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			To the memory of Paul Robeson

			and the artists and activists who followed

		

	
		
			
				I did not come here to solve anything.

				I came here to sing

				and for you to sing with me.

				Pablo Neruda,

				“Let the Rail Splitter Awake”
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			preface

			
				Paul Robeson was an artist and social activist whose voice could not be ignored. Millions of people responded favorably to him and what he stood for. For me, personally, perhaps his most important gift was his mentoring. The only other voice that carried sway in public thought and opinion in the twentieth century championing the cause of those who were racially and economically oppressed was that of Dr. King. They were the two major forces in guiding activists to a courageous place of resistance against segregation. Any journalist, social commentator, or, in this case, author who chooses to write about Paul Robeson and to tell the story of his courage and the sacrifices he made is a welcomed opportunity. I wholeheartedly suggest that Sing and Shout: The Mighty Voice of Paul Robeson be read by all.

			
				Harry Belafonte,

				singer, songwriter, activist,

				actor, and author

			

		

	
		
			foreword

			Activism among young people is not a new phenomenon. From the Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 60s to the Black Lives Matter movement of today, young people have consistently spoken out.

			Paul Robeson was a true Renaissance man, a man who achieved success as a scholar, athlete, lawyer, singer, author, and actor, but he was most famous for channeling those talents as an activist. Robeson used his tremendous voice to rail in the first half of the twentieth century. Robeson epitomized the willingness to sacrifice and do what he felt was right, even if it was unpopular or seen as too radical. A great modern-day example is Colin Kaepernick and his brave stand to take a knee during the national anthem, reminding us that not all people are truly free in America. Kaepernick’s unequivocal commitment to activism follows a tradition of athlete-activists like Muhammad Ali, Jackie Robinson, and, of course, Paul Robeson.

			This book explores the rich history of who Paul Robeson was and how his legacy remains important today.

			It’s hard to adequately describe or convey how prominent and effective Paul Robeson was. He remains one of the remarkable scholars, activists, and talents of modern times. On a full scholarship, Robeson studied at Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey. By the time he graduated from the university, Robeson had received an unprecedented twelve major letters in sports, while also giving a stirring commencement address. Continuing his education, he ultimately earned a law degree from Columbia University Law School. When he tried to pursue a career at a big New York City law firm, he faced countless episodes of racism. Disheartened but undeterred, he turned his talents to acting and singing, where he felt accepted and confident enough to speak up for racial justice. With his amazing gift of languages —he spoke fifteen—Robeson would end up traveling the world, using his fame to break down barriers.

			The son of a runaway slave, Robeson encouraged black communities to join together to heal, support, and uplift one another. This notion is relevant today, as black people continue to be targeted, marginalized, and victimized because of the color of their skin. Coalition building is essential to the longevity of the black community. Robeson fought for equitable resources and services that the black community deserved. Even today the black community struggles for racial justice. Young people can model Robeson’s efforts to sustain equity and justice in economics and voting rights, systems that have been historically designed to disenfranchise people of color.

			Acts of racial injustice are longstanding in our country. Robeson knew this was an ongoing challenge, not one to be solved overnight. He once said, “the answer to injustice is not to silence the critic but to end the injustice.” Robeson recognized the importance of speaking out again and again until the injustice ends.

			Everyone should commit to examining the ways Paul Robeson used his many talents to be a voice for change. His work for justice is not done. It will not be done until people of color are no longer marginalized or victimized by racial injustice. As you read this book and reflect on Robeson’s life and legacy, I challenge you to be more like Robeson—to be an active ally. I challenge you to take a stand against injustice and do something to make a positive difference. We all have the ability to be effective social justice change agents. Moving forward, make it an actionable goal to improve the current conditions of society and do what is right to help make our communities more just and inclusive. Let’s honor Paul Robeson’s name and speak up and speak out against all forms of injustice so everyone can live a life that is unapologetic, authentic, and free from oppression; where infinite liberation is reached, and justice always prevails. Robeson’s legacy is relevant today now more than ever before, so let’s do our part to uphold that legacy and be the change we wish to see in the world.

			
				Dr. David E. Jones,

				Director of the Paul Robeson
Cultural Center at Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey

			

		

	
		
			a note on terms used in this book

			
				This book uses the term “Negro” because Paul Robeson did. He proudly owned his identity. In the foreword to his book Here I Stand, the first sentence reads, “I am a Negro.” He repeated these words throughout his career, in interviews, speeches, and writing, and referred to himself and his people as Negro. Sometimes he added, “The origin of the Negro is African,” for Robeson took immense pride in his African heritage.

			Although he identified the spirituals he sang as “Negro spirituals” and “Negro American folk music,” he excitedly researched their African origins. His wife, Eslanda Goode Robeson, wrote a biography of him, Paul Robeson, Negro, published in 1930. In the early twentieth century, the word “Negro” was preferred as a term of respect. However, this word is not used today. Language for describing race is constantly evolving. Robeson, ahead of his time, used the terms “black” and “Afro-American” interchangeably with “Negro” throughout his life. The terms “black” and “African American” became popularized in the 1960s, ’70s, and ’ 80s. This biography reflects the period of history in which Robeson lived. With great respect, I have quoted his words and those of his family and friends.

		

	
		
			personal note

			In 1954, when I was a student at the High School of Music & Art in New York City, a friend invited me to hear Paul Robeson speak at somebody’s apartment. I knew that Robeson was an acclaimed black singer and actor, famous for concerts of spirituals, as well as theater and movie performances. My parents saw him play the role of Othello on Broadway and still talked about it. But when I left the apartment that night, my mother warned, “Don’t sign anything.”

			After hearing Robeson speak passionately about injustices he suffered, I signed the petition that was passed around. It felt good to have my teenage voice counted for what I believed was a righteous cause. Now that I have researched and written a young adult biography of Robeson, I realize more fully what that petition was about, and I’m proud that I added my name. We, the signers, deplored Robeson’s “domestic arrest” and championed his right to travel outside the country. He was seeking support from students and liberals, so he could have his passport returned. It had been revoked in August 1950, just as he was about to leave on a concert tour. FBI agents had stormed into the home where he was staying and demanded he turn over his travel document. Robeson, with his lawyer present, would not give it up. In those days of the Cold War and McCarthyism, the FBI targeted Robeson because he spoke out about colonial freedom and the position of black people in the United States.

			Robeson, son of an enslaved man, knew that he was being singled out because of his race, and he wanted to call attention to discrimination. The government was attacking him because he delivered speeches about the treatment of black people in America, Africa, and colonial countries. At a hearing before the House Un-American Activities Committee in May, 1955, Robeson said, “I am not being tried for whether I am a communist. I am being tried for fighting for the rights of my people, who are still second-class citizens in this United States of America.”

			
				— SGR
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				Paul Robeson in the 1920s, around the time he gave his first concert of spirituals in New York City

			
		
	
		
			chapter 1

			i’m gonna sing and shout

			
				—“By ‘n’ By”

			

			By 7:30 p.m. on April 19, 1925, crowds gathered outside the Greenwich Village theater in New York City. People clamored for seats in the little theater, which was already sold out. At 8:15, a sign announced: Standing Room Only. Inside, those lucky enough to be seated waited expectantly for what was touted as the “music event of the year.”

			Backstage, twenty-seven-year-old Paul Robeson stood in the wings “paralyzed with fright.” His tuxedo was already soaked with sweat even though performing in public was nothing new to him. He had starred in Eugene O’Neill’s plays All God’s Chillun Got Wings and The Emperor Jones in this very theater with the Provincetown Players. In November, he had given a small solo concert in Boston that was well received.

			But tonight’s concert was different because of the music Robeson and his accompanist Larry Brown were about to perform. Although the theatergoers had been led to expect greatness, would the mostly white audience like the songs? Their program consisted entirely of what were then called “Negro spirituals.” Many of the songs told stories from the Old Testament, set in a time when the Jews were captives of the Egyptians. Enslaved black people in America used these stories as a basis to express their religious faith and ease their suffering. Nobody wrote the spirituals. The songs came from people’s souls. “It was really their own plight they were describing in words and music,” said Robeson. “The liberation theme struck so deep,” as in “Go Down, Moses”:
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					Paul Robeson (seated on the right) in a scene from Eugene O’Neill’s play All God’s Chillun Got Wings

				
			
			
				Go down, Moses, way down in Egypt land

				Tell old Pharaoh, Let my people go.

			

			The spirituals were songs passed down orally to give coded directions to enslaved people escaping on the Underground Railroad. Would a white audience in New York City consider these songs worthy of a concert? Would they grasp the true meaning behind the words or just consider the songs to be curious renditions of music heard in black Southern churches of the past? Would they simply boo Robeson off the stage, ending his singing career before it started?

			These were the days of Jim Crow segregation. Separate but equal was the law of the land, established by a Supreme Court ruling after a light-skinned black man had dared to sit in a train car reserved for whites. Not only were trains segregated, but also buses, schools, baseball parks, and playgrounds. Public facilities in the South and parts of the Midwest had signs marked “White Only” and “Colored.” At a Florida train station, a railing divided the stairs—whites on one side, blacks on the other—so that the soles of their shoes wouldn’t touch the same stair.

			Even in downtown New York, where Robeson had been performing as an actor, blacks were barred from restaurants and hotels, and forced to sit in balcony seats in theaters, except at “progressive” houses such as those where the Provincetown Players put on shows.

			The New York Amsterdam News one of the oldest black newspapers in the country, regularly published editorials and reports about lynchings in states from Virginia and Florida to Texas and New Mexico. In 1925, mobs had killed sixteen black people, including two women. The Ku Klux Klan, a viciously racist organization, had swelled in membership. Chapters were springing up all over the country and were considered legal and respectable. In this type of environment, could Robeson hope to win over an audience?

			Some black people criticized the practice of singing spirituals in public, calling it a reminder of the days of slavery. Others thought the songs should be sung in harmony with a chorus, as was traditional. Brown, a black musician born in the South, had arranged the spirituals in a modern style. Robeson would take the solo parts, and Brown would echo the choral responses—like a “call and response” in church, when a preacher called out and the congregation answered. Robeson said, “Brown guided me to the beauty of our own folk music and the music of all other Peoples so like our own.”
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					Lawrence Brown in the 1920s
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					A self-portrait of Carl Van Vechten, photographer and music critic, who helped Robeson and Brown put on their first concert

				
			
			The men had first met in London when Robeson was there performing in a play called Voodoo. Then they had bumped into each other recently in New York. For fun, they began singing at Robeson’s apartment. Robeson’s wife Essie, who usually didn’t like spirituals because she thought they were “monotonous and uninteresting,” was excited. She thought that her husband and Brown were “a perfect combination.” With her encouragement, the men teamed up professionally. At parties, they performed the spirituals to the delight of glamorous guests: composer George Gershwin, publisher Alfred Knopf, and dancer Adele Astaire, sister of famous dancer Fred Astaire. One of Robeson’s influential white friends, Carl Van Vechten, a patron of black artists, raved about the spirituals and arranged for this public concert.

			Robeson and Brown had been practicing for weeks. Robeson said that Brown coached him “as if we were children he was teaching,” and added, “we slept like children all week, not to catch a cold.” Now, both dressed in evening clothes, they were about to make their debut. Brown tried to hide his nervousness as he strode onstage and sat down at the piano. Robeson, a six-foot-two former athlete, froze. Millia Davenport, the Provincetown Players’ costume designer, said, “With all my strength I [pushed him] onto the stage—to make history.” The audience greeted the musicians with cheers and applause that lasted three minutes.

			The houselights dimmed. Robeson faced Brown and rested a hand on the piano. Then, with a nod, he signaled that he was ready to begin. In his deep, powerful, bass-baritone voice, Robeson sang “Go Down, Moses”:

			
				When Israel was in Egypt land

				Let my people go

				Oppressed so hard they could not stand,

				Let my people go

			

			He delivered the words naturally, with feeling, and let his memory “carry him back to that little church [his father’s] where he had heard them sung so often.” Later, he explained that he had “unconsciously absorbed the manner of singing spirituals as they should be sung.” “By ’ n’ By,” the fourth song in the set, opened with Brown’s high tenor leading. Robeson then repeated, in his characteristic low tone, “By ‘n’ by, I’m gonna lay down this heavy load.” The audience clapped wildly after each number. The applause made Robeson and Brown forget to be self-conscious, so they just sang “simply, unaffectedly, and beautifully,” recalled Essie.

			The next set consisted of secular folk songs: “Scandalize My Name” and the wistful “Li’l Gal.” Then Robeson slowly began, “Water Boy, where are you hi-i-din’?” without any piano accompaniment. Avery Robinson, the white Southerner who had transcribed the work song, told Robeson that he sang it exactly as the black chain gang had the first time he had heard it. As Robeson began the joyous “Joshua Fit De Battle Ob Jericho,” Brown chimed in, “Oh, yes,” and they finished in unison, “And the walls came a tumblin’ down.”

			At the end of the concert, the audience went crazy. After numerous curtain calls, Robeson and Brown sang sixteen encores. Exhausted, they finally ended the evening by having the houselights turned up.

			The following day, critics marked the concert as a triumph and enthused over Robeson. Typical of the times, reviewers noted his handsomeness as well as his music. “It will be long before any of us will forget the spectacle of this magnificently built man…[and] the soft beauty of his voice.” The New York World commented, “Paul Robeson’s voice is difficult to describe. It is a voice in which deep bells ring.” The revered black sociologist, author, and activist W. E. B. Du Bois was in the audience that night. He sent Robeson and Brown a note saying, “May I tell you how much I enjoyed the fine concert last night. It was very beautiful.”

			Robeson was thrilled with their success. “I couldn’t possibly ask for anything more,” he told a newspaper reporter. Right away, public de-mand for concerts increased, and offers of recording contracts came in. Agents competed to represent the duo. Two years later, when Robeson was on his way to perform in Europe, he sent a note to his friend and patron, Van Vechten: “Every time I appear in a strange capital I shall think of that first concert,” he wrote, “and your unselfish interest and thank you all over again. Because it was you who made me sing.”

		

	
		
			chapter 2

			a motherless child

			
				—“Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child”

			

			“The glory of my boyhood years was my father,” wrote Paul Robeson. “I loved him like no one in all the world.” When Paul later gave concerts, he sang spirituals his father might have sung on the plantation, such as “Many Thousan’ Gone”:

			
				No more auction block for me

				No more, no more

				No more auction block for me

				Many thousan’ gone

			

			His father, William Drew Robeson, was born enslaved in Martin County, North Carolina. At age fifteen, William escaped and made his way to Pennsylvania on the Underground Railroad, a network of safe houses providing shelter to help enslaved people travel north so they could live free. Working as a farmhand, he earned tuition for Lincoln University, the first college in America granting degrees to black students. William took courses in Latin and Greek, and he graduated in 1873 with honors. Three years later, he earned a degree in sacred theology, and became a minister.

			Paul described his father’s speaking voice as the “greatest” he had ever heard, “a deep, sonorous basso, richly melodic and refined.” When Robeson performed, he would affectionately imitate his father delivering a sermon in a “voice going down like an organ.”
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					Paul’s father, Reverend William Drew Robeson, at age sixty-five in 1910

				
			
			While William was a divinity student at Lincoln, he met and fell in love with Maria Louisa Bustill, a young teacher from Philadelphia. Louisa, as she was called, was a tall, slender woman with a keen mind and remarkable memory. She was also known for her gentle manner and cheerful disposition. Often, she visited her uncle who lived in Lincoln, Pennsylvania. Louisa came from one of Philadelphia’s prominent black families. The Bustills descended from freeborn African Americans, and family members had intermarried with English Quakers and people of the Lenni-Lenape Indians who lived in what is now Delaware. One of the Bustills had been a member of the Underground Railroad chain and had helped over a thousand enslaved people gain freedom.

			William and Louisa married in 1878, and settled in Princeton, New Jersey. He was appointed pastor of the Witherspoon Street Presbyterian Church. Louisa, like William, was highly intelligent as well as deeply religious, and she helped her husband compose his sermons. They lived in the parsonage a few doors down from the church. There, they raised their children: William Drew, Jr. (called Bill), Reeve, Benjamin (Ben), a daughter Marian, and the youngest, Paul Leroy, born April 9, 1898. As the baby of the family, Paul was the favorite, and his siblings doted on him.
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					Paul’s mother, Maria Louisa Bustill Robeson, 1878, age twenty-five, at the time of her marriage
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					The house where Paul Robeson was born at 110 Witherspoon Street, Princeton, New Jersey

				
			
			When Paul was two years old, his older brother Bill tried to enroll at Princeton University but was turned down. At that time, the beginning of the twentieth century, the town of Princeton was segregated like a Southern Jim Crow town. Black people were not welcome at white shops or restaurants up on Nassau Street. As Paul wrote, “Almost every Negro in Princeton lived off the college and accepted the social status that went with it. We lived for all intents and purposes on a Southern plantation.” At the movie theater, they had to sit in the back section. The one black physician in town was refused staff privileges at the Princeton Medical Center and Hospital, so his patients had to go to a hospital in Trenton. The university itself was off-limits to black students. Even the gate at the entrance of the campus “was always locked shut. It was never open—never,” recalled a resident of the black Witherspoon Street neighborhood.

			Nevertheless, Reverend Robeson went to see Woodrow Wilson, a professor at Princeton and the future president of the university. Wilson was also a governing elder of the Presbyterian Church. Reverend Robeson appealed to Wilson to admit his brilliant son Bill to the college. Wilson angrily declared that Princeton did not accept “colored.” This incident may have been the reason Reverend Robeson lost his ministry in 1901.

			Other factors played a role as well. The reverend had developed the Witherspoon Street Presbyterian Church as a center of civic and social activity for the black community. Congregants knew him as “the defender of justice,” standing firmly for the rights of his race. However, white Presbyterians still controlled the church and forced him out. Initially, they criticized him for not making the church financially independent. Yet an investigation showed that nothing was amiss. Certain white residents of Princeton were said to want the reverend to stop speaking out against lynching and race riots, which he refused to do. Many years later, Reverend Robeson received an apology from the Presbyterian Church for the injustice done to him.

			The Robeson family moved from the parsonage to a run-down house around the corner on Green Street. Paul later described it as a “shack” that was “so bad it should have been condemned.” His father earned a little money by hauling ashes from white people’s fireplaces in a horse-drawn wagon and driving Princeton University students around town. Paul admired his father for never complaining and wrote, “He was still the dignified Reverend Robeson to the community, and no man carried himself with greater pride.”

			Paul’s mother suffered from chronic asthma and cataracts in her eyes that left her nearly blind. She depended on Paul and Ben, who were still living at home, to lead her about the house. A family friend observed that Paul was his mother’s “little guide and inseparable” from her.

			One morning in January 1904, Reverend Robeson went shopping in Trenton. Paul was at the Witherspoon School for Colored Children down the street from his father’s former church. Ben, age eleven, had stayed home to help his mother. Louisa asked Ben to put a piece of new linoleum under the stove. As they tipped the stove, the door flew open. Hot coals fell on Louisa’s long dress, and her skirt caught fire. Ben tried to stamp out the flames. He ran out of the house screaming for help. Neighbors passing by rushed inside and found Louisa ablaze. Someone grabbed a bucket of snow to douse the flames. By the time they put out the fire, Louisa was horribly burned. A doctor arrived and gave her medicine to relieve the excruciating pain.

			When Paul returned home from school he watched helplessly. A few hours later, she died. Paul was five years old. “I remember her lying in the coffin, and the funeral, and the relatives who came,” he wrote. “But it must be that the pain and shock of her death blotted out all other personal recollections.”

			His mother was buried in the white section of the Princeton Cemetery. The Presbyterian church owned the cemetery and gave Reverend Robeson special permission to have her buried there, near where they lived. Her grave is close to the cemetery gate on Witherspoon Street that Paul passed every day as he went to and from school.
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					Witherspoon School for Colored Children, 1904. Paul Robeson, age 6, is probably in the front row, second boy to the left of the pole.
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					The Princeton YMCA football team champions in 1908. The boy in the second row holding the football is Ben Robeson, Paul’s older brother.

				
			
			“There must have been moments when I felt the sorrows of a motherless child,” he wrote. Singing released his deepest feelings. Years later, at his debut concert, Paul sang, “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child,” and tears streamed down his face. A friend who was at the concert said that she “was crying too, and so was half the audience.”

		

	
		
			chapter 3

			a home in that rock

			
				—“I Got a Home in That Rock”

			

			After his mother’s death, Paul grew closer to his father despite the fifty-three-year difference in their ages. “During many of his years as a widower I was the only child at home,” wrote Paul, “and his devoted care and attention bound us closely together.”

			In 1907, when Paul was nine, his father moved to the town of Westfield, New Jersey. The reverend changed his religious affiliation to African Methodist Episcopal and built a small church. While he got settled, Paul stayed in Princeton with his relatives from North Carolina who lived in the neighborhood. They took care of him and fed him well. “I remember the cornmeal, greens, yams, and the peanuts and other goodies sent up in bags from down in North Carolina,” he wrote.

			“I got plenty of mothering,” recalled Paul, “not only from Pop and my brothers and sister when they were home, but from the whole of our close-knit community…. In a way I was ‘adopted’ by all these good people.” Their houses were filled with “a warmth of song,” he remembered. “Hymn-song, and ragtime ballad, gospels and blues, and the healing comfort to be found in the…sorrow of the spirituals.”

			
				Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen

				Nobody knows my sorrow

			

			He heard these songs in his father’s sermons, which he said were almost like operas. Singing, clapping, and swaying, Paul joined in the rousing call and response,

			
				I got a home in-a-dat rock, don’t you see?

				I got a home in-a-dat rock, don’t you see?

			

			By 1910, Reverend Robeson had established a parish—St. Thomas A.M.E. Zion—in the town of Somerville, New Jersey. Paul was the only child at home, while his brothers and sister went back and forth from school. Bill first attended Lincoln University, then medical school at the University of Pennsylvania. Reeve also attended Lincoln University for a time, but then dropped out, greatly disappointing and angering their father. When Reeve kept getting into trouble with the law, the reverend sent him away so that he wouldn’t be a bad influence on Paul. Yet Paul wrote, “I admired this rough older brother and I learned from him a quick militancy against racial insults and abuse.” Ben, Paul’s favorite brother, attended a prep school in North Carolina, followed by college. Marian, also in North Carolina, stayed with relatives while she studied at the Scotia Seminary for young black women.

			In the evening, Robeson’s father gave him speeches to memorize and taught him how to use his voice eloquently, insisting on perfect diction. Afterward, they played checkers. The reverend rarely talked about his early years as an enslaved person. However, his father’s infrequent tales were vivid and haunted Paul’s memory. He marveled at his father’s refusal to remain in bondage. Paul knew what slavery and oppression meant to his family. Songs such as “Deep River,” a cry for comfort and hope, became part of his repertoire and evoked his father’s suffering. Slowly Paul drew out the first word as he sang,

			
				Dee-ee-eep river

				My home is over Jordan.

				De-ee-eep river, Lord

				I want to cross over into campground

			

			In Somerville, Robeson attended James L. Jamison Colored School, then the unsegregated Washington School in Westfield. After graduating at the head of his class, he spent eighth grade in a segregated Somerville school, and again graduated with top grades. “Pop was pleased by that,” said Paul. “He was never satisfied with a school mark of 95 when 100 was possible.”

			Getting straight A’s came easily to Paul at Somerville High. The school had only a few black students, but he got along well with his white classmates. One of his best friends throughout high school was Douglas Brown. They both played on the football team, joined the debating team, and belonged to the glee club. Brown said, “When Paul cut loose, the rest of us in the bass section just had to wiggle our mouths.”
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					The Somerville High School baseball team, 1914. Paul, holding a catcher’s mitt, sits in the front row, second from the right. A superb athlete, he held varsity letters in football, basketball, baseball, and track when he graduated in 1915.
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					The Somerville High School football team, 1913. Paul is in the second row, fourth from the left.

				
			
			Paul’s music teacher, Miss Elizabeth Vosseler, appreciated his remarkable voice, and urged him to take singing seriously. His older brothers also recognized the quality of his
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