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Eslanda Robeson’s early years

Eslanda Robeson was a remarkable �gure in the 20th century, known for her contributions to �elds

including anthropology, activism, and journalism. Katherine Ajibade provides an introduction to

Eslanda’s early life in Washington DC and New York, a possible career in medicine, and her marriage

to Paul Robeson.

Eslanda Robeson, often referred to as Essie, was born on 15 December 1895 in Washington, DC to

John Goode and Eslanda Cardoza Goode. Essie was their youngest surviving daughter, with close

ties to her two older brothers, John and Francis Goode.

Their close-knit family was led by Eslanda’s mother, “Ma Goode”, as she was known. Ma Goode had

many community connections and immersed herself in Black civic life. She volunteered in support

of the war effort and worked for the newspaper The Voice run by Huber Harrison, a “Black socialist

internationalist” in the 1910s (Ransby, 2013).

Ma Goode’s work within the local community had a signi�cant impact on Essie’s worldviews, in

ways that would become apparent in Essie’s later life, and showcased the value the Goode’s placed

on community engagement, perseverance and education.

The emphasis on education within Eslanda’s family can be traced back to her maternal ties to the

Cardozo family. Eslanda’s grandfather, Francis Lewis Cardozo (Mendez, 2019), was a renowned

politician, Presbyterian minister, and educator who pioneered the creation of public education for

Black children in America (Reese Smith, 2021).

Eslanda went on to excel in education in her own right, pursuing studies at the University of Illinois

and Columbia University, where she received a degree in Chemistry. This led Eslanda to become the

�rst histological chemist of surgical pathology at New York Presbyterian hospital, where she

worked until 1925 (Taylor, 2016).
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It was during this time that Eslanda considered a career in medicine, driven by her desire to help

others. However, her diverse interests and ambitions, ranging from acting to postgraduate studies,

ultimately led her to work as a journalist, writer, and public scholar.

Eslanda would later move to New York City, establishing a home in Harlem where she would form

life-long political, social, and personal connections. This would be the beginning of a new path, one

that began with her eloping with Paul Robeson in August 1921.

It was also during this time that the couple circulated broadly among Harlem’s elites. Essie

sustained friendships with Minnie Summer Patterson (the �rst wife of Communist Party leader

William Patterson) and formed new bonds with �gures such as Prince Kojo Touvalou Houenou, “a

descendent Dahomey and a Marcus Garvey supporter” (Ransby, 2013). The Robeson’s also

established lasting friendships with writer and patron Carl Van Vetchen and his wife Fania Marinoff.

During the early years of their marriage, Eslanda and Paul focused their attention and efforts on

furthering Paul’s artistic career and starting a family. Eslanda was o�cially managing Paul’s career

by 1924, which included securing numerous European tours and �lm projects. Many of these �lms

included roles for both Eslanda and Paul Robeson and entailed lengthy stays in London – and a

stint as a student at LSE – and opportunities to travel throughout Europe between 1925 and the late

1930s.

Her experiences of travelling, including visits to the Soviet Union, and involvement in political

causes, such as supporting Spanish Loyalists, enriched Eslanda’s understanding of global issues,

and her engagement with the African Diaspora (Gore, 2015). Despite facing challenges within her

marriage, Eslanda’s resilience and commitment to her own pursuits, as well as her continued

engagement in political and social causes, demonstrate the lasting impact of her upbringing and

early in�uences.
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