
Why? and How?

W
hen George was about twelve years old, he left the Carvers. He 
wanted to go to school. He walked to Neosho, Missouri. A family 
found George sleeping in their barn. They let the boy live with 

them. George worked and went to Lincoln School.
A few years passed. George learned all he could at Lincoln. He heard 

about a school in Fort Scott, Kansas. So he moved there. Another family let 
George live with them. Soon, young Carver was old enough to live on his 
own. For a while he moved from place to place.

Then he came to a small Kansas town. Another man named George Carver 
lived there. So George added a “W” to his name. “It is for Washington,” 
he told his friends. George Washington Carver—he liked the sound of his 
new name.

George wanted to go to college. Not many black men went to college in 
the 1890s. But George Carver was sure that he would go. He worked hard 
and saved his money.
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As a child, George Washington Carver was a slave who belonged to Moses and Susan Carver. He grew 
up during a time when African American children did not have the same opportunities as everyone else, 
but he still found a way to go to school and become a successful scientist. Read the article to fi nd out more 
about George Washington Carver’s life and answer the questions that follow.

George eorge Washington ashington Carverarver
the peanut scientist

Born 1864 (?) – January 5, 1943

by Patricia and Fredrick McKissack



At last Carver went to college in Iowa. There he studied what he liked 
best—plants and farming. Then he went to Iowa State College in Ames to 
study. He graduated in 1896. Still, there was much more he wanted to learn.

George Washington Carver would spend the rest of his life asking questions 
and looking for the answers. He was a scientist. And scientists are always asking 
Why? and How?

Tuskegee Farm

G
eorge Carver was asked to stay at Iowa State and teach. But 
Booker T. Washington asked Professor Carver to come teach at 
Tuskegee Institute in Alabama.

The all-black school was started by 
Booker T. Washington in 1881. In 1896, 
Mr. Washington wrote a letter to 
Professor Carver: “Will you come to 
Tuskegee to teach?” Carver thought 
about it. Then he answered: “I am 
coming.”

It was fall 1896 when Professor 
Carver went to Tuskegee. He had 
thirteen students. His job was to 
teach science. But he had no lab. 
This didn’t stop him. The class made 
a lab from things they found.

The school also had a farm. The 
soil was poor. The cotton plants 
were small and weak. Farmers 
in the South had been growing 
cotton on the land for many 
years. Professor Carver said, 
“The soil needs a rest.” He and 
the class did a project. “We 
will not plant cotton,” he 
said. “We will plant sweet 
potatoes.” And they did.
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Professor Carver said that learning skills 
like farming was “the key to unlock the golden 

door of freedom” for African Americans.



The next year they grew cowpeas, another kind of vegetable. “The land has 
to rest,” he said. So the third year they grew cotton again. That cotton crop 
grew bigger and stronger than before. Carver was one of the first scientists 
to teach crop rotation—growing different plants to make the soil better.

The boll weevil is a bug that eats cotton plants. In the early 1900s, boll 
weevils came into the United States from Mexico. Farmers were worried. 
What could they do? Carver told them to plant goobers! Boll weevils don’t 
like goobers.
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Plant Goobers!

G
oobers!

Goober is an old African name for peanut. Slaves brought 
goobers from Africa. They grew them in small gardens. Goobers 

were mostly used to feed animals.
Farmers came to Tuskegee from all over the South. Professor Carver told 

them about his work. What can be done with peanuts? They are only good 
for hogs, people said. Carver found many ways to use peanuts. His students 
liked peanut butter best.

Who will buy the peanuts? Professor Carver didn’t know. But, as always, 
he kept looking for answers.

Then an idea came. The quiet professor asked a group of important 
businessmen to have dinner with him. He served them bread, soup, meat, 
cookies, and ice cream.

They all agreed that the food was good—very good. Then Professor 
Carver told them: Everything they had eaten had been made with peanuts! 
What a surprise!
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Professor Carver was full of more surprises. He showed the businessmen 
what they could make from the peanuts. He showed them why they should 
buy the farmers’ peanut crops. What he said made sense. Now the farmers 
could sell their crops.

It is no surprise that George Washington Carver was called the farmer’s 
best friend.
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