
This Day in History…  April 5, 1856

Birth of Booker T. Washington 
On April 5, 1856, Booker Taliaferro Washington was born into slavery in Hale’s Ford, 

Virginia. From those beginnings, he built a life centered on education, discipline, and practical 
progress in the years after the Civil War.

Washington grew up on a small plantation, where his mother worked as a cook. His father 
was an unknown white man, likely from a nearby farm. As a child, Booker performed hard 
labor. He carried heavy loads of grain to a mill and worked long hours with little rest. Despite 
these demands, he developed a strong desire to learn. One moment stayed with him for life. He 
once looked through the window of a schoolhouse and saw children reading. He later wrote that 
this simple scene left a deep impression on him.

After the Civil War ended in 1865, his family moved to Malden, West Virginia. His mother 
married a freedman named Washington Ferguson, and Booker took his stepfather’s first name as 
his own. Life remained difficult. He worked in salt furnaces and later in coal mines to help support the family. Still, his 
mother encouraged his interest in education. She obtained a book for him, and he taught himself to read and write in the 
early mornings before work.

At about age 10, Washington worked for Viola Ruffner, the wife of a coal mine 
owner. Ruffner was known for strict discipline. She demanded cleanliness, punctuality, 
and honesty. Washington later credited her with shaping his habits and character. She 
also allowed him to attend school for short periods during the winter. These early 
lessons in discipline and responsibility influenced his later approach to education.

In 1872, Washington set out on a long journey to the Hampton Normal and 
Agricultural Institute in Virginia. He traveled roughly 500 miles, often on foot, 
taking odd jobs along the way to survive. When he arrived, he was nearly penniless. 
To gain admission, he cleaned a classroom so thoroughly that the head teacher judged 
his work as proof of his readiness. The school’s founder, General Samuel Chapman 
Armstrong, recognized Washington’s determination and supported his education.

Washington graduated from Hampton in 1875. He 
later studied at Wayland Seminary in Washington, DC, 

while also teaching. He returned to Malden and then to Hampton as an instructor. His 
growing reputation as a disciplined and capable educator led to a major opportunity in 1881. 
The Alabama legislature approved funding for a new school for Black students. Armstrong 
recommended Washington to lead it.

That school became the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute, later known as 
Tuskegee University. Washington began with no campus and few resources. He recruited 
students and raised funds while building the school from the ground up. Students helped 
construct the buildings, make bricks, and grow food. The curriculum emphasized practical 
skills such as farming, carpentry, and trades, along with basic academic education. Washington 
believed this approach would help Black Americans achieve economic stability in the South.

Washington gained national attention on September 18, 1895, when he spoke at the 
Atlanta Cotton States and International Exposition. His address, later called the “Atlanta 
Compromise,” urged Black Americans to focus on vocational training and economic progress. 
He also encouraged cooperation between Black and white communities. His statement that the 
races could be “separate as the fingers” but united in common interests drew both praise and 
criticism. Many white leaders welcomed his message. Some Black leaders, including W.E.B. 

Du Bois, argued that it accepted segregation and did not push strongly enough for civil rights.
Despite these debates, Washington became one of the most influential Black leaders of 

his time. He advised Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft on political 
appointments and racial issues. In 1901, Roosevelt invited him to dine at the White House, a 
rare and controversial event at the time. Washington also helped support legal challenges to 
discriminatory laws, often working quietly behind the scenes.

His autobiography, Up from Slavery, published in 1901, brought his story to a wide audience. 
In it, he described his early life, his education, and his philosophy of self-help and steady 
advancement. The book became widely read and helped shape public understanding of his ideas.

Washington remained head of Tuskegee until his death on November 14, 1915. By that time, 
the school had grown into a well-established institution with hundreds of students and a large 
campus. His life reflected the challenges and possibilities of the post-Civil War era. He focused 
on building institutions, promoting education, and encouraging practical skills as a path forward.
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