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A study like Joy Gleason Carew’s Blacks, Reds, and Russians is long overdue. 

It constitutes the first full-length work to focus entirely on the diverse experienc-

es of African Americans who traveled to the U.S.S.R. during the 1920s and 1930s 

as students, workers, journalists, actors, and writers. The more prominent African 

Americans associated with the Soviet Union such as Paul Robeson, Langston 

Hughes, and W.E.B. Du Bois are the subjects of several biographies and a few 

recent scholarly monographs such as Kate Baldwin’s extremely important Be-

yond the Color Line and the Iron Curtain. But these famous figures are not the 

only or even the primary protagonists in Carew’s narrative. Instead, the main sub-

jects are lesser known African American male sojourners to the U.S.S.R., some 

of whom like Robert Ross, Oliver Golden, and Lloyd Patterson ultimately made 

the first workers’ state their permanent home.   

Apart from the general current of anti-communist sentiment that continues to 

penetrate American society and culture, Carew points to one of the main reasons 

why scholars have too often ignored these Black American sojourners or dis-

missed them as foolish “dupes” of the Soviet system. Specifically, she posits 

“how could a country that turned a brutal and despotic face to its own people of-

fer a hopeful visage to blacks suffering from generations of oppression and Jim 

Crow?” (p. 1) Notwithstanding the repressive nature of the Stalinist system, Ca-

rew emphasizes how Soviet society welcomed these African Americans (the ma-

jority of whom were men) at a time when the United States rejected them. While 

they encountered other types of hardship living in the Soviet Union, most were 

afforded opportunities that they could not even have imagined had they remained 

in the United States. Carew recognizes that these Black American visitors consti-

tuted a major propaganda victory for Soviet leaders, but rightfully insists that this 

neither discounts the profound sense of personal fulfillment that most derived 

from their experiences in the U.S.S.R., nor the important contributions that they 

made to the development of Soviet industry, agriculture, and society.   

Blacks, Reds, and Russians is in many ways the product of Carew’s own var-

ied personal encounters with the Soviet Union. Carew, who is a sociolinguist and 

Russian specialist in the Department of Pan-African Studies at the University of 

Louisville, opens the book with an extremely thoughtful and provocative discus-

sion of the intricate ways in which the Soviet experiment has shaped her life 

since she first traveled to the U.S.S.R. as a Russian language student at Ohio 

State University in 1967. Ten years earlier her mother and father, a university 

professor and physician who knew Paul Robeson, were members of one of the 

first groups of Americans to tour the country in the Khrushchev era. She notes 

that the level of civility and special treatment that her parents were afforded in 
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Soviet society paralleled that which African American visitors to the country had 

enjoyed decades earlier. Carew’s personal connections to the Soviet experiment 

do not end there. Her husband, Jan Carew, a writer from Guyana, had been one of 

the first recipients of a scholarship to study at Charles University in Prague, 

Czechoslovakia in the early 1950s. He later had his work published in the Soviet 

Union and traveled there numerous times on the invitation of the Soviet Writers’ 

Union. After her own initial journey, Carew returned to the U.S.S.R. on various 

occasions both as a Russian language professor escorting a contingent of black 

students from Malcolm X College, and as a tour guide leading groups of white 

Americans. She makes the important point that she was not only a curiosity to 

Russians who were unfamiliar with seeing people of African descent, but also to 

white Americans who could not fathom how or why an African American woman 

could speak Russian fluently. Even when she was not physically present in the 

U.S.S.R., Carew’s life in the United States eventually led her to cross paths with 

individuals whose lives had similarly been touched by the Soviet experiment. 

Among them are Eslanda Robeson, the Afro-Russian niece of Paul Robeson with 

whom she collaborated on several projects at Lincoln University in Pennsylvania, 

and William “Bill” Davis who forged a meaningful relationship with many of the 

African American expatriates after serving as one of four U.S. blacks to work at 

the 1959 American National Exhibit in Moscow.  

Apropos of her own personal experiences, Carew uses the lives of fourteen 

Black American men and their families in order to illuminate the special relation-

ship that existed in the 1920s and 1930s between the Soviet Union and African 

Americans (she illustrates the family lines of these men in the appendix). She di-

vides these African American sojourners into four main categories, which also 

serve as the structure of the book. The first section and first group consists of the 

“Fellow Travelers,” that is individuals who identified themselves as Communists 

and/or eventually became members of the U.S. Communist Party. These include 

the Caribbean-born Claude McKay and Otto Huiswood; Harry Haywood and 

several other African Americans who studied in the Communist International’s 

two main universities in Moscow; and noted black intellectual and activist, 

W.E.B. Du Bois. Since many of these men were among the first travelers to the 

first workers’ state, they played an especially critical role in teaching Soviet citi-

zens not only about U.S. culture and society but also about African America. So-

viet propaganda had misled many to believe that all black people had dark skin 

and were extremely impoverished. The book’s second and third sections deal 

with those African Americans who traveled to the U.S.S.R. as “Technical and 

Agricultural Specialists” and “Artists and Intellectuals.” Besides Paul Robeson, 

among the persons discussed in these sections are Robert Robinson, a skilled 

toolmaker who was credited in the Soviet Union with numerous inventions; a 

group of fifteen agriculturalists whom Tuskegee’s own George Washington 

Carver helped organize to assist in the development of the cotton industry in Uz-

bekistan; and the twenty-one men and women of diverse occupations and politi-

cal backgrounds who together with Langston Hughes traveled to Moscow in June 

1932 as the cast of the ill-fated Soviet propaganda film about U.S. racism titled 
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Black and White. The book’s fourth and final section deals more broadly with the 

experiences of these sojourners during the Stalinist purges (one of whom became 

a victim), the Second World War, and postwar decades. It also broaches the issue 

of who would become the “New Sojourners” during the Cold War era which Ca-

rew suggests were to a large degree – at least in terms of numbers – African stu-

dents and dignitaries. 

Carew employs a broad range of sources in order to reconstruct the lives of 

these African American men, most of who appear very sporadically in contempo-

rary accounts. This factor has no doubt contributed to their elision from the his-

torical record. In addition to biographies of the more prominent figures like 

Robeson, Hughes, and Du Bois, Carew uses the memoirs that a few of the Afri-

can American sojourners composed several years if not decades after they had re-

turned to the United States. In a bibliographic essay at the end of the book in 

which she provides a broad overview of all her sources, Carew is particularly 

forthright in acknowledging the shortcomings of these accounts. However, she 

cautions that these texts should be read carefully rather than categorically rejected 

and dismissed as anti-Soviet or pro-Soviet propaganda. She supplements the in-

formation that she mines from these firsthand accounts with material from pub-

lished archival document collections and the Mark Solomon and Robert F. 

Kaufmann Research Files on African Americans and Communism at the New 

York University Tamiment Library. In a further effort to get her subjects to 

speak, Carew conducted personal interviews with several of the Afro-Russian de-

scendants of these African American male sojourners.   

Blacks, Reds, and Russians appears twenty-two years after Allison Blakely’s 

seminal study Russia and the Negro first insisted that we take African Ameri-

cans’ historical connections with the Soviet Union seriously. Joy Carew’s well-

written account adds further nuance to our understanding of the Soviet Union of 

the 1920s and 1930s, and forces us to recognize that the histories of the U.S.S.R. 

and African America are incomplete without the varied experiences of these “So-

journers in Search of the Soviet Promise.” 
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