, and institution building—made him a central, sometimes polarizing, figure in U.S. history. As a writer and public advocate, he translated his educational philosophy into widely read works and speeches.

Washington was born in Franklin County, Virginia, and experienced emancipation as a child. In the chaotic aftermath of the Civil War, he labored in salt furnaces and coal mines while pursuing basic literacy whenever possible. Determined to study, he sought out night school and absorbed lessons in discipline and punctuality that he later credited with shaping his character. These formative years convinced him that education tied to work could open doors for Black Americans confronting poverty and discrimination. The struggle to learn under difficult conditions became the central narrative arc of his later public persona and writings, especially his autobiography.

His formal education began in earnest at the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute in Virginia, where he studied industrial education under the mentorship of Samuel Chapman Armstrong. Hampton’s ethos—combining practical trades, moral instruction, and teacher training—profoundly influenced Washington’s outlook. After graduating, he taught and later joined Hampton’s staff, gaining experience that linked schooling to community uplift. In 1881, at Armstrong’s recommendation, Alabama officials invited Washington to organize a new normal school for African Americans in Tuskegee. Accepting the post, he carried Hampton’s model into a new environment, adapting it to Southern conditions and to the constraints of segregation and disfranchisement.

At Tuskegee, Washington emphasized agricultural science, trades, and teacher preparation, urging students to build the campus with their own hands while mastering academic fundamentals. He became a tireless fund-raiser, enlisting support from African American communities and northern philanthropists to expand facilities, farms, and workshops. Under his leadership, Tuskegee grew from modest beginnings into a widely noticed institution whose graduates seeded schools across the South. Washington’s administrative network and capacity to shape opinion—dubbed the “Tuskegee Machine” by critics—extended beyond education into politics and journalism, amplifying his voice while also provoking concerns about his influence and the limits of his accommodationist approach.

Washington’s national stature crystallized with his 1895 Atlanta Exposition Address, often called the “Atlanta Compromise,” which argued that vocational training and economic cooperation could advance Black communities within the segregated order. As an author, he published The Future of the American Negro (1899) and the bestselling autobiography Up from Slavery (1901), followed by Character Building (1902), My Larger Education (1911), and, with Robert E. Park, The Man Farthest Down (1912). These books blended memoir, social analysis, and advice, presenting self-help as a practical creed. They were widely circulated, shaping perceptions of Black life among diverse audiences in the United States and abroad.

His prominence drew both acclaim and opposition. Washington advised national leaders, including Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft, and in 1901 dined at the White House, an event that stirred public controversy. Critics such as W. E. B. Du Bois argued that Washington’s emphasis on industrial education and gradualism conceded too much to segregation, and they promoted liberal arts training and direct civil rights agitation. Washington defended his strategy as realistic for the times and also worked quietly through networks of donors, educators, and journalists to influence policy and support initiatives, even as debates over tactics divided Black leadership.

In his later years Washington continued to publish, travel, and raise funds for Tuskegee, receiving public honors such as honorary degrees from universities including Harvard and Dartmouth. Increasing stress and a heavy schedule took a toll on his health, and he died in 1915 in Alabama. His legacy remains complex: a builder of enduring institutions and a prolific author who articulated a program of uplift that many found empowering, yet one whose accommodationist posture remains contested. Tuskegee University and his writings still anchor discussions of education, leadership, and racial justice, ensuring that his influence persists in contemporary debates over strategy and change.



Up From Slavery
Main Table of Contents



Preface



Introduction



Chapter I. A Slave Among Slaves



Chapter II. Boyhood Days



Chapter III. The Struggle For An Education



Chapter IV. Helping Others



Chapter V. The Reconstruction Period



Chapter VI. Black Race And Red Race



Chapter VII. Early Days At Tuskegee



Chapter VIII. Teaching School In A Stable And A Hen-House



Chapter IX. Anxious Days And Sleepless Nights



Chapter X. A Harder Task Than Making Bricks Without Straw



Chapter XI. Making Their Beds Before They Could Lie On Them



Chapter XII. Raising Money



Chapter XIII. Two Thousand Miles For A Five-Minute Speech



Chapter XIV. The Atlanta Exposition Address



Chapter XV. The Secret Of Success In Public Speaking



Chapter XVI. Europe



Chapter XVII. Last Words



Preface


Table of Contents


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[2], 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[1] and the intimate friend of

     General Armstrong during the whole period of his educational

     work.



In turn, Samuel Armstrong, the founder of Hampton Institute, 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 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[1q]. 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." 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[2q]. 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, 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[3]. 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
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