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African American Stories

Snmetimvs we can learn

so much more about a time
and place by focusing on the
lives of individuals. Often
when we study history we
learn about broad sweeping
events that involved hun-
dreds or thousands of
people. Or we focus on laws
and government actions
that affect a state or a whole
country. But individual
stories have the ability to
teach us in ways that fac-
tual statistics cannot.

We can better identify
with a single person’s story
of his or her life. These indi-
vidual stories give us a
greater appreciation for
what their lives were like,
what they faced, why they
did what they did, and how
they came to view their
world. For example, what
was life like for an African Ameri-
can growing up in the 1960s in the
suburbs of New Jersey or for a
man whose dedication to social
equality was informed by heing an
African American living in
America earlier in this century

This issue of Jersey Jour-

neys touches upon the lives of

several New Jersey African Ameri-
cans. Their stories tell us some-

thing not only about them hut

Family of Moses Wood, West Orange, New Jersey around 1880. The Collections of the New Jersey

about the times in which they
|I‘~'l"|, \'\.“ focus on ( Hi\'u'l‘ ( 'I'lllln\'f'”
and Cvrus Bustill, two men who
in different ways took part in this
nation’s fight for independence;
the life of Paul Robeson, an amaz-
ingly gifted individual who spoke
out against injustice and discrimi-

nation as well as moved people

with his song: and the story of

Gretchen Sullivan Sorin, a teen-

age African American girl moving

Historical Society.

from Newark to the almost exclu-
sively white suburbs of New Jer-

sey in the mid-1960s. *

IN THIS ISSUE. ..
PAuL RoBesoN: PAGE 2

ResPECTABLE PEOPLE:
PaGE 3

RevoLuTiONARY WAR TiMES:
PaGe 4

LR R s e e R R R R T T T T T I T T T Yo



page 2

e s S e SR e R e e S R e e A S R A e R R e S R S e RS RS SRR RS S Rt RRRR RS R SRR SRR

New <Jersey’s Paul Robeson

Rul Robeson was one of
the best-known and re-
spected African Americans
in the 1930s and 1940s. He
was a man of extraordinary
talents — singer, law school
graduate, actor, civil rights
activist, athlete, author,
and scholar. This year
marks the 100" anniver-
sary of his birth.

He was born Paul
Leroy Bustill Robeson in

Princeton, New Jersey, in
1898. His father was a run-
away slave who became a
pastor and his mother was
a school teacher who came
from an abolitionist Quaker fam-
ily and whose great-grandfather
was Cyrus Bustill (see page 4). As
a youngster, Robeson excelled in
both academics and athletics. In
1915, he received an academic
scholarship to Rutgers University.
He was chosen valedictorian in his
senior year, earned varsity letters

in four sports, and was named
Rutgers’ first All-American in
football.

Robeson then went to
Columbia University to earn a law
degree and supported himself by
playing professional football on
the weekends. At Columbia, he
met and married Eslanda Cordoza
Goode, who was to become the
first African American woman to
head a pathology laboratory.

He took a job with a New
York law firm but left after a white
secretary refused to take dictation

Robeson in a scene from the 1940 film The Proud Valley. The
Collections of the New Jersey Historical Society.

from him. Sensing that this was
the attitude he would probably
face in the legal profession, he left
the practice of law. Robeson went
on to use his artistic abilities in
theater and music. His perfor-
mances in The Emperor Jones and
All God’s Chillun Got Wings were
critically acclaimed. His stage

presence was undeniable and with
his work in Show Boat and
Othello, his fame grew interna-
tionally. Robeson, realizing that he
would be limited in the types of
roles available to him as a black
actor, turned to singing full time.
Robeson wrote in his autobiogra-
phy, Here I Stand, that in England
he “learned that the essential
character of a nation is deter-
mined not by the upper classes,
but by the common people, and
that the common people of all
nations are truly brothers in the

great family of mankind.”
With his powerful baritone
voice, he started singing
black spirituals and learned
languages and folk songs of
other countries. Nathan
Irvin Huggins wrote in Na-

tion magazine “Robeson’s
‘ genuine awe of and love for
the common people and
their music flourished
throughout his life and be-
came his emotional and
spiritual center.

Robeson sang for
peace and justice in 25 lan-
guages throughout the US.,
Europe, the Soviet Union,
and Africa. He became
known as a citizen of the world.
During the 1940s, Robeson contin-
ued to perform and speak out
against racism. While he disagreed
with some principles of commu-
nism, he admired and praised the
Soviet Union’s apparent lack of
racial prejudice. This outspoken
stance during the Cold War made
Robeson's popularity fall. His U.S.
passport was revoked in 1950,
which began an eight-year battle
to resecure it and travel again. He
was blacklisted both by the US.
government and the entertain-
ment industry, and was unable to
perform until 1957. During those
years, Robeson studied Chinese,
met with Albert Einstein to dis-
cuss the prospects for world peace,
and published his autobiography.
In spite of his ill treatment, he con-
tinued to fight for dignity and
equality for all humans. He died
on January 23, 1976, at the age 77.

Can you think of any of
today’s musicans, actors, and
artists who like Paul Robeson lend
their voice or talents to social
causes? *
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