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Epigraph

“There are men in high office in this community who would silence brave teachers, violate our free elections, write injustice into law—all in the name of patriotism.”

—Native Land, 1942. The film, with narration and songs by Paul Robeson, was deemed subversive by the U.S. Attorney General’s office and has scarcely been shown since its debut.
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Preface

Twoness

DECEMBER 1949, TEN DAYS BEFORE CHRISTMAS. Jackie Robinson, the most famous ballplayer in America, is home—the first Christmas on his new street in his new house in St. Albans, a quiet, integrated neighborhood in Queens boxed in by Jamaica to the east, Long Island to the west, and Idlewild Airport, New York’s new, year-old airport to the south.* It is a festive time, houses adorned with Christmas lights, solo candles flickering from front windows. Ten days before Thanksgiving, Robinson’s son, Jackie Jr., celebrated his third birthday. Over cake and ice cream, the family enjoyed another milestone: Robinson had just won the biggest accolade of his career: the National League Most Valuable Player award. His wife, Rachel, is pregnant with their second child. Robinson tells the newspapermen he hopes it will be a girl.

Three days a week, on Mondays, Wednesday, and Fridays, Robinson works the floor as a salesman at Sunset Appliance Store in Rego Park, not far from his house. At the time, ballplayers, even the best ones like Robinson, work second jobs during the offseason—but for Brooklyn fans, his celebrity is its own gift, a major coup for the store, and further cements him as a Brooklyn hero, not some distant superstar who leaves town after the final out of the season, but one who stays, one of them. Customers who purchase an RCA Victor television from Robinson receive an autographed big-league issue bat or ball, and can arrange to have their photo taken with him on the days he is in the store. Even The New Yorker, the city’s magazine for the wine and cheese crowd, ventures out to Brooklyn to pay a visit to New York’s most recognizable salesman.

It is a precious snatch of time. In a little over a month, before his thirty-first birthday, Robinson will hand out cigars in Harlem, celebrating the birth of his daughter, Sharon. The home in St. Albans—a two-story, single-family Colonial with a spacious backyard on a quarter-acre lot at 112-40 177th Street—stands as a testament to the possibilities this country believes it offers all people, the possibilities for better, despite the unforgiving realities of Black life. Within this moment, coated in the sugary haze of professional success, a new home, a beautiful wife, and a growing young family warmed by the comforting glow of Christmastime, Jackie Robinson has never been more ascendant, more complete, more American.

Most veteran baseball men could not envision his success—or did not want to, anticipating it would eventually destroy segregation. Robinson’s excellence justified the fear. During the 1949 pennant race, as the leaves began to change and the Dodgers charged toward the World Series, a Black newspaper columnist noted that in photographs, in print, and in interactions among the other Dodgers, America looked different than it had just two years ago. The presence of Robinson and his Black teammates no longer felt unique, as it once did, but ubiquitous. Perhaps even normal. Robinson was now not only voted the best player in the league but with him the franchise had never been better. The Robinson Dodgers had won the National League pennant twice in his first three years. Before him, Brooklyn finished first three times over the previous fifty.

The accolades and pennants proved he was a great player, but by lunchtime on the afternoon of July 18, 1949, after he had left Room 226 of the Old House building on Capitol Hill following his testimony before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), Jackie Robinson had become more than a baseball player. He had testified to the committee against the political opinions of the great bass-baritone singer and actor Paul Robeson, who was more than twenty years Robinson’s senior, himself once beloved by millions of Americans, himself like Robinson once a great football player, once, like Robinson, one of greatest athletes in the nation—and once, as Jackie Robinson was now, the most famous Black man in his country.

America in the summer of 1949 was consumed by fear, convinced it was culturally and politically being infiltrated by agents of the Soviet Union. The fears were stoked by the nation’s highest political and thought leaders—Harry Truman, the Democratic president; Col. Robert McCormick and William Randolph Hearst, two leading newspaper titans; and a desperate Republican Party that had been out of the White House for nearly two decades. The GOP had been out of power for so long it believed its attack on universities, FDR and his New Deal of social initiatives—unemployment benefits, Social Security, and a host of programs future generations of Americans now take for granted as foundational—could no longer be fought along the dry, pasty lanes of policy, but through the mud of accusation: the New Deal was communist, its supporters anti-American, cooperation with the Soviets treasonous. Who was loyal? No area of American life went untouched by the specter of conflict with the Soviets. Reminiscent of the violence against labor unions, liberalism, and Black soldiers that followed World War I, Robinson testified against Robeson in a climate that was now being called the second Red Scare. Amid these silhouettes of fear, Jackie Robinson was seen as one of America’s champions.

As Christmas neared, Robinson appeared at the Commodore Hotel in New York, accepting the George Washington Carver Institute’s gold medal for improving race relations, a “glowing example of Americanism at its best.” Frank Gannett, the founder of the Gannett newspaper chain, addressed the overflowing audience. “Isn’t it a story to thrill every American?” he said. “Jackie Robinson stands out as proof that here in America there is opportunity for those Black or white, who have ability, determination, character and ambition . . . he is not only a great citizen, but a great American. Rather recently, he appeared before a Congressional committee and defended his race’s loyalty and rejected for them any sympathy for Communism.”

In the August 1897 issue of The Atlantic Monthly, the legendary scholar W.E.B. Du Bois wondered if it was possible for Black people to successfully balance the “double consciousness” of being subjected to a segregated society and still feel “American.” In his essay “The Strivings of the Negro,” Du Bois saw this inner conflict as the defining characteristic of the post-slavery Black experience.

As loyalty and conformity often disguised as anticommunism suppressed the fervency for civil rights that punctuated the war years, Du Bois’s conflict increased in intensity for a Black America expecting an improved quality of life in peacetime. “This waste of double aims1, this seeking to satisfy two unreconciled ideals,” Du Bois wrote, “has wrought sad havoc.”

The years 1945 to 1953, when America transitioned from the Great Depression and the politics of World War II into a cold war with the Soviet Union, shaped both domestic and foreign policy. But overshadowed by the explosive years that would follow, this critical period has largely been treated as dormant Black history. Historians have tended to view the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision, the 1955 murder of Emmett Till, and Rosa Parks’s subsequent defiance of segregation as the springboards to the modern civil rights movement—yet these in-between years had a profound effect on Black America.

Jackie Robinson and Paul Robeson were central to this overlooked period. Both men served as a prologue of sorts. For the remainder of the 20th century and beginning of the 21st, they were the early prototypes of a new template—the prominent Black entertainer as national political spokesperson. In the 19th century, the voices of Black leadership were the abolitionists and educators, orators, and clergy. Today, the entertainers, actors, and professional athletes enter the political maelstrom and illustrate Du Bois’s notion of double consciousness, performing for white mainstream audiences while being expected to both advocate for Black issues politically and represent America at home and abroad, a conflict perfected during the Cold War. No race of people have been so politically overmatched. Malcolm X would refer to them as “puppets.”

Through countless published biographies over several decades, Robinson’s 1949 testimony against Robeson on Capitol Hill had long sat in plain sight, explored in only a page or two but usually by a single sentence—Jackie Robinson testified against Paul Robeson—an exposed root on the beaten path of the story of baseball integration.

The exposed root sat unbothered, to be stepped over and never tripped upon. As a professional who had traveled that road in short-, medium-, and long-form journalism for decades, how many times had I stepped over it, muscle memory reminding me to lift one foot over the other without questioning what it was, why it was there, and what it might lead to? And how many times had I read the Jackie Robinson story and realized the entire narrative was constructed through the perspective of one man: Branch Rickey?

Why was the exposed root so easily stepped over? Robinson and Robeson were, along with Joe Louis, Jack Johnson, and Jesse Owens, two of the five greatest Black athletes over the first half of the 20th century. Add to Robeson’s resume a law degree from Columbia, an international concert singer, a groundbreaking stage and screen actor, and he was nothing less than a titan. The root needed pulling.

The answers to the questions were not profound. The lens of the hearing never focused on Robeson, who was seen as only a prop for Robinson’s patriotism, unworthy of rediscovery, especially as the Robinson/Rickey integration story—sports as the pathway to equality—became virtually unchallengeable. The excavation of Paul Robeson complicates Robinson and Rickey and destroys, almost completely, the easy, uncomplicated tale of interracial heroism Americans have long preferred.

It was about a decade or so ago when researching another book about the history of the political voice of the Black athlete when I finally stopped, looked down, and inspected the root. By the time I reached my own adolescence in the 1980s, the domestic elements of the Cold War focused on nuclear annihilation, the USA versus the USSR in the Olympics, “Fallout Shelter” signs in government buildings, The Day After.

The years when the federal government turned on its own citizens, corporations fired employees accused of subversion, and neighbors spied on neighbors had long since ended. For my generation, that type of hysteria where no one could be quite trusted to be what they seemed could only be found in The Twilight Zone reruns—until the 9/11 terrorist attacks reignited suspicions.*

In our house, Paul Robeson was a disembodied figure, a name without a story, appropriate for the market-driven 1980s in many ways. With the disappearing of Robeson also came the disappearance of questioning the effect of free-market capitalism on Black communities, a once vibrant question replaced by the celebration of individual wealth. When I attended college in Philadelphia in the mid-1980s, Robeson grew more present, especially on the Temple University campus. He had lived in West Philadelphia and had died there only a decade earlier, and though his name still resonated throughout the Black communities, it did so in regal, broken fragments.

The late Harry Belafonte once referred to Robeson as “one of our kings.” How, then, could a king become so obscure, especially to his own people? His disappearance could not merely be a function of time because he had not been gone that long. Sand does not replace sand so quickly. The rise of hip-hop and the films of Spike Lee in the late 1980s and early 1990s forced a revival of Malcolm X, a reclaiming of him by Black America, wrested from his historical framing by the white mainstream, which during his time did not love him. To a new generation, Malcolm X became timeless, as Ossie Davis eulogized him following his 1965 assassination: “Our shining Black prince.” Paul Robeson has yet to receive such a reappraisal.

Prior to the fateful day Jackie Robinson appeared in Room 226 of the old House building, the continuum of Du Bois’s double consciousness wrestled with itself, during World War I when Black leadership made the strategic choice to temper its domestic militance only to have Black soldiers targeted at war’s end; in employing the opposite strategy during World War II, aggressively campaigning for civil rights during the war years only for Black soldiers to be targeted again physically by white vigilantism and economically by their government, which excluded them from the G.I. Bill and the opportunity to join in the postwar prosperity that created the American middle class; to fight segregation and be called communists for it.

Today, the nation is experiencing a similar period of retrenchment. Loyalty oaths have resurfaced. In 1949, across the flag of the San Francisco Examiner read the words “America First” in block letters and the slogan, “An American paper for American people.” Today, “America First” has been revived with the familiar hostility of its antecedent. In April 2024, the state of Florida announced it would make courses teaching the “evils of communism” a requirement for grades as low as kindergarten. The University of Nebraska relented to the right-wing assault on Black history, forcing its instructors to rename its “Race and Sports” sociology class “Sports and Culture.” In May 2025, the White House stated that “children will be taught to love America” and will be taught to “be patriots.” With modern terminology, the antiliberal playbook of the 1950s has returned, once more, by conflating progressive politics with communism. The election of a Black president and a subsequent political movement against police brutality—amplified by the visibility of Black professional athletes—was met with a similar questioning of the loyalty of Black citizens and a merciless legislative assault on their gains, aggressively reestablishing a regressive white nationalist, Christian hierarchy that hasn’t been part of a presidential mandate since the days of Woodrow Wilson, more than a century ago.

Within these pages is the story of a moment in the continuum, when Jackie Robinson and Paul Robeson, seven years apart, embodied Du Bois’s dilemma in Congress, one man appearing in conflicted service to and the other hunted for ferocious critique of a country that would ultimately and decisively wound both. Through their actions and strategies, both men—along with the NAACP, the Black press, and the Black veterans who believed serving their country would finally make them American—would embody the 19th-century words of Du Bois that have encapsulated the expanse of the Black American journey: “One feels his two-ness2,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”

The word American reverberated throughout that evening at the Commodore, and continued at banquets as Robinson crisscrossed the country, the word hero rarely far from his name. The Oregon Daily Journal referred to him as a “clean-cut American Negro athlete” and lauded Robinson for protecting American values, ostensibly in direct opposition to Robeson. Countless newspapers followed.


JACKIE ROBINSON GIVES CRITICAL PAUL ROBESON JOLT ON WHISKERS

Paul Robeson and Jackie Robinson were both Negroes. In their respective lines of endeavor—singing and baseball playing—each was an artist; however, any similarity between the two comes to a sudden conclusion there.

In 1949, at the apex of the American ideal, Jackie Robinson had been placed in opposition to a man he would never meet, whose hand he would never shake. No quarrel had preexisted between the two. He had been lauded as an American hero for all that he had done, but what exactly in the moment had he done? As the calendar moved into a new decade, soon to become one of America’s darkest, that question lay before Jackie Robinson and the disparate forces and organizations—Black and white—who believed as a condition of Black America fulfilling the patriotic half of Du Bois’s twoness, his presence before HUAC was essential.
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America’s No. 1 Negro






Part One

Hope

(1942–1945)






Chapter One


I

THE NEW HAVEN LURCHED NORTHEASTWARD, leaving New York City farther in the distance, leaving behind the end of something. The train hugged the southern Connecticut shoreline, passengers eager to secure a seat on the right of the car for better access to the absorbing summer views of Long Island Sound. Alongside the Yankee Clipper and The Comet, the New Haven was once a prestigious member of stylish service cars from the golden age of train travel, but the New Haven would soon be one of the few survivors of the industrialist J.P. Morgan’s voracious capitalism—his dream of monopolizing the eastern seaboard rail devoured by greed, the Depression, and very soon, automobiles. Ironically, Morgan’s most important rail line would be kept alive by the federal assistance American businessmen said they loathed, by a government needing transportation lines for a world at war.

The train eased north, inland through Rhode Island, winding upward into Massachusetts, heading toward a new and uncertain world. Among the passengers were servicemen and women staring out at scenic New England, staring into their thoughts, thinking about the inevitable fighting that awaited, fighting for a world many of the uniformed passengers aboard knew they’d never live to see.

The train arrived at South Station. The enlisted headed for the Boston Navy Yard, the cluster of outposts occupying Boston’s inner harbor that now comprised the epicenter of the city’s muscular shipbuilding war complex, consisting of the Chelsea Naval Hospital, the Chelsea Annex, the Charlestown Navy Yard, and the South Boston Annex. One newspaper described Boston as “dim against the submarines offshore.”

Days earlier, the Boston Herald reported that 8,600 miles west, U.S. Marines landed at Guadalcanal. The Boston Globe1 brought news of Europe, of a German Nazi leader named Schmidt, “who warned that future intervention on behalf of the Jews in Holland would be punished by forcing those involved to share the fate of the Jews.” It was August 1942.

Among the passengers on the New Haven, leaving a version of the world behind, was Paul Robeson, who had come to Boston to star in Margaret Webster’s version of Othello for a weeklong engagement at Brattle Hall in Cambridge. Robeson stood at a certain remove from the rest of the cast the way stars did, having already been famous for the previous quarter century. The show highlighted the Cambridge Summer Theatre schedule, and eager scouts eyed the week as a test run to a potential Broadway opening.

Robeson had been a stage star since 1925, when playwright Eugene O’Neill cast him, untested, as the title character in The Emperor Jones. Robeson’s signature bass baritone, the voice seemingly born from the richest soil of the earth, had been discovered by accident—he couldn’t whistle on cue, so he broke out in song. Nearly 20 years later, two weeks before arriving in Boston, Robeson shattered attendance records at consecutive concerts in New York and Fairmont Park in Philadelphia.

He had been famous for so long. Robeson made his film debut with Oscar Micheaux’s 1925 silent picture Body and Soul. In 1929, he played Carnegie Hall for the first time, and even then, he was already famous—for sports. During World War I as a teenager at Rutgers, Robeson had been one of the greatest college football players. In 1917, as a junior, he received college football’s highest honor, selection to the prestigious All-America team compiled by the godfather of American football, legendary Yale coach Walter Camp. Camp’s fingerprints could be found all over the modern game—yard markers, the two-point safety, the quarterback, line of scrimmage, the reduction of players per side from 15 to 11. Camp had wrested football from its foundations in English rugby to create something uniquely American—and now he was telling the nation that Paul Robeson was one of the greatest he’d ever seen play the sport.

In 1921, Robeson played defensive end for Akron in a nascent pro football startup, the American Professional Football Association. The next year, when Robeson moved to the Milwaukee Badgers, the two-year-old venture changed its name to the National Football League. While playing in the NFL, Robeson earned a law degree at Columbia. It appeared he could succeed at anything. A century later, Shana L. Redmond would author a biography about Robeson titled Everything Man.

Robeson was a giant to a Black community inspired by his soaring achievements, especially in interracial settings. Robeson was raised during a period of hardening segregation, enormous racial unrest, segregation justified by a belief—held by white (and routinely Black) Americans—that Black people were not sufficiently socialized to live on equal terms with whites. The term of the day used for African Americans and predominately Black countries was “backward.” Leaders of both races were often in agreement: Black people must earn their way out of second-class citizenship, an attitude that led to the great scholar W.E.B. Du Bois’s belief in a “talented tenth.” The best of the race would provide the example.

In 1939 and 1940, at the peak of his fame, Robeson galvanized a nation ambivalent about the prospect of entering the war when his rendition of “Ballad for Americans” was carried across the airwaves nationwide. By the time he arrived in Boston, it was no exaggeration to say that Paul Robeson was the most famous Black American in the world.



II

FOR A COUNTRY AT WAR, something as ephemeral as a stage play did not appear to be major news by comparison, but Robeson’s presence in Cambridge was not trivial: no Black man had ever played Othello—Shakespeare’s tragedy of the jealous Moor who marries and murders his white wife—in an interracial cast on American soil. Shattering a centuries-old, ironclad racial barrier was national news. Southern politicians preemptively mobilized against the production.

In 1930, Robeson and his wife, Eslanda, had relocated to London, where they had lived for nearly a decade and where Robeson had been playing Othello in the British theater opposite Peggy Ashcroft as Desdemona. But he would not be the first Black Othello in America. In 1916, when Robeson was a college freshman, the all-Black Edward Sterling Wright Players performed the play at the Lafayette Theatre in Harlem, the Walnut Street Theatre in Philadelphia, and the Grand Opera House in Boston, with Wright playing the lead. Robeson’s tremendous reception as Othello in London led to him being approached for a Broadway run, with Lillian Gish set to play Desdemona. The project dissolved as the nation, or so went the thinking, was not “ready” for the play’s interracial lovemaking and violence, which would be amplified by Robeson’s physical enormity—he was 6 ft., 3 in., 250 pounds. Robeson himself could be counted among that number reluctant to perform a role in America where, in addition to marriage and murder, Othello, self-destructing in jealousy, slaps Desdemona—“a good stage slap,” according to the New York Daily News. “I feel that in London2, trouble couldn’t possibly arise on racial grounds . . . but they certainly wouldn’t stand in America for the kissing and the scene in which I use Miss Ashcroft roughly,” Robeson said in 1930. “I wouldn’t care to play those scenes in some parts of the United States.”

Energized by the war’s mission of freedom, Robeson arrived at Brattle Hall, the cramped and creaky Dutch Colonial Harvard Square theater house built, nine years before he was born, in 1889. The world was engaged in a fundamental conflict, the idea of democracy against fascism, the unifying rhetoric of a country mobilizing as one was thrilling to Robeson, and he was additionally buoyed by the action: the raw steel and sweat of the American war machine, the grim-faced soldiers on the New Haven about to man warships built a mile or so from where Robeson would perform.

Being in Boston heightened his sense of purpose. Robeson and the city mirrored one another, two symbols coalescing in the shadow of wartime—Robeson of Black aspiration and achievement, Boston of the American ideal. When he wasn’t performing, Robeson aided the local war effort, making several appearances across the area to raise money: to Gloucester, to aid the Russian War relief, and to Central Square, where he set up a table on a sidewalk and raised $2,000 in war bonds for the Cambridge Women’s War Savings Committee.

Webster, the respected Shakespearean actor-director intentionally chose to open Othello in Cambridge for its reputation of tolerance, of being cool amid overheated racial matters. The announcement of the play brought fears of violence or preemptive edicts to cancel the show, but when tickets went on sale in early July, the entire week sold out in hours.

Othello had traditionally been played by white men in blackface. On Broadway in 1935, the British actor Philip Merivale played the lead. Time magazine reported3 that Merivale possessed a “grave, bony face” and “beetling mobile brows and eyes whose whites can gleam with tragic fury in a sepia-colored face.” A “sun-tanned” Walter Huston played the role a year later on Broadway.

The punditry long debated Shakespeare’s vision of Othello’s racial identity, but both Robeson and Margaret Webster agreed the Bard’s intention was for his Moor to be of sub-Saharan origin. The Black man who once played Othello, the legendary stage actor Ira Aldridge, was New York–born but never played Othello in the United States. Aldridge’s Othello debuted in London in 1826, but it would take 116 years for America to be “ready” for a Black Othello.

Six days before opening4, Webster told The Boston Globe she believed Cambridge was where a “Negro star can be tried out with fairness and tolerance,” because Boston audiences were known to be “intellectual and sympathetic.” Financiers were reluctant to back the production, convinced American audiences would recoil. Several news stories reverted into debate—if Othello even needed to be performed by a Black actor. “Miss Webster,” The Globe wrote, “says she thinks Shakespeare himself wouldn’t have cared for a coffee-colored Othello, who looks as if he merely has a Palm Beach tan.”

That Robeson would be the vehicle for the first rendition of Othello in the United States and perform in Boston carried a certain preordainment. Boston, with all of its 17th-century mercantile contradictions—building enormous wealth from the slave trade while proud of its acceptance of its small Black population—was one of the early epicenters of the American antislavery movement. If Boston would not later be known for its racial activism, much of the city’s history of abolition has been preserved. A statue of the great antislavery activist Wendell Phillips, its base carrying the inscription, “Prophet of Liberty. Champion of the Slave,” stood on the corner of Charles and Boylston Streets, in the Public Garden across the street from the Boston Common.

Enslavement was not a theoretical subject for Robeson. His father, William, had been born enslaved in Marion County, North Carolina, in 1844, before escaping north to Philadelphia when he was 15 years old. The statue of Phillips was dedicated May 4, 1915, a month after Robeson’s seventeenth birthday. Around the same time, Robeson, a high-school senior, entered a state oration contest, selecting Phillips’s 1861 lecture on the Haitian revolutionary Toussaint L’Ouverture. Twenty-seven years later, here Robeson was, now a 44-year-old man and internationally known, walking the same crooked and cobblestoned streets of Phillips, Tubman, Sojourner Truth, Garrison, and Douglass, walking for the same purpose.

Boston was a thrilling success. The Harvard Society named Robeson an honorary member. The Globe expressed surprise by the “manly softness” of his voice and, even what it considered his inelegant patches, saw Robeson’s power as an actor. Boston Herald theater critic Elinor Hughes raved. The Associated Press asserted5 Robeson’s performance answered the “long-debated question of whether Shakespeare intended a Negro or a white man for the role of the jealous Moor of Venice.” Ralph Warner of the communist Daily Worker saw Robeson on stage in both artistic and political terms. “In these war days6, when Negro youths are taking up arms in defense of their America, and Southern bourbons are seeking to revive the spirit of the KKK,” the newspaper wrote, “Robeson’s Othello is a valiant plea for human rights.”

For years, Robeson had grown more pointed in his criticisms of racism and fascism, and the week as Othello confirmed his addition to a historical continuum, connecting backward to the heritage of protest and political oration that defined abolitionism and forward in Cambridge, successfully contributing to a piece of theater that would crush a long-held prohibition—Shakespeare’s Moor would no longer be in blackface, or anything other than unambiguously Black, and no longer banned from America. As he had followed Ira Aldridge on the stage, so too would others follow him. Within a decade of Robeson’s Cambridge debut, Othello would be almost exclusively cast to Black actors for the next 80 years. It had been true: Robeson’s trip from New York to Boston signified the end of something.

At Fort Riley, Kansas, unaware of his destiny, of Robeson in Cambridge, and of Daily Worker reporter Nat Low and The Boston Record columnist Dave Egan, was 23-year-old Army draftee Jackie Robinson. Egan suggested baseball’s war shortage provided a perfect opportunity to admit Black players.

Low, the sports editor7 of the communist newspaper, wrote on July 30 that Pittsburgh Pirates President Bill Benswanger would hold tryouts for three Black players within the month. One was 20-year-old Negro League catcher Roy Campanella. “Negroes are American citizens with American rights,” Benswanger told Low. “I know there are many problems connected with the question, but, after all, somebody has to make the first move.”

The production left Cambridge for Princeton, New Jersey. The Boston Herald saw the disparate wartime threads attacking the contradiction of segregation. Under an editorial titled “Hope for the Negro,” the newspaper saw new possibilities:


Has the war8, with its strong emphasis on democracy and the rights of individuals who risk all for their country, somehow softened our attitudes toward the Negro? A lively discussion is taking place here regarding the unwritten rule which bars Negro baseball players from the American and National Leagues . . . Miss Hughes reminded readers that Paul Robeson’s appearance in Brattle Hall, Cambridge, was, “the first occasion upon which an artist of his race has played the part in this country with a cast of white actors.” It is both comforting and discomforting to read her characterization of him as, “this remarkable actor, honored more in Europe than in his own country . . .” Unjustified economic barriers cannot persist once the people realize how devoted the Negro is to his country and how little he asks.





III

THE PRODUCTION’S ARRIVAL IN PRINCETON assumed a more personal tone. Robeson was born in Princeton on April 9, 1898—33 years to the day of Robert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, officially ending the Civil War—an irony considering Princeton was often considered the northernmost outpost of the Confederacy. Robeson’s father, Reverend William Drew Robeson, once led a respected congregation, Witherspoon Street Presbyterian Church, out of Princeton. Cyrus Bustill, his great-great-grandfather on his mother’s side, baked bread for the Continental Army and, according to family history, was thanked personally by General George Washington for fortifying his exhausted troops during the Revolutionary War. Robeson returned to Princeton the prodigal son.

He had played Princeton two years earlier, in 1940, in O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones (Robeson had also starred in the film version), and his return, enhanced by the energy from Cambridge turned Princeton into a major event. The week of shows at the McCarter Theatre sold out so quickly, two more were added. Prior to Princeton, Webster announced Othello had been chosen to come to Broadway, but Robeson’s crowded concert schedule meant the debut would have to wait a year.

Princeton reinforced Cambridge. Robeson was the star. Special praise went to José Ferrer, who was part of the Princeton Class of 1933, and Uta Hagen (Ferrer’s real-life wife) for her portrayal of Desdemona. The more intrepid reviewers confronted the play’s historic significance. “In a nation increasingly aware of racial problems,” The Baltimore Sun critic9 Allen W. Harris wrote, “the story of the star-crossed love of a Negro and a young and beautiful Venetian aristocrat is innately dramatic.”

Beneath the pageantry of Robeson’s homecoming lay an unspoken tension: Princeton was not a joyful place for Paul Robeson. With its racial hierarchies and pre–Civil War practice of students and faculty bringing their slaves to the College of New Jersey campus (as the school was known until 1896), Princeton—the town and college—represented an American caste system. “Rich Princeton was white,”10 Robeson once recalled. “The Negroes were there to do the work.”

Princeton was the site of family hardship. A personal dispute with Woodrow Wilson, then the president of Princeton, led to the removal of William Robeson as pastor of Witherspoon Street Presbyterian Church and drove the family from Princeton to Westfield and then to Somerville, where Robeson eventually attended high school. Robeson leaned heavily on his father, as his mother, Maria, had died when Paul was in the first grade. William’s resoluteness in the face of discrimination made the father even more heroic to the son. “I marvel that there was no hint of servility in my father,” Robeson would write. “Just as in youth11 he had refused to remain a slave, so in all the years of his manhood he disdained to be an Uncle Tom.” When Wilson was elected president, he brought Princeton to Washington, authorizing the segregation of federal facilities and agencies, including the mail service, which resulted in Black federal employees regulated to lower-paid jobs, and separate restrooms, drinking, and eating facilities. Robeson recalled being Black in Princeton as being part of a permanent underclass tolerated only in positions of subservience, never to be seen as equals.



IV

ROBESON’S OTHELLO MADE ITS BROADWAY debut Tuesday, October 19, 1943, at the Shubert Theatre. For a quarter century, Robeson had been a star, and now he was a megastar, fully amplified by the power of Broadway. As an actor, he had received appreciation for his stage presence (“Paul Robeson has majesty12.”) and criticism for his perceived deficiencies (“At least once13, his physical movements are grotesque . . .”), but his insistence on emphasizing Othello’s Blackness crossed what had been an impenetrable bar, modernizing the work with a contemporary urgency a white man in blackface could not duplicate. Where past critique and scholarship focused on the dilution of Othello’s sub-Saharan ethnicity, Robeson emphasized it, giving his Othello an enduring unambiguous self.

The rise of Othello and Robeson’s personal voice were concurrent. His success challenged the generations of pseudoscience thought to confirm Black inferiority both in the scientific community and in the world’s imagination. Three months before Othello opened on Broadway, Robeson was honored at a dinner in Berkeley, California, and he used his stage success to challenge the notion. “There can be no question14 anywhere,” he said, “of a ‘backward’ people if they are given the opportunity of complete equality.” A year earlier, in the fall of 1942, Robeson addressed an integrated auditorium in New Orleans with a stirring message: “I have seen whole people ground down, depleted, crushed. But not so these great black people,” he said. “Nothing the future brings15 can defeat a people who have come through three hundred years of slavery and humiliation and privation with heads high and eyes clear and straight.”

Robeson’s sharpening voice resonated with fellow Black artists. Lena Horne, a rising young singing and acting talent, met Robeson three years earlier, in 1940, when she was a 23-year-old rising talent. Horne struggled with discrimination, both in its practice and its emotional effect on Black people. At Café Society, the club in New York’s West Village that was secretly a mecca for Black progressive thought, Horne told Robeson how much she “hated her own16 people for being pushed around, and hating white people for doing the pushing.” Robeson became a mentor to Horne as she found her political voice. As Robeson redefined Othello, the obviousness of the American contradiction of how it treated its Black citizens had elevated Robeson’s importance to the country’s racial discourse:


PAUL ROBESON PLAYS OTHELLO TO THE LOUDEST CHEERS IN YEARS


The cheers were long17 and loud and earnest last night when the curtain went down on ‘Othello’ at the Shubert Theatre, such cheers as have not been heard in the theater in years . . . Othello, the Moor, trusts, is tricked and deceived into hating Desdemona and is hurt. When Robeson plays him he ceases to be just a Moor of a dead past and becomes the Negro of today, still tricked, deceived, hurt. Shakespeare, a broad-minded man, understood these things long ago.



In his New York Daily News theater column “Little Old New York,” Ed Sullivan told his readers Robeson could not be measured by his singing, acting, or touchdowns, but as a potential world figure. Sullivan understood the total significance of Robeson, the segregated orders his excellence threatened, and the responsibility to Black people Sullivan saw belonging to him—but curiously not to his white fellow countrymen or elected officials. Eleven days after Othello debuted, Sullivan published a column titled “Saga for a Nonpareil”:


What other worlds18 left are there for Rutgers’ Robeson to conquer? . . . The only big role left for him to play now, is as spokesman for his race, and this is a drama in which he must play a leading part. But in this, Paul Robeson must be aware of the Iagos who murmur innuendoes that inflame the Negro and arouse the whites . . . The issue must be resolved in the realm of reason . . . Such a man as Robeson, revered by his own race, and admired by the white race, can here, achieve the most important triumph that has ever distinguished him. If he can do this, what has gone before in his career will seem in miniature . . . Robeson has figured in many kickoffs, and he has won. He must win this one, for his country.






V

AS OTHELLO EXPLODED AT THE box office, Robeson found himself in a position familiar to the famous Black performers that would follow him in future decades, and that was to follow Ed Sullivan’s template and be a “spokesman for his race.” But what exactly did that mean? In Sullivan’s eyes, it meant accepting his success as proof that America’s racial prohibitions were more annoyance than systemic, that the fruits of his talents offered a pathway forward for all Black Americans, even though virtually none of them possessed his otherworldly gifts. The translation of Sullivan’s challenge was not for Robeson to be a spokesman for Black Americans, but for him to defend the environments that allowed him to receive the standing ovations showered upon him nightly at the Shubert—and to use his influence to convince Black citizens that wide opportunity was possible without drastic societal change.

It would be a nearly impossible ask. A year earlier, in 1942, a white supremacist group in California threatened a senatorial campaign designed to attack the “arrogant minorities who19 refuse to accept their rightful place in American life and who use the war emergency to further their own selfish ends,” and singled out Robeson—whose growing profile was both inspiration and threat—to be hanged, tarred, and feathered.

Anger toward Black prosperity was not a fringe attitude. With no intention of competing for jobs or accepting racial equality postwar, white violence against Black citizens was a daily, normal occurrence. Attacks on Black workers in Mobile, Detroit, Harlem, Beaumont, and Los Angeles contradicted the war-effort solidarity Robeson once found so encouraging. The Black press and Communist Party—which concurrently advocated for desegregation but were never allies—responded by pressuring high-profile institutions to live up to the wartime ideal.

The optimism that baseball would be a leader in that aspiration was premature. The Pirates had no intention of integrating. Team President Bill Benswanger was incensed by Nat Low’s tryout report and forcefully disavowed it—with the self-satisfied help of the Pittsburgh Courier, whose antipathy toward the Daily Worker illustrated the rift between the Black and communist newspapers. “The sports editor of the Daily Worker put words in my mouth,” Benswanger told the Courier’s Wendell Smith. In positioning the Courier as the more reputable source, Smith wrote with an unsubstantiated confidence that Benswanger supported integration, and, when the time came for Pittsburgh to audition Black players, it would be the Courier, and not the Worker, that Benswanger would trust to choose the players. Smith quoted Benswanger as being “all for it” on integration.

A month before Robeson’s Othello debut, the United Furniture Workers of America sent letters to Baseball Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis and the 16 major-league teams, urging the signing of Black players. Bills were posted around New York highlighting the contradiction of liberty and segregation. One Communist Party poster depicted a split image: a Black soldier lying dead in a foxhole on one side and a Black pitcher warming up on the other, with the caption, “Good enough to DIE . . . but not good enough to PITCH!”

The Black press instituted the “Double V” campaign, its own pressure initiative led by the Pittsburgh Courier, which meant victory over the Axis abroad and victory over segregationists domestically. The Double V had not been initially directed at baseball during the summer of 1943, but sports could not be divorced from the burgeoning push for civil rights. FDR had been under pressure from Black leaders—the legendary labor leader A. Philip Randolph, especially—to desegregate the military; the W.E.B. Du Bois–led Crisis at the NAACP debated the wisdom of Black soldiers risking their lives for a country that intended to relegate them back to segregation upon their return.

Landis had been tipped off that baseball would be the Double V’s next target. In mid-October, the Pittsburgh Courier and The Los Angeles Tribune informed Pacific Coast League President W.C. Tuttle they would picket the league offices. Tuttle alerted William Bramham, the jowly, segregationist head of minor league baseball, that protests were planned for the first week of December in New York. In his letter dated October 15, 1943, Tuttle wrote to Bramham that, “I have no doubt20 that in the near future we are facing a race situation” and referenced a protest that had occurred at a PCL game a year earlier.

Tuttle was something of a character. He was not a lifelong baseball man, but of Hollywood. A screenwriter and novelist, having written dozens of silent films, mostly westerns, Tuttle had been tapped to head the PCL because he had enjoyed the game, not lived it. That meant he was not part of the longtime clique of east coast and southern baseball executives who controlled the nervous system of the national game. Tuttle told the two Black newspapers21 they had “placed the cart before the horse,” and that “until the Major Leagues recognize and use colored players, the Minors cannot do so.”

Bramham immediately understood Tuttle’s error: he had acknowledged baseball’s unacknowledged conspiracy to bar Black players—and had put it in writing, to two newspapermen, no less. Bramham measuredly wrote back to Tuttle a week later: “I think the third paragraph of your letter is very unfortunate in that it places the Major Leagues in a situation we should have no part in.” Bramham then followed the stock baseball line: baseball had no rule prohibiting Black players, but added, reminding Tuttle of his letter’s confidentiality, “As the negro race has a professional baseball league of its own, I cannot understand the incentive behind their trying to inject themselves into our organization which can but augment the fury of a growing and very dangerous and difficult race question which certainly will not be conducive to better relationship between the races.”

Privately, Bramham was furious. Tuttle had essentially admitted baseball was segregated by directive from the top—which meant Landis. A Landis loyalist22, Bramham wrote to Landis the same day, enclosing Tuttle’s letter to him with the following paragraph:


Dear Judge Landis,

Of all the damn fool things that have come to my desk, the attached copy of [a] letter from President Tuttle, of the Pacific Coast League, takes the cake.



Facing the embarrassment of a public demonstration, Landis strategized, opting to open the door instead of having protesters outside of it. He would invite the Black press to the meeting—with a star attraction, Paul Robeson.

The invitation was stunning. In 42 years, neither the American nor National Leagues had ever acknowledged the existence of a color line, even though no Black player had appeared in Organized Baseball, or O.B., as Major League Baseball then called itself.

But why Robeson? Late in his long life, longtime Black sportswriter Sam Lacy would say it was Defender publisher John Sengstacke who extended the invitation to guarantee headlines. Landis would say it was his idea. Both make sense. In October 1943, no one in America was hotter than Paul Robeson, who also happened to have been teammates two decades earlier in the NFL with Jimmy Conzelman, who was the player coach of the 1922 Milwaukee Badgers for the final three games of the season and was now an executive with the American League’s St. Louis Browns.

Having Robeson in any room at that time would be seen as a coup—and he was playing just down the street. At that time, a reporter, Jerome Beatty, had been tailing him for a story that would appear in the May 1944 issue of The American Magazine, with the headline “America’s No. 1 Negro.”

Robeson accepted the last-minute invitation. The meeting would take place Friday, December 3, 1943, in New York City, in Room O on the second floor of the Roosevelt Hotel, during the annual owner meetings. There was no prior notice that Robeson, who lived just a few blocks away at 38th and Park, would be in attendance, or that a delegation of Black journalists would be on the agenda. Baseball’s segregation had been so complete that the invite itself remained wholly suspicious—but something felt new. Romantically, Robeson attributed the opportunity to the war. In the face of Nazism, perhaps attitudes were changing. His Othello, the banned play for which America hadn’t been ready for more than a century, was sold out every night. Eventually, it would run for 296 performances—a Broadway record for a Shakespeare play. He had already changed history, opening a door that had been closed to Black actors, and now Paul Robeson headed to the Roosevelt to confront the national pastime, with the intention of opening another.







Chapter Two


I

PAUL ROBESON AND BASEBALL CIRCLED each other largely along the periphery of his enormous fame. Despite his Renaissance mastery, baseball was the rare stage where Robeson was not the star. As a law student at Columbia, Robeson took a moonlighting job on the baseball coaching staff. The Lions’ best player on that squad was Columbia Lou, the Iron Horse himself, Lou Gehrig.

Robeson was not a standout baseball player. Even if he did excel at the sport, there would have been no place for him to play. When he graduated from Rutgers in 1918, organized baseball was segregated. The Negro National League was two years from existence, and neither the National Basketball Association nor the NFL yet existed. Given his pride, talent, and pedigree, Robeson most certainly would not have joined a league that reinforced his perceived inferiority. Existing photos of Robeson, the baseball player, mimic similar images of him on the Rutgers campus and the football field, the dynamic figure separated from his classmates because of his race and size. He was a rugged catcher, but he hit just .176.

That did not mean Robeson was oblivious to the power of the sport. Baseball soared in popularity during the 1920s as Babe Ruth transformed the insular dead-ball game Robeson once played into a game of awesome power and influence. Once Landis was brought in as commissioner to restore credibility after the members of the Chicago White Sox consorted with gamblers to fix the 1919 World Series, baseball was the model for all
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