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For Brooklyn!

In the pages of this book, you will explore the life of Shirley Chisholm with the help of newspaper articles and books from the time period. All quoted material appears exactly as it appeared in the source. We have capitalized “Black” when it is used outside of direct quotes and refers to a person or group of people, to reflect the shared identity of the Black community.
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HISTORY HAPPENS EVERY DAY. IF WE’RE LUCKY, HOWEVER, WE CAN TRACE THE MOMENT OF ORIGIN, TRAVEL ALONG THE PATHWAYS OF DECISIONS MADE AND DISCOVER HOW THE WORLD AND REAL LIVES CHANGED. FOR ME, THAT IS SHIRLEY CHISHOLM’S STORY.

I grew up in southern Mississippi, the daughter of a librarian and a shipyard worker. My parents cultivated a life for me and my five siblings that urged us to imagine opportunities beyond the limits of our environment. My mom and dad grew up during segregation in the Deep South, being told that because of their Blackness, they were inferior to their white peers. For my mother, being a girl was another challenge. Mom and Dad told us about the hardships of poverty and the meanness of laws that sent them to broken schools. They also told us about their time in the civil rights movement, when they marched and picketed and helped others register to vote. Even though they were young and still in school, my parents and their friends were social justice warriors. My parents made certain we knew the tales of civil rights leaders and the lesser-known foot soldiers—those who fought oppression but rarely received any recognition.

As much as my parents ensured we understood the terrible history of segregation, they also taught us to be present in our pursuit of justice. We volunteered in soup kitchens, homeless shelters, and juvenile detention centers. My parents took us with them to vote for every election. We discussed politics in our family as a way to learn about our responsibilities as citizens. Yet, until I was in high school, I had never heard of Shirley Chisholm. (In my parents’ defense, I may not have been paying attention.)

My first real encounter with the gutsy gentlelady from New York came when I watched a program about the 1972 presidential election. The retrospective detailed the chaotic race for the White House. Most of the attention focused on the two Georges: George McGovern, the eventual Democratic nominee, and George Wallace, the avowed white supremacist. Congresswoman Chisholm’s historic candidacy received very little attention by comparison. In my high school, teachers made no mention of her being the first Black woman from a major political party to run for president of the United States.

How we imagine ourselves in the world often depends on what we know of our past. I could recount those who’d sought to divide our nation during the Civil War and the newly freed Black men elected to Congress during Reconstruction. But I had not learned that Shirley Chisholm was America’s first Black woman in Congress. Our nation’s history as I knew it was incomplete. And so was I.

Representative Shirley Chisholm did not become president of the United States. She didn’t have to do so to change the world. By daring to run—first for Congress and then for the presidency—she gifted us a story about possibility, about resilience, and about destiny. Her story became woven in the history of our nation, and her legacy has spurred the dreams of those who tried what had not been done before.
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IF HARRIET TUBMAN, STOUT-HEARTED, AGGRESSIVE CONDUCTOR OF THE PRE CIVIL WAR UNDERGROUND RAILROAD, COULD BE REINCARNATED, HER SPIRIT WOULD UNDOUBTEDLY FIND COMFORTABLE LODGINGS IN SHIRLEY ST. HILL CHISHOLM …

EVERY IDENTITY OF THE FORMER FINDS FRESH REFLECTION IN THE LATTER—SHORT STATURE, DARK SKIN, SPARKLING EYES, RAW COURAGE, COMBATIVENESS, AND A FIERCE TENACITY FOR OVERCOMING OBSTACLES.
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TUESDAY, JANUARY 25, 1972.

She didn’t opt for some grand, glittering hotel ballroom or other fancy-schmancy place.

Instead, she chose the auditorium of an elementary school in Bedford-Stuyvesant, a Brooklyn neighborhood better known as Bed-Stuy.

Bed-Stuy had been her home for more than 30 years when she made her historic announcement in that auditorium.

“I stand before you today as a candidate for the Democratic nomination for the presidency of the United States of America.”

After a skinny beat—tremendous applause.

“I am not the candidate of black America, although I am black and proud.”

Another pile-on of applause.

“I am not the candidate of the women’s movement of this country, although I am a woman and I’m equally proud of that.”

Before a crowd of about 500 people, so many of them Black women, this lithe, lively woman with a discernible lisp also stated that she was definitely not the candidate of bigwigs and fat cats—oh, no!

Shirley Chisholm was the candidate of and for “the people of America,” the workaday folk who make up most of the nation.

This gutsy, plainspoken, outspoken woman declared that her presence before the crowd symbolized “a new era in American political history.”

And she was on fire for a new America.

An America free of poverty.

An America liberated from all kinds of discrimination.

An America with good jobs, good housing, good health care for everybody.

I stand before you today as a candidate for the Democratic nomination for the presidency of the United States of America.

Never before had a Black woman sought to be the presidential nominee of a major U.S. political party.

Washington, D.C.’s Sunday Star called this electric Bed-Stuy moment “a breath-taking expedition to the very Everest of self-confidence.”

Self-confidence could have been Shirley Chisholm’s middle name.

Along with resolute.

Defiant too.

Self-confident, resolute, and defiant is just what she had needed to be to become Brooklyn’s first Black woman elected to the New York State Assembly in 1964.

Self-confident, resolute, and defiant is just what she had needed to be to become America’s first Black woman elected to the U.S. Congress in 1968.

And, yes, on this cold 1972 day with Old Man Winter about to sock New Yorkers with an even colder night, Shirley Chisholm had the self-confidence to officially throw her hat into the ring for the highest office in the land.

In doing so, Shirley Chisholm was calling on women and men, people of all ages, of all races and ethnicities to join her in her campaign to move America closer to being its best self.
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America had a long way to go when it came to that, but Shirley Chisholm and a whole lot of other folks had hope. The nation had already come quite a long way since she was born Shirley Anita St. Hill 47 years earlier on a partly cloudy New York City Sunday, when no one could have predicted that she would one day be such a catalyst for change.
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“YOU MUST MAKE SOMETHING OF YOURSELVES.”

“God gave you a brain; use it.”

That was Charles Christopher St. Hill firmly but lovingly fueling his “Shirls” and her younger sisters with the can-do, must-do spirit.

Looking to make something of himself, years earlier, in April 1923, Charles boarded the S.S. Munamar, a 3,477–gross ton passenger-cargo ship that would take him from Antilla, Cuba, to the United States. The ship’s passenger list had him down as a 22-year-old shoemaker.

A few days later, the Statue of Liberty was in view. Soon Charles and other passengers were ferried to Ellis Island, New York Harbor’s military fort turned national gateway.

On Ellis Island, Charles joined a cram of humanity. His British-based creole mingled maybe with Sicilian, Lithuanian, Latvian, Russian. Likely Yiddish too.

Whatever their mother tongue, with their luggage in hand, these people trudged into the Main Building via the Baggage Room, then climbed a long flight of stairs to the noisy, cavernous Registry Room on the second floor, later nicknamed the Great Hall.

Anyone spotted out of breath—or in any kind of distress—was pulled aside and checked out. Heart disease? Lung problem?

Those not pulled aside were not necessarily in the clear. Another doctor eyed them like a hawk, on the lookout for such things as strange posture or gait.

Eventually everyone underwent a medical inspection.

Faces were checked for signs of “defects.”

Vision tests were administered.

Stethoscopes were pressed to chests to check hearts and lungs.

Nails, skin, and scalps were inspected for infectious diseases.

The medical inspection was just one part of this coming-to-America process that could last for three or more hours—and result in some folks being booted out of the country for medical or other reasons.

Having survived the Ellis Island ordeal, Charles headed to the western tip of another island—Long Island.
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New York City’s bustling borough of Brooklyn, located on Long Island, had about two million residents when Charles arrived. The majority of them were Irish, Italian, Polish, and white people of other ethnicities. Black Brooklynites were less than 2 percent of the population, roughly 32,000 souls. Some African. Some African American. Some West Indian like Charles, a tall, slender man whose hair went white in his early 20s.

According to a grown-up Shirls, Charles was born in British Guiana (now the independent nation Guyana) and lived for years in another British colony, Barbados, before moving to Cuba, likely for work on a sugarcane plantation. But, in a document from the 1940s, Charles affirmed that he was born in Christ Church, Barbados.

In any event, we know for sure that Charles regarded himself first and foremost as Barbadian, or Bajan. Not surprisingly, after he arrived in the United States he fell in with Brooklyn’s tight-knit Bajan community with its cricket matches, its socials, and a young seamstress named Ruby Seale, someone he’d known in Barbados.

About a year before Charles sailed to the States, Ruby, on the cusp of 21, left Christ Church, Barbados, aboard the S.S. Pocone, a 6,750–gross ton steamer. It brought her to New York City on March 8, 1922.

Ruby and Charles’s acquaintanceship in Barbados eddied into courtship in Brooklyn. Then came marriage, and on November 30, 1924, Shirley Anita St. Hill was born.

In spring 1926 she got a little sister, Odessa. In winter 1928 she got another one, Muriel.

The St. Hill family, it seems, was a happy one, with Mummy and Papa doing the very best that they could for their girls.
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You must make something of yourselves.

God gave you a brain; use it.

Sadly, Shirls’ parents weren’t able to make much of themselves. Economically, that is. Charles, with a fifth-grade education, was a helper at a Brooklyn bakery. Ruby, with a sixth-grade education, took in sewing jobs.

Poor in pocket, Ruby and Charles were rich in ambition. They longed to own one of Brooklyn’s beautiful Victorian brownstone homes. They were also keen to see their daughters go to college. This was at a time when many Americans didn’t even have a high school diploma.

To realize their dreams, Shirls’ parents knew that they had to work, work, work.

But they had limited job opportunities. So did most Black people in Brooklyn, and most Black people in the North. While “Whites Only” and “Colored Only” signs weren’t as common as they were in the South, segregation (also known as Jim Crow) and overall anti-Black feelings were very much alive.

Being Black in Brooklyn generally meant being relegated to the lowest-paying jobs because most white-owned businesses wouldn’t hire Black people as managers and in other higher-paying jobs. And while there were Black-owned businesses in New York City, there weren’t that many.

In the 1920s, if Shirls’ mom scanned help-wanted ads in, say, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, the jobs she had a shot at had ads that began like this: “GIRL, colored; part time; for housework.”

At the time, roughly 70 percent of Black women in New York City were domestic workers, from cooks and cleaners to maids and nannies—jobs that didn’t pay a lot.

The low-paying jobs many Black men in Brooklyn were holding down included that of messenger, janitor, dockworker at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, and baker’s helper.

True, a lot of white men, especially immigrants, were also in low-paying jobs—moving-van helpers, peddlers of foodstuffs, cooks on tugboats, bricklayers. But a Giuseppe Macaluso from Italy or a Lazer Obstack from Austria had the advantage of white skin—or near-white skin. To be sure, there was prejudice against foreign-born whites, but Black people were still generally the last hired in boom times and the first fired when the economy tanked.
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Work. Work. Work.

To give work their all, Shirls’ parents made a tough decision, one that likely at times brought tears to their eyes.
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RUBY AND CHARLES’S DECISION WAS TO HAVE THEIR daughters live in Christ Church, Barbados, with Ruby’s mom, Emily Seale, an aunt, and an uncle.

A grown-up Shirls wrote that her mom took her and her sisters to Barbados “early in 1928” aboard “an old steamer named the Vulcania.”

But this doesn’t quite match with records. For example, the Vulcania wasn’t an old steamer. It was a motor ship, an Italian luxury liner that wasn’t even oceangoing in early 1928. It’s more likely that Ruby took the girls to Barbados in late 1928.

Given that Shirls was a little kid at the time, when she later wrote of the journey she probably relied on family lore, often a smorgasbord of mix-ups, of memories playing tricks.

Whatever the ship’s name, whenever its departure, about a week later it docked in Bridgetown, the capital of an island whose shape is likened to a pear or a leg of mutton. An island a mere 20 miles long and 15 miles wide and some 40 years away from gaining its independence from Great Britain.
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Granny Seale lived in the village of Vauxhall, in a home Shirls remembered as a big frame house with lots of rooms. From the parlor with its “straight-backed bamboo chairs” to the kitchen with its “old-fashioned coal range and innumerable cast-iron kettles, pots, and frying pans,” that home was “elaborately furnished with the two necessities: warmth and love.”

But the village of Vauxhall was creepy at first. “The night noises bothered us city children for a long time: the clucking of chickens hit by cars when they dawdled in the road, the cows mooing and sheep bleating, the crickets, and all the unidentifiable sounds around a farm after dark.”

Granny was also a bit scary at first. So strict-strict. But Shirls and her sisters soon learned that the woman had nothing but wonderful intentions: To instill in them the can-do spirit. Time and again Granny told Shirls, “Child, you’ve got to face things with courage.”

School was one of those things.
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Barbados was famous for how seriously it took its British-based schooling. Strict. Strict. Strict.

“When you started school here in Barbados, you went right into reading and writing and arithmetic,” recalled Shirls’ sister Muriel. “There was no such thing as kindergarten and playing around with paper.” Kids were in school to work!

Learning to read, write, and do arithmetic.

Learning British history.

Perfecting penmanship.

Shirls did that and more in a white wooden one-room school where the day began at eight o’clock in the morning and ended at four o’clock in the afternoon.

Work, work, work!

And there was work to do on Granny’s farm.

Feeding those clucking chickens (that didn’t get hit by cars).

Milking those mooing cows.

Minding those bleating sheep.

There were ducks, goats, and pigs too.

Plus, buckets of water had to be drawn from a well for the farm animals and also for the family’s drinking, cooking, and
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