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W.E.B. Du Bois

W.E.B. Du Bois
The text and image are from "America's Story from America's Library" by the Library of Congress.

W.E.B. Du Bois, 1868-1963

Born: February 23, 1868

Died: August 27, 1963

William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was a noted scholar, editor, and African American activist. Du Bois 
was a founding member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP 
-- the largest and oldest civil rights organization in America). Throughout his life Du Bois fought 
discrimination and racism. He made significant contributions to debates about race, politics, and 
history in the United States in the first half of the 20th century, primarily through his writing and 
impassioned speaking on race relations. Du Bois also served as editor of The Crisis magazine and 
published several scholarly works on race and African American history. By the time he died, in 1963, 
he had written 17 books, edited four journals and played a key role in reshaping black-white relations 
in America.
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Tubman During the Civil War

Tubman During the Civil War
The text and images are from "America's Story from America's Library" by the Library of Congress.

Gunboat Mendota, used in the Civil War

During the Civil War, Tubman worked for the Union army 
as a nurse, a cook, and a spy. Her experience leading 
slaves along the Underground Railroad was especially 
helpful because she knew the land well. She recruited a 
group of former slaves to hunt for rebel camps and report 
on the movement of the Confederate troops. In 1863, she 
went with Colonel James Montgomery and about 150 
black soldiers on a gunboat raid in South Carolina. 
Because she had inside information from her scouts, the 
Union gunboats were able to surprise the Confederate 
rebels.

Fugitive African Americans run to the river.

At first when 
the Union 
Army came 
through and 
burned 
plantations, 
slaves hid in 

the woods. But when they realized that the gunboats 
could take them behind Union lines to freedom, they 
came running from all directions, bringing as many of 
their belongings as they could carry. Tubman later said, "I 
never saw such a sight." Tubman played other roles in 
the war effort, including working as a nurse. Folk 
remedies she learned during her years living in Maryland 
would come in very handy.
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Tubman During the Civil War

water lilies like the ones Tubman used to heal the sick

Tubman worked as a nurse during the war, trying to heal 
the sick. Many people in the hospital died from dysentery, 
a disease associated with terrible diarrhea. Tubman was 
sure she could help cure the sickness if she could find 
some of the same roots and herbs that grew in Maryland. 
One night she searched the woods until she found water 
lilies and crane's bill (geranium). She boiled the water lily 
roots and the herbs and made a bitter-tasting brew that 
she gave to a man who was dying-and it worked! Slowly 
he recovered. Tubman saved many people in her lifetime. 
On her grave her tombstone reads "Servant of God, Well 
Done."
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W.E.B. Du Bois and the NAACP

W.E.B. Du Bois and the NAACP
The text and images are from "America's Story from America's Library" by the Library of Congress.

poster for the NAACP

When W.E.B. Du Bois was a college student he observed 
racism, and it made him want to do something about it. 
On the 100th anniversary of Abraham Lincoln's birthday, 
February 12, 1909, 60 black and white citizens, including 
Du Bois, formed the NAACP, the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People. The struggle of 
African Americans to secure their rights had sometimes 
led to violent confrontations between blacks and whites. 
The founders of the NAACP had a different idea. 

Members of the British arm of the NAACP protest 
against American violence against blacks.

The NAACP 
was founded 
on the belief 
that 
nonviolent 
protests and 
legal actions 
were the 
best ways to 
ensure equal 
rights for all 
Americans. 
Du Bois 
became a 
member of 
the NAACP board and edited a journal of opinions called 

The Crisis. During its early years, the association won many legal cases to ensure the rights of 
minorities.

In 1917, for example, the Supreme Court declared unconstitutional an ordinance (a type of law) in 
Louisville, Kentucky, that required blacks to live in certain sections of the city. The NAACP won the 
case because the ordinance violated the 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which clearly 
states that all people are entitled to equal protection under the law. In 1923, the association won 
another case when the Supreme Court decided that blacks could not be excluded from juries 
because doing so denied those accused of crimes of a fair trial. . . .

In the United States, people who are put on trial are 
guaranteed to have their cases heard by a "jury of their 
peers." Your peers are people who are similar to you. So 
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W.E.B. Du Bois and the NAACP

W.E.B. Du Bois and other members of the NAACP in 
1929

excluding certain groups of people because of their race 
will not result in a jury of one's peers.

Du Bois played an important role in the NAACP. In 1945 
he represented the association in San Francisco, 
California, during the establishment of the United 
Nations. Over the years, the NAACP has persuaded 
presidents to end racial discrimination in hiring and 
military service. The organization grew from 60 people to 

a membership of more than 500,000 today. Its headquarters is in Baltimore, Maryland. One of the 
most famous lawyers for the NAACP was Thurgood Marshall, who later became a Supreme Court 
justice himself.
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Tubman: Conductor of the Underground Railroad

Tubman: Conductor of the Underground Railroad
The text and images are from "America's Story from America's Library" by the Library of Congress.

a reward poster for runaway slaves from 1847

After Harriet Tubman escaped from slavery, she returned to 
slave-holding states many times to help other slaves escape. 
She led them safely to the northern free states and to Canada. It 
was very dangerous to be a runaway slave. There were rewards 
for their capture, and ads like you see here described slaves in 
detail. Whenever Tubman led a group of slaves to freedom, she 
placed herself in great danger. There was a bounty offered for 
her capture because she was a fugitive slave herself, and she 
was breaking the law in slave states by helping other slaves 
escape. 

sheet music from "Go down, Moses (Let my people 
go!)"

If anyone ever 
wanted to change 
his or her mind 
during the journey 
to freedom and 
return, Tubman 

pulled out a gun and said, "You'll be free or die a slave!" 
Tubman knew that if anyone turned back, it would put her 
and the other escaping slaves in danger of discovery, 
capture or even death. She became so well known for 
leading slaves to freedom that Tubman became known as 
the "Moses of Her People." Many slaves dreaming of 
freedom sang the spiritual "Go Down Moses." Slaves hoped 
a savior would deliver them from slavery just as Moses had 
delivered the Israelites from slavery.

Slaves traveled along the Underground Railroad, 
depicted in this painting.

Tubman made 
19 trips to 
Maryland and 
helped 300 
people to 
freedom. 
During these 
dangerous 
journeys she helped rescue members of her own family, 
including her 70-year-old parents. At one point, rewards for 
Tubman's capture totaled $40,000. Yet, she was never 
captured and never failed to deliver her "passengers" to 
safety. As Tubman herself said, "On my Underground 
Railroad I [never] run my train off [the] track [and] I never 

[lost] a passenger."
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W.E.B. Du Bois, Growing Up

W.E.B. Du Bois, Growing Up
The text and images are from "America's Story from America's Library" by the Library of Congress.

African Americans gained the right to vote shortly 
after the Civil War.

William Edward Burghardt (W.E.B.) Du Bois (pronounced 
"do-boys") grew up to become a pioneer in the civil rights 
movement. One might say that he had perfect timing. He 
was born three years after the end of the Civil War, 
during the period known as Reconstruction, when the 
once divided country was trying to rebuild. The 14th 
Amendment in 1868 gave national citizenship to former 
slaves, and the 15th Amendment granted black men the 
right to vote in 1870. Yet, just because these 
amendments were the laws of the land did not mean that 
all citizens abided by them.

W.E.B. Du Bois grew up in Great Barrington, 
Massachusetts.

W.E.B. Du 
Bois's 
mother was 
a domestic 
worker and 
his father 
was a 
barber. His 
father left the 
family when 
William was 
still very 
young. 
Young 
William was 
born and raised in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, 

where he received encouragement from teachers in the local high school. When his mother died in 
1884, Du Bois was 16 years old and penniless. To make ends meet, he worked as a timekeeper in a 
local mill. Amazingly, that same year he managed to become the first African American to graduate 
from his high school. Du Bois went on to attend Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee, for three 
years and then went on to earn his B.A. and Ph.D. from Harvard University.
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W.E.B. Du Bois, Growing Up

Jubilee Hall at Fisk University is the oldest permanent 
building for the higher education of African Americans 

in the United States.

Du Bois's experiences in Nashville had a profound effect 
on him. Growing up in Great Barrington, where there 
were probably fewer than 50 blacks among the 4,000 
residents, he had little exposure to African American 
culture. Things were different in Nashville. There, he not 
only experienced African American culture but also saw 
firsthand the effects of racism, when people treat others 
differently because of the color of their skin or the way 
they look. This period in his life had a great influence in 
shaping his beliefs and ideas on race relations that would 
last for the rest of his life.
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W.E.B. Du Bois and the 1900 Paris Exhibition

W.E.B. Du Bois and the 1900 Paris Exhibition
The text and images are from "America's Story from America's Library" by the Library of Congress.

African American girl, about 1900

W.E.B. Du Bois wanted the world to know the gains African 
Americans had made since the Civil War, as well as their plight 
as second-class citizens. In 1899, Daniel A.P. Murray, an African 
American researcher and historian at the Library of Congress, 
worked with Du Bois and others to put together pictures and 
other items to show the state of African Americans as the 20th 
century began. . . .

an African American-owned drugstore in Georgia

Their award-winning 
"Negro Exhibition" 
debuted in Paris, 
France, in 1900. It 
featured 500 photos of 
African American 
communities, 
successful black 
businesses and 
schools, as well as 
books and pamphlets 
by African American 
authors. (It has also 
been on display at the 
Library of Congress.) African Americans had a long history of 

going to Paris as a refuge from American racism, so it's not surprising that Du Bois and his colleagues 
decided to open the exhibit there.

African American ladies and gentlemen dressed in the 
style of the day

In the exhibit, Du Bois showed that African Americans, in the 
35 years since the Civil War, had come an amazing distance 
since being an enslaved people. A majority of African 
Americans were able to read, [and] they owned one million 
acres of land and paid taxes on $12 million worth of 
property.

The Paris Exhibition was powerful evidence that African 
Americans were an important, productive part of American 
society. But even though they had made great gains since 
the end of slavery, state and federal courts were preventing 
many African Americans from voting and holding office. All 
over the country, people were being hurt and killed because 
of the color of their skin. And even more African Americans 
were being unfairly excluded from schools and jobs. In the first decade of the 1900s, W.E.B. Du Bois and 
others saw the need for stronger measures to ensure full rights for his people. Through this exhibit, his 
writings and talks, Du Bois devoted his life to fighting inequality among the races.
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Tubman's Early Years and Escape from Slavery

Tubman's Early Years and Escape from Slavery
The text and images are from "America's Story from America's Library" by the Library of Congress.

a nursemaid with her charge around 1855

Harriet Tubman's name at birth was Araminta Ross. She 
was one of 11 children of Harriet and Benjamin Ross 
born into slavery in Dorchester County, Maryland. As a 
child, Ross was "hired out" by her master as a nursemaid 
for a small baby, much like the nursemaid in the picture. 
Ross had to stay awake all night so that the baby 
wouldn't cry and wake the mother. If Ross fell asleep, the 
baby's mother whipped her. From a very young age, 
Ross was determined to gain her freedom. . . .

a slave being whipped in "The Lash," 1863

As a slave, 
Araminta 
Ross was 
scarred for 
life when she 
refused to 
help in the 
punishment 
of another 
young slave. 
A young man 
had gone to 

the store without permission, and when he returned, the 
overseer wanted to whip him. He asked Ross to help, but 
she refused. When the young man started to run away, 
the overseer picked up a heavy iron weight and threw it 
at him. He missed the young man and hit Ross instead. 
The weight nearly crushed her skull and left a deep scar. 
She was unconscious for days, and suffered from 
seizures for the rest of her life.
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Tubman's Early Years and Escape from Slavery

a drawing of Harriet Tubman called "Moses"

In 1844, 
Ross married 
a free black 
named John 
Tubman and 
took his last 
name. She 
also changed her first name, taking her mother's name, 
Harriet. In 1849, worried that she and the other slaves on 
the plantation were going to be sold, Tubman decided to 
run away. Her husband refused to go with her, so she set 
out with her two brothers, and followed the North Star in 
the sky to guide her north to freedom. Her brothers 
became frightened and turned back, but she continued 
on and reached Philadelphia. There she found work as a 
household servant and saved her money so she could 
return to help others escape.
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