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Introduction

George Washington Carver was born in Diamond 
Grove, Missouri, toward the end of the American 
Civil War. He grew up without parents, living with the 
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family who had owned his mother. George was free, 
but life was hard for black people and George didn’t 
have a family to help him. 

George wanted to get an education and go 
to college, so he worked hard and overcame the 
obstacles of racism and poverty. He was the first 
African American to earn a master’s degree in 
agricultural science. In 1896, George became the 
director of the agricultural experiment station at the 
Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, where he worked to 
improve farming methods and to teach poor farmers 
how to produce better crops.

With a thirst for knowledge and a love of plants, 
George Washington Carver became well known 
and respected as a teacher and a scientist. George 
believed that nature held the key to all things that 
could better our lives. He discovered many ways to 
use plant material like sweet potatoes and peanuts. 
And he taught farmers how to improve their soil and 
grow better crops. George earned many honors for 
his work in science and conservation. After George 
died, the government created the George Washington 
Carver National Monument in Diamond Grove. It was 
the first national monument created to honor an 
African American.
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Chapter 1

A Difficult Beginning
George Washington Carver’s story begins on a farm 
owned by Moses and Susan Carver. The Carvers 
were white farmers who moved from Ohio to 
southwest Missouri to claim land close to the border 
with the Kansas Territory. They were some of the 
first settlers in an area called Diamond Grove in 
Newton County. As early pioneers in the area, the 
Carvers had to make everything they needed, using 
the natural materials at hand. As the farm grew 
bigger, it became difficult for Moses and Susan to 
work the farm without more help. 
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At that time, slavery was legal in Missouri. 
People who knew the Carvers later said that the 
couple did not believe in slavery. But the Carvers 
needed help, so on October 9, 1855, Moses and Susan 
bought a thirteen- year- old African American girl 
named Mary to work beside them on the farm.

As a slave in Missouri, young Mary worked hard 
without pay. She could not leave the Carver farm 
without their permission and she was not allowed to 
marry. About four years after coming to the Carver 
farm, Mary had a baby boy named James. Because 
Mary was a slave, any child she gave birth to became 
the property of the Carvers.

When George Carver was 
born, Newton County 
had about 10,000 

residents. Neosho, in 
the middle of the 

county, was the 
county seat, 
and Diamond 

Grove was 
not yet a 

town.
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Chapter 3

Walking toward  
an Education

George arrived in the town of Neosho after dark. He 
didn’t know anyone in town, he had no place to stay, 
and he had very little, if any, money. He stopped at a 
house next to the school and asked the owners if he 
could sleep in their barn. When Andrew and Mariah 
Watkins, the childless black couple who owned the 
barn, heard why the young boy had come to Neosho, 
they agreed to give George food and lodging while 
he was going to school. In exchange, George helped 
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with the chores, which 
were probably similar 
to the work he had 
done on the Carver 
farm, such as doing the 
laundry and tending 
the kitchen garden.

Mariah Watkins 
was a devout Christian 
whose faith had a big 
impact on George. 
Under her influence, 
George developed a 
strong belief that God 
would reveal himself 
in dreams and in other 
ways if George prayed 
and paid attention. 

Mariah also knew 
a lot about healing 

the sick with native plants. And George was a willing 
student. He went with her to collect the wild herbs 
she needed and learned about making medicines with 
plants. George stayed in Neosho for only about a year 
and a half, but the Watkinses, like the Carvers, helped 

The Watkins family lived next 
to the Neosho Colored School. 
Mariah Watkins was a midwife, 
and she deliverd babies not 
only for the African American 
families in Neosho but also for 
many white families.
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Chapter 5

The Wizard of 
Tuskegee

George had to consider a lot of different things to 
figure out how to help farmers who worked small 
plots of land. Most black farmers in Alabama did not 
own their own land. Instead they were sharecroppers, 
or tenant farmers, which meant they worked a piece 
of land that belonged to someone else and shared 
their crop with the land’s owner. Sharecroppers had 
to grow what the landowners told them to plant, and 
landowners usually wanted them to grow cotton. 
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Growing cotton made people who owned a lot 
of land wealthy, but the people who worked small 
pieces of land made very little money from growing 
cotton. On top of that, planting cotton in the same 
fields year after year meant that the plants used 
up the same the nutrients from the soil every year. 
People working small pieces of land could not afford 
to buy expensive fertilizers to replace nutrients and 
improve the soil, and they could not afford equipment 
that would allow them to work more land. And when 
the soil was depleted, there was nothing left in it to 

The Tuskegee Institute began as a school to train teachers 
and teach practical trades. Tuskegee was the first school in 
the South to have an all- black faculty.



44

Legacy

Scientist and 
Educator

Today, many know about George Washington Carver 
because of his work as a scientist, a teacher, and a 
humanitarian. But when he was young, most people 
did not think a black person could accomplish 
important things or have useful ideas. By studying 
and going to college, George proved them wrong.

George dedicated his life to teaching students 
and farmers how to apply scientific ideas to the 
practice of farming, and he earned the deep love of 
his students. George’s work with black farmers is 
recognized as part of the conservation movement, but 
his main purpose in life was to help farmers who were 
struggling to make a living. 

George’s determination when he was faced with 
prejudice helped him overcome poverty and led him 
to achieve more than most black people achieved 
during his time. Today, thousands of visitors come to 
the George Washington Carver National Monument 
to learn about the life and accomplishments of this 
famous teacher and environmentalist.
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1864 or 1865: George is born in Diamond Grove, Missouri, to a slave named 
Mary, who was owned by Moses Carver.

1865: The Civil War ends. The Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution abolishes slavery.

1865: George and his mother are kidnapped. George is rescued and returned 
to the Carver home, but his mother is not rescued.

1876: George leaves the Carver home to go to school in Neosho.

1878– 91: George travels through Missouri, Kansas, and Iowa studying at 
different schools. Along the way, he adopts the letter ‘W’ as a middle initial.

1891– 94: George is the first African American to study and graduate from 
Iowa Agricultural College [known today as Iowa State University].

1894– 96: George continues post- graduate studies at Iowa State while 
teaching classes and caring for the greenhouses.

1896: Booker T. Washington hires George Washington Carver to direct the 
Agricultural Experiment Station at the Tuskegee Institute, in Tuskegee, 
Alabama.

1916: The Royal Society of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce makes Carver 
a member.

1917: The United States enters World War I.

1920: The United Peanut Growers Association invites Carver to speak at their 
convention. He is the first African American to do so.

1921: Carver appears before the U.S. Congress to give what becomes known 
as his “peanut testimony.”

1929: The Great Depression begins. As the nation turns to ways to save 
money and resources, George’s ideas on conservation become 
increasingly important to white as well as black citizens.

January 5, 1943: George dies of pernicious anemia at the Tuskegee Institute.

1951: The George Washington Carver National Monument is established in 
Diamond Grove, Missouri.

Timeline
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