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For Grandma Inez and Gran Gran Nannie B—

two beloved daughters of the South who taught us

the power of family, faith, and service.





[image: image]





[image: image]

Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Prologue: We the People

Chapter 1: Voting Booth Battles, Part 1

Chapter 2: Education, Faith, and Family

Chapter 3: The Power of the Pen

Chapter 4: From Personal to Political

Chapter 5: Activism and Access

Chapter 6: Stacey in the House

Chapter 7: Voting Booth Battles, Part 2

Chapter 8: Broken Dreams and Broader Horizons

Chapter 9: Voting Booth Battles, Part 3

Epilogue: A More Perfect Union

Timeline: Stacey Abrams

VIP Hall of Fame

Bibliography

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher





[image: image]





[image: image]

Prologue

We the People

The door swung open with a whoosh. Giddy with excitement, ten-year-old Stacey Abrams followed her parents and her big sister into the school building. She made sure to keep her younger sisters and brothers close behind her.

As the Abrams family passed the offices, lockers, and classrooms, Stacey could not stop smiling. She’d waited the whole school day for this moment.

Finally, they reached the gymnasium. The room was all set up, but not for the cheers and roars of a basketball game, the toots and squeaks of a band concert, or the polite applause of a school assembly.
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This time, there was the gentle swish, swish, swish of curtains opening and closing on the many rows of voting booths filling the gym.

It was Election Day, 1984, in Gulfport, Mississippi.

For the grown-ups, of course. Stacey and the other kids were all too young to vote.

Stacey watched as her parents signed the big book at the front table and received their ballots. All around that gymnasium, folks made their selections and cast their votes for political leaders. Stacey liked how the whole community came together to choose the right people to serve their town, their state, and even the whole country. She knew that her community needed the help.

The people of her Black working-class neighborhood worked very hard, but many of them still struggled to get by. Even though her parents both had college degrees, her mother was an underpaid librarian and her father worked at a shipyard.

From an early age, Stacey saw how unfair the world could be. She wanted to help her community. But would her community ever choose her? Would a whole gymnasium of people ever vote for Stacey Abrams? The thought thrilled her, but it also frightened her.
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Back at home, the Abrams family watched the election coverage. The political candidates wore tailored suits and gave big, inspiring speeches to hundreds—even thousands—of people.

Quiet, shy Stacey could not even imagine herself speaking to all those strangers at once. She didn’t like being in the spotlight. And those expensive clothes? Her family could never afford that.

But most of all, as she watched the images of politicians flickering on the screen, Stacey noticed that none of them looked anything like her. Most of them were men. Almost all of them were white.
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On Election Day 1984, Stacey Abrams was just a young Black girl living in small-town Mississippi with big dreams and a tiny voice.

How could she ever inspire anyone to vote?
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Chapter 1

Voting Booth Battles, Part 1

Voting was a big deal to Stacey’s family. Her parents didn’t just wait for the presidential race every four years. They also voted for their governors, mayors, judges, and other local officials. If there was an election, the Abrams family showed up to be counted.
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It was important to Carolyn and Robert Abrams that their children saw every aspect of the voting process. Stacey’s family could not participate in local elections until the late 1960s. Stacey and her siblings were the first generation of Southern Black people all born with the right to just walk into a school gym, cast a vote, and walk back out unharmed.

But why?

In 1865, immediately after the end of the Civil War, the United States entered a brief era called Reconstruction. It was supposed to unite the country. The federal government passed laws to protect formerly enslaved Black people and even sent troops to enforce those laws. Black men gained the right to vote, run for public office, own property, and more. They set up communities with flourishing businesses. Some two thousand African Americans held office as elected officials, including sixteen members of the US Congress.
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However, many white Southerners despised these changes. After a controversial presidential election in 1876, some Southern lawmakers met with the new president’s representatives to strike a deal. In the Compromise of 1877, Southern states agreed to accept the election results, if the federal government agreed to stop protecting Black people in their states. This was the end of Reconstruction and the beginning of the Jim Crow era.
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In the 1870s in Mississippi, where Stacey Abrams’s ancestors lived, the Jim Crow era led to new local laws created to erase the legal, economic, and social gains that Black people had made during Reconstruction. If folks in their neighborhoods even talked about voting, they could be attacked by police dogs, arrested, or killed by angry white mobs. Without Black voters’ input, politicians continued to pass laws that kept the Black people of the South poor and oppressed for nearly a hundred years.

Both of Stacey Abrams’s parents protested and marched for their rights in the 1960s. As a young teen, Robert Abrams was thrown in jail for trying to register Black voters. It took the combined effort, hard work, and sacrifice of many people, including civil rights leaders like future congressman John Lewis, Dr. Martin Luther King, and even President Lyndon Johnson to convince the white people of the United States that Black citizens deserved the right to vote.

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 meant that the states could not stop Black voters with literacy tests, poll taxes, the threat of arrest, or any other forms of voter suppression. But even after that law passed, not everyone trusted those newfound rights.
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Who Had the Right to Vote?

When the Constitution was written in 1776, only certain people could vote. Today, most citizens of the United States over the age of eighteen can vote, no matter their gender, race, ethnicity, creed, religion, income level, disability, or primary language. So who could vote and when?

1776: Generally, the only people allowed to vote are white men age twenty-one and over who own property. Some states have religious requirements.
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1848: After the Mexican-American War, Mexicans living in new US territories are technically allowed to vote, but most states won’t let them.

1856: White males at least twenty-one years old can vote. Restrictions on owning property or practicing a certain religion are eliminated.

1870: After the Civil War, the Fifteenth Amendment grants men of all races the right to vote. Some states create new rules to keep Black, Asian, and other minority men from voting.

1920: With the Nineteenth Amendment, white women are guaranteed the right to vote, but many Black, Native American, Asian, and Hispanic women are still denied that right.
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1924: The Snyder Act grants Native Americans the right to vote, but many states refuse to enact it.

1943: Chinese Americans are guaranteed the right to vote after the Chinese Exclusion Act is repealed.

1965: After the civil rights movement, the Voting Rights Act outlaws voter suppression of Black people and other minorities.

1970: After the Vietnam War protests, the Twenty-Sixth Amendment lowers the voting age from twenty-one to eighteen.

1975: The Voting Rights Act is changed so non-English-speaking citizens can also vote.

1982: The Voting Rights Act is changed to accommodate disabled people and voters who cannot read.

2006: Congress renews the Voting Rights Act for twenty-five more years.

2013: The Supreme Court guts the Voting Rights Act by allowing states with a history of discrimination against minorities to create new voting rules with no interference from the federal government. Some Southern states immediately set up new laws to restrict mostly minority voters.
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Stacey’s grandmother once told her about the very first time she voted, a couple of years after the Voting Rights Act was passed in 1965. Her family waited downstairs as she dressed for the big occasion. But when her husband called for her to join them, Stacey’s grandmother couldn’t leave the bedroom. She was terrified.

No one in her family had been allowed to vote in almost a century. What if angry men showed up at the polls with dogs, guns, and violence? And on top of her fear, Stacey’s grandmother felt ashamed that so many people—including her own son—had fought for the right to vote, yet she was still too afraid to leave the house.

[image: image]

Even though Stacey’s grandmother was scared to vote that day, she did it anyway. She got herself downstairs and went to the polls with her family. No one attacked them. And she never missed a chance to vote after that.
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Chapter 2

Education, Faith, and Family

Stacey’s parents grew up in the small, poor, segregated town of Hattiesburg, Mississippi, and became high school sweethearts. Carolyn, the oldest of seven kids, was the first person in her family to graduate from high school. She was also the class valedictorian. Robert was the first man in his family to graduate from college. It wasn’t easy for him—he had an undiagnosed learning disorder, and his teachers did not expect him to go far in life.
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The couple moved to Wisconsin so Carolyn could get her library sciences degree. In 1970, they welcomed their first daughter, Andrea. Stacey arrived on December 9, 1973. The next year, their daughter Leslie was born.

When they returned to their home state, the Abramses knew that choosing the right neighborhood could change their family’s future. In Gulfport, Mississippi, they found the least expensive part of town that still had a great school district. It meant that they needed to rent a house in the poorest part of that district. But it also meant that their children could have better opportunities.

After that the rest of their children followed quickly: their sons, Richard and Walter, and finally their youngest daughter, Jeanine. With six kids, the Abramses had a big brood, but not a big bank account. Luckily, they also had a big plan for their family’s future. It was three simple steps—their Trinity of Success.

Stacey’s parents gave their children three rules:
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	Go to school

	Go to church

	Take care of each other



Go to School

Stacey’s mother described their family as “genteel poor.” For her, it meant that while they didn’t have much money, she still wanted them to be well-rounded. The family watched educational and cultural programs on PBS. If Stacey had questions, her mother directed her to find the answers in the dictionary. And all three older sisters joined the Girl Scouts.
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While the kids in her neighborhood were Black, Stacey’s schoolmates were mostly white. But Stacey studied hard and did well. She also attended special classes for gifted students in a different school on the richer side of town.

From an early age, Stacey saw how families with more money could get access to better opportunities. Meanwhile, the poor students—who were just as smart or even smarter—often got scraps and leftovers. It didn’t seem fair to her.

Go to Church

Church was a huge part of the Abramses’ family life. Sitting in the pews, the family listened to sermons about African Americans leaning on their faith to deal with poverty, injustice, and the endless cruelty of slavery and Jim Crow laws. Faith was not just about going to services for them. For the Abramses, their faith was all about being of service to others.

On Saturdays, the family volunteered at soup kitchens, homeless shelters, and other places where people had been forgotten by society. The Abramses did not have much money, but they shared what they had with people who needed it—one sandwich, one reading lesson, and one act of kindness at a time.
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Take Care of Each Other

While their parents










	poll taxes—a voting fee that could equal a day’s or even a week’s wages

	literacy tests—first used to keep Irish-Catholic immigrants from voting, these laws required people to read and interpret complicated legal passages in order to vote. Some even included unanswerable questions like “How many bubbles are there in a bar of soap?”


	grandfather laws—laws that let poor or uneducated white people skip the tests and taxes if their father or grandfather had been allowed to vote

	vagrancy laws—laws that made it illegal for Black people to be outside without a purpose (like going to work) approved by the authorities

	intimidation—threatening violence, harm, or death to Black people who tried to vote. Sometimes white townspeople would even murder African American voters as a warning to the rest of the Black people in the area.
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