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Listen to the story: https://jonincharacter.com/george-washington-carver/

Content Alert! This episode includes discussions about slavery and systemic racism. Links to resources for talking

about these topics are at the end of this guide.

George Washington Carver was an American agricultural scientist, botanist, and inventor.

Because Mr. Carver was born into slavery, his exact date of birth is not known, though it is believed he was born
in 1864 or 1865.

People who were forced into slavery received a lot of harsh treatment, were often separated from their families,
and sometimes even kidnapped — which is what happened to Mr. Carver, his brother James and his mother. Even-
tually, Mr. Carver lost both his parents while his family was enslaved. Because of this, when slavery was abol-
ished, Mr. Carver and James had to stay with the family that enslaved them.

This was also around the time that Mr. Carver learned how to create simple herbal medicines, which began to
form his fascination with plants. Young George became known as “the plant doctor” because he was able deter-
mine how to improve the health of gardens.

Mr. Carver was incredibly smart, and had a thirst for knowledge. But another result of slavery and the racial
injustice in our country was that even though he was free, schools and many other aspects of daily life were still
very segregated. Because of this, there was only one school he could access, nine miles from where he was living,
and he walked all the way there to attend classes - only to find that the school was closed for the night by the
time he arrived.

The next morning, Mr. Carver met a woman named Mariah Watkins who E GESRGE

rented him a room so he could stay and go to school. She encouraged him Wa %lﬂg

to learn everything he could and then give back to the community. Ty Moty

This wasn’t the last time Mr. Carver would face a challenge when pursu-
ing his education. Mr. Carver impressed Highland Presbyterian College in
Kansas with his application essay and they granted him a full scholarship.
But when he arrived at the school, he was turned away because he was a
Black man.

He deeply valued education so he saved his money and continued to
search for his chance at college. Over the next few years, Mr. Carver held
a variety of jobs, working wherever he could in order to save up to pay
tuition.
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In 1888, Mr. Carver was the first African American student to attend Simpson College in lowa. He studied art and
piano at first until a teacher saw how intricate and detailed his paintings of plants and flowers were, and encour-
aged him to apply to lowa State Agriculture School to study botany.

At lowa State, Mr. Carver was the first African American student to earn his Bachelor of Science in 1894. His pro-
fessors were so impressed by his work, they asked him to be on their faculty while working on his master’s degree
which he earned in 1896.

He did so much with his degrees. He worked as an assistant botanist at the lowa State University Experiment Sta-
tion. His research caught the attention of Booker T. Washington, head of the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, one
of the first African American institutions. Mr. Washington was also an incredibly prominent author, educator, and
advisor to various Presidents of the United States.

In 1896, Mr. Carver became head of the agricultural and dairy department at Tuskegee, where he remained for
the rest of his long career — a career that he was truly passionate about.

A Few of George Washington Carver’s Accomplishments

Mr. Carver was extremely interested in mycology, which is the study of fungi (like mushrooms.). He collected and
studied many species of fungi - two of which were named after him.

His research was never just about science, but about the impact that it might have on people’s lives - particularly
the African American people of the South and areas that relied on agriculture to survive. At the time, cotton was
the main crop being grown in the South, but it destroyed the land after one harvest - so he taught many farm-
ers how to grow soybeans, sweet potatoes, and other crops that helped enrich the soil and created hundreds of
products.

He popularized new crops, by researching the many different ways they could be used to help farmers expand
and succeed. He is credited with discovering over 300 uses for the peanut - like flour, paste, insulation, paper,
cheese, milk, coffee, soap, shaving cream and skin lotion.

From 1915 to 1923, Mr. Carver also researched and experimented with new uses for sweet potatoes, soybeans,
pecans, and other crops. He refined and created so much of what we still use today - bleach, paper, ink, plas-
tic...the list goes on.

Collaboration with Henry Ford

Henry Ford was an innovator in the automobile industry. He was one of the main makers of cars in a time before
cars were as popular as they are now.

Mr. Carver and Mr. Ford were friends! They both shared an interest in the uses of crops like peanuts and soy-
beans to make plastics, paint, fuel and other products. Mr. Ford even wanted to hire Mr. Carver to work with him
full time, but Mr. Carver declined.
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During World War |l, the pair developed a soybean alternative to rubber to help with limited supplies. After
weeks of experiments, Mr. Carver and Mr. Ford produced a successful replacement using a plant called
goldenrod.

George Washington Carver’s Legacy

Mr. Carver is truly responsible for bringing new life to farms in the south, and is responsible for so many things
that impact our lives today! Like so many of our hidden heroes, there are lots of incredible stories and accom-
plishments that make up his life. Mr. Carver accomplished extraordinary things despite being born into a world
that afforded him few opportunities because of racism and systemic injustice. He rose above those circumstances,
and became one of the greatest scientific minds who ever lived.

He spent much of his later years sharing his deep knowledge as a botanist, and encouraging the importance of
education for all.

He used his celebrity to speak on racial injustice and the importance of racial harmony. His work and words truly
made the world a better place. He worked towards a future where no one is turned away from getting an edu-
cation or work based on their race. And he certainly left a legacy for all young scientists and farmers who have
followed in his footsteps.
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Even MORE Facts about George Washington Carver

Mr. Carver was a kidnap victim of the night riders while still a baby. He was held for ransom with his mother and
brother, James. Before they were rescued, his mother died. Moses Carver, a German farmer and owner of his
mother and father, traded the infant Carver for a $300 race-horse to pay the ransom.

He loved his work so much at the Tuskegee Institute he refused pay increases - so they were forced on him. He
rarely cashed a check until the accounting department hounded him to cash them so they could balance the
books.

Cotton was the main crop in the South but it decimated the earth, making the land impossible to use after one
season. He taught many farmers how to vary their crops and grow peanuts, soybeans and sweet potatoes - prac-
tices that would enrich the soil, create a source of food, and generate hundreds of byproducts. He was even able
to reach white audiences with this important knowledge, speaking to individuals that may have otherwise unfairly
discounted or discredited him based solely on his race.

Just like Henry Ford, the great inventor, Thomas Edison, admired George Washington Carver. He offered him
$100,000 to work for him. Mr. Carver turned him down.

George Washington Carver and Henry Ford not only shared an interest in agricultural chemurgy, but also
shared some unusual ideas about diet. Once Mr. Carver and Mr. Ford shared a sandwich of “weed spread,”
made with wild bergamot, narrow-leafed plantain, purslane, pigweed, milkweed, dandelion, lamb’s quarters and
wild radish.

He was a captivating speaker. His testimony before the congressional House Ways and Means Committee in
1921 led to the passage of the Fordney McCumber Tariff Bill of 1922 to protect factories and farms. He was
scheduled to speak for only 10 minutes, but he was granted multiple extensions because the committee was so
fascinated by his speech.

Mr. Carver received the Theodore Roosevelt Medal in 1939 for distinguished achievement in science. He is also in
the National Inventors Hall of Fame.

He had a sense of humor. When one of his students, hoping to play a trick on him, showed him a bug with the
wings of a fly and the body of a mosquito, Mr. Carver was quick to label it “a humbug.”

All content reviewed and edited by a sensitivity reader from SensitivityReviews.com database.
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Glossary

Botany is the science of plants. And a botanist is a person who studies plants, tries to understand how they work,
and what they can be used for in our everyday lives.

Chemurgy — the chemical and industrial use of organic raw materials.

Mycology — the study of fungi (like mushrooms). Fungi are a group of living organisms which are classified in
their own kingdom. This means that they are not animals, plants or bacteria. Fungi are found throughout the earth
on land, in the water, in the air, and even in plants and animals. There are more than 100,000 different identi-
fied species of fungi. (source Ducksters Biology for Kids.)

Night Riders were a militant faction of tobacco farmers who forced other farmers to share their bounty or grow
what they wanted them to grow, or stop them from growing a certain harvest.

Segregation was forced separation, so African American children could not go to the same schools as white chil-
dren. It also impacted other areas of life - stores, lunch counters, jobs, churches, parks, and more.

Slavery is a system that legally allowed people to own, buy, and sell other individuals, as well as force them into
doing labor. An enslaved person did not have their freedom, and was often in danger of being killed. We are
still learning from and confronting the consequences of slavery in our country to this very day.

Give it Some Thought

George Washington Carver did not have an easy life growing up. What are some of the obstacles he faced and
how did he overcome them? What character traits did he have to be able to rise above the obstacles in order to
achieve his dreams?

Why did Mr. Carver believe education was so important? How do you think it made him feel when he was turned
away from getting an education? What did he do when this happened?

After listening and reading about George Washington Carver’s story, what are the things he valued most over
fame and fortune? How did Mr. Carver use his celebrity?

Use Your Imagination

Write about a time when you really wanted something, but you faced an obstacle. Describe how you overcame
it—or how you might overcome it in the future.

Go on a nature walk and, like George Washington Carver, bring a notebook to keep track of the things you ob-

serve and learn. Draw some of the plants or insects you see. Describe them and if you know what they are, label
them. How does paying close attention to the nature around you make you feel?2
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Talking to Kids About Slavery and Racism
Here are some recommended resources for talking to your children or students about slavery and racism:

TEACHING TOLERANCE: Appropriate Ways to Teach Kids About Slavery

PBS KIDS: Talking to Young Children about Race and Racism

SCHOLASTIC: Teaching About Slavery in the Elementary Classroom

PBS LEARNING MEDIA: What is Juneteenth?

ARTICLE: How to Talk to Your Children about Protests and Racism

NPR LIFE KIT: Talking Race with Young Children

CHILD MIND INSTITUTE: Racism and Violence: How to Help Kids Handle the News

WEBSITE: The Conscious Kid
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https://www.tolerance.org/the-moment/december-10-2019-appropriate-ways-to-teach-kids-about-slavery
https://www.pbs.org/parents/thrive/talking-to-young-children-about-race-and-racism-a-discussion-guide
https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/blog-posts/christy-crawford/teaching-about-slavery-elementary-classroom/
https://ca.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/1cc3b3d6-6c27-442d-ba9d-c7a5fbf01ceb/juneteenth-all-about-the-holidays/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/01/health/protests-racism-talk-to-children-wellness/index.html
https://www.npr.org/2019/04/24/716700866/talking-race-with-young-children
https://childmind.org/article/racism-and-violence-how-to-help-kids-handle-the-news/
https://www.theconsciouskid.org/resources

