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African American worker Robert Robinson was hired by Soviet 

Amtorg, in 1930. Along with thousands of other American experts, 

he participated in the industrialization of the Soviet Union. In 

1934, he decided to stay in the Soviet Union, becoming a member 

of the Moscow City Council. He returned to the US in 1970, and 

published his book; ‘Black on the Red in 1988. '44 In the Soviet 

Union. Autobiography of a black American.’ Here is an excerpt 

from it. 

 



It all started in April 1930. In Detroit, arrived Russian. Once 

I saw that in our grinding section, which produced the forming 

die, walked about four strangers. They stopped near my machine. 

I continued to work, feeling their eyes on me. At some point, 

looking up, he saw that the most solid in the group points to me 

his younger companion. 

 

The young man asked if I wanted to go to Russia to teach the 

Russian workers of their profession. "I want to, of course," - I 

replied. "I got acquainted with your professional achievements, 

your biography and learned tendencies. People inquired, all 

speak highly of you. " 

 

Russian was so sure of my qualifications, I promised to exempt 

from compulsory examination for candidates in mathematics and 

draftsmanship. This was followed by a proposal to sign an annual 

contract immediately. "Of course, it can be extended if you are 

good to show yourself." 

 

It was only then I came to myself and realized that this man was 

not joking. And what conditions he offered me! At Ford, I was 

earning 140 dollars a month, and more not count. Russia offered 

250, free housing, subservient, month paid leave, free travel in 

both directions. In addition, he promised that the $150 from my 

paycheck will come in my US bank account. 

 

I listened and could not believe my ears. Thoughts crowded into 

my head: "America is in the grip of severe depression, not 

today, tomorrow I might get fired. Judging by the number of 

those wishing to work in Russia gathered in the next room, even 

white Americans find it tempting offer. So why not take 

advantage of them and me?" 

 

I returned home with change. My third day at the Stalingrad 

Tractor went well, I was gradually drawn into the rhythm of 

work, productivity grew surrounding treated me without any 

prejudice. At some point, my attention was drawn to the maypole-

American. He walked forward, gradually slowing down. I felt 

good, and stiffened. Big man caught up with me. "Robinson, you 

will go to the Volga - be alert! When you came here we all got 

together and decided to drown you. " 

 

With these words, the American left. Walking on the river gave 

me great pleasure, and to abandon them would be desirable. "But 

this is Russia, - I calmed myself - are still chances to be 

killed because of the color is much less than in the States." 

 



Once, coming back from dinner, I noticed that I was catching two 

Americans, they caught up with me after a few seconds. Later, I 

learned their names - Lewis and Brown. "Nigger, - Lewis turned 

to me - where did you come from? How did you get here?" 

 

"Same as you". 

 

"We give you 24 hours. If during this time no ****** - hissed 

Brown - blame yourself." 

 

And then suddenly Lewis turned and moved me with his fist, and 

Brown began to twist my hands behind my back. But I erupted and 

caused Lewis riposte. He wondered: "No one will not let me away 

with fun, no!" 

 

The two of them piled on top of me, trying to knock me down to 

the ground. Brown managed to embrace me from behind, pressing 

his hands to the body, so that I could not defend myself. 

 

And there's something inside me from years gone which erupted. 

Anger boiled over. I bit into the neck of Lewis. Brown tried to 

pull me, but I did not unclench my teeth, though he felt the 

taste of blood in his mouth. Lewis yelled bloody murder. 

 

At the cries of people came running. I began to pull off of 

Lewis and persuaded to let him go. I do not give up, but in the 

end the joint efforts they managed to cope with me. When Lewis 

led was away, he groaned at his neck streaming blood. Behind him 

like a whipped dog trudged his friend. 

 

At home, I fell into bed exhausted, but with a heady sense of 

liberation, what I have never experienced. From this blissful 

state I put the knock on the door. Do my friends came to 

complete what the offenders started? Before me stood a policeman 

and two other men. Outside them inspire confidence. I was 

politely invited to go to the police station, there to present 

my version of the incident. The chief asked to tell what 

happened, listened quite sympathetic and immediately go home. 

 

Stalingrad newspaper published an editorial condemned the racist 

antics of American specialists, describing it as an attempt to 

export what has infected America, "social contagion" in Russia. 

At the factory everyone - from the cleaners to the chiefs - 

discussed the incident and unanimously denounced my abusers. In 

me, you have seen the hero. 

 

Three days after the incident at the square in front of the 



plant was held a mass rally. Thousands of people - all factory 

workers, men, women, even children have led many - listened to 

fiery speeches of the speakers, the stigma of racism ulcers. 

Whenever the speaker talked about how a progressive position is 

occupied by the Soviet government in the racial question, people 

with loud shouts expressed their approval. When read a 

resolution calling to strictly punish the Americans who attacked 

me, the crowd just exploded with shouts of approval. A copy of 

the resolution was sent by telegraph to Moscow, and in local 

newspapers. 

 

A week after the clashes the factory bosses asked me to visit 

the police station again. There I was introduced to a lawyer, 

his assistant, the court clerk and the prosecutor. "Why do I 

need a lawyer?" - I asked. "Then the Americans who committed an 

attack on you, violated Soviet law and will be prosecuted." 

 

I plead but knew better than to argue, or else would be sent to 

the United States. The Great Depression was in full swing, and 

there chances of finding a decent job are zero. 

 

The next day, after the end of the shift, at six o'clock in the 

evening, the trial began. I came fifteen minutes before the 

start. Pillars at the entrance of the people displayed me all 

sorts of favors, as if I were a famous actor, a politician or a 

hero of the war. 

 

When the accused's lawyer called me to testify, I thought he was 

going to certainly try to turn everything inside out, to make it 

look as if it was all my fault. However, it was surprisingly 

friendly, ask questions clear and simple, without casuistic 

tricks, and did not take into question the truthfulness of my 

answers. The Prosecutor, on the contrary, questioning of Lewis 

and Brown, did not give them the descent. The audience in the 

hall expressed full approval; all clearly we expected that he 

would require the defendants to the most severe punishment. The 

prosecutor asked to sentence Lewis and Brown to 5 years in 

prison. Protection applied for commutation of the sentence. 

 

The judge found the two Americans convicted and sentenced to 

immediate deportation from the Soviet Union. Go back to the 

crisis-ridden America, they did not want to and filed an appeal 

to the Supreme Court. Sentence upheld Lewis, Brown made it 

possible to finalize the same year. At the end of the period he 

had asked to extend the contract, but he refused. 

 

In the eyes of Russia I have become a real hero, the 



personification of good triumphing over evil. I was literally 

bombarded with letters, they came from all over the country. And 

in every expression of solidarity and sympathy. Several large 

Soviet enterprises offered me a job. 

 

There were still three months before the expiration of the 

contract, when I was summoned to the management office and asked 

to stay for another year. I understood that for the Americans - 

especially black - fell on hard times. And here, I was well 

earned and every month could send the mother in Harlem $150. I 

respected fellow workers and superiors valued. 

 

There was no doubt that the contract should be signed. 

 

I waited much of the next year in Russia, wanting to achieve 

even higher productivity, and therefore I completely gave work. 

Getting advanced workers was important also because it is 

possible to avoid all sorts of social and political 

complications. In Soviet enterprises life is arranged not so, as 

in the US. The US factory Ford operation - just a job, nothing 

more and nothing less. Of course, there is some kind of social 

life, but it is a natural process, not imposed from the top. On 

the Stalingrad Tractor, work was regarded as a kind of political 

action, there is generally politicized everything. Indiscipline, 

negligence, failure to comply with the production plan was 

regarded by the Communists who occupied the factory key 

administrative positions, as a lack of patriotism. 

 

At the end of June 1932, my contract expired and I went to 

Moscow. 

 

There I asked the organization called Vato, which was supposed 

to provide me a return ticket. The official, examining the 

paper, said that the first Moscow ball-bearing factory, which 

was started three months ago, just need specialists with my 

qualifications. He immediately offered to go to talk with the 

director Bodrov. I did not refuse. In my order I was given a car 

with a driver, and fifteen minutes later we drove into the 

factory gate. 

 

The director, a man of medium height of pleasant appearance, 

greeted me with open arms. He has long admired my professional 

achievements, saying that he needed just such a specialist, and 

immediately offered to sign a one-year contract. I did not delay 

the decision and agreed. 

 

Foreign experts who worked on the First ball-bearing, lived in 



two 5-storey brick houses. People just were not there: the 

Germans, the British, Americans, Swedes, French, Romanians, 

Austrians, Hungarians, Slovaks, Poles, Italians - more than 

three hundred people, many with families. Since I was single, I 

was given a room in a two-room apartment. I got a job and went 

to work the next day. 

 

I was assigned to the calibration area where there were three 

surface grinding and one grinding machine. We worked on a plot 

of about thirty, but only in the shop were more than seven 

hundred and fifty workers. To ensure high accuracy machining the 

last 0.015 inches left for manual polishing - metal polished by 

hand to obtain the desired size. This operation takes plenty of 

time to spare. 

 

I made a list of seventeen devices required for normal 

operation, and sat down at the drawings. I pored over them, and 

at the plant, and after the house change. When half of the 

device had been designed, I carried the sheets to the chief of 

the shop. After reviewing them, he asked, not whether I have an 

engineering degree. Knowing that I just graduated from a 

technical school in the factory Ford, he shook his head in 

amazement. Two weeks later I received a portion of the ordered 

devices. I was given six students - three on one shift. They are 

treated rough parts, and I'll bring them to the desired size. In 

six months, we have ensured that only 0.02 millimeters was on 

hand grinding against former 0.2-0.3. The final finishing work 

is now produced in just 25 minutes instead of five to six hours. 

Two months later in 80% of cases already lapping is not required 

- productivity increased seven times. 

 

When the plant obtained the machine that allowed sanding of 

curved surfaces, work on it was assigned to me. The help I 

received two more students, and thus, under my command were 

eight people. We had almost every day to work in two shifts, 

because students do not have enough experience, and in my 

absence, they allowed marriage. 

 

I started at 7:30 and worked almost without interruption until 

10-11 pm. No additional money for me is not paid. The only 

reward I received four years of this work was to Crimea voucher 

for twenty-four days cost 800 rubles. 

 

Yet it must be admitted that the 1932 and the first half of 1933 

turned out well for me, I grew up very much during this period 

in a professional sense. The shop was my laboratory, where I 

could come up with and create mechanisms. Due to their 



performance on our site was the highest in the plant. All this, 

as well as the respect that I have enjoyed working, especially 

Russian, could not fail to please. But most importantly, from 

what I received satisfaction - this is an opportunity to raise 

the problem and find its solution. For me, working on ball 

bearings was like playing my favorite game and still getting 

paid for it. 

 

Given my success at work, the plant administration allowed me 

the summer of 1933 to go to America to see my mother. Before 

leaving, I received an offer to sign a one-year contract. At the 

factory they know how I love my job, but the contract is an 

additional guarantee that I'll be back. " 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Adversitate. Custodi. Per Verum 


