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90 AND STILL GOING STRONG


MORE THAN 1,000 GUESTS JAMMED THE ballroom of the Roosevelt Hotel in New York City on the evening of March 2, 1958. All of them wanted to pay tribute to William Edward Burghardt (usually abbreviated W.E.B.) Du Bois (pronounced due BOYSS) on his 90th birthday. “It was an excited and happy gathering,” wrote W.E.B.’s wife Shirley.


The tributes weren’t limited to the people in the ballroom. They poured in from all around the world: China, the Soviet Union, India, Great Britain, France, Brazil, and many other countries. Nnandi Azikiwe, premier of Eastern Nigeria, expressed the feelings of many people when he wrote,


“Your life has been an inspiration to us who are now in the vanguard of the great struggle for freedom in Africa.”
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W.E.B. Du Bois, still an active speaker and author, celebrates his 90th birthday with his wife and friends in 1958. W.E.B. was an early leader in the cause of racial equality. Over his long life, he worked tirelessly to make sure black people could achieve their goals—socially, economically, and politically.


Some of the tributes took a very practical form. W.E.B. wasn’t a wealthy man, and he needed money to work on several of his projects. The guests donated a total of more than $7,500 to him. That’s over $55,000 in today’s dollars.


A LIFE FULL OF ACCOMPLISHMENTS


There was plenty to honor. W.E.B. was the first African American to earn a Ph.D. degree from Harvard University. As a university professor, he influenced the lives of countless numbers of students. He was also a noted author who wrote more than 20 books.
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W.E.B. works in his office at the Council on African Affairs in New York City, 1954. Not only was he the first African American to get a Ph.D. from Harvard, but he also became a professor, an author, and a co-founder of the NAACP. Everything he did advanced the principle of racial justice.


W.E.B. was especially famous as one of the earliest figures in the struggle for racial equality. More than a half a century before the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the nation’s schools could no longer be segregated, more than half a century before Rosa Parks began the Birmingham bus boycott that catapulted Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. to national prominence, W.E.B. was working tirelessly on behalf of black people.


He co-founded the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). He edited the organization’s monthly magazine, The Crisis. He continually spoke out for racial justice.


Above all, W.E.B. always remained true to his personal beliefs. In recent years, some of these beliefs had become unpopular. Biographer David Levering Lewis says W.E.B “conceded mischievously that he would have been hailed with approval if he had died at fifty. ‘At seventy-five my death was practically requested.’”


WORDS TO LIVE BY


W.E.B. Du Bois was still very much alive. After several dignitaries gave speeches praising him, he approached the podium to thunderous applause. Perhaps the oldest person in the room, he directed his remarks to the youngest—his two-year-old great-grandson, Arthur McFarlane II:


“The return from your work must be the satisfaction which that work brings you and the world’s need of that work. Income is not greenbacks, it is satisfaction; it is creation; it is beauty. It is the supreme sense of a world of men going forward, lurch and stagger though it may, but slowly, inevitably going forward, and you, yourself with your hands on the wheel. Make this choice then, my son. Never hesitate, never falter.”


A TALE OF MANY CITIES


The evening at the Roosevelt was just the beginning. For the next six weeks, W.E.B. and his wife traveled across the country for additional gatherings. One of the largest was in Chicago, where the guests presented him with another check. And these events weren’t all fancy banquets where everyone dressed up. As his wife noted,


“Besides the big public affairs in every city, there were numerous home parties, sometimes with lavish spreads, sometimes with young, enthusiastic, struggling art or literary groups. Du Bois refused no invitations—and he enjoyed every gathering.”
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As part of his 90th birthday celebration in 1958, W.E.B. was honored at graduation ceremonies at Fisk University, where he had graduated in 1888. Current students welcomed him into the school’s chapter of the national honor society, Phi Beta Kappa.


The honors culminated in May. He had graduated from Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee, in 1888. The school’s current president, S.J. Wright, invited W.E.B. to come to the school for its commencement ceremony. According to Wright,


“During the past sixty-five years, few men have done as much as you have to lift the social, economic and civil horizons of the Negro, and the recognition being accorded to you at this time is, in some measure, an expression of gratitude to a great man from an appreciative racial group.”


He said Fisk would present W.E.B. with a citation and ask for a response, but there would be no other demands on him. That turned out to be not quite true.


STILL ANOTHER HONOR


A group of Fisk students inducted W.E.B. into the school’s chapter of Phi Beta Kappa, the national honor society for the very best college and university students. For Shirley, it was about time. She wrote,


“When he went on to graduate from Harvard University and take two graduate degrees there, it was unthinkable to accept a Negro student into this oldest of American college fraternities, regardless of his scholastic record. The Fisk chapter decided to correct this omission.”


“Correcting the omission” went both ways. A few weeks later, the Fisk librarian wrote to W.E.B., “We were greatly stimulated by your presence here, and we look forward eagerly to other sessions.”


Most people at W.E.B.’s age would have been content to settle down after hearing so many nice things being said about them. But W.E.B. Du Bois had never been “most people.” He was about to begin an entirely new chapter of his life.
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GETTING A GOOD EDUCATION


W.E.B. DU BOIS DESCRIBED HIS BACKGROUND as “a flood of Negro blood, a strain of French, a bit of Dutch, but, thank God! No ‘Anglo-Saxon.’” Much of the “Negro blood” came from his mother, Mary Burghardt. She was descended from a slave who served in the Revolutionary War and became free. Her family owned a farm in Great Barrington, Massachusetts.
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