*MY FATHER”—Rev. William D. Robeson, pastor, ashman,
coachman, Paul said, had one of the greatest speaking
- woices L ever heard. |
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To understand the Paul Robeson of 1958, it is necessary to
look at Paul’s father and the Underground Railroad of 1860.
* :The senior Rabeson became a scholarly Presbyterian minfster

in the Jim-Crow town of Princeton, N.J.

Circumstances reduced

him to an ash man and a coachman after he became a Zion pastor.
Motherless at 9, Paul was raised by his father, his brothers

and sisters.

The telling of the struggle and the victory over New Jersey
poverty and prejudice constitute brilliant pages 0 this Robeson

series.

Part Two

(Of a series of fve arficles taken from “Here | Stand,” by Paul Robeson, published by

Othello Associates, Inc., N.Y. Copyright 1958 by Pdul Pobeson.

The glory of my boyhood

vears was my father,

I loved him like no one In
all the world. His eople,
among whom he mov as a

atriarch for many years be-
Fore I was born, loved him,

too. And the white folks—even
the most lordly of aristocratic
Princeton — had to respect
him.,

Born a plantation slave In
Martin County, N.C., my fa.
ther escaped at the age of fif-
teen, in 1860, and made his
way North on the Under-
ground Railroad.

In 1876, after working his
way through Lincoln Univer.
gity, he married my mother,
Maria Louisa Bustill, a school
teacher in nearby Philadel-
phia.

Following a brief pastorate
in Wilkesbarre, Pa., he was
called to be ‘pastor of Lhe
Witherspoon Street Presby.
terian...Church in Princeton,
NJ.., where I was born on
April 9, 1898,

| WAS the youngest of Rev.
Robeson’s children, and there
were four others living at the
fime of my birth: William D.,
Jr., age 17; Reeve, 12; Ben-
jamin, 6; and Marion, my only
. sister, who was 4.

In later vears my father was
pastor of AME Zion churches
in the nearby towns of West-
field and Somerville, until his
death in 1918, at the age of
seventy-three,

An editorial in the Somer-
ville newspaper made this
comment at the time:

“The death of Rev. W, D,
Robeson takes from this com.
munity one who has done a
quiet but successful work
among his own people for the
past eight years.

Mrc. Robeson was a man of

| strong character ... he was
very familiar with the char.

acteristics of his race and was. .

always integested in their wel-
fare,

He quickly resented any al.
tempt to belittle them or fte
interfere with their rights,

He had the ftemperament
which has produced so many
orators in the South and he

held his people together in the

church here with a fine dis.
cernment of thelr. needs. He
has left his impress on the col.
ored race throughouwt the State
and he will be greatly missed
nre,” * o »

GO TODAY to the towns In
that--part "of “New "Jersey and
you will find his memory still
warm in the communities he
served.

As you drive down on the
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highway past New Brunswick ' the Quaker tradition, took -part

you may see the William D.
Robeson Houses, a government
project named for him,

In Princeton, the Wither-
spoon Street Presbyterian
Church still stands, with one of
the stained-glass windows giow-

ing “In Loving Remembrance:

of Sabra Robeson’’ who was my
father's slave mether on the
Carolina plantation, |

Many of the older church
members and other long-time
residents you might meet on
the shady lanes of the colored
community nearby - Green
Street, Hulfish Street, Quarry,
Jackson, Birch, John — will tell
you with quiet pride of my
father's devoted labors, his
wisdom, his dignity,

Apd. they will tell you, too,
about my mother, Maria
Louisa: how she moved, so
sirong and tender, in (their
midst « comforting the - sick,
mothering the orphaned, col.
lecting food and clothing for
the hungry and ragged, open-
ing to many the wonders of
book learninf, £

| CANNOT say that 1 re.
member her, though my meimo-
ry of other things goes Dalk
before hgr tragic death.

I was six vears old when she,
a near-blind invalid at the
time, was fatally burned in a
hougehold accident,

I remember her lving in the
coffin, and the funeral,- and
the relatives who came, but it
must be that the pain and
shock of her death blotted out
all other personal recollec.
tions.

Others have told me of her
remarkable inptellect, her
strength of character and
spirit which
much ‘to- Ty father's develop.-
ment and work. _

She was a companion to him
in his studies; she helped com-
pose -his sermons; she was his
right hand in all Nis commu.-

~ pity ‘work,

MARIA LOUISA ROBESON,
born on November 8, 1853. in
Philadelphia, was a member of
the noted Bystill family.

The his! of the Bustills,
who are of mixed color In-
dian and white Quaker stock,
goes back to the earliest days
of America.

My great-great-grandfather,
Cyrus Bustill, who baked bread
for Washington's troops, be.
came a leader of colored peo-
ple in Philadelphia: and in 1887
he was a founder of .the Free
African Society, first mutual
ald organization of American
colored people.

Through the years the Bus.
till's produced many teachers,

~artists and scholars,  and, in

| Countly

contributed so |

in  running the Underground
Railroad by which s0 many,
like my father, escaped from
bondage.

| DON’T know if the custom
is still observed, but when 1
was a boy the Bustill Family
Association held annual © re-
unions to which all of the rela.
tives from far and near would
come.

I figd in. -my college scrap.
book a printed program of the
reunion of 1918 held at Maple
Grove. in Philadelphia.

My aunt, Gertrude Bustill
Mossell, is listed as vice-presi-
dent of the association.

On the program of the day
was a reading of the family
history by my cousin, Annie
Bustill Smith, and speeches by
various other members. includ.
Ing an address by “Mr. Paul
Roberson.” (Though this spell-
Ing of my name was a print.
ers error, it is likely that
""Roberson’’ was the ancestral
name of_ the ‘slave-holding
Robesons from whom. my fa-
ther® got his name.

The county seat of his birth-
place, Martin. County, N Ve 18
Robersonville,

One of the -earliest colored
freedom petitions on record is
that of a slave. Ned Griffin,
who, in 1784, from Edgecombe
which  adjoins Martin
County, urged the state govern-
ment to grant him the freedom
that was promised for his serv.
ices In the Revolutiohary Army
and which was being denied

him by his owner, one Abner

Hobeson.
L L] L ]

| CANNOT recall anvthing 1
sald in my speech bn that oe.
casion, though I did jot down
in my scrapbook its title -
“Loyalty to Convictions."

That 1 chose this topic was
not accidental, for that was the
lext of my father's life—lo ally
(0 one's convictions. Unbend.

ing. Despite anything. Frumi
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father in bondage.

North Carolina.
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my youngest days I was

imbued with that concept,
This bedrock idea of

integrity was taught by Rev.-

“erend Robeson to his children

not so0 much by preachment
(for by nature Pop was re-
strained of speech, often silent
at home, and among us Robe.
sons Lthe deapest feelings are
largely unexpressed in words)
but, rather, by the daily ex-

ample of his life and work.
a9 @

THOUGH MY father was a
man of ordinary height, he was
very broad of shoulder and his
physicat bearing reflected the
rock-like strength and dignity
of his character.

He had the greatest speaking
voice 1 have ever heard.

It was a deep, sonorous
basso, richly melodic and re-
fined, vibrant with the love and
cagmpassion which filled him.

How proudly, as a boy, 1
walked at his side, my hand
in his, as he moved among
the people!

There was a wide gap in
years between us - he was
fifty.three when I was born,
near sixty when my hniothér
died — but during many of his
years as a widower 1 was the
only child at home and his de-
voted care and attention bound
us closely together.

It was not like him to be
demonstrative in his love. nor
was he quick to praise. Doing
the right thing — well, that was
something to be
granted in his children.

I knew
when .to
play, my

come home from
duties in the house.
hold, my time for study-—and
| readily yielded to his quiet
discipline. Only once did 1 dis-

obey him.,
» L] L

| WAS ten years old at the
time, and we were then living

in Wesllield. My father told me |

o do something and 1 didn't
do It,

“Come here.” he said: but |
ran away. He ran after me.
I darted across the road. He
followed, stumbled and fell. |
was horrified. 1 hurried back,
helped Pop to his feet. He had
knocked out one of his teeth

I have, never forgotten the
emotions -~ tie sense of hor.
ror, shame, ingratitude, selfish
ness - that overwhelmed me

I adored him, would have
gIVER my
flash — and here I had hurt
him, disobeved him!

Never did he have to ad
monish me again; and thus in
cident became a source of
tremendous discipline which has
lasted through the years,

. » »

| HAVE said that the white
families who dominated Prince
lon recognized my

| might mention her®, in passing, that many years later
In New York | met one of the family that had Tigld my

1had gone to a down-tawn night club to hear a friend
who was singing in the place, and there | 'was accosted by
a man who introduced himself as one of the Robesons of

_ He said he was sure that 1'd be pleased to hear thot
his mother was quite proud of my accomplishments in [ife,
and shat she had carefully kept o scrapbook of The various
honors that | had won for the family name.

Then the stranger went on to say that he would like

== : - F———
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| | and what a
what 1 must do — | character, can be appreciated

| for all the

1 1IOW he

|- along with

life for him In at

father's |

GRADUATION PICTURE—Paul Robeson in 1919 as valedic-
torian of his class at Rutgers University,

digni'ly and accorded him re-

taken for | SPech.

How remarkable that was,

tribute (o his

fully only when one recalls that

| the Princeton of my bovhood

(and 1 don't think it as
changed much since then) was
world like any
small town in the deep South,

LLess than fifty miles.. from
New York, and even closer to
Philadelphia, Princeton was
spiritually located in Dixie. °

Iraditionally the great uni-
versity — which is pracltically

| all there is in the town -~ has

drawn a large part of its stu-
dent body and faculty from be-
| Mason-Dixie Line, and
these sons of the
ourbons came the most rigid
social and economic patterns of
Supremacy,

nd Like the South to which
| belonged, Princeton's
roling mind was in Wall

hon and Banker were

| Princeton, and there the

ng smell of the planta-

' Big House was blended

with the crisper smell of the
Lountinghouse.

The 'fh't]llﬂ{}' was Cﬂh'il'i: the
{r]ufnfn 11i*h,

Rich Princeton was white:

the colored were there to do !

T e T —— . s

-wealthy, . serving as

the work., An aristocracy must
have ilg retainers, and so the

people of our small colored

community were, for the most
part, a servant class — domes-
tics in the homes of the
COOKS,
waiters, and caretakers at the
university, coachmen for the
town and lavorers at the near-
by farms and brickyards.

I had the closest of tieg with
these workers since many of
my father’'s relatives — Uncle
Ben and Uncle John and Cous-
iIn Carraway and Cousin
Chance and others — had fol-
lowed him to this town and

found employment at such jobs.
L] L .

PRINCETON was Jim Crow:

'the grade school that ] attend.

etd was segregated and Negroes
were not permitted in any high
school.

My oldest brother, Bill. had
to travel to Trenton .— eleven
miles away — {o attend high
school, and I would have had
10 do the same had we not
moved to another town No col
ored students were admitted to
the university, although one or
iwo were allowed to attend the
divinity school. ,

Under the caste system in
Princeton the colgred, restrict-
ed to-menial jobs at low pay
and lacking any semblance of
political rights or bargaining

— — e -

o get together with me''for a chat some day soon.
“Tou see,” he confided proudly, “your father used to

work for my grandfather.”

As politely as was possible under.the circumstances |
assured the Southern gentleman that it. was undoubtedly

rue that the colored pedple who had come by his family’s
name had added a bit more distinction to it than did any
of the original owners or their descendants. “You say my
tather ‘used to work’ for your grandfather. Let’s put it the
way it was: Your grandfather exploited my father os a
slavel”—That ended it; and this Robeson never did have o
thummy get-together with that one. |

pg———
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Eslandd Cardozo Goode Robeson at the time of her marri-

age to Paul in 1921,

power, could hope not for jus-
tice but for charity, The stern
hearts and tight purses of the
master class could on occasion
be opened” by “appeals from
the ““deserving
donations, small loans or cast-
?ff clothing might be looked
or,

The colored church, center of
community life, was the main
avenue through which such
boons were sought and received
and, in fact the Witherspoon
Street Presbyterian Church was
itself largely built by white
philanthropy.

The pastor was a sort of
bridge between the Have-nots
and the Haves, a he served
many worldly
ways — seeking work for the
jobless, money for the needy,

mercy from the law,
L * L

IN PERFORMING these
Christian duties my father
came to know and be known
by all of the so - called “Best
People'’ of the town.

But ‘though the door of the
university president might be
open to him, Reverend Robe-
son could not push open the
doors of that school for his son,
wheni Bill wag ready for col-
lege,

The pious «~president,
low Presbhyterian, said:
No, it Is quite impossible,
That was Woodrow Wilson—
Virginian, graduate of Prince-
ton, professor there for a dec-
ade, college president from
1902 to 1910, then gove¥nor of
Néw Jérsey, elected President
of the United States in 1912. re-

a fel

. elected In 1916 because ""he kepl

us out of the war"” into which
he led the nation one month
after his second maugural. No-
bel Peace Prize winner
apostlie of the New Liberalism,
advocate of democracy for the
world and Jim Crow ‘for Ameri-

cal .
* *

HE WHO comes hat-in-hand
is expecled to bow and bend,
and so | marvel that there was
no hint of servility in my fa-
ther's make-up,

Just as in youth he had re-

r.” and then’

- Sl

fused to remain a slave, so in
all the years of his manhood
he disdained to be an Uncle
Tom, From him we learned,
and never doubted it, that the
colored man was in every..way
the equal of the white man.
And we fiercely resolved to
prove it.
L L] L

THAT A s0 - called lowly sta-
tion in life was no bar to a
man’'g assertion of his full hu-
man dignity was heroically
demonstrated by my father in
the face of a grievous blow that
came to him when | was still a
baby.

After more than two decades
of honored leadership in his
church, a factional dispute
among the members removed
him as pastor. Adding to the
pain was the fact that some
of his closest kin were part of

| the ousting faction.

A gentle scholar and teacher
all hig adult life, my father,
then past middle - age with an
invalid wife and dependent chil-
dren at home, was forced to
begin life anew.

He got a horse and a wagon,
and, began to earn his living
hauling ashes for thd tewns-
folk. 1S was his work at the
time I first remember him and
I recall the growing mound of
dusty ashes dumped into our
backyard at 13 Green Sireet.

A.fond memory remains of
our horse, a mare named
“Bess,”” whom 1 grew to love
and who loved me.

My father also went into the
hack business, and as a coach- |
man droye the gay young stu- |

dents around town and on long-

er trips to the seashore.
. L L

ASHMAN, coachman, he was
the dignifipd Reverend
Robeson to the community, and

no man carried himself with*

greater pride.
Not once did I hear him com.

- 'Flain of the poverty and mis-

ortune of those vears.
Not one word of bitterness ev-
er came from him, Serene. un-

daunted, he struggled to éarn a

livedihood and see to our edu-
cation.

Soon after the tragedy that
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took Eis wife from him, Pop
sent my brother Ben away to
prep school and Biddle Univer-
Sity (now Johnson C. Smith) in
North Carolina, and my sister
Marion to Secotia Seminary,
school for colored girls in the

same state.

Bill, the ofdest, was then at
l..mtoin University — the school
my father had attended — and

~for a time Reeve (or Reed, as

we called hifn) was at home,
working as a hack driver,
L L L

SOME MIGHT say that Reed
did not turn out as well as the
other Robeson children, and it
1S a fact that my father was
sorely disappointed in this son
and disapproved of his care-
free and undisciplined ways, .

Yet 1 admired this rough old-
er brother and I learned from
him a quick militancy against
racial insults and abuse

Many was the time that Reed,
resenting some remark by a
Southern gentleman . student,
would leap down from his coach
man’'s seat, drag out the of-
fender and pumish him with

} his fists,

"He always carried for pro-
lection a bag of small, jagged
rocks — a weapon he used with
reckless abandon whenever the

occasion called for action.
 J - L

INEVITABLY THERE were
brushes with the Law. and
then my father, troubléd in
heart, would don his grave
frock - coat and go down to
get Reed out of trouble again.

But this happened once toeo
often, and one day | stood sad-
ly and silently by as Pop told
Reed he would have to leave
~Ne must live his life else.
where because his example was
a dangerous one for his young
brother Paul. .

- » @

REED |§ dead now. He won

. N0 honors in classroom, pulpit

or platform. Yet I remember
him with love, Restless, rebel-
lious, scoffing at conventions,

| defiant of the white man’'s law

- I've known many colored
men like Reed.

1 see them every day. Blind-
ly, in their own reckless man-
ner, they seek a way out for

themselves; alone, they pound

with their fists and fury against
walls that only the shoulders
of the many can topple.

“Don't ever take low.” was
the lesson Reed taught me.
“Stand up to them and hit

Page 3

had actually been owned by
another rian — to be bought
and sold, used and abused at -
will,

Not old enough to work for

& 4 them, I had vefy little connec-

tion with she ‘white people of
Princeton; but there were some
white children among my play-
mates,

One of these was a boy, about
my age, whose father owned

| the neighborhood grocery a

few doors from our house. We
could not go to school togeth-
er, of course, but during the
long summer days we were in-

separable companions at play,

Once — and I won't remem-
ber why — the two of us got
into a small -~ boy fight. Aft
much crouching and cirelin
and menaging gestures, we
each got up enough courage to
land a blow on the other's nose
and then, wailing loudly, we
ran away to our homes. Next
day we were friends again,

. » »

THERE MUST have been
moments when I felt the sor-
rows of- g-motherlesg child. but
what I most remember i‘rom
my youngest days was a abid-
ing sense of comfort and se-

I got plenty of mothering, not
only from Pop and my broth-
ers and sister when they were
home, but from the whole of
oyr close . knit ecommunity.

Across the street and down
each block were all my aunts
and uncles and cousing — in-
cluding some who were nof ace
tual relatives at all

S0, if 1 were to try to put
down the names of all the folks
who helped raise me, it would
read like a roster of colored
Princeton.

In a way I was “adopted” by * -

all thése gooll péople, and there
was always a place at their
tables and a pﬂca in a bed
(often with two or three other
young ones) for Reverend Robe-
son's boy when my father was
away on one of his trips to
the seashore or attending a -

(Continued on Page §)
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back harder than they hit"|"" .

you!” ..

~Wien the many Nave learmed
will be
then the fiery
ones like Reed will be able to

that lesson, everythin
different and
lives

live out their In peace

and no one will have cause to

frown on them,
: - L L

BECAUSE | was younger my
own days in Princeton were
happier ones, Mostly I played,
ere were .the vacant lots
for ball games, and the won-
derful moments when Bill. va-
cationing -from college . where
he played on the team. would
lteach me how to play football.
He was my first coach. and

over and over again on a weed.

grown Jlot he would put me
through the paces — how to
tackle a man so he stayed
La{l-}ded, Thow to sun with the
all.

Then there were the winter

evenings at home with Pop:

he loved to play checkers and

S0 we two would sit for hours
in the parlor, engrossed in our
game,” ndt speaking much but
wonderfully happy together.

. - L .

‘MY. FATHER never talked

with us about hig early years as

a slave or about his parents,
Benjamin and Sabra’ though
long afterward 1 learned from
others that before his mother
died, Pop made at least one.
and gossibly two, dangerous
trips back to the plantation. to
see her,

I'm sure that had he ever
spoken about this part of his
{ife it would have been utter-
ly impossible for me as a boy
lo ‘grasp-the-idea that a noble
human being like my father

F oy - . F =m ’
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ng bas-
ketball uniform, played cen-
ter on the varsity team, was
catcher on the baseball team,

and was twice all-American
football end.
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