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Prologue



The thunderous applause rose to a deafening crescendo in the Pepsi Center stadium on a warm August night in Denver. Then, the cheering slowly died down as a tall, forty-four-year-old African-American woman took her place at the podium and began her speech at the Democratic National Convention. As the 4,500 people in attendance listened along with millions of prime-time television watchers at home, the woman who would be the first African-American First Lady in U.S. history began to tell her story. “Each of us,” Michelle LaVaughn Robinson Obama said, “comes here tonight by way of our own improbable journey.”

This is the story of Michelle Obama’s journey.
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Hometown: Chicago


“Hog Butcher for the World,
 Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat,
 Player with Railroads and the Nation’s Freight Handler;
 Stormy, husky, brawling,
 City of the Big Shoulders.”





In 1916 the great American poet Carl Sandburg called Chicago the “city of the Big Shoulders” in his famous poem. He meant that the city was a busy, hardworking place just like the busy, hardworking people who lived there. Starting in the early 1800s, settlers of all kinds pushed into the vast area of America known as the West in their relentless search for more land and opportunity for themselves and their families. Chicago’s geographic location put it at the heart of this western migration.

Chicago, with its deepwater seaport on Lake Michigan, was in the perfect position to serve as the center for growing trade with the rest of the emerging nation. Farmers who harvested their grain and stockmen who raised livestock all looked to Chicago to process and ship their produce, by rail and by ship, to hungry cities in the East.

During the last one hundred years, even as markets have changed and transportation methods have evolved, Chicago has remained a lively, competitive place to work and live. While rail traffic has slowed, O’Hare International is one of the busiest airports in the United States. Although the slaughterhouses that once covered the back lots of the city are gone, towering skyscrapers of international trade and commerce companies have taken their place. This is the city that Michelle LaVaughn Robinson Obama was born into and remains a citizen of today.

“I am the product of a working-class background,” Michelle Obama said with pride to audiences all over America when giving speeches in support of her husband’s historic run for president. “I saw hard work and sacrifice every day.” Specifically, the little girl from the South Side had her own father to look to as an example. She was proud that her father, who was employed by the Chicago municipal water department, “[had been] a city worker all his life.”

Decades earlier, Michelle’s father’s father and millions of other African Americans had been a part of a great change that the city of Chicago had undergone.

At the end of the Civil War in 1865, when slavery was abolished, the economy of the United States was dependent mostly on small farmers and local skilled workers. Several generations after the end of the Civil War, the economy of the country became industrialized. As jobs became scarce in rural areas, work opportunities shifted to the cities.

The cities were growing, and jobs in factories, railroads, stockyards, and other businesses were plentiful. All of these industries needed workers. For years, these jobs had been eagerly filled by the Irish, Poles, Lithuanians, Germans, Italians, and other European immigrants who had sought better prospects than their native lands offered. But when World War I began in 1914, this flow of immigration began to slow down and native-born Americans, many from the South, began to take the immigrants’ places in industry.

The move away from rural, agricultural areas would become known as the Great Migration. This huge relocation of families would take place over several generations. Millions of people, primarily blacks, would leave their homes in states like Alabama, Mississippi, and North and South Carolina. They would settle with their families in the growing northern cities. This migration would change the face of urban America forever.

Chicago was such a city, and it became the destination of more than half a million African Americans from the South. Originally comprising just 2 percent of the city, by the year 2000, blacks would make up more than one-third of Chicago’s population. One of them was Fraser Robinson, Jr., Michelle’s grandfather. He was a descendant of slaves. A brickmaker by trade, the elder Mr. Robinson left Georgetown, South Carolina, and settled on the South Side of Chicago.
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Growing Up



Michelle’s father, Fraser Robinson III, spent his whole life working for the Chicago water department. In his early days he was a common laborer expected to do such manual tasks as cleaning, mopping, and performing general janitorial detail. Later, when he had more experience and years on the job, his work became more administrative and less physically demanding. Mr. Robinson’s job allowed him to provide a decent standard of living for himself and his family. Even after he was diagnosed with a serious illness, he continued to be able to work.

Years earlier, he had served his country ably in the military. He was also a talented athlete and had been a boxer as a young man. But when Michelle was a young girl, Fraser Robinson contracted multiple sclerosis, a crippling disease that affects the muscles of the body. For most of the time Michelle knew her father, Mr. Robinson limped and, later, needed a cane to get around.

From her father, young Michelle learned the lesson that she could achieve whatever she wished to in her life if she worked hard enough at it. “Because when you see a father like mine, a man with a disability…he couldn’t walk without the assistance of a cane,” she recalled. “But he got up and went to work every day. That’s what I saw.” He was “a man who didn’t complain, was never late, never expressed any level of doubt about his situation in his life, and taught us that we could dream of anything.”

There was no doubt in Michelle’s mind that her father had selflessly put off his own dreams. He did this so that she and her brother could achieve whatever they dared to hope for. “That is what gave him his hope,” she said. “He had long since put down his hopes and dreams for his own life.” Michelle’s father was a man whose life of hard work and suffering had not been in vain because of what he could give to her and her family: “By getting up and going to work every day, and keeping a roof over our heads, and being diligent and honest, he put two kids through Princeton. Imagine that.”

Fraser Robinson served as a role model for being a tireless and uncomplaining hard worker. Michelle would take on these characteristics herself later in life. Fraser Robinson would also provide a glimpse into a world that would be very much a part of his daughter’s life: politics.

When he was first married, Fraser Robinson became involved with the local Democratic Party—a very powerful force in Chicago both then and now. Even though he was only a volunteer, Mr. Robinson eventually became a precinct captain, an important position in the party. In this role, he would do such hands-on duties as going door-to-door, handing out information, and chatting with neighbors. It was his job to get to know and understand the concerns of the voters within his area. Naturally, as a precinct captain, Fraser Robinson was also expected to encourage the people to turn out and vote for the Democratic candidates who ran for election in the district.

Michelle’s mother, Marian (born Shields), was also a hard worker and a role model for Michelle. Before Marian had children, she was employed as a secretary at various businesses. She quit her job to become a stay-at-home mother. She ran the Robinson household and also tutored Michelle and her older brother. Marian Robinson was such a good teacher that both children learned to read before they entered elementary school.

In his book The Audacity of Hope, Barack Obama describes how involved Michelle’s mother was in her children’s education. “There was Marian, the pretty, sensible mother who baked birthday cakes, kept order in the house, and had volunteered at school to make sure her children were behaving and that the teachers were doing what they were supposed to be doing.”

Michelle’s parents were married in 1960. Both had grown up in the same South Side neighborhood where they eventually chose to raise their own family. Two years after her brother, Craig, was born, Michelle LaVaughn arrived on January 17, 1964.

The family occupied a small apartment on the upper floor of a brick house at 7436 South Euclid Avenue, on Chicago’s South Side. Then, as now, the South Side was a lower-to middle-class neighborhood where both the poor and the more affluent lived together. The region did have some grim pockets of poverty, especially in its public housing projects. But the University of Chicago was nearby, and the school helped to attract a mix of black and white professionals, as well as working-class families like the Robinsons, to the neighborhood.

The apartment, which was owned by Michelle Obama’s great-aunt, had one bedroom. Michelle’s parents shared this room. To give Michelle and her brother, Craig, their own bedrooms, the living room was divided into three compartments. The third space was kept as a living room and study where schoolwork—a big priority in the Robinson household—could be done.

Everyone in the family shared one bathroom. This was the bathroom that young “Miche” (the nickname Craig gave her) had to clean. In the Robinson household, both children had chores. Every Saturday, Michelle had to clean the bathroom. She scrubbed the sink, mopped the floor, and cleaned the toilet. The children also had to help out in the kitchen. “We alternated washing dishes,” said Craig. “I had Monday, Wednesday, Friday. Michelle had Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday.”

The Robinsons owned a television set, but the children had very limited access. However, this careful monitoring didn’t keep quick-witted Michelle from staying up-to-date on the latest television shows of her day. When Craig introduced her at the Democratic National Convention in August 2008, he said, “This is the person who—even though we were allowed only one hour of television a night—somehow managed to commit to memory every episode
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