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Introduction


Shirley Chisholm (born Shirley Anita St. Hill) always saw herself as a Barbadian American. Both her parents had roots in the Caribbean; her father, Charles St. Hill, was born in British Guiana (now the independent nation of Guyana) but moved to Barbados as a teenager, while her mother, Ruby Seale, was born and raised in Barbados. Both parents then made their way separately to the United States in the early 1920s.

Their move was part of what has been called the West Indian wing of the Great Migration northward. Joining the two million African Americans who migrated from the American South to the North in the early twentieth century, about 300,000 individuals from the English-speaking Caribbean arrived in search of work and safety. Most of these Caribbean immigrants, particularly those from Barbados, made Brooklyn their home. Between 1900 and 1920, Brooklyn’s black population doubled, with Caribbean immigrants comprising 16 percent of this community by 1930.

Despite being born in Guiana, Charles always identified strongly with Barbadian culture. Settling in Brooklyn like many of his fellow Barbadians, he found employment and reconnected with Ruby, whom he had met before in Barbados. Their reacquaintance blossomed in one of Brooklyn’s many Bajan social clubs and quickly led to marriage. The couple then started a family, welcoming Shirley in 1924, Odessa in 1925, Muriel in 1927, and a fourth daughter, Selma, during the Great Depression.


Chapter One

Early Life in Barbados

“Granny gave me strength, dignity, and love. I learned from an early age that I was somebody. I didn’t need the black revolution to teach me that.”

—Shirley Chisholm

On November 30, 1924, Shirley Chisholm was born into a family struggling to keep its head above water. Her parents both worked hard—Charles worked in a bakery and Ruby as a seamstress—but there still never seemed to be enough money to go around. It was due to this increasing deficit that it was decided that Shirley and her two younger sisters Odessa and Muriel would be sent off to stay with their maternal grandmother in Barbados.

The voyage to Bridgetown, Barbados, was long and arduous, lasting nine days and leaving the children seasick and weary. Upon their arrival, after navigating customs and health inspections, they embarked on a bumpy bus ride through the dusty roads to Vauxhall, the hometown of the Seale family. Here, they were greeted by Emaline Seale, their grandmother, a dignified woman with a commanding presence, whom Shirley would later describe as one of the few people she never dared to challenge. After a warm reception full of hugs and conversations, the children were bathed in a galvanized tub in the backyard and, overwhelmed by fatigue, they soon fell asleep.

Ruby stayed in Barbados for six months, ensuring her children settled into their new environment before returning to Brooklyn. It would be six years before she saw her children again. Granny Emaline did her best to make the girls feel at home while their parents tried to get their finances in order. Even so, one can only imagine the shock of leaving the streets of Brooklyn where the sun is blocked out by skyscrapers only to end up in the Caribbean, where the sun shines so bright it’s hard to keep your eyes open. To say that this was an eye-opening experience for the then-five-year-old Shirley Chisholm would be an understatement, to say the least.

But it wasn’t all bad. The sisters had left the crowded big city behind for the Seale farm, where they had plenty of room to run and play. They especially liked all the animals that openly roamed about on the property. Perhaps most important for growing youngsters, Granny Emaline always had plenty of nutritious food due to the crops that she grew and the animals that she raised right there on the farm. Unlike the many times in New York when they went hungry, the sisters had all the food they needed right there in their Barbadian garden.

Shirley adjusted to life in Barbados surprisingly well, and she soon began her first stint of formal education. The island at that time was still a British possession. It would not become independent until 1966, so its school system was very much organized in the British fashion. Along with learning how to read and write, Shirley was also sure to learn how to sing the British anthem, “God Save the King.”

Shirley’s days in sunny Barbados were long, and after she got home from school, she immediately had to switch gears from what she learned in academia to the hard, hands-on world of farm life. She collected eggs from chickens, fetched water from the nearby well, and made sure that all the livestock had enough feed to eat. Despite this heavy load, she and her sisters still managed to get in some free time.

The thing they loved to do most when they had a chance to relax was roaming and romping on the pristine beaches that Barbados had to offer. Barbados is a prime vacation spot today, and it was just as splendid in Shirley’s day as it is now. Although many have come from far and wide and spent thousands just to see the sands of Barbados, Shirley romped around in it for free like it was her own backyard, and she loved every minute of it.

Shirley especially loved swimming. She and her sisters would go swimming any day of the week. Well, any day perhaps except Sunday, for it was on Sunday that their Granny was determined to put them in their Sunday best and have them seated in the local church house. The services were long and practically took up the whole day. After church, they went right home and ate a veritable feast prepared courtesy of their Granny.

This largesse was much appreciated, and it would be greatly missed by the time Shirley and her sisters returned to New York to be with their parents. Yes, before conditions got better, they would get a whole lot worse.


Chapter Two

Back in Brooklyn

“From the time I was two, my mother said I was born to lead.”

—Shirley Chisholm

In 1929, the US stock market infamously crashed, and the economic downturn that followed was absolutely devastating. Many who had money prior to the crash lost it, and those who were already threadbare would find themselves in even worse straits. Businesses were shut down, and those who worked in those businesses lost their jobs. The unemployment rate skyrocketed, and for many, there didn’t seem to be much in the way of a safety net to tide them over. Many were reduced to absolute poverty and abandoned their homes so that they could travel about in search of odd jobs wherever they might find them. Some hopped trains to get to destinations far and wide, looking for work. Others lined the roads in makeshift tents as they tried to figure out what their next move would be.

The nation was in serious trouble and was looking for someone who could lead them through the crisis. It was in the midst of all of this that a political star—Franklin D. Roosevelt—rose to prominence, promising to help find some solutions to these pressing problems. FDR, as he was better known, won the US presidential election in 1932. He then hit the ground running in 1933 after his swearing-in and managed to kickstart several ambitious public works programs.

These programs were designed to use the massive power of the federal government to create a means for regular, everyday folks to earn an honest living during the Great Depression. The WPA, or Work Progress Administration, set up big public works projects financed by the government, which put countless people to work. Construction sites, public roads, parks, forests, and any other designated public works project were ready and willing to hire the unemployed masses.

It was in 1934, right when FDR’s ambitious programs were really beginning to take off, that Shirley and her sisters returned to New York. By this time, they were so used to Granny’s farm in Barbados that they scarcely remembered the big city. It was strange for them to be back in New York, and they had a hard time adjusting.

Their parents’ resources were still stretched to the limit. Shirley shared a small room with her sisters, and life for her was cramped, simple, and often cold. During the winter, she would recall being barely able to keep warm since their apartment’s only source of heat was from a coal-burning stove located on the other side of the apartment in the kitchen. She would later recall how some days were so chilly that she and her sisters remained in their beds just to keep from freezing.

Heat might not have circulated very well throughout the apartment, but sound sure did. During these cold nights, Shirley would often lay there listening through the thin walls to the typically lively conversation of the adults in the other room. Her father, you see, often had friends over with whom he discussed all the latest political and social issues and intrigue of the day. These topics ranged from distant international matters down to everyday struggles against prejudice and discrimination.

Charles St. Hill, like his friends, routinely dealt with the unequal treatment that minorities often faced in America during the 1930s. While New York was much more accepting than many other parts of America at the time, discrimination and adversity were most certainly still a part of life, even in Brooklyn. Shirley, shielded by the innocence of childhood, had not yet fully come to grips with such ugly realities. But by listening to the conversations of her father and his friends, she was becoming increasingly aware of the nature of discrimination. Not only did she come to understand that certain injustices existed in society, but from that point forward, she grew determined to do something about it.
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