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THE LONESOME WARRIOR 

 

 

What John Bruce sowed, William Hansberry brought to fruition. In 1922, he 
delivered the first accredited course in African Studies, in an  American institution; 

at  Howard Universitiy, in Washington. With an encyclopedic knowledge and 

enduring belief, in his self-appointed role, he counteracted the detractors and 

backbiters, who dismissed the need for this subject matter. Out of all the academics 
of the  early part of the 20th century, he's the one I would liked to have met. To 

have been a recipient of his endless knowledge - and history of perseverance. 

 

A reader in the library of his father, it was the 1915 book, The Negro, by Willian 
DuBois, that set him on the road to African Enlightenment. So while taking degrees 

in anthropology and archaeology at Harvard, he spent time in the library there, 

accessing their resources, on African history. 

 

You would think that Howard University, that famed centre of Black education, 
would really support and even laud,  the introduction of  courses in African Studies. 

But there seemed to have been this kind of See-Saw Syndrome; of positivity one 

minute, then of barricades the next. So his years of academic loneliness began. 

Colleagues, black as well as white, dismissed his dream and the realisation of it. 
They saw no reason to study Africa. What was there to study? 

 

Denied places on two archeological expeditions – to Sudan and to the Nubian 

region; as well as grant refusals from the Rosenwald and Carnegie foundations. 
Battled from all sides, he carried the sheild of self-belief. His one great victory at 

this time, was winning the heart of Mrtyle Kelso, who accepted his marriage 

proposal. She became his administrator, translator (French) and confidant – his 

enduring ally. Two individuals in the one uniform; their regimental duet. 
 

In the late thirties, he undertook post-graduate work, at the Oxford and Chicago 

Universities. But when I think of durability, I think of William Hansberry. For it 

wasn't until 1953, that he was finally able to pursue research in Africa, due to a 

Fulbright Research Award. This enabled him to go Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt; 
where he lectured to academia, as well as the general community. On his return, 

still having to face the disrespect and non-recognition of colleagues, he decided to 

teach part-time, at the New York School for Social Research; as well as the teaching 

at Howard Univeristy. Two years later, in 1959, he retired. During his retirement, he 
was a guest at both the Ghanaian and Nigerian Independence celebrations 

 

But during the years of academic solitude, there were the times of student joy. 

Such as teaching the future greats of Africa. Both Kwame Nkrumah (Ghana) and  
Nnamdi Azikiwe (Nigeria), who led their respective countries to Independence, were 

students of his. In 1934, with two other students, he set up the Ethiopian Research 

Council. This  project disseminated information about it's ancient history;  then 

supported that country, during the Italo-Ethiopian War. At the termination of war, 

he was instrumental in African Americans being sent out to Ethiopia, as technicians 
and teachers, to assist in the re-construction and development of the country. One 

of the co-founding students was Melaku Beyan, who became the first Ethiopian, to 
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receive a medical degree from Howard University. He became the personal 

physician to Haile Selassie during the war; founder of the Ethiopian World 

Federation – and of it's newspaper, The Voice of Ethiopia. 
 

Through what became known as the African American Institute, which he co-

founded, he was an integral figure, in supporting African students studying in 

America. Two accolades, will help to highlight his tireless fight for Africa - and the 
study of it's histories. In 1963, he was the main speaker, at the inauguration of the 

Hansberry Institute for African Studies, at the University of Nigeria. In 1964, he 

was invited to Addia Ababa, by the Haile Selassie I Trust, to be the first recipient, of 

the Award for African Research. 

 
Although he was often disregarded by academia, he was respected by the student 

body. Through their engagement and focus, they warmed his walk, through the cold 

corridors of indifferance. Wish I could have held the door for him, saluting, as he 

passed through. What the great journalist John Edward Bruce began, Professor 
William Leo Hansberry completed.  
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