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Many people know about George Washington Carver, but few realize the importance of 

his contributions to the world and even less about the spiritual depth of this quiet, 

unassuming man whose Christ-like spirit was an inspiration to all whom he met.   

 

George Washington Carver was one of the best-known African-Americans of his era. A 

brilliant scientist and educator, he was a major force for the upliftment of the black race, 

an innovator in the field of bio-chemistry as well as America’s first soil conservationist. 

 

He believed deeply in divine guidance, and relied upon his intuition to reveal scientific 

insights.  “All my life,” he said, “I have risen regularly at four o’clock and have gone into 

the woods and talked with God.  There He gives me my orders for the day.  Alone there 

with the things I love most, I gather specimens and study the great lessons Nature is so 

eager to teach us all.  When people are still asleep, I hear God best and learn my plan.” 

 

Most famous for discovering over 300 uses of the peanut, he was a black man who 

transcended the racial stereotypes of his time. Overcoming poverty, racial prejudice, and 

ill-health, he rose up from slavery and, against all odds, became one of the most 

remarkable Americans of the 20
th

 century, in his own lifetime receiving national and 

international acclaim for his many scientific achievements and discoveries. Yet, he never 

took personal credit any of his accomplishments. He measured his life only in terms of 

service to others. Whatever success he achieved, he attributed it to God working through 

him and saw himself, merely, as a channel for God’s work in the world.  

 

George Washington Carver was born a on a farm outside the small town of Diamond 

Grove, Missouri in 1864, near the end of the Civil War.  The exact date is unknown. His 

owner was Moses Carver, a kindly German immigrant, whose need for help around the 



farm overrode his abolitionist sentiments. Orphaned almost from birth, Carver never 

knew his real parents.  His father was killed in a logging accident before he was born. He 

and his mother were kidnapped by Confederate raiders.  Mary Carver disappeared, but 

the infant George was recovered by a neighbor and returned to Moses and Susan Carver 

who raised him and his brother, Jim, as their own.   

 

By his own account he said, “My body was very feeble, and it was a constant warfare 

between life and death to see who would gain mastery.  From a child, I had an inordinate 

desire for knowledge, and especially music, painting, flowers, and the sciences, algebra 

being one of my favorite studies.” 

 

Because he was not strong enough to work in the fields, he helped with the household 

chores and gardening and spent many hours roaming the woods near his home.  He 

developed a keen interest in plants at an early age, and became known as the “Plant 

Doctor.”  He made house calls and prescribed remedies for ailing plants, or else took 

them to his secret place in the woods where he experimented with sunlight, water, and 

different soil mixtures and could check for damaging insects. Word spread that he had a 

magic way with growing things, but he once said to his Aunt Susan in response to a 

neighbor’s question, “They just look at their flowers.  They don’t see them; else they’d 

know what’s wrong good as me.”   

 

Not allowed to attend the all-white school in Diamond Grove, Carver left home at age 10 

and moved to Neosho eight miles away, where he attended a one-room school for black 

children and earned money doing domestic chores.  Laundry became his specialty.  After 

having learned all he could, he moved on to Fort Scott about a year later, and then to 

Olathe, Kansas.  In the spring of 1885, he graduated high school in Minneapolis, Kansas.  

He immediately applied for admission to Highland College and was accepted for the fall 

semester.  But upon his arrival, he was rejected because he was black.  The president of 

the school, who had accepted him for admission shook his head and said, “There’s been a 

mistake.  You didn’t tell me you were a Negro.  Highland College does not take 

negroes.” 



 

Deeply disappointed by the inherent racism, his only thought was to escape.  For almost a 

year he was on the move again, having temporarily given up the idea of furthering his 

education.  He supported himself by doing odd jobs. Then in 1886 he tried his hand at 

homesteading in western Kansas until drought and the lack of money forced him out. 

 

More by chance than design, he found himself in Winterset, Iowa in 1889 having 

wandered the Midwest for almost a decade “drifting,” as he said of himself , “like a 

rudderless ship.”  He was befriended by John and Helen Milholland, a white couple, who 

recognized his potential and encouraged him to continue his formal education.  He 

enrolled at nearby Simpson College as an art student, and was always grateful to the 

Milhollands for their encouragement.    

 

In spite of his passion for painting and the joy that it brought him personally, he couldn’t 

ignore the broader struggle in the black community against poverty and racism.   His 

letters from the 1890’s are filled with references to an intimate relationship with God, and 

spiritual obligations that needed to be fulfilled. After a year at Simpson, he transferred to 

Iowa State College.  While he didn’t give up his love for art, he had come to believe that 

God’s plan for him was to be a teacher of blacks and he took up the study of 

agriculture—a decision that he felt would have greater practical value in serving the 

black community.   

 

His intuitive understanding of plants helped him to raise, cross-fertilize, and graft them 

with uncanny success.  Convinced that he had a promising future as a botanist, his 

professors persuaded him to stay on as a graduate student.  He received his Master’s 

degree in Agricultural Science in 1896.   

 

That same year, Booker T. Washington, hearing of Carver’s growing reputation, 

persuaded him to move to Alabama and take over the newly established agricultural 

school at Tuskegee Institute which was just in its beginning stages.  Though of very 

different temperament, Carver and Washington shared the same ideals and believed 



deeply that education was the key to racial equality and economic independence for 

southern blacks.  In response to Washington’s invitation, Carver said, “It has always been 

the one great ideal of my life to be of the greatest good to the greatest number of my 

people possible.  And to this end I have been preparing myself for these many years; 

feeling as I do that this line of education is the key to unlock the golden door of freedom 

to our people.” 

 

Carver served on the faculty at Tuskegee for 47 years, devoting himself to research 

projects aimed at helping the “man farthest down”— southern dirt farmers, black and 

white, break the cycle of poverty and debt.   He conducted experiments in soil 

management and crop production, and worked tirelessly to wean them away from the 

idea that they had to depend solely upon cotton for their income.  He developed and 

taught crop rotation methods, which revolutionized farming in the south and enabled 

farmers to reclaim millions of acres of depleted farmland, which had been destroyed by 

the continuous cultivation of cotton for over a century.  He showed how peanuts, 

soybeans, sweet potatoes, cowpeas and other legumes could restore nitrogen to the soil 

and provide badly needed protein in the southern diet.   

 

One of his earliest innovations was the “Moveable School,” which he first developed in 

1899—a forerunner of the modern day Agricultural Extension Service. Every weekend, 

Carver and a promising young student, Tom Campbell, loaded up a mule drawn wagon 

with farm tools, seed packets, and demonstration plants and set out to disseminate his 

work.  They went out the swamps and backwoods of Macon County where hundreds of 

families, black and white, who had never heard of Tuskegee, were living subsistence 

lives trying to eke out a living year after year growing cotton on their sad little acreage. 

 

His aim was to help them improve the quality of their lives by showing them the way to 

better health, sound nutrition, and economic self-sufficiency.  He taught them not only 

practical skills—how to compost, raise livestock, plant vegetable gardens, and preserve 

food, but also how to grow flowers and paint their houses using inexpensive paint made 



out of Alabama clay. Most importantly he taught them how to bring the soil back to life 

and get out from under the burden of economic dependence upon cotton.   

 

The “Moveable School,” which Carver considered one of his most important 

achievements, became the cornerstone of Tuskegee’s outreach services, and was later 

adopted by the U.S. Dept of Agriculture as well as dozens of foreign countries.   

In addition to his scientific and agricultural research, he was also an inspirational teacher 

and spiritual leader, who encouraged originality in his students.  He was often referred to 

as the “soul” of the faculty at Tuskegee.  Austin W. Curtis Jr., a successful Detroit 

businessman, who was Carver’s assistant and protégé during the last eight years of 

Carver’s life said of him: “I graduated from Cornell [University], but I was educated by 

Carver.”  

For many years, Carver’s Sunday evening Bible class was one of the best-attended 

extracurricular activities on campus, attracting as many as 300 people.  Using stories 

from the Bible, dramatization, and illustrations from nature, he talked about the 

relationship between science and the scriptures.   “Mysteries,” he said, “are things we 

don’t yet understand because we haven’t learned to tune in.  And finding true faith in the 

Creator is solving the greatest mystery of all.” 

 

In 1914, Carver was confronted with a major crisis.  Farmers, heeding his advice on the 

importance of crop rotation and crop diversity, began producing peanuts in great 

abundance, then suddenly discovered that there was no market for their crops.  Racked 

with guilt and heartsore that he may have misled the very people he was trying to help, he 

felt it was his responsibility was find a market for their surplus crops.  He awoke one 

morning and prayed deeply to God for an answer to his dilemma.   

 

“Oh, Mr. Creator, why did you make this universe?” And the Creator said, “You want to 

know too much for that little mind of yours.”  “Ask me something more your size.”  So 

then he asked, “Dear Mr. Creator, tell me what man was made for.”  God said, “Little 

man, you are still asking for more than you can handle.”  Then Carver asked Him, “Mr. 



Creator, why did you make the peanut?”  “That’s better,” the Lord said.  Together, they 

went back to the laboratory and got down to work.   

 

“With such knowledge as I had of chemistry and physics,” he said, “I set out to take the 

peanut apart.”  Experimenting with its individual component parts such as the water, fats, 

oils, gums, resins, and sugars, he then tried to recombine those separate parts, under 

different conditions of temperature and pressure to create entirely new products. In his 

Tuskegee laboratory, which he called “God’s little workshop,” he discovered over 300 

uses for the lowly peanut, including synthetic marble, ink, glue, dye, plastics, food, oils, 

and milk.  Within four years had helped transform the economy of the south, and created 

a thriving market for the peanut. During his lifetime, the once negligible crop grew to 

five million acres and had an annual value of 200 million dollars.  

 

In 1921 he received national attention when he lectured before the House Ways and 

Means Committee as an expert witness on behalf of the peanut industry and persuaded 

Congress to put a tariff on imported peanuts thus protecting American peanut farmers.  

 

Carver’s success with the peanut led him to explore the possibilities of industrial 

applications for other agricultural products such as sweet potatoes, pecans and soybeans. 

He developed new strains of cotton that were less susceptible to the boll weevil, and also 

experimented with food dehydration, which became invaluable during World War II. 

Throughout his lifetime, however, Carver patented only three of his many hundreds of 

ideas saying, “God gave them to me, how can I sell them to someone else?” 

 

He turned down lucrative job offers to work in private industry including an invitation 

from Thomas Edison for the then staggering sum of  $100,000 dollars a year, primarily 

because he believed that Tuskegee was the channel through which God intended him to 

serve.  He repeatedly turned down salary increases at Tuskegee, and regularly received 

delegations from countries such as Africa, Asia, and South America, always refusing 

payment for his services.  

 



In addition to giving lectures throughout the country to promote the uses of the peanut, he 

also spent much of his time in the 1920’s working to improve race relations in the south 

and regularly spoke at white college campuses.  He was especially active in his work for 

the Commission on Inter-Racial Cooperation and the YMCA.  With his warm personality 

and engaging manner he cultivated close personal relationships with dozens of young 

whites, opening their eyes to racial injustice.  He came to identify the most promising of 

them as, “my boys,” for whom he served as mentor and spiritual teacher.   

 

In spite of the discrimination he encountered at the hands of a white racist culture, he was 

optimistic about the south’s ability to reform itself.  He viewed people of all races as 

members of God’s created family, and was often quoted as saying, “How my heart goes 

out to people who have not found the first principle of true happiness and Divine love, 

which must rule the world.” 

 

Carver became a symbol for black achievement, receiving numerous awards and honors 

throughout his lifetime.  Kings and princes journeyed thousands of miles to see him. He 

won the friendship of three presidents, and corresponded with Mahatma Gandhi—

offering food conservation ideas to help his starving people.  He served as an agricultural 

consultant to the Russian government, and included Henry Ford among his closest friends 

with whom he shared a mutual respect and admiration.  In the 1930’s he experimented 

with a cure for polio using peanut oil and massage therapy, achieving positive results 

many years before the Salk vaccine was invented.  His bio-chemical research was 

especially valuable during the Great Depression of the 1930’s and World War II, when 

basic necessities were in short supply. 

 

Carver never married, dedicated as he was to the service of mankind.  For his entire life, 

up until his death in 1943, he continued his research and maintained an intense interest in 

the welfare of his students.  In 1937, he was hospitalized for pernicious anemia from 

which he never fully recovered.  His heart was greatly weakened and he sometimes had 

difficulty breathing.  When he fell ill again in 1942, he refused to see a doctor saying, 



“There is nothing to be done.”  He passed away January 5, 1943 with the words, “I think 

I’ll sleep now.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


