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Thirty-Four years ago, yesterday, Paul Robeson died our nation, which never fully appreciated his
greatness, failed to render him adequate triblites morning we shall endeavor to remedy that ertoy
honoring this incredibly talented man, whose passti® devotion to social justice made him much maiig
and misunderstood.

You will be hearing several recordings of his méigant voice, and, as you do, bear in mind thiscdption of
his artistry which appeared in thieew York Times on the occasion of his first concert: “Mr. Rob@sayreat
gift is to make the spirituals tell, in every lif®; an intense earnestness of inner convictionsdinews and
hopes of a people.”

Paul Robeson was born in April of 1898 in Princetdaw Jersey. He was the youngest son of the Reb. W
Robeson, a former Plantation slave who had escapel via the underground railway in 1860.

Robeson’s father, who worked his way through Linddhiversity and became a Presbyterian ministes, wa
idolized by Paul, who later wrote, “The glory of rhgyhood years was my father. The text of hisviées
loyalty to one’s convictions and | was imbuedhiiitat concept...”

Young Robeson knew racial discrimination intimatetyen he was growing up. All of the Princeton sd¢soo
were segregated, and, though his father was aatespmember of the community, when the clergymigal tio
get his eldest son, Bill, into the University, tthstinguished President of Princeton, Woodrow Wilgold him
it would be impossible: “no negro had ever beenitdthto the school.” (As Paul observed later, ‘STfiom
the man who advocated democracy for the world...”)

Because his mother died when he was still a cRédl was reared by his father, brothers, a sisigr a
neighbors. Here is how he described them: “Hardkimgrpeople: poor most if them, in worldly goodsi bow
rich in compassion! How filled with goodness of hamity, and a spiritual steel — forged by centuakes
oppression.”

He continues: “There was the honest joy of laugintéhese homes, hearty appetites for life—asHer t
nourishing black-eyed peas and corn meal breadghased with me. And here, in this hemmed in world
where home must be theater and concert hall, thasethe warmth of song: songs of love and longinggs of
trial and triumph, hymn song and ragtime, ballaas llues, and the healing comfort to be found engbrrow
of the spirituals.”

Young Paul graduated at the top of his elementegd class, and then went to high school in Sunaither
N.J. where his father had taken a Church. Thertalest for singing and acting were first recogdizdis first
role was that of Othello, Shakespeare’s tragic helmse greatness was flawed by an error in judgmen

During his senior year of high school, Paul learokd competitive exam, open to all students in Nevsey
(even Blacks) for a four year scholarship to Rugdéniversity. After intensive study, Paul finishiadt among
the hundreds of bright students who contestedii®hbnor. Later he recorded these feelings: “Deepyi
heart, from that day forward, though equality migatdenied md,knew that | was_not inferior!”

That proved to be an understatement. During hisyears at Rutgers, Robeson was an outstanding
scholar/athlete: earning a Phi Beta Kappa Key @Wddrsity letters in football, baseball, basketlzatl track,
twice be cited as an All-American in football.!



In 1919, after graduating from Rutgers, Paul dadoin the Columbia University Law School in NewrkKo
There he met and married Eslanda Cardoza Goodkgluged “Essie” who recognized his great giftyate
and presence, and urged him to consider a cardlee itheater.

“To get her to quit pestering me,” as Paul affawdily put it, he finally agreed to take the titdde in the play,
“Simon, the Cyrenian” and won immediate acclaimaastunning new talent.. of majestic stature.”

But Robeson regarded acting as just another sunmaejab that would help pay his tuition costs. Winen
graduated from Law school in 1923, however, Padlthauble getting a position because the American B
Association excluded Blacks.

Shortly thereafter, The Provincetown Players ird/itén to join their company and play the title rote
O’Neill's “Emperor Jones, which was greeted witkigaeviews. Other triumphs followed, and of hidragt
ability thecritic George Jean Nathan wrote, “Robeson, with relatively little experienor training, is one of
the most thoroughly eloquent, impressive and caningactors that | have seem in 20 years of thegierg.”
Others agreed, and he seemed to be on his wagrttost and glory.

But in the 1920’s there were very few roles fordksin American theater and they were mostly stgpss:
calling for degrading buffoonery. “I made a decisidhe proud Robeson wrote, “If Hollywood and Bdeay
producers did not choose to offer me worthy raleguld choose not to accept any other kind.”

The result was few opportunities to act, and Robdis@lly decided to take his family to London, wadlack
artists enjoyed more freedom and he, particulavgs highly respected.

One British critic wrote of his singing, “He broker hearts with beauty! It was not just the comjmeswith
which he sang the spirituals, remembering in thieenfather who had been a slave, there was a wosdrou
mysterious something in his voice that moved yote&ws, something like what Wordsworth called $hi#,
sad music of humanity.. of ample power to chastehsubdue” We shall now listen to another exarple
such music:

THE SERMON:

As is reflected irfThe Ballad for Americans,” which Robeson made famous, he had great affefdrdms
native land and its people. And it was his abidiegef that one day—America would live up to heblgo
ideals.

While he was in England, however, Robeson travelliely throughout Europe, including the Soviet ami
where he was greatly impressed with seemed to lduitare committed to social and economic justice.

Then he went to Africa, and discovered it to belsuag in the misery of colonial exploitation. Heet with
its future leaders, among them Nkrumah of Ghanakamyatta of Kenya, and became caught up in their
dreams of liberation.

When his British friends tried to convince him thiag Africans were a different breed from himseatfd
wouldn’t be able to govern themselves for 1000 yel@obeson reacted strongly and pointed to the
accomplishments of Russia, which had leaped out feudalism to become a modern, industrial socre80
years.

He became more and more committed to the ideas@élism, writing later, “It is a form of societlyat is
economically, socially and ethically superior teygtem based on production for private profit.” a#so noted
that it was the Soviet Union which seemed committetthe liberation of colonial Africa.



World War Il broke out. Now a world-famous artisg came home to share in the fight against fascism
During the war years, when the Soviets were “ollagaallies,” all was well: and Paul travelled tbeuntry
raising money for the war effort. But, with peacame a change in the political climate and the toofséthe
cold war.” Russia suddenly became our “enemy” Robdeson was being summoned before the House Un-
American Activities Committee and accused of bgag of a communist conspiracy.

Paul became characteristically stubborn. He latetey “l saw no reason why my convictions shouldrae
with the weather. | was not raised that way. 146 8e testified under oath before the Congressional
Committee, “I am not, and never have been, involuezhy international conspiracy.. | am not a mendie¢he
Communist party and never have been.”

Thereafter, however, he refused to repeat thisatlesaying simply that no one has the right totask question
of an American citizen, or to penalize him for pditical affiliation, standing firmly, and | thingroperly, on
our first amendment guarantee of political freedom.

One Congressman asked him why he constantly prigse8Soviet Union and he replied, “In Russia |, fedt
the first time, like a full, human being NOT likedlt in Mississippi or Alabama.”

When another committee member then asked why mét dichy in the Soviet Union, Robeson flashed back,
“Because my father was a slave, and my peopletdiédild this country, I'm going to stay right heaad have
a part in it, and no fascist-minded people wilvdrme from itls that clear?”

Well, they couldn’t drive Robeson from America, Ity could have him black listed and put pressarany
group that might invite him to perform

And they did.. virtually destroying his careédot content with that, in 1950 the State departneok away his
passport, making it impossible for him to accepingcand singing engagements abroad. They argud th
during his concert tours abroad, he repeatedlicizgtd the conditions of Negroes in the U.S. Taakh
Robeson replied, “What is a Negro traveler to d&ep silent about the injustices being experiencehis
country? Not I”

After eight years of litigation, Robeson’s casectesd the Supreme Court—which ordered his passport
returned, so that in 1958 he was able to travaha@ait the ten best years of his professionalHée been lost.
And it is a remarkable testimony to his belieftie tAmerican people that he was able to write, “Vigher and
whenever, we the Negro people, claim our lawfuhtsgwith all the earnestness, dignity and deteation we
can muster, the moral support of the American peogl be an active force on our side.”

A word of commentary: | regard Paul Robeson’s inability to see the edfilStalin’s Russia, (the slave labor
camps, the repression of civil liberties) as aoram judgment. | think that his angry awarenesthefracial
injustices in this nation—blinded him and blockest perception of the Soviet Union. And, like Otbethis
error flawed his greatness and contributed todills f

But that was never adequate cause for the denial bis civil liberties here in this supposedlyfree nation!
Our government’s treatment of this man, during éhegch-hunt days, was an outrage and a disgraoleta
upon our history. No nation can call itself freattivould punish people for their political views—matter
how misguided you may believe those views to lggeatly admire Paul Robeson for his willingnespag an
enormous price to uphold the principles of libexhd justice in this land.

Robeson did resume his concert tours abroad in,18f8he following year his health began to detate and
he became an invalid. When his wife died in 196&8h&&on returned to his sister's home in Philadealpliere
he stayed until his death.



On that occasion The New York Times published atoedl which closes with these lines: “For reasohs
politics, his native country had abruptly and cadlly turned its back on him long ago, yet Paul Robelike
Othello on his deathbed could honestly Sahave done the state some service, and they knatV’

Whether or not many Americans knew it, Rutgers &rsity, in a Citation issued by its President, gegped
the greatness of this man. It said, “We are hepajohomage to a great American, a man who, thrbigyh
world-wide acclaim, brought esteem to our natiod aar University.” It goes on to cite his achieants as a
scholar, athlete, artist, and concludes: “Weretthsfull measure of the man, it would be suffitissason for
us to honor him. But Paul Robeson is even more tiianHe transcended his time, his race and hisopeto
join that select group of souls who speak for alhlanity.



