
Who Am I?
GUESS THE MYSTERY person
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Here are some clues:

I am not sure exactly  
when I was born,  

but it was probably in 1856.
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I was among the  
last Black Americans to  

be born as a slave.
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I originally did not  
have a last name.
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My mother was a slave  
named Jane. My father was a 

white man I never met.
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My family and I were freed  
by Union soldiers when the  

Civil War ended in 1865.
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After being freed,  
my family and I moved  

to West Virginia.
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I taught myself how to read.
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As I child, I endured hard  
labor working at coal mines  

and salt furnaces.
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I enrolled at a  
university in 1872.
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To pay for the costs  
of my studies, I worked as  
a janitor at the university  

where I studied.
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I was the first  
Black American to  

be featured on a  
U.S. postage stamp.
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I was the first  
Black American to be  

invited to the White House.
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I ate dinner with 
 Theodore Roosevelt during my 

visit to the White House.
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I married three times.
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I wrote a book about my life 
titled Up from Slavery.
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In 1881, I was  
recommended to lead the 

Tuskegee Institute  
in Alabama.
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I recruited George  
Washington Carver to teach  

at the Tuskegee Institute.
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I helped grow the Tuskegee 
Institute from a small and 

destitute school to a burgeoning 
and well-known institution.
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I passed away on  
November 14, 1915.
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I was a famous  
civil rights activist.
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I advocated for a  
“slow and steady”  

approach to civil rights.
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W.E.B. Du Bois was  
critical of my approaches  

to civil rights.
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I was one of the  
main supporters of the  
“Atlanta Compromise.”
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I was known as one  
of the most influential  

Black American civil rights 
activists of my time.
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My initials are B. T. W.
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Do you know who I am?

You guessed it; I am  
Booker T. Washington.
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Introduction

Booker Taliaferro Washington was an 
American educator, author, reformer, 
and advisor to multiple presidents 
of the United States. Between 1890 
and 1915, Washington was one of the 
most prominent voices of the Black 
American community.
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Born a Slave

In 1856, Booker T. Washington 
was among the last Black 
Americans to be born into slavery. 
He didn’t know the exact month, 
day, or year of his birth. He also 

never met his father, who was said to be a white man 
who lived on a neighboring plantation.
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For as long as he could remember, Washington was 
just known as “Booker.” He didn’t have a middle name 

or a last name, as was common with 
slaves at the time. His mother, Jane, 
and their family struggled under the 
brutal institution of slavery until they 

were freed under the Emancipation Proclamation when 
Booker was nine years old.
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Thrilled by the day of their emancipation in 1865, 
Booker later wrote:

“As the great day drew nearer, there was more singing 
in the slave quarters than usual. It was bolder, had more 
ring, and lasted later into the night. Most of the verses of 
the plantation songs had some reference to freedom… 
Some man who seemed to be a stranger (a United States 
officer, I presume) made a little speech then read a rather 
long paper—the Emancipation Proclamation, I think.
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After the reading we were told that we were all free, and 
could go when and where we pleased. My mother, who 
was standing by my side, leaned over and kissed her 
children, while tears of joy ran down her cheeks. She 
explained to us what it all meant, that this was the day 
for which she had been so long praying, but fearing that 
she would never live to see.”
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Struggles and Successes

After emancipation, he moved with his family to 
Malden, West Virginia, where his mother’s husband, 
Washington Ferguson, had escaped slavery. Booker, 
who was illiterate at the time, began to teach himself to 

read and attended school for the first 
time. At school, Booker was asked for 
a surname for registration. He used 
Washington, his stepfather’s name.
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Later he learned that his mother named him Booker 
Taliaferro when he was born, but the name wasn’t used 
by their master. When he learned this, Booker used 
the name as his own, and became known as Booker 
Taliaferro Washington for the remainder of his life.
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At age nine, Washington and his family suffered from 
crippling poverty. As a result, he was forced to take extremely 
difficult work at a salt furnace and coal mine. Determined to 
lead a successful and more financially stable life, he enrolled 
at Hampton University (pictured) in 1872.



page 35

To pay off the expenses, Washington worked as a 
janitor. In 1875, he graduated and then returned to 

Malden, where he would teach 
children and adults for two years. 
After studying at Washington, D.C., 
he got a job teaching at Hampton.
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In 1881, Washington was chosen to 
be the head of the school for African 
Americans at Tuskegee, which was at 
the time a small, destitute institution 
with only two small buildings and no 

equipment. Washington took it upon himself to improve 
conditions at the school. By the time of his death in 
1915, he expanded the institution to have more than 100 
buildings with ample equipment, 1,500 students, and a 
staff of 200 people.
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Discussion Starters
• In order to help pay for his classes, Washington worked 

as a janitor at the school. Can you recall a time in your 
life when you took a job to help fuel your passion? 
What did you do? Did you learn anything new about 
yourself from the work you did?

• “Students who have access to better equipment have 
access to a better education.” Do you agree with this 
statement? Why or why not?
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Atlanta Compromise
Washington held the belief that Black people 
in the post-Reconstruction era could achieve 
acceptance from the whites who ran their 
society through patience, mental fortitude, 
and vocational education. The cornerstone of 
Washington’s belief was that Black Americans 
would be able to achieve full equality with 

whites when they had enough economic power to back up 
their demands of racial equality.
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At that point in American 
history, most Black Americans 
were illiterate farm laborers who 
were recently freed but had no 
foundation upon which to build 

their new lives. Washington believed that if Black 
Americans focused on their own vocational skills rather 
than on civil rights, they would eventually win the 
respect of the white community.
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These beliefs culminated in the 1895 Atlanta Compromise, 
in which Washington, key Black American leaders, and 
Southern white leaders met and agreed that Southern 
Blacks would submit to white political rule, while Southern 
whites agreed that Blacks would receive basic education 
and due process in law. In his 1895 speech in Atlanta, 
Washington summed up this approach, saying:

“In all things that are purely social we can be separate  
as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential  
to mutual progress.”
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W.E.B. Du Bois, a prominent Black activist, was initially 
supportive of the Atlanta Compromise, but later was 
a vocal critic of Washington’s approach of pursuing 

vocational skills over civil rights and 
education. Du Bois would later help 
create the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People, 
in order to pursue civil rights for 
Black Americans.
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Du Bois denounced Washington’s 
claiming of the title of national 
spokesman for Black Americans 
while Black Americans nationwide 
were excluded from political 

participation and suffered discrimination. Even 
Washington himself was criticized by whites for 
“breaching racial etiquette” when he visited the White 
House in 1901.
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Most Black Americans were 
comfortable with Washington’s 
approach, despite his critics. 
His influence with white society 
also meant that he became an 

unofficial middleman, helping determine which Black 
institutions were worthy to receive financial benefits 
from the government and white philanthropists.
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Discussion Starter

Do you agree with Washington’s approach to Black 
American advancement? Why or why not? Would you 
have done something differently if you were in his shoes?
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Personal Life and Death

Washington was married three times. 
His first wife, Fannie N. Smith, was 
from the same town in West Virginia. 
She was Washington’s student when 
he taught in Malden, and he helped 

her gain acceptance to the institute in Hampton. They 
married in 1882 and had one child named Portia in 1883. 
Fannie died in May the next year of unknown causes.



page 46

In 1885, Washington married again, 
this time to Olivia A. Davidson. She 
was born in Virginia to a free woman 
of color and a father who had been 
freed from slavery. She and Washington 
met when she was recruited to teach at 
Tuskegee. They had two sons, Booker 

T. Washington Jr. and Ernest Davidson Washington. She 
died in 1889 from tuberculosis.
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In 1893, Washington once again 
married after meeting Margaret  
James Murray (pictured). She was 
from Mississippi and graduated  
from Fisk University. They had no 
children together, but she helped  
raise Washington’s three children.  
She outlived him and died in 1925.
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Despite his various travels and work, Washington 
continued as overseeing Tuskegee Institute. By 1915, 
his health had deteriorated rapidly after he developed 

kidney disease. Having only a 
few days left to live, he wanted 
to die at Tuskegee. He took a 
train and arrived in Tuskegee on 
November 14, 1915. He died a 
few hours later at the age of 59.
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Following Washington’s death, his 
legacy came under criticism in 
the civil rights community for its 
accommodation to white supremacy. 
However, since the late 20th century, 
a more balanced view of his activities 
has appeared. Many studies today 
celebrate his accomplishments, 
legacy, and leadership.
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For example, Mississippi and many other southern 
states were using electoral laws to raise barriers 
to voter registration, completely disenfranchising 
Blacks by the turn of the 20th century to maintain 
white supremacy. However, Washington had been 
secretly funding numerous legal challenges to these 
restrictions, which was the way he believed the unjust 
system had to be attacked.
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It is up for debate whether or not Washington’s strategy 
for Black American advancement was the best course 
of action, but it is undeniable that he was an individual 
who wanted the best for his fellow man.
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Other Interesting Facts About  
Booker T. Washington
• Booker recruited George Washington 

Carver (pictured), a famous black 
plant scientist, to teach at the 
Tuskegee Institute.

• He was the first Black American man 
invited to the White House. 
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• Theodore Roosevelt, the president who invited 
Washington to the White House, went so far as to 
dine with the Black American man—implying that 
they were equal. This act caused uproar amongst 
white society.

• He wrote a book about his life called  
Up from Slavery.

• He was the first Black American to be 
immortalized on a U.S. postage stamp.
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Quotes from Booker T. Washington
• “I have learned that success is to be measured not  

so much by the position that one has reached in life  
as by the obstacles which he has overcome while  
trying to succeed.”

• “I will permit no man to narrow and degrade my  
soul by making me hate him.” 

• “Those who are happiest are those who do the  
most for others.”
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• “You can’t hold a man down without staying down  
with him.”

• “Associate yourself with people of good quality, for it  
is better to be alone than to be in bad company.”

• “Excellence is to do a common thing in an  
uncommon way.”

• “Character, not circumstance, makes the person.”
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• “I have begun everything with the idea that I could 
succeed, and I never had much patience with the 
multitudes of people who are always ready to explain 
why one cannot succeed.”

• “We all should rise, above the clouds of ignorance, 
narrowness, and selfishness.”

• “No race can prosper till it learns that there is as much 
dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem.”

• “Egotism is the anesthetic that dulls the pain of stupidity.”



page 57

Famous Black Americans

Provided below is a list of some of the most famous 
Black leaders of Booker T. Washington’s time. Learn 
about some of the people who helped build the 
foundation for the modern civil rights movement  
in America.
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W.E.B. Du Bois
• Born in 1868, Du Bois was one of the 

most famous civil rights activists of 
the Reconstruction era.

• He believed Black Americans 
deserved civil rights and full political 
representation as soon as possible, not 
as soon as they were respected.
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• He helped found the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909.

• Du Bois advocated for the freedom of all 
peoples in Africa and Asia suffering from 
European colonialism.

• He was a prominent advocate for  
nuclear disarmament.
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Frederick Douglass
• Born in 1818, Douglass escaped slavery 

in 1838 and became a stout abolitionist.
• He believed that all peoples of every 

race were equal. This included Native 
Americans and Chinese immigrants, as 
well as white and Black people. He also 
supported women’s suffrage.
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• He thought that freed Black men 
serving in the Union army deserved 
the right to vote.

• He was the first Black American 
nominated for vice president of the 
United States.

• Douglass praised Ulysses S. Grant for taking drastic 
measures against the Ku Klux Klan.
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Hiram Revels
• Born in 1827 to a free black family, 

Hiram Revels would become the 
first Black American to serve in the 
U.S. Congress in 1870.

• Revels served as a chaplain in the 
Union Army during the Civil War.
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• After the war, he became a Republican senator, 
representing the state of Mississippi in 1870 and 1871.

• After his time as a senator, Revels became the 
president of Alcorn State University.
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Robert Smalls
• Smalls was born a slave in 1839 

in South Carolina. He gained his 
freedom in 1862 by stealing a 
Confederate ship from the seaside 
town he was in and piloting it to the 
Union ships that were blockading it.
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• For his actions as well as detailed knowledge of 
Confederate mines laid in Charleston Bay, Smalls  
was considered a hero in the North and was  
allowed to join the Union Navy. 

• Smalls helped convince Abraham Lincoln that  
Black Americans should be permitted to serve in  
the Union Army.
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• After the war ended, Smalls 
became a politician and was 
elected to the South Carolina 
Legislature and U.S. House of 
Representatives.

• During his time in office, Smalls created in South 
Carolina the first free public school system in the U.S.
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