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By W. E. B. DU BOIS 

Moton of Hampton and Tuskegee 

ROBERT RUSSA MOTON, educator, Principal of Tuskegee Institute from 
1915 to 1935; was born in Amelia County, Virginia, August 26, 1867. 
By family tradition he was descended from the son of a chieftain of a West 
African tribe. This tribe, about 1735, had overthrown the power of the 
neighboring tribe, seized a number of captives and under the command 
of the chief's son had driven them down to the coast and sold them to an 
American slaver. Before the transaction was over the chief's son himself 
was seized and thrown among the slaves and transported to America. The 
boy was sold at auction in Richmond and bought by a tobacco planter of 
Amelia County. From him in the seventh generation was born Robert 
Moton. The great granddaughter of this slave became grandmother of 
Robert and was a woman of remarkable physical and mental vigor. 

On his father's side Robert Moton's grandmother was brought directly 
from Africa and sold to a planter in Charlotte County. The father was treat- 
ed with consideration and enforced his rights at one time by successfully 
running away and returned after a parley. During the Civil War, the father 
went to the front as body servant of his master's brother-in-law and suf- 
fered all the hardships of warfare for three years. At one time he was 
captured by the Northern army near Petersburg but retumed to the Con- 
federate side until his colonel was killed in one of the charges near 
Petersburg. 

He went back to his old plantation under a hired labor contract and 
at Christmas, 1866, married Emily Brown, Robert's mother. Among Rob. 
ert's earliest recollections is the night school which his mother assembled 
in their cabin in order that twenty-five or thirty grown men and women 
might learn to read and write. In 1867 the father became head man of the 
Vaughan plantation in a county neighboring Amelia and in Amelia County 
on the twenty-sixth day of August, Robert was born. With his mother as 
cook and his father as foreman of the plantation Robert, as a child, was 
brought into close contact with the Big House, doing at first small errands 
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and then finally becoming house-boy and waiter. He received here a cul- 
tural contact with well-bred white Southerners which greatly influenced 
his subsequent life. He studied reading at first under his mother and then 
under the mistress of the plantation. Later he attended a free school open 
for colored people in the neighborhood. 

Robert's first realization of the more crushing side of race contact came 
not so much on the plantation, where his kindly relations with a well-bred 
and considerate family made him aware of caste conditions but neverthe- 
less these conditions involved little unpleasantness and much that he could 
enjoy and learn. The death of the head of the plantation broke up the 
economy and Robert's father went to the plantation of a relative of the 
Vaughan family. There Robert became close companion of the son. For 
years they played together and discussed public questions. Then the white 
boy went away to college and Robert awaited his return anxiously. When 
he came back in his cadet uniform he refused to speak to Robert or shake 
hands. 

This awakened the black boy and set him thinking about going to 
school himself. At first he had in mind the state normal school at Peters- 
burg, established by General Mahone. John M. Langston was president at 
the time. He was also told about Hampton but understood it was a work 
school and did not like it. Other schools were brought to his attention by 
friends. 

Finally he went to work in a lumber camp on the James River where 
he stayed two years, became an experienced tree chopper and met there 
a number of honest, hard working and thrifty men from near his home. 
He attended church and Sunday school, organized a debating group and 
became something of a leader. Returning home late in 1882 he found that 
he had saved little money and for a while was tempted by his friends to 
run for the legislature. As he was not twenty-one years of age, however, 
and his mother refused to falsify his age, he went back to the local school 
and was thrown in contact with a graduate of Hampton and through him 
finally wrote General Armstrong and was received at Hampton. 

He was at the time eighteen years old and weighed one hundred and 
seventy-five pounds and yet was not able to pass the examination to the 
lowest grade. However, he was so willing, intelligent and honest that he 
was put to work in tlhe saw mill and attended night school. He came to the 
notice of Dr. Frissel, then chaplain and was very much attracted by the 
life at Hampton. He learned to appreciate the Negro folk songs instead of 
being partially ashamed of them and was particularly inspired in 1885 
when BookerT. Washington visited the school and spoke from the platform. 

In 1886 he entered the regular day school and became soon an officer 
in the student battalion. He now had sufficient money to go to Petersburg 
but decided not to go. He came in contact with New England teachers 
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who encouraged him and proudly visited his home with his first lieutenant 
shoulder straps. 

After finishing his junior year at Hampton he left to teach school. He 
read law with a local white lawyer and after a perfunctory examination 
was actually admitted to the bar. He now conceived the idea of a local 
school like Hampton near his home and he wrote General Armstrong about 
it. He was advised to return to Hampton and finish his course. He never had 
any question as to a career which would especially help his people and 
General Armstrong greatly encouraged this attitude by stressing the neces- 
sity of one's being able to approach and deal with a person who was preju- 
diced. Young Moton was very popular with his classmates, being made 
president of a number of organizations. So much so that some of his teach- 
ers rather warned him against his popularity. At one time he succeeded 
in turning a strike into a boycott. The teachers had rather thoughtlessly in- 
terfered with some of the social functions of students and the students 
wanted to strike at Christmas time and refuse to do the essential work. 
Through Moton's leadership the strike became simply a refusal to attend 
all public functions. It was effective and at the same time not harmful. 

As he was about to graduate, General Armstrong talked over his life 
work. He listened to the scheme for a school in Amelia County but advised 
Moton to remain at Hampton and help in teaching and discipline. In this 
way Moton became the assistant of the white commandant of cadets and 
finally was himself made the commandant, a position which he settled 
down to as a life work and pursued for twenty-five years. He was brought 
in control of both Negroes and Indians and received some interesting les- 
sons from the Indians. When, for instance, General Miles visited the Insti- 
tute and discovered there the son of a chief whom he had killed, he wanted 
to meet the boy and Moton took him up to be introduced. The boy looked at 
the general stolidly, refused to shake hands and told Moton he was ready 
to "go to the guard house and stay there a thousand years" but that he 
would not shake hands with General Miles. General Miles asked Moton not 
to punish him. He said that the spirit was inherited, which gave Moton 
something to think about. 

As commandant of cadets, Moton, for a generation, was in charge of 
the delicate matter of enforcing discipline over two colored races in the 
presence of Northern and Southern white people. It took infinite patience 
and diplomacy and set its mark upon Moton's whole life. He came during 
the time in close contact with General Armstrong for whom he conceived 
the highest respect. When Armstrong was succeeded by Frissel, Frissel 
knew him well and gave him full confidence. Moton had as his assistant 
for many years Captain Allen Washington, who afterwards succeeded him. 

Frissel wanted Moton to make up his mind to stay at Hampton for a 
life time. He said that he was needed there and there he could do his best 
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work. Moton, on the other hand, was determined to make up for some of 
his deficiencies in education. He kept up his readings of law, he attended 
local groups who were doing general reading and also went to several ses- 
sions of the Harvard summer school. In 1901 his friends gave him a trip 
to Europe which he greatly enjoyed and had some opportunity of compar- 
ing American and European conditions. A good deal of his time each year 
was spent with the Hampton quartet, leading its singing and speaking to 
Northern audiences in company with General Armstrong and afterwards 
Dr. Frissel. In this way he met a large number of influential people. 

He also realized t-he kind of criticism that was being made against 
Hampton by educated Negroes and persuaded Frissel to establish at Hamp- 
ton a series of Negro conferences in summer. These were attended by 
prominent Negroes and many whites from all over the North and South, 
and became an important center for understanding and study. 

In 1905, Moton married Elizabeth Hunt Harris, whose father conduct- 
ed the leading grocery store in Williamsburg, Virginia. It was a happy mar- 
riage during its short life for his wife died a year later. Meantime Moton 
fathered a further step toward successful organization among Negroes. 
Seeing how over-organized Negroes were in fraternal lodges, churches, 
insurance societies, etc., he conceived an organization of organizations 
which came to be known as the Negro Organization Society of Virginia. 
Its slogan was "Better Schools, Better Health, Better Homes, Better 
Farms." It united to an unusual degree the different denominations among 
the churches, the business men, teachers and social workers. It raised 
money to establish a sanitarium for Negro consumptives and for many 
years was a center of effective social effort. 

Later Moton began to come under the influence of Tuskegee. He was 
invited by Dr. Washington to join him on the various trips through the 
Southern states where white and colored people united to hear Mr. Wash- 
ington speak. He gained a wide acquaintance with people and conditions 
in the South. In 1908, he married again, Jennie Dee Booth, a graduate of 
Hampton and teacher in the training school. Of his second marriage five 
children were born: three girls and two boys. 

In 1915, Booker Washington died. It was widely surmised that Robert 
Moton was looked upon as his natural successor, but there can be no doubt 
but that Moton would have preferred to stay at Hampton. He had strong 
ties there with friends and teachers; it was near his childhood home and 
he had there a certain independence in his work and lack of overwhelming 
responsibility. On the other hand, the successor of Booker T. Washington 
faced a hard task: not only was he stepping into the shoes of the greatest 
Negro leader of his day, but the whole interracial condition in Alabama 
differed radically from that in Virginia. Moton hesitated but there was 
really nothing for him to do but to accept. Theodore Roosevelt, Seth Low 
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and any number of distinguished and powerful men, joined Dr. Frissel in 
saying that Moton must accept the position. On the other hand his accept- 
ance at Tuskegee was a matter of negotiation and the leading white trustee 
was sent on a trip to Virginia to inquire carefully into Moton's character 
and interracial methods. 

He became principal of Tuskegee Institute in 1915 and immediately set 
out upon the hard task of raising a two million dollar endowment for the 
Institute. He also began to meet difficulties of another sort which he had 
only partially confronted at Hampton. Mrs. Moton was once refused ac- 
commodation on a pullman train early in her sojourn at Tuskegee. The 
leading white trustee offered to handle the publicity of the matter. He an- 
nounced that Moton did not believe in "social equality" and did not en- 
courage Negroes to ride on pullman cars. Moton was put in an unenviable 
dilemma. Naturally he did believe that Negroes should ride on pullman 
cars. He rode that way himself and Booker T. Washington had before him. 
On the other hand at the very beginning of his career at Tuskegee he could 
not easily rush into print and contradict his leading white Southern trustee. 
He, therefore, kept still and the bitter criticism of Northern Negroes fell 
upon his head. 

Subsequently this same sort of thing was repeated until at last Moton 
saw the futility of always yielding to extreme Southern race propaganda. 
In the case of the Tuskegee Veterans' Hospital hie stood firm and even defied 
the lynching mob. A segregated hospital had been established at Tuskegee 
after the first World War, over the protest of most Northern Negroes. 
Moton and Southiern Negroes pointed out that this hospital would give a 
chance for employment to a whole staff of skilled Negro physicians. Before 
the matter came to settlement, the Southern people and especially the white 
physicians around Tuskegee, demanded that the hospital be staffed entirely 
by white people even to including white nurses. Moton refused to yield 
and appealed to President Harding. The Ku Klux Klan marched about his 
campus and he was threatened with bodily violence; but he stuck to his 
guns and Tuskegee Hospital was eventually manned with Negroes from top 
to bottom. 

The work of Moton at Tuskegee developed many difficulties. First he 
had perforce to get rid of many of the older staff; of those who, having 
been brought up under Mr. Washington, naturally resented more or less a 
new-comer, and who often mistook the kindness of Moton for fundamental 
weakness. Then there was the hard struggle to raise the endowment and 
many matters of internal adjustment, such as the establishment of a new 
educational program above the old work school idea, and embodying a new 
college course. 

During the first World War the administration in Washington rather 
depended upon Moton to help keep down radical agitation among Negroes. 
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He, himself, would liked to have seen Colonel Young made head of the 
92nd Division, but when that did not occur, he supported the white Gen- 
eral Ballou and visited the colored officers' camp at Des Moines. He was 
called in for consultation when there came an increasing demand on the 
part of colored people that Negro officers be put in charge of the colored 
divisions. Moton advised Secretary Baker to appoint a colored adviser on 
Negro matters who would have direct access to the Secretary's ear. He 
recommended Emmett J. Scott for this position. This was a more subtle 
move than usual on the part of Moton. Scott was formerly the very efficient 
private secretary of Booker T. Washington and despite every effort was 
bound to be a center of more or less friction in Moton's new administration. 
He was, however, in this way transferred to a prominent position in WTash- 
ington. 

This arrangement did not allay much bitter criticism concerning the 
treatment of Negro soldiers and officers in France and there was widespread 
fear that when these soldiers returned they would be centers of disaffection 
and even revolt in the United States. Robert Moton was selected by Presi- 
dent Wilson and Secretary Baker to proceed to France directly after the 
armistice to seek to allay the feelings of the soldiers by a series of visits 
and speeches. The plan did not work out altogether happily and Moton 
received a great deal of criticism for attempting, as it was said, to white- 
wash and excuse a very bad situation. Nevertheless he undoubtedly did his 
best under the circumstances. 

A large part of the effectiveness of Robert Moton's career was his co- 
operation with committees and movements. He was a good member of a 
board; widely acquainted with men; moderate and conciliatory in judg- 
ment; and evidently sincere. He became a director of the Dunbar National 
Bank in New York, which the Rockefellers established in their housing 
experiment. He was chairman of the United States Commission to Haiti in 
1913. He was a member of the advisory commission on education in Li- 
beria. He was a trustee of many institutions like Lincoln University, Fisk 
University and Hampton Institute. He served on the board of directors of 
the Phelps Stokes Fund, Provident Hospital of Chicago and the Young 
Men's Christian Association. He was a member of the Commission on 
Church and Race Relations in the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in 
America. He succeeded Booker T. Washington as president of the Negro 
Business League and was a vice-president of the American Bible Society. 

The latter years of his life were clouded by ill health which came from 
overwork and worry; internal conditions at Tuskegee caused him infinite 
concern. He got some rest by a pleasant trip around the world, but on his 
return felt that his health demanded that he lay down the heavy respon- 
sibility very soon. After some difficulty he finally secured the election of 
his son-in-law as successor and retired in 1935. 
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Throughout his life, Moton was the incessant target for criticism from 
Negroes and sometimes from whites. It was difficult for Negroes to under- 
stand an attitude toward race relations which grew out of his training on 
the plantation and at Hampton Institute; but on the other hand the people 
who knew him best always had great and sincere affection for him and faith 
in his good intentions. Dr. Moton received many honors during his life: 
he was made LLD. by Oberlin, Williams, Dartmouth and Howard, and an 
honorary M.A. by Harvard. He also received degrees from Virginia Union 
and Wilberforce. In 1932 he received the Spingarn Medal. 

As a man he was undoubtedly torn between allegiances. His natural 
reactions and resentments had long been suppressed but in 1929, as almost 
a final gesture, he published a book "What the Negro Thinks" which was 
a final answer to all his critics and one of the most sincere and outspoken 
defenses of the Negro and attacks upon race prejudice which America has 
produced. 

Material for the life of Robert Russa Moton is found primarily in his 
own autobiography "Finding a Way Out" published in 1920. It was pre- 
ceded by a book on racial good-will in 1916 and "What the Negro Thinks" 
came in 1929. His biography may be found in "Who's Who in America" 
and in the English "Who's Who." 

POSTSCRIPT 

The Encyclopaedia of the Negro is a proposed project for the publica- 
tion of four volumes which shall succinctly, fairly and authoritatively place 
before the public the chief facts concerning the Negro race. The project 
has not yet received necessary financial support, but PHYLON will from 
time to time publish short sketches to indicate the kind of article which the 
Encyclopaedia proposes to publish. The biography of the late Dr. Moton is 
a second example of the sort of biography that might be published. Its 
length and wealth of detail in final form would of course be a matter of 
decision among the editors. 

In this case the writer, as a close friend and yet often a bitter critic of 
Dr. Moton would like to add a personal word concerning him which has 
no place in the main article. I always liked "Major" Moton for he was 
Major of cadets at Hampton when I first met him. He was one of the few 
persons with whom I loved to spend a day or more in close companionship 
and conference. Among the others were Charles Young, John Hope and 
Henry Hunt. But at the same time Moton and I differed radically in con- 
stitution: he was, despite his bulk and strength, an unusually sensitive man 
who wanted desperately to believe the best of everybody. As a result he was 
often yielding and compromising where I was criticizing and fighting. 
His almost childish faith in the good-will of most white people made me at 
times angry and made him the victim of all sorts of frame-ups and manipu- 
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lations. There came a time when I began to criticize him openly and bit- 
terly. He became to me a symbol of "Uncle Tom" and a "white folks' 
nigger". I thought he was surrendering our rights and compromising with 
our enemies to even a greater degree than Booker T. Washington. The edi- 
torial pages of the Crisis attacked him without mercy. I know that he felt 
and shrank under this sort of bombardment, but his responsibilities were 
such that he could not adequately answer the criticism and he did not see 
any way in which he could radically change his philosophy and line of 
action. His life was crowded with disappointments and increasing sorrow 
in the closest circles of his friends and companions. Nevertheless once or 
twice we met in close companionship. When he went to Europe after the 
armistice on the Orizaba, I was on the boat. I was assigned to a cabin with 
a white Harvard classmate but the classmate preferred other companionship 
and when matters were finally arranged, Moton and I and Lester Walton, 
who is now Minister to Liberia, and Moton's secretary, were all in one 
large and convenient cabin. We had a most enjoyable passage. Our short 
sojourn in France was full of the pleasantest companionship. Later I criti- 
cized Moton in the case of the Tuskegee Hospital but when finally he took 
a firm stand and later when he published "What the Negro Thinks," I had 
no further criticism. I do not think in my judgment of him I had been 
wrong, although I had not seen the whole picture. I do think that my criti- 
cism and that of other Negroes helped him to find a stronger and more 
tenable platform. But in any case Robert Moton was a great and good man 
who suffered for a noble cause. 
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