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PAUL ROBESON CENTENNIAL ISSUE

Paul Robeson addressing workers at the
Wellington Waterfront in October 1960

REPORT ON TUHP CELEBRATION
by Peter Franks

Over 100 people packed the PSA penthouse on 7 April to celebrate the 100th anniversary of Paul
Robeson's birthday. It was a spirited and deeply moving meeting and, to my mind, was one of the
best activities the TUHP has organised in our ten year history. .

The programme for the meeting reflected Robeson's many achievements in the fields of music, the
theatre, scholarship, the civil rights movement and internationalism, After a welcome by TUHP
chairperson Colin Hicks, Rona Bailey gave an address which was an outstanding summary of the
myriad ways in which Robeson made his mark on his own times and on history.

Rona's speech was followed by a selection of songs and extracts of recordings of Robeson's
speeches to Melbourne watersiders and Christchurch railway workers during his visit to Australia
and New Zealand in 1960.

The meeting broke for food and drink and an opportunity for those present to view an exhibition
of photographs of the 1960 visit, which had been put together for the meeting. Ted Thompson
then proposed a toast to Paul Robeson, a great internationalist.

When the meeting resumed, people were invited to speak from the floor. These speeches focused
on Robeson's visit to New Zealand in 1960 and the tremendous impact his visit made on people's
lives, Ikar Lissienko said he had never experienced anything like the impression Robeson made on
the audience when he read Blake's "Jerusalem" just before the interval in the Wellington Concert.
Ted Thompson talked about Robeson's meeting on the Wellington waterfront, organised with the
assistance of the Drivers Union, and the watersiders' decision to make Robeson a life member of
their union. Ted said: "Paul Robeson was a symbol of hope for many."

At the time of Robeson's NZ visit I was only 10. To those of us who were too young at the time, or
who hadn't been born, the centennial celebration spoke of one of the greatest working class
internationalists of the twentieth century. This was expressed by Dave Morgan, a young
communist at the time and on his first ship, the Iron Monarch, as a member of the Seamen's Union



of Australia. Dave attested to the sense of possession that working people had of Robeson in the
1940s and 1950s: "he was part of our entertainment, part of our culture and part of our lives, and
very much part of what we thought."

The success of the centennial celebration was a tribute to the hard work of the organisers, in
particular Rona Bailey, Marie Russell, Maureen Birchfield and John Robson. Thanks are also due
to the PSA for once again generously hosting a TUHP occasion.

TEXT OF RONA BAILEY'S SPEECH
Tena koutou, tena koutou, tena koutou katoa. Greetings to everyone. How to describe Paul
Robeson - a towering figure of this century? Alexander Woolcott, famous wit and New York Times
theatre critic of the 30s and 40s, likened him to the giant redwood trees of California. Taking a
cue from Woolcott and putting it in the context of Aotearoa, I would liken Paul Robeson to the
giant kauri tree in the Waipoua Forest - Tane mahuta.

Rona Bailey giving her speech

And Ossie Davis, well-known playwright, essayist and political activist, put it this way:

He was a man and a half. And we have no category even now to hold the size of him.
Something about him escapes our widest and most comprehensive embrace, and we've
never been able to put our finger on exactly what it is - athletic champion, Phi Beta
Kappa scholar, all American footballer - YES! Singer, actor, spokesman, activist, leader -
YES! Africanist, socialist, Black Nationalist - ALL THAT TOO, but something more,
something new, something different.

His son, Paul Junior, in talking of his father, has said:

The historical record clearly shows three essential things - firstly, my father's
achievements in several different fields were extraordinary, taken individually: taken
together they were unprecedented. Seconc:rry, he challenged the racism of this country
to its foundations and linked the liberation struggles of the Black people of America
with those of oppressed people everywhere. In the Black warrior tradition he told it like
it was: told it for all the world to hear. Thirdly, he withstood the full weight of a massive
campaign by the United States Government and mass media of the white establishment
to silence him.

They never did.

To quote Philip Foner in his book Robeson Speaks,

How many were aware that 40 years before Alex Haley's book Roots, Robeson spoke
and wrote about African culture. Thirty years before 'Black is beautiful', he wrote and
spoke about his pride in being Negro. (Later, using the term Afro American). Twenty
years before detente, he wrote and spoke about the Cold War. And ten years before the
anti Vietnam War protests, he wrote and spoke against involvement in Indo-China.

He was truly a forerunner.



From the mid-twenties to the late thirties, Paul and his wife Eslanda made their home in London.
He was greatly influenced in his political thinking through his visits to the then Soviet Union in the
mid-thirties, where he was treated with dignity and as a full human being. Robeson recalled that his
experiences at the Front during the Spanish Civil War were a major turning point in his life.

While in London, he had frequent meetings with African students, learning about the richness of
African culture and the effects of colonialism in that part of the world. In mixing with the dockers
in London, the miners in Wales, factory workers in Manchester and many others, he learnt of the
struggles of working people. All this had a profound effect on his political philosophy.

So when he and Eslanda returned to the United States in 1939, he immediately plunged into
supporting campaigns to recruit black workers into unions which were affiliated to the Congress of
Industrial Organisations (CIO), using his artistic and speaking skills always in tandem.

Together with other celebrities in the film and theatre world he worked for the war effort against
fascism, both at home and abroad, and was the first major concert artist to be invited to sing in
prisons. In June, 1947, he left for a concert tour of Panama, sponsored by the Public Workers'
Union of the CIO in Panama.

And this is where I come in.

In June 1947, I left Wellington by ship for Prague to work on the Preparatory Committee of the
World Youth Festival. On arrival in Panama, we were informed that there was engine trouble which
would delay us for a day or two. So I wandered into the town and saw a huge poster advertising a
concert by Paul Robeson in Colon, on the other side of the Canal. I had been a fan of his singing
for many years and the thought of actually hearing him in person was a real challenge. So I was
determined to get there somehow, and finally located the office of the Public Workers' Union.
They must have thought it very strange to see this 30 year old Pakeha woman walking into their
office wanting to get to a Robeson concert miles away on the other side of the Canal. Even more
strange when I said I was from New Zealand! However they were great and took me and two of my
friends from the ship, as their guests to that concert.

One always has highlights in one's life connected with family and friends, but in relation to outside
events, that really was the highlight of my life - that concert and what happened there. It was so
colourful, many of the women in beautiful costumes, thousands there and the whole atmosphere
just electric, I can still feel the magic of that concert.

But there were three things in particular that I recall. The first was that very often at his concerts (I
am not in a position to say every time), he gave the opportunity for a young local artist to
perform. And this young girl dressed all in white came out and played the piano during the
interval. What an occasion for her!

Secondly, around the perimeter of the ground were huge fences which you could peer through
and there were hundreds of people outside. When Robeson returned to the stage, he insisted that
the gates be opened and everyone be allowed in for the second half. They poured in to huge cries
of excitement.

And thirdly, the concert concluded with the final speech of Othello from Shakespeare's play, that
which begins, 'I have done the State some service and they know if.

I cannot remember whether he concluded with it at the concert in Wellington, but I know that he
frequently did so, because Robeson believed that of all Shakespeare's characters, Othello shows
most clearly the importance of human dignity. Othello was treated not as an equal, not as a
human being, not from a country as important in its culture as Venice. So it was that Robeson
brought out the racial aspect for the first time in the staging of this play. And it was a landmark.

Soon after arriving in London, Robeson was asked to consider playing Othello. He refused,
stating that he was not knowledgeable enough about Shakespeare. He took five years to steep
himself in the meanings of the text, the rhythms of the language of all Shakespeare's plays, before
he played Othello in London in 1930, with an up-and-coming young actress, Peggy Ashcroft, as
Desdemona.



Previously the main emphasis had always been on Othello killing Desdemona solely because of
sexual jealousy. Robeson's performance cut right underneath that. And that is why he uses that last
speech to show the importance and meaning of human dignity for all peoples of the world.

After the concert, we attended a large reception and that is where I met him. I cannot remember
much of the detail of that meeting, because frankly I was too overcome and excited. But I do
remember, as we came away, thinking that he may have felt more comfortable in a miner's cottage.
But it was still a fantastic reception.

I would like to say here, if I might be personal for a minute, what it has meant to me working on
this speech. In looking back over the years, I realise what an influence Paul Robeson has been on
my life and I can recall situations, particularly in times of political struggle, where I could have
wavered and the thought of Robeson has kept me what I would call firm and staunch. At least I
hope so. He has been for me a benchmark in many ways. I think people need mentors and
Robeson is mine.

There are some areas of his life, particularly intellectual and scholastic achievements, which may
not be so well known to us. He learnt and spoke 20-ranguages, including different African dialects.
He always carried masses of books on his travels, steeping himself in different cultures. Anyone
who listened recently to the programme on National Radio of his 1949 concert in Moscow, the
disc of which has just been released after 50 years, would have heard him sing and speak in four
languages - Yiddish, Chinese, Russian, English.

In a radio interview with Owen Jensen in Wellington in 1960, Paul Robeson displayed his depth of
knowledge of musicology - of how great chorales of Johannes Sebastian Bach, much of the music
of Bartok, Debussy, Vaughan Williams, and Moussorgsky were based on music of the people - the
folk song, the spiritual. These composers were his mentors.

He did more than any other person to spread Negro spirituals around the world. He had an
enormous understanding of African linguistics, art history and folk lore generally. His scholarship
and research into many cultures of the world, showing their interconnections and their universal
nature, are an invaluable gift to us and future generations.

Incidentally, Owen Jensen asked him what was his favourite film. His reply, "Only two. Proud
Valley [he played a Black miner and sang with a Welsh choir] and Showboat because of the
wonderful music of Jerome Kern. No others - they could be forgotten in two seconds."

In his musical research, Robeson became fascinated with what is known as the pentatonic scale
(music played on the black keys of the piano) and he came to the conclusion that 95% of all folk
music could be played on these five notes.

His constant activity in the struggle for the freedom of his people relied on two mass based
organisations - the Black churches and the labour unions. In a speech in 1952 to the Annual
Convention of the National Negro Labour Council, he stated:

I have been in many labour battles. It has seemed strange to some that having achieved
some status and acclaim as an artist, I could devote so much time and energy to the
struggles of working men and women. To me of course it is not strange at all. I have
simply tried never to forget the soil from which I spring.

In his book, Here I Stand, published in 1958, he writes of the "... power of Negro action ... and the
time is NOW ...". He calls for stronger Negro leadership. It really is a blueprint for the struggles of
the 60s and 70s. And it is my belief that this, linked with the growing independence struggles
around the world, but particularly in Africa, is what the U.S. State Department was really afraid of.
It promoted and used the anti-communist hysteria of the McArthy era to try and silence Paul
Robeson or, as one writer put it, "bury him alive."

Foner, in his book, Robeson Speaks, published 1978, and from which I have already quoted, states
that "in all accounts of Black history up to the late 70s, the political activist Paul Robeson is a
virtual non person", and he gives a number of examples. Here is one:



It is significant that three scholars, including a Black historian in a 650 page anthology
titled Black Protest of the 20th Century, could not find a page for a single statement by
Paul Robeson on critical issues facing Black Americans in the late 40s and 50s ...

These were years during which, despite the blackouts and incredible harassment - witness Peekshill
- and death threats, he continued to speak out, give interviews, write articles, many in his own
paper, Freedom. In many ways he was the most authentic and important voice of America in the
whole era of the Cold War.

How lucky we were to be able to hear him speak and sing in New Zealand and Australia in 1960.
It was a gruelling concert tour and his last. Indications of his later illness were there at times, with
Eslanda desperately trying - and unsuccessfully - to protect him from doing too much. I know, I
was there. But Paul was adamant: "If the workers have invited me to speak on the waterfront, I'll be
there. "

I cannot overestimate the importance of these celebrations which are now taking place around the
world and which will surely help restore Paul Robeson to his rightful place in American history -
that of the "Black warrior, the gently giant" as Paul Junior describes him.

He is Tane mahuta of the 20th century.

Tena koutou katoa. Thank you.

TOAST GIVEN BY TED THOMPSON, a delegate to the Wellington Watersiders Union in
1960 - during a break for refreshments

Ted Thompson, toasting Robeson

SINGER - ACTOR - ATHLETE - SCHOLAR:

Robeson was accomplished in these activities in early life and during the 1930's and popular with
the public.

During the latter part of the 1940 decade and the early 1950's Paul Robeson was subjected to
strong and critical reaction from what was known as the McCarthy Era in American politics or the
beginning of the cold war.

Linked with this was the resurgence of the desire of coloured Americans to seek equality - to
shake off the taint and stresses of Racism and to try and participate in some of the Freedom and
Democracy that numbers of coloured and white Americans had fought and died for a few years
before.

This desire was at variance with reactionary politicians and a hostile Media.

Paul Robeson gave active support and prominence to the efforts, aspirations and objectives of the
coloured under-class of American people who sought equality and fairness in the society to which
they were important economic contributors.

As a socialist and supporter for the under privileged Robeson suffered insults, threats, boycotts,
violence and restrictions on travel. .



This treatment affected him to a degree, both emotionally and physically, but not in spirit or
principle, these were attributes from which he never deviated.

I ask you Comrades, to reflect on and drink a toast to the memory of a Great Internationalist, Paul
Robeson.

Mona & Sheba Williams

The following resolution was passed unanimously, and with applause, at the end of the
Celebration:

We congratulate those around the world who are organising celebrations of Paul Robeson's
Centennial.

We are proud to be part of the Celebrations for this giant of a Freedom Fighter, Political Activist,
Singer and Actor.

In particular, we support the efforts of the Center for Black Music Research, Columbia College,
University of Chicago, in working to restore Paul Robeson to his rightful place in American
history.

COVERAGE FROM NEW ZEALAND MEDIA

There was good coverage by the New Zealand media of Robeson's centenary. Marie Russell, who
helped organised the TUHP's Robeson celebration, produced a Spectrum documentary for Radio
New Zealand, which included interviews with people who met Paul Robeson on his concert tour of
New Zealand in 1960. It was broadcast on April 12th, 14th and 17th.

Other radio programmes included a recording of Robeson's meeting at the Addington Railway
Workshops in Christchurch in October 1960, which was played on 12 April; and a 1986 BBC
production, Black Rights Rebel, played on 9 April. There was also a music programme featuring
Robeson, Nina Simone, Wynton Marsalis, and Cassandra Wilson on 8 April.

The print media included a full page article entitled "Voice of the People" in the New Zealand
Listener, of 11117 April; a half page article entitled "U.S. Rediscovering a Forgotten Hero" in the
Evening Post, on 4 April; and shorter articles in the Northern Advocate, NZ Public Service
Journal, and Wellington's City Voice.

SUPPORT FROM TRADE UNIONS

Resolutions passed by NZCTU National Executive, 10 February 1998:

That the President's report be received and endorsed, that the President reply to Rona Bailey
congratulating the Trade Union History Project on its initiative in organising the Paul Robeson
centennial celebrations in New Zealand, and that affiliates be advised of the activities and asked to
support the TUHP's initiative.



That the NZ Council of Trade Unions support the New Zealand and international celebrations on
9 April 1998 of the lOOth birthday of Paul Robeson, the great American actor, athlete, scholar and
worker for the civil rights of people throughout the world. the NZCTU applauds Paul Robeson's
life-long commitment to the struggles of people around the world, the struggles of the Afro-
American people against racism and segregation, and the struggles of working people for their
democratic and trade union rights. The NZCTU endorses the efforts of the Paul Robeson
Centennial Committee to stimulate activities to gain public recognition for the life, career and
legacy of Paul Robeson.

A letter to Rona Bailey from Maxine Gay, President of the New Zealand Trade Union
Federation:

The Trade Union Federation joins with the union members, officials, activists and others who are
celebrating the 100th anniversary of the birth of Paul Robeson and honouring the memory of this
great man.

His importance for a whole generation of workers and political activists cannot be overestimated.
The example he gave of selfless concern for those who were no as lavishly gifted as himself - and
his tremendous strength throughout the long period of persecution that he endured as a result _
were proof for many that the socialist ideal was universal and transcendent. In Paul Robeson this
ideal seemed capable of overcoming all barriers and all obstacles.

The integrity of his spirit was embodied in his voice. That voice is arguably still the greatest bass
since music recordings first began. It expressed as no other has done the gravity and dignity of
working people. In his singing he gives a weight and significance to our experience - particularly
the experience of work - in a way that the bourgeoisie can never trivialise or dismiss. It is
preserved forever in those dark, extraordinary tones and the unique authority of their resonance.

We wish to express our thanks to the Trade Union History Project for keeping Paul's inspiration
alive. In the last few years popular music has taken a surprising and welcome turn, rejecting the
tyranny of fashion and opening up to music of all kinds, from many different places and times.
This in itself is a cause for optimism - as the saying goes: "When the rhythm of the music changes,
the walls of the city shake." It also suggests that another generation is capable of hearing Paul's
voice and being moved by it. And sooner or later, as he always believed it would, that will bring
the walls of oppression and greed tumbling down.

Yours in solidarity

Maxine Gay
PRESIDENT

RESOLUTION IN SUPPORT OF THE PAUL ROBESON CENTENNIAL

The New Zealand Seafarers Union at their monthly stop-work meeting on 6th April 1998 noted
that 9th April 1998 will mark the 100th birthday of Paul Robeson, great actor, athlete, scholar and
fighter for the civil rights of people throughout the world; and

Whereas, Paul Robeson, son of a runaway slave rose to prominence when segregation was legal in
the US and black people were being lynched by white mobs; and

Whereas, Paul Robeson's life of achievement in so many spheres made him truly one of this
century's Renaissance figures whose life should be heralded as a role model for young people
everywhere; and
Whereas, Paul Robeson in his travels pursuing his acting and singing career, met future leaders of
the anti-colonial movements in Africa and Asia, used his great talents to share his own people's
culture along with that of others, to benefit the social movement of his time, and sang throughout
the world for peace and justice in 25 languages; and

Whereas, as Paul Robeson's political consciousness grew with the rise of fascism in Europe, he
donated the proceeds of All God's Chillun to Jewish refugees fleeing Hitler in 1933, travelled to
Spain the next year to support the anti fascist forces in that country's civil war declaring that "The



artist must take sides. He must elect to fight for freedom or slavery. I have made a choice. I had no
alternative"; and

Whereas, Paul Robeson spoke out strongly for the rights of working people throughout the world
- in support of the Ford workers in Detroit, against passage of the Taft-Hartley Act in the United
States, for the coal miners in Wales, the oppressed workers in South Africa and on behalf of so
many others; and

Whereas, Paul Robeson was made an honorary member of many unions including ILWU,
Actors Equity, the Marine Cooks and Stewards Union, the National Maritime Union, the
Transport Workers Union, and State, County and Municipal Workers of America and in New
Zealand the Wellington Waterside Workers Union; and

Whereas, Paul Robeson because of his outspokenness against racism and colonialism, for peace
and the rights of working people was accused by the House Un-American Activities Committee
(HUAC) of being a Communist and this accusation along with the State Department's revocation
of his passport in 1950 for a period of eight years (until it was restored by action of the Supreme
Court) nearly ended his career; and

Whereas, the persecution which Paul Robeson suffered during the McCarthy Era represents the
types of actions the Constitution of the United States and the Bill of Rights were designed to
prevent, Paul Robeson was denied this protection and sacrificed his fame and fortune and endured
great personal hardship to stand fast for the principles in which he believed; and

Whereas, Paul Robeson to this day remains world famous outside the United States, yet has been
tragically almost forgotten in the land of his birth, and is virtually unknown among our youth for
whom he could serve as a role model of the highest quality for his courage, dignity and integrity;
and

Dave Morgan, Nat. Pres, Seafarers Union addressing meeting

Now, Therefore Be ItResolved that THE NEW ZEALAND SEAFARERS UNION endorse the
efforts of the Paul Robeson Centennial Committee and the New Zealand Trade Union History
Project to celebrate the 100th Anniversary of Paul Robeson's birthday by stimulating activities to
gain public recognition for the life, career and legacy of Paul Robeson and to emphasise activities
that will recognise his contribution to the struggle of working people throughout the world and to
educate young people about Paul Robeson and especially his support for the rights of labour; and

Be It Further Resolved that the NEW ZEALAND SEAFARERS UNION request the NEW
ZEALAND TRADE UNION FEDERATION to adopt this resolution.

Dave Morgan
National President
New Zealand Seafarers Union



TRADE UNION HISTORY PROJECT
POBox 27 425. WELLINGTON. NEW ZEALAND

TUHP ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING

TUESDA Y 23 JUNE, 5.30 pm

PSA CONFERENCE CENTRE

Top Floor, PSA House

11 Aurora Terrace,

Wellington

Main item for discussion: The future of the TUHP

There has been much debate during the previous year on whether or not the TUHP
should continue and if so, what its role should be.

What do you think?

Come and have your say.

New Publication: At the end of July, a new book, supported with a publication
subsidy from the TUHP, will be published by the University of Otago Press: Connie-
Life Story of a Political Activist, by her daughter, Maureen Birchfield.

ENROLMENT FORM

NAME: _

ADDRESS : _

PHONE: Home: _ Business : _

Individual Member - $10.00

Corporate Member - $50.00

Donation $ _

AMOUNT ENCLOSED $ . _
(Subscriptions include GST)

Post form to: The Secretary
Trade Union History Project
POBox 27-425
WELLINGTON
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