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ADDRESS BY .T ACKSON DAVIS 

Associate Director. General Education Board 

On the occasion of tho unveiling of the 
bust of Boolccr T. Washington in tho Hnl.1 
of Fame at New York'University 

May 23, 1946 

We moot today to cclobratc tho recognition by tho nation of the place 
of Booker T. Washington in the Hall of Fama. • Booker Washington has long hold 
a secure placo among the great mon of America. Few men have had such a drrunatic 
range of experience as wns cmcompnssed in his life. H o was born a slave in 
tho poorost circumstances on a farm in Frnnklin•County 1 Virginia. Ho died ·tho 
head of a grcat'school which he had ostnblishcd 1 a pioneer in rural education, 
the interpretor, and spokesman of millions of American Negroes in their striving 
for a better life. He was know internationally, recognized by presidents and 
crovmed heads, by captains of industry and.· finance, · the horo of the people; and 
yot ho wo.s a modest citizen of Macon County, Alabama, a neighbor and friend to 
black o.nd white alike. 

His book UP BROM SLAVERY, recount~ the story of his life with a moving 
simplicity I forgetful of self I which has made it one of· the books that tho \'1orld 
will not lot die. It has boon tr.:mslated into r:nny foreign languages and con­
tinues to have a wide circulation. It has insp ired thousands of dis:1dv6.ntar;ed 
persons, handicapped by birth or circumstance, to reulize a l n r gor life. This 
story has been of particular significunco to the peoples of the world nho have 
only recently come into contact Vii th the stn11dards of' life provo.ilinG in the ' 
more advanced countries of the western ,,orld, and ,mo, like Booker \ku::hinzton, 
arc oaeor to learn tho tochniquos and disciplines and the democratic idenls that 
open tho door of opportunity to young people ilrld sive thc1h a chance of develop­
ment in proportion to their natural ability and chr:.ractcr. This b ook is an• epic 
story which will be prizod as lbnG as men arc moved by grc:.it humun o.e:'.'ievomcnt. 

Dr. l'lallace Buttrick, the first executive officer of the Go:1oral Educa­
tion Board and a long friend of Dr. Washington, tells this story of the announce­
ment of Dr. lvashington ts doa th: 

"On tho m:Jrni:ng of November 15 1 1915, I entered· tho breakfast room of 
tho Hongkong Hotel in China. Opening the morning po.per, the first thiag to 
attract my attention on the front pago wets tho announcement of tl'lo d oc.th on the 
day beforc·of fhe distinguished educator, orator, 8nd public man, Dr. Booker T. 
Vlashington. 1 , 

I 

"My immediate emotion was of griof and sorro\'1 bocauso I should never 
again on earth look into tho fo.co of one of · the doarost friends of my life. Very 

soon I thought and s,'lid to my companions, Dr. William H,; Welch and Dr. Simon 
Flcxncr 1 •arc thoro ten men in America whoso don.th would be featured on tho 
first pa(?;o of tho leading journal of the Fnr East, half around tho 1.JOrld? 9 As 
I recall, nothing was said in tho p'.lpor of his being a Negro. They r,.-:i.ko little 
c.ccount of such things there. Ho was simply ono of the world 9 s great ·men, one 
of tho ver-y limited number of man who mnke enduring contributions to humnn pro­
greos, ono of tho \·iorld I s immortals·, a mo.n who had inspired and led his fellowman 
to highor things." 

But it wnsn•t tho world 1 s ncclo.im1 the newspaper front page, or tho 
drruno.tic range and contrast of achievomont that (!JlVO Booker Washington his first 
claim too :placo among thoso groat lives that wo cherish. Tho)!'o was a quality 



of simplicity and sincerity that gnvc him tho common touch of tho _truly great, 
It could be said of him, as ho once s~id of Dr. Dillard, one of ~1s southern 
friends that he had scan him runong all sorts of people - the rich and tho poor, 
the grc~t nnd tho lowly; that he vns c.lwo.ys tho same - a christinn, a ecntlcrnnn, 
whoso chnrm and simplicity rondo the President of tho United Stntos or tho fa.rm 
la.bo:ror feel cquo.lly o.t home in his presence, His cngnginc; sir,\plicity ::md forth­
rightness disarmed opposition and opened doors tha t had boon closed to members of 
his roce, Thero vms nothing soctiona.l, nothing ro.cia.l, nothin[.; n..'7.rrow in his out­
look or· his sympathy, These things h.c.d no more place in his life th::i.n they hdd in 
the life of Abraham Lincoln or of Robort E. Leo, In tho midst of misunderstandings 
he so.vr beyond tho potty bickerings and irritc.tions of the moment, He cmph;.;.s izcd 
tho common intorosts of a groat hum:mity und had no time to ,·nste on the divisive 

interests tho.t sot one group against ano:tr,ho:1·, In a world weary of '\'!.".lr o.nd still 
torh by conflicts of group or race or class, whe:n so nruch organized opiaion is 
r,nrti::u.od to promote the speci::i.l interests of one ;:;roup over ::i.nothor1 it' is ro­
frcshing to hear the words of Booker Wa.shincton; 11ffo mr:.n , white or blo.cl::, from 
North or South, shall dro.g mo dovm so low as to m.,k o tj\c hntc him. 11 

Like ourselves, Dr. Washington lived in a troubled time. His childhood 
co.mo dtll'ing tho hard poverty of the Civil 1far o. ncl his young rronhood in tho bi ttor 
period of Reconstruction. This dishcvollod-1-ooking boy who :presented himself 
for entr1.ncc o.t·IIur:ipton Institute raised many questions. He hnd ,·r.,lkcd lnlf-way 
aci·oss Virginin 1 o.nd then worked to got money for his r:1ilrond fo. ro tho rest of 
the nci.y , but tho Now Engl::md teacher viho asked hir,\ to s,10ot out a· cl:issroom ro­
cog;.1izod the chnretcter and spirit behind this cxtorn:il nppcC1.ro.nco . He nado his 
wny in the school, and his gifts, his pcrsona.l mo.g..ictism, his roauinoss of speech, 
offered him o. co.rear in politics o.nd in other fields, Instco.a., he o.nswe1·cd a. cull 
from the Ela.ck Bolt of Alab,.ima to talco chareo of Cl. school, o.ncl from thut tine 
thoro·vms no question of his purpose. His lifo ,·10.s spent i:r. t ho upbui lding of the 
South. Ho shared lifo in the poor nroa.s of the South ui th his black and .,hi to 
nd:ighbors, and ho never l ost touch with them. He never lm1t himself t o Cl.11:l movo­
r,!cnt· toot would rci'lcct on 'or domc::m those people. He loved them; ho UJtdcrs tood 
thom; -::i.nd they trust~d him. His Atlanta. addres s sou;1dod n n::m :mcl constructive 
note . It vro.s a signal to the South and to the ,·:hole rui.tio!l t o f e1·snkc ccunscls 
of sectionalism and distrust, to rccoGnize their comr;1on intorost.s : to trust one 
a.nothcr, to help one another with tho tasks nt !,::ind. In ti·.is nttitudc ho spoke 
for tho laynlty o.nd devotion of tho colored people, for their love of home o.nd 
~cighbors, for their pride and sense of responsibility in r.i.o.ink.ining tho best 
in ch.:trD.etor .:llld o.chievomc:1t tlmt they know, If &mpton L1sti tu to 11 . .:.d blo.:x.cd 
tho tr::i.il in ri.do.pting education to the needs of the people und using tlw nork 
and experiences of life as a r.1mns of acquiring skill, intclli&;cnco, ::::::1<1 rospen­
sibili ty as well o.s the mo:ms of an improved sto.ndc.rd of life, it rcr:t::J.incd for 
Dookor \~nshingtor, to expound those pructiccs to t,1c public nnd to CJ:1body them in 
the progrum of Tv.sl:cc;oe Insti tutc. ·,fo often forget hcv; stru.ngo these idc::-.s sotmdcd 
o.t a timo when people thought of oduco.tion wholly i n terr.is of bocks ::i.nd tll.e clo.ssi-
ccl tradition was strong in nll our higher institutions, ' 

With a.pt stories and conto.C;;ious hur.lor he derided· tho notion that whi to 
people and Negroos must think of oach other o.s u problem, Ho l'ms \·~ry c f thcoric,s 
c.nd gcncrol to.J.k, und he knm, tho v::iluo of donliilG with sitjlple, concrete things. 
He vros ut his best in conducting tho F::inncrs Cenfc.ronco at TusJ-::.,gec. He hnd o.n 
unco.m1y o.bili ty to distinguish botwocn tho mon who h'J.d n story of ::i,chiovcmont to 
tell o.nd those v.rho merely v.rn.ntcd to tnlk. From the m..-m who C'.s o. laborer or sharc­
croppor mcl savod his monoy, bought a. small f.:.rm ::ind built o. hcr.10, ho would bring 
out the . story of his succossful struggle with a tit:\ely word of counsel a.bout pro­
viding'for his frunily :i.nd workin/f with his neighbors to improve the school :md the 
church. To o.nothor who so.id: 11.Mr. Washington, I would liko to t::\lk nbout race 



rcla.tions in my county11
, he said: 11That is o. mighty big subject~ How much land 

do you own in that county'?" 11I don't own o.ny11
1 the man replied. Then Booker 

Washington said: ''You go b::i.ck and buy a. piece of land, no matter if it is only 
an acre. Then come back next year and tell us about it. 11 In this '(,oy he set 
forth with simplicity and e::i.rnestncss tho opportunity of ru~,l life, the vc.y of 
good fm"ming and oconomic indopendonco. He sumr:1c<l. it up in this statement: 11We 
shnll prosper in proportion ns wo learn to dignify and glorify lnbor o.nd put 
brnins and skill into the common occupntions of lifo. 11 

This is no temporary philosophy. Booker Wc.shington1 s life nnd teachings 
hnve n timoloss quo.li ty. How accurately he has stnted both tho conc1.i ticns and 
the ideals before us in this troubled time vihon he so.id: "There is no dofonsc or 
security for any of us except in tho highest intelligence and development of 0.11. 11 
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