
My Experience with Dr. George Washington Carver 

Steffen Thomas 
Stone Mountain, Georgia 

[1947] 

Ever since 1936 I bore this story, or impression, of a great person in 
my mind, hoping that some day I would learn English well enough to 
write it down. I am sure that there are many interesting writings about 
this great man-some excerpts of which I have read-but I have not 
read about him the way I know him personally. 

In the fall of 1936, I was asked by the city of Montgomery to come and 
model one of Alabama's outstanding men. Between sittings I was 
induced to drive to Tuskegee and visit the Institute. On the way, some 
forty miles from Montgomery, I began to think about Dr. Carver who 
had not entered my mind before. In the course of the thought of him
and his great works, I became so violently wrought up that I felt I must 
do something as a sculptor to commemorate this man. By the time I 
arrived at the Institute I had completely forgotten about my original 
idea of visiting the campus of Tuskegee Institute and made straight 
away for the office of the President, Dr. Patterson. I was fortunate in 
getting immediate entrance and further in that Dr. Patterson had 
heard of me before. I relayed to Dr. Patterson the thoughts that had 
come to me on the way to Tuskegee, and found an interested ear. 
Without much questioning he said "You are commissioned to do the 
bust in bronze of Dr. Carver in honor of his fortieth anniversary of 
service to the Institute, that is providing you can get Dr. Carver to pose 
for it." I knew that this was difficult, judging from what I had heard. It 
was almost impossible for a stranger to get him to talk for any length 
of time, much less to have him sit for hours. However, I felt confident 
that he would do it. 

Arrangements were made for me to stay two weeks at the guest house 
at the Institute to do the work. A week later I arrived with my equip-
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equipment, somewhat anxious because the biggest job, to get Dr. Carver 
to pose, had yet to be done. After spending a morning on the campus I 
had my first meal there---in company of some interesting people one of 
whom was a roving correspondent of a French magazine. The next 
morning I rose at five and sat on the balcony of the guest house which 
overlooks part of the grounds and which was on the way to Dr. Carver's 
laboratory. I knew that he had a habit of walking very early in the 
mornings. At five-thirty I saw a slim figure walking, wearing a 
somewhat too short coat and pants that didn't match. I couldn't see his 
face because a cap sitting sideways on his head pulled almost over one 
ear hid that side of tlie face of which I had view. 

I quickly got ready to follow him on his journey through the woods. 
For some time I walked behind some twenty feet, every now and then 
making some noise like clearing my throat or kicking a stone-he 
would not turn around-though there was not a soul within a mile. I 
walked faster and met his left side. 

He was carrying in his right arm a couple of tin cans which contained 
some dirt. I introduced myself and expressed the desire that I would 
like to talk with him. I was quickly told that he had the whole day 
scheduled with classes and patients. His voice seemed to me extra high 
pitched for a man, but very kind in its expression. He gave me 
permission to walk with him on his way to the lab about a mile away. 
He would not lead a conversation so I remarked about the multi-colored 
leaves falling through the fresh morning air. I was able to make conver
sation because it was unusual for me to get up that early in the morning 
and to have to summon all my sense at this time. He must have found 
me sincere in my wanting to talk with him, and it seemed that he was 
of a curious nature which was a fact I found out later. As we neared the 
lab he said to come with him to his office and he would give me a few 
minutes before class. We entered a packed, unorderly small office one 
corner of which was filled with some three thousand letters unopened
next to which was another pile of apparently read and answered letters. 
The most prominent object I saw was the microscope standing on a 
small table. I wasted no time in coming to the point of wanting him to 
pose for a bust. I wanted to tell him of some of my work and show him 
some pictures of work I had done. I was amazed when he said that this 
was not necessary, that he knew of my work (I had had some publicity 
on my work, but I would'not have thought that people were acquainted 
with it). People ordinarily weren't acquainted with it nor was I so well 
known. It was the genius of Carver-this man read every newspaper 
that was of the least importance and more than that he never forgot 



anything, read or seen. I slowly found my way near to him, and without 
too much persuading he consented to pose every morning for two weeks. 
, We selected the same little crowded office to do the models. I wanted 
him to work while I did the modeling because I find that the expression 
is natural this way. The next morning was the first sitting. In the 
meanwhile I made modeling stand, armature, and clay ready. During 
the evening I made a dozen drawings of Carver from memory, expres
sions which I had already experienced during our walk and talk in the 
office. Vi'hen morning came I was definite and knew how to approach a 
composite face of Carver. He was a good sitter from the outset. He 
posed like an angel, any way I needed him. I was glad for the first hour 
of absolute quiet-I had finished the rough e:iqlression during this time. 
The expression I wanted I could see under my fingerprints and in the 
soft crevices of the soft clay. So could Dr. Carver, for he said "I am 
pleased." I had not known that he also was an artist, that he did 
pastels and oils and that some ofhis work is in the Luxembourg gallery 
of art. I wanted to meet the man Carver and wanted to be with him as 
much as possible during my stay, so I asked him if I could.more or less 
follow him around in his work-and he agreed. 

From then on he talked willingly and answered all the curious 
questions I asked. The letters in the corner were from people all over 
the world, including patients of infantile paralysis, scientists, nurses, 
and doctors. This stream of letters arrived when it became public that 
he discovered a fattening and a reducing oil from the peanut which had 
been used for years before in massaging the crippled limbs of his young 
patients at Tuskegee. He said that he would attempt to answer them 
all over a period of years. I saw some of his patients-a boy of approx
imately fifteen who came for his treatment one day-Dr. Carver 
remarked to me that this boy had been coming for two years and that 
he could not walk at all at first but I saw him myself walking with only 
the slightest support on a cane, walking without much difficulty. 

As I knew Carver, I sensed that his personality had much to do with 
his treatment. He seemed saintly, a man possessing extraordinary 
powers, which were not noticed because of his soothingly kind talk in a 
girlish high tone of voice. One day while I was working, a man knocked 
ou the door and talked in a pleading manner to Dr. Carver. Of what I 
overheard he wanted to be treated by Carver. I was amazed hearing the 
kind voice of Carver talk in very firm words, refusing him treatment, 
though the man crune from California on a special trip to see him. After 
we resumed work he told me that he could not do a thing for the man
though the man wanted to offer him money for the service. Carver went 
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on in his natural kind voice telling me how very sorry he was for the 
man, what great sympathy he had for him in his misery; but explaining 
that he could not bring himself to touch a man in whom he sensed an 
evil nature. He seemed to have the ability of feeling at the outset 
whether or not he could be helpful. When he had divined this, there was 
no power on earth that could persuade him to change his mind, and he 
would not lose a minute's time in discussions of persuasion. He would 
even employ harsh tones to get rid of such people. 

I watched J:,im in his class one day. Among his students he reminded 
me of a hen keeping her chicks close by. As they :roamed through the 
woods in search of specimens he was like a mother with her flock who 
has one or two favorites whom she keeps always close hy her side. He 
told me of one occurrence in his class when he made the statement, after 
inspecting some specimen ofminru-als, that both wer,, alkaline. After 
taking them to the lah and putting them to the proper test he found 
instead that both were acid. "Just think of it," he said to me, "not a 
bubble came, not a single one." He told me of his embarrassment and 
how he had to call the class together the same day to explain his mistake, 
to clear his conscience. He ate his meals in the dining room of the 
Institute with the students. They sat like disciples around the wizard. 
Sometimes he would serve a meal entirely made of peanuts and 
consisting of several courses-each tasting different. If Carver's work 
would not have brought him fame in science he surely would have become 
famous as a cook. 

In his laboratory he was the housewife with all the pots and gadgets 
.one needs to prepare a meal. He would stand by his work table v..ith an 
apron tied around his waist, among a dozen liquids, add and subtract 
and taste with his tongue each one, he would shake his head, saying 
not yet right and add some more and then taste again. I asked him if 
he would not get sick tasting these poisonous looking concoctions. He 
assured me that our body :is made out of the same and that it would not 
hurthlm. 

At times a boy or girl would come with an urgent request for some 
material such as powder, paste, or medicine, which was needed 
somewhere on the campus. Dr. Carver would first say that he would 
send it later, but then he would set ahout and prepare the finished 
product in the very shortest time, humorously remarking that it was 
ready for use. 

One day at lunch I was asked hy one of some twenty ladies if I would 
let them see the bust I was doing of Dr. Carver. I said that I would not 
mind but that he would have to be asked. The real object was their 












