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INTRODUCTION



SHIRLEY CHISHOLM CALLED IT




“Black women have had to develop a larger vision of our society than perhaps any other group… When black women win victories, it is a boost for virtually every segment of society.”


—ANGELA DAVIS, WOMEN, RACE, AND CLASS
















“DID YOU EVER THINK THIS COUNTRY, IN 2024, WOULD BE here?”


By April 2024, I had been providing on-air political analysis for NBC and MSNBC for five years, having worked my way up from an occasional guest to an official analyst for the network. The bulk of my work included sharing data-driven insights with the network’s hosts and millions of daily viewers, and at times I went so far as to challenge the assumptions embedded within the hosts’ questions. This particular segment was on the Arizona Supreme Court’s decision to uphold an 1864 law to ban abortion, and the host opened by emphasizing the context of the era. “Abe Lincoln had just been re-elected in 1864. Arizona wasn’t even a state… Women didn’t have the right to vote.” While she stated these facts to draw attention to the seemingly anachronistic decision from the state court, I rejected her framing of surprise and horror because this decision did, in fact, fit with the battle for reproductive rights happening more than 150 years later.


Having worked in and around Democratic politics for more than a decade before transitioning to my present work in media, I have led advocacy initiatives and mobilizations against the long-standing effort by Republicans to overturn Roe v. Wade and ban abortions through the courts and Republican-controlled state legislatures. I understood the GOP’s game when it came to snatching away our most basic freedoms. I also understood that Democrats never seized the opportunity to codify abortion rights as federal law, even when they controlled the White House, the US Senate, and the House of Representatives. All of this context and awareness informed my approach during this particular segment, and it precipitated my challenge to the premise of the question being asked.


“Yes,” I replied matter-of-factly. The host was visibly shocked. “Republicans have been pushing for us to be here for years,” I continued, providing verbal receipts that supported my assertion. “Every time Donald Trump beats his chest and claims that he single-handedly overturned Roe v. Wade, that cleared the way for bans like this and the ban that we saw the Florida Supreme court… [uphold] last week.” She paused, blinked slowly, and shuffled her notes as my analysis sank in.


As the show wrapped, I anticipated what my granddad would say when he called to talk about the segment, as had become our custom.


I was always happy when my grandfather caught my on-air segments, even though I never tell my family when I will be appearing on live television. It’s just one of my anxious and often futile attempts at limiting the variables tumbling through my mind while I’m at work. My anxiety is also why I wear a uniform of black clothing, curls swept to one side, and a deep red lipstick for every single television appearance. That way I can focus all of my energy on the chaotic news cycle and my own substantive political analysis. Granddad’s lucky streak of seeing me on-air is largely attributed to the fact that he leaves his television on MSNBC with the volume level just below 80.


My granddad has been a reassuring, loving, and understanding figure in my life for as long as I can remember. He has consistently calmed my concerns about career changes and life transitions by reminding me of how far I have come. He even keeps a printed copy of my LinkedIn profile hanging on his refrigerator. Since childhood, he and I would spend many predawn hours discussing history, politics, and music in his cluttered office until the sun rose and bright rays of light filled the room. The office walls are lined with books and patents that he earned during his thirty-year career at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Such a career was remarkable for a Black man born in 1933 with deep, ebony skin, in a tin roof shack by the muddy train tracks outside of Atlanta, Georgia. His work included evaluating and responding to the medical needs and claims of Macon County, Alabama, residents who were unknowingly exposed to syphilis by the CDC and the United States Public Health Service. Yes, that program—the one that we know colloquially as the Tuskegee Experiment. Within the CDC, the program was officially titled the Tuskegee Study of Untreated Syphilis in the Negro Male and was active up until 1972. My granddad is living history in his own right, and he passed a glimmer of his aptitude on to me. So it made complete sense that when I was overcome with emotion and excitement after my interview with Congresswoman Barbara Lee on SiriusXM in February 2022, my granddad was the first person I called.


After appearing on SiriusXM shows across the radio network for about two years as a political analyst, I was granted the opportunity to host an hour-long show as part of their Pass the Mic series for newer Black and brown on-air talent. I had full editorial freedom to speak to whomever I wanted about any topic I could dream up. Considering that it was the fiftieth anniversary of Shirley Chisholm’s groundbreaking 1972 presidential campaign, I booked one of her longtime mentees, and a key leader of her California campaign team, Congresswoman Barbara Lee. Lee could share an insider’s take on the dynamics of the campaign during that time, and I was thrilled when she agreed to the interview. My interview preparations included reading Chisholm’s books recounting her congressional run, Unbought and Unbossed, and her presidential run, The Good Fight; watching Shola Lynch’s humanizing documentary, Chisholm ’72; and watching Congresswoman Lee’s documentary, Speaking Truth to Power. Armed with context and a human understanding of Shirley Chisholm, I was beyond ready. Or so I thought.


“I was the one who talked to the Black Panther Party, to Huey Newton, to get them involved in voter registration and her campaign,” Congresswoman Lee said casually. “And I actually… took Huey Newton to a fundraiser at Diahann Carroll’s house in Los Angeles so he could meet Shirley Chisholm, and get to know her, so they could get committed to getting involved in the campaign.”


At this point in the interview, I let out a combined scream and gasp. Did she just say what I think she said? A young Barbara Lee convinced the iconic revolutionary Huey P. Newton to engage in a presidential campaign for the first Black woman to seek the Democratic nomination? And Lee went to the home of the Diahann Carroll? The same Diahann Carroll who perfectly portrayed Whitley Gilbert’s mother on A Different World, opposite Patti LaBelle? The same Diahann Carroll who, thanks to my parents’ love of film, I recognized from watching movies like Claudine, Sister, Sister, and Eve’s Bayou? The singer, dancer, and actor who commanded every film set or stage she entered? Congresswoman Lee laughed at my delight.


Before I could collect myself, she then added the cherry on top: “… and [Diahann Carroll’s house was] where I met Maxine Waters. I think she actually maybe coordinated it…” I could easily imagine a younger version of Representative Maxine Waters in my mind. She must have been in her early thirties in 1972, and just as clear and vibrant a voice as she has been in Congress, including when she effectively “reclaimed her time” during a contentious congressional hearing. For Congresswoman Waters to have potentially been involved in convening such a dynamic group of change makers and cultural icons was mind-boggling. What’s more was that I, and many others, had never heard about this tremendous piece of political and cultural history.


After Congresswoman Lee confirmed it all, I asked her if she recognized that she is living, breathing Black history? The congresswoman quipped, “That was just part of my work with Shirley.”


This is more than I could have ever wished for in my first time hosting a show on SiriusXM. Slowly, I began to fathom the weight of this historic, and completely un-casual, meetup that took place at the home of a bona fide superstar. This party, mentioned first as an aside, quickly took over our interview time because it was an intentional gathering that brought together historical figures who may not have ever come together under any other circumstances. I understood how special it was to have this entire story on the record—what it could signify for the culture, and how it’s all still connected to politics today. I knew I needed to dig deeper into what I learned from Congresswoman Lee. But first, I had to call my granddad.


“Oh, you were among Black royalty, baby,” he chuckled. I laughed and nodded my head excitedly, even though he couldn’t see me. “Shirley Chisholm, Diahann Carroll, Huey Newton—they reminded all of us of what we were capable of as a people,” he added. I explained every detail that I had learned in the interview. This party not only brought together political and cultural icons. It also personified how Shirley Chisholm’s presidential campaign spoke directly to the role of women, young people, Black people, revolutionaries, and activists as critical components of the health and preservation of the democratic process. She recognized that the people whose communities had been most dismissed could wield their power as a unified collective, and her campaign drew them all in. My granddad, a man of eighty-eight years at the time, understood the rich significance of Shirley Chisholm’s campaign in 1972 and this party. We both knew that my interview had unlocked something that needed to be shared.


Today, the historical significance and relevance of Chisholm’s presidential campaign and power-building strategy only intensifies as Republicans and white supremacists are hell-bent on erasing Black history and Black people in the United States. As the American democratic institution is threatened and weakened by extremists with each passing election cycle. As women’s rights are being taken away, one by one. And as the Democratic Party, which is fueled by women, specifically Black women, still takes their collective power for granted as evidenced by their unwillingness to reciprocate their enthusiastic, unwavering support when they seek public office. The irony is not lost on me, and it wasn’t lost on my granddad either.


Riding high on curiosity and sheer adrenaline, I started digging for more details about the party. I just couldn’t leave it there. I was desperate to learn more about this fundraiser, who else attended, and how it impacted Chisholm’s campaign. As my interview with Congresswoman Lee replayed on a loop in my mind, I began probing memoirs, archived interviews, files from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and newspapers from the time.


My research confirmed that on April 29, 1972, five weeks before the California Democratic Primary election, a magical party unfolded in Beverly Hills. Diahann Carroll welcomed Shirley Chisholm to Southern California, and she heralded the private event in the press, lending her name and her celebrity to the campaign. The guest list that I managed to piece together was full of surprises: Flip Wilson paused his comedy tour to participate, Huey P. Newton and Barbara Lee were surveilled by federal and state law enforcement every step of the way to the soiree, and Goldie Hawn drifted through the event without a date—which was apparently scandalous at the time. In one photo of the party, Berry Gordy is seen hugging Diahann Carroll as British journalist David Frost spoke to other guests in the background. These were icons of the era, lasting figures in American pop culture who somehow, from all corners of their respective industries, ended up in the same room together for one person. Every attendee that I confirmed was there played a clear role in the democratic experiment that Chisholm was conducting, and they mirrored the multiracial, multigenerational coalition that she was building.


Ultimately, after this preliminary round of research, I knew I needed to go back to the source: Congresswoman Lee. Thankfully she obliged.


“You’re the first person to ever ask for a follow-up interview about this.” I balked in disbelief. Why hadn’t anyone probed deeper into this party?


Yes, many people know that Shirley Chisholm was the first Black woman to serve in Congress and to run for the Democratic nomination for president. Many are familiar with her famous saying, “If they don’t give you a seat at the table, bring a folding chair,” an analogy for daring to take up space. But she was so much more than that. Shirley Chisholm was the daughter of immigrants who cut her own path. She was a poet, a pianist, a dancer, and a designer. She was an activist leader. She was the dynamic woman who could command a party full of celebrities at Diahann Carroll’s mansion with ease and verve. And by uncovering her layers and heeding her clear vision, we can learn timeless lessons about power—building it and leveraging it, even in today’s fraught political reality.


As I was researching this project, I found myself repeatedly mumbling, “Shirley Chisholm called it.” She knew that in order to restore power to the people, and to give Black and brown candidates and women candidates a shot at winning elections, special interest money had no place in politics. She knew that the only way to gain political power was to unite people across every demographic identity—expanding the tent that the Democratic Party has attempted to build. She knew that the media had to record and transmit her humanity to the masses, just as much as they highlighted their negative feelings about her existence in their coverage, if they chose to cover her at all. And she knew that rejecting rules, norms, and traditions was the only way to shift entire systems for the people.


The history that I was learning extended beyond the reductive view of Shirley Chisholm as “the first,” or a symbolic figure that many have come to know. This history emphasized Chisholm’s legacy and contextualized it in the power of organizing and being in community with others as a pathway toward our collective well-being. This party was so much more than a get-together with famous people sipping champagne. It was an intentional moment that redefined power building in American politics, and each person in attendance played a specific role.


I first began outlining a book to honor Shirley Chisholm’s legacy in 2021, and I finished the manuscript in the summer of 2024. Throughout my research and writing process, I arrived at unexpected realizations and conclusions about how Shirley Chisholm’s life and legacy can guide us through our fragile society today. And as you step into Diahann Carroll’s 1972 mansion, my hope is that you see Chisholm as more than a symbolic figure, but as a human, visionary leader who was perpetually ahead of her time.















CHAPTER ONE



THE PARTY




“As Black women, we have a right and responsibility to define ourselves, and seek our allies in common cause.”


—AUDRE LORDE, SISTER OUTSIDER
















DIAHANN CARROLL KNEW HOW TO THROW A PARTY. THE award-winning actress, singer, and Broadway performer had been hosting upscale affairs on both coasts and abroad for years, as her various film productions, performances, and love interests propelled her jet-setting lifestyle and elegant tastes. In preparation for her events, Carroll added her personal flair and finesse to each detail as she’d mastered the art of ensuring that her guests felt welcomed and were treated exquisitely. Even on a normal day in her life, Carroll’s home was bustling with at least nine staff and workers, including chauffeurs, cooks, gardeners, and a nanny for her daughter, Suzanne. On the cool evening of April 29, 1972, Carroll’s stream of staff was on hand to valet the guests’ cars, keep their glasses filled with libations, and usher them into the throng of supporters and curious attendees. Carroll’s estate was bursting with celebrity, exuberance, and history in support of the first Black person, and the first woman, to seek the Democratic nomination for president. The Welcome to Hollywood party for the Honorable Shirley Chisholm, US Representative of New York, was kicking into high gear.


Vibrant chatter and a smooth bass line wafted through the soft spring breeze as cultural icons, revolutionaries, and Hollywood power players cascaded toward the cobblestone entrance of Carroll’s Beverly Hills mansion. As she welcomed the guests into her home alongside her co-host, comedian Flip Wilson, a congregation effortlessly formed in the landscaped backyard. “Exquisite” would be an understatement, as Carroll’s private lawn was the equivalent of a lush sanctuary full of citrus trees and rich, tropical greenery. Guests took in every inch of the stunning slate-covered terrace, mingling around the fire pit and enjoying the view of the hills below. Carroll’s heated, black-tiled swimming pool gave the illusion of a placid, bottomless fjord under the night sky, the entire oasis accented by a full waterfall feature cascading down thick rocks. Imagining the wide eyes of the guests, who were undoubtedly comparing Carroll’s sprawling Beverly Hills estate to their own homes, is almost delightful knowing that Carroll, in partnership with designer Barnett Lewis, took her time to meticulously design her abode with color and warmth. The opulence of it all was almost too much to take in.


Inside, Carroll’s home was designed with equal parts comfort and elegance, so that visitors felt relaxed but also knew to be extremely careful not to disturb any of the finery. The vaulted, wood-beamed ceilings and the vibrant, plush lounge sofas made the space feel wide open as guests moved through Carroll’s personal retreat. The intricately carved wood and cobblestone details around the fireplaces, which appeared in nearly every room, created a seamless flow that mirrored the front entrance. Carroll’s home also featured a floor-to-ceiling wine cellar, an elevator, a billiard room, and a sauna.


The Benedict Canyon home had been built decades earlier by one of the wealthiest women in the world at the time, Woolworth convenience store heiress Barbara Woolworth Hutton, as a birthday gift for her twenty-one-year-old son. A former Woolworth-owned estate was certainly an ironic setting for this historic event for a Black political leader. The nickel and dime store had a firm and well-documented commitment to segregation in the Southern states, and they maintained a staunch adherence to Jim Crow laws across the many stores and restaurants that they owned and operated. Their stores were the precursor to today’s dollar stores, and featured lunch counters that only served white customers.


In 1960, four North Carolina Agricultural and Technical College freshmen—Joseph McNeil, Franklin McCain, Ezell Blair Jr., and David Richmond—staged a sit-in at the lunch counter inside the Greensboro Woolworth after being refused service. Their peaceful protest went down in history as the Greensboro sit-in, which then sparked a string of sit-ins nationwide that led to the Woolworth store’s desegregation and inspired the founding of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). So while our evening’s hostess wrapped every guest in a luxurious, welcoming embrace, it’s safe to assume that Barbara Woolworth Hutton’s family, who was still expanding the Woolworth franchise in the early 1970s, would have clutched their pearls at the sight of such an occasion hosted by two Black superstars, for a Black guest of honor, and with a multicultural audience.


After all, this is the Diahann Carroll we’re talking about, the triple threat who first made her name as a singer touring jazz clubs and appearing on primetime television shows like The Ed Sullivan Show. She’s the entertainment icon whom we remember today for her starring role as Dominique Deveraux in Dynasty, who Carroll personally dubbed the first ever “rich, Black bitch” on television. She demanded that the show producers develop Deveraux’s storyline as though she were a “white man who wanted to be wealthy and powerful” as a direct challenge to any limitations that producers, or viewers for that matter, had in mind to place on her character. At that time, Black characters and women on television were shifting from stereotypical roles that lacked substance and nuance into well-rounded characters who challenged their white and male co-stars to drive storylines forward. As Carroll was the first Black lead to appear on Dynasty, she embodied this new standard from the moment she debuted on-screen wearing a cream suit and flawless makeup, and issuing demands with her first lines. In a very different role, Carroll portrayed the complex and distinctly human struggle of a single mother of six children in the film Claudine, which garnered her an Oscar nomination for best actress. She also starred as the titular character in Julia, a weekly NBC sitcom where she played a widowed nurse and mother navigating a middle-class lifestyle and career. Julia was the first primetime network sitcom starring a Black woman, and was nothing short of groundbreaking. This performance earned her an Emmy nomination and a Golden Globe Award for best actress. Julia also expanded Carroll’s fan base to families and children who would seek her out for autographs—a stark departure from her experiences interacting with fans as a performer at upscale lounges and nightclubs.


As rewarding as working on Julia was, the experience drained Carroll physically, mentally, and emotionally. The weekly filming schedule proved so grueling that Carroll spent time in and out of the hospital battling exhaustion and lingering illness throughout production. Carroll had been running her career at breakneck speed, juggling her singing performances, Broadway shows, and family commitments. After three seasons, she couldn’t take it anymore. She opted to walk away from the series, and the show came to an abrupt end in 1971. The choice was bittersweet for Carroll, because Julia elevated her career and expanded how Black people were portrayed on-screen; however, given her health concerns, she decided to prioritize her own survival.


After exiting her hit television show, Carroll took up the political charge of supporting Shirley Chisholm’s presidential campaign. She knew what it meant to be a Black woman driving substantive, positive change that resisted social norms and stereotypes. From portraying relatable, endearing characters to demanding that scripts reject conventional boundaries, Carroll presented new layers of nuance, on- and off-screen, that challenged audiences and producers to see and respect Black women.


Having carved through the steel of discrimination and structural limitations in the entertainment industry, Carroll saw clear parallels between her career and Chisholm’s political goals.


Authenticity was Shirley Chisholm’s trademark. She was intent on resetting social and political expectations, and forcing people to confront their own biases by showing up as exactly who she was in all spaces—be that in the streets of Brooklyn, the halls of Congress, or televised interviews. It’s something that she had been doing for her entire life. As the eldest daughter of immigrants from Barbados and Guyana, Chisholm, then Shirley Anita St. Hill, was born in Brooklyn, New York, where she lived until she was three. She then spent the next six years of her childhood on a lush farm in Barbados with her two sisters, her maternal grandmother, an aunt, an uncle, and a gaggle of cousins. Each morning, she collected water from the well, carefully balancing the bucket between her tiny arms. Her daily routine also included feeding and caring for the goats, pigs, chickens, and other animals, and attending school in a one-room schoolhouse that served 125 students. Her childhood on the island left a deep mark on her character, as she learned that education and discipline were pathways to achieving her dreams, and that her Blackness was a source of pride. These were the roots of her unshakable confidence in her skills, and her fearlessness about speaking up and challenging “age old traditions,” which later defined her career.


Returning to America in 1934 at nine years old was a jolt to young Shirley’s system. The Great Depression was raging, her family was receiving public assistance to survive, and her American teachers did not recognize her academic aptitude. At school, she withstood the mean taunts of children who mocked her ill-fitting, state-issued clothing, which hung off her thin, wire-framed body. She also began to act out due to her boredom. Placed in a classroom with children two years younger than she, Shirley would quickly finish her lessons and then fire spitballs when her teacher wasn’t looking. Once the school recognized and satiated her advanced academic abilities with additional instruction, she excelled. Her spunk and fearlessness also translated into her professional work years later when she became a teacher after graduating from Brooklyn College in 1946.


With the end of World War II, Chisholm had to compete for a teaching job against the influx of more experienced educators who had served in the war and were returning to their old positions. She also had to compete against school administrators’ skeptical reactions to her petite, ninety-pound stature and youthful face as they repeatedly turned her away for looking too young. She was twenty-two years old. Chisholm ultimately secured a position after several rounds of interviewing and losing her temper with the director of the Mt. Calvary Child Care Center in Harlem. Sensing that another rejection was on the way, she declared, “Give me a chance to show you!” Chisholm certainly showed her, using her musical and creative gifts to engage her classroom full of four-year-olds with dancing, singing, and piano playing.


That tenacity and perseverance fueled Chisholm’s early experiences in politics as she smashed through sexist barriers that were reinforced by political leaders and voters in Brooklyn. As a volunteer with local Brooklyn Democratic clubs, she spent years maneuvering behind the scenes, fundraising and printing materials to share in the community, until she essentially dared her club to pass her over for a vacant seat in the state assembly because she “wear[s] a skirt.” When she successfully ran for the New York State Assembly in 1964 and then Congress in 1968, opponents and voters attempted to diminish her skills and leadership abilities by telling her that she “ought to be home…” cooking for her husband, and referring to her as a “little school teacher.” Chisholm responded by winning both elections the best way she knew how—by leaning on her intimate ties to the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood and her decade of activism with local organizations to rally women voters across her home turf.


While some may be familiar with Chisholm’s famous quote, “If they don’t give you a seat at the table, then bring a folding chair,” that notion captures only half of her ethos. The other half was demonstrated in her unwavering commitment to upending a political system that neglected and ignored the people and their needs. As a congresswoman, Chisholm stayed ahead of the curve. She jump-started her first term with legislative proposals that would effectively flip the table altogether.


Chisholm sponsored legislation to establish a basic family income, advance racial and gender equity, and abolish the military draft during the Vietnam War. Her policy proposals didn’t stop at the big headline items either. Chisholm was sure to address the fundamental components undergirding these broader issues, as seen in her proposal for a basic family income. In 1969, 24.3 million people in America were living below the poverty line, and Black people, and other people of color, “constituted 31 percent of the poor… although they collectively comprised 12 percent of the total population.” Given her intimate understanding of poverty, and having received public assistance as a child in Brooklyn during the Depression, Chisholm proposed legislation that would provide a comprehensive response to people’s needs. She buttressed a proposal for a basic income of $6,500 for a family of four with proposals for a commission dedicated to consumer protections, the creation of a national network of childcare centers, and tax code modifications that would expand benefits for unmarried people, particularly single parents. She proposed changing entire family care systems to deliver on the real-time needs of her constituents, which would in turn increase equity and access for people from a whole host of backgrounds. What’s striking is that these are policy proposals that political candidates continue to campaign with today. And as further testament of being well ahead of her time, Chisholm’s efforts, had they been heeded, could have saved the nation from the family care crisis we’re witnessing today. At present, nearly 6.5 million families struggle to find childcare, and businesses lose $12.7 billion annually as their employees experience childcare issues.


In addition to her proposals to address poverty and childcare needs, Chisholm’s firm opposition to the Vietnam War was also attractive to a broad swath of voters. In Congress, Chisholm not only proposed legislation to end the draft, but also protested the war by voting against every Defense funding bill that was brought to the House floor, a commitment she made during her inaugural floor speech. She also rejected bills authorizing the use of antiballistic missiles, and advanced proposals for more jobs and benefits for veterans.


Chisholm’s foresight and her commitment to changing systems in service of all of the American people were central to her work as a congresswoman and served as the crux of her 1972 presidential campaign platform. She was ahead of the Democratic Party leadership at the time, who rarely backed up her proposals and often stated publicly that she had gone too far. And as they failed to buy into Chisholm’s groundbreaking proposals, voters across demographics saw an appeal in Chisholm’s efforts, and they flocked to her coalition of support. Her comprehensive approach demonstrated to veterans, students, Black people, Latino people, Asian people, people living with disabilities, and people living in poverty that her ideas and her actions could grant them a better way of living. They saw change that could flip political and policy priorities in their favor, and they were drawn to its source.


Without a doubt, it was these ideas and actions that drew Diahann Carroll to Shirley Chisholm. In a quote to the LA Times, Carroll noted, “She’s got some ideas that can turn this country around.” That’s why Carroll went above and beyond to show her support for Chisholm publicly. Carroll performed at rallies for Chisholm’s campaign in New York. She sang Chisholm’s praises to the press. And she opened her home in April 1972 and hosted the only fundraising cocktail party for Chisholm’s campaign in Los Angeles. While supporting political efforts wasn’t necessarily new for Carroll, it was extremely rare for her to personally host political fêtes at her home. In fact, noted Carroll, the only other remotely political event that she hosted at her home was for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, yet another irony considering that the birth of SNCC was due to Woolworth stores’ racist policies.


Despite Carroll’s early support of Chisholm, her decision to host the Welcome to Hollywood party was surprising news for Chisholm’s California campaign team. While they were unclear about precisely why Carroll granted them the honor, they were thrilled by her continued support of the campaign and her willingness to provide Chisholm access to her Hollywood network. Immediately upon announcing her presidential campaign in January 1972, Chisholm joined the Democratic presidential primary sprint alongside thirteen other candidates. Each candidate sought to win state primary elections ahead of the Democratic National Convention. They all had their eye on the Democratic presidential nomination as they traveled across the nation, making their pitches to Democratic voters about why they were the best representative of the Democratic Party, their vision for the future of the nation, and in turn, their fitness to lead the nation. By April 1972, Chisholm’s California campaign team was just beginning to find a rhythm. Most of the state’s team were unpaid volunteers or on loan from national political groups like Chisholm’s California campaign coordinator, Arlie Scott. Scott joined the campaign that month after transitioning from her role as the director of the National Organization for Women’s Center for Women’s Studies in Los Angeles. And California was a tricky primary state because it was one of the last “winner-take-all” Democratic primaries in the nation in 1972, meaning the distribution of delegates among the fourteen candidates on the ballot was not proportionate to the number of votes they received. Instead, the state’s Democratic Party rules dictated that the candidate who won the most primary votes would win all of the 271 California delegates. As a result, no matter how many voters supported Chisholm in the California Democratic primary, their preference would ultimately be ignored.


Winning California wasn’t ever a possibility for Chisholm. When measured against her opponents, she had a financial deficit, a name recognition deficit, a campaign infrastructure deficit, and an advertising deficit. And yet earning a strong show of support from California voters remained important to demonstrating broad support for her campaign and showing publicly that she was capable of building a coalition that could issue demands during policy negotiations for the official Democratic Party platform. Winning wasn’t Chisholm’s goal; power building was.


The Welcome to Hollywood party, timed just five weeks before the California primary election, was poised to provide a boost in visibility that could begin to address some of Chisholm’s comparatively low campaign funds. Closing that gap meant more resources to print flyers, run ads in newspapers, buy campaign literature to hand to voters while volunteers canvassed communities, and spread the word about Chisholm’s vision for the people and for the nation before the early June primary election.


The stakes were high, and Diahann Carroll called in her network to help power Chisholm’s campaign. Throughout the evening, cultural influencers such as Motown Records founder and musical executive Berry Gordy, revolutionary Black Panther Party co-founder Huey P. Newton, Oscar-winning actress Goldie Hawn, and British journalist David Frost flowed into Carroll’s mansion to meet the presidential candidate and socialize among the stars. Carroll leveraged her social capital to create an audience of heavy hitters for Chisholm, and Chisholm had them all enthralled as only she could. She knew that by engaging these figures with Carroll’s support, her reach could expand to their fans across music, film, television, and media.


Shirley Chisholm knew how to shine in this crowd by doing exactly what she always did: being her charming, witty, candid self. It’s easy to imagine her and Diahann Carroll laughing together, Chisholm sharing stories about confronting men in Congress, and Carroll matching her with tales of how she did the same on the set of Julia. One can also picture Chisholm greeting each starlet, activist, and Hollywood executive with a warmth and resolve that communicated her humanity, her empathy, and her fortitude. As guests gathered around the black tile pool, the crowd would have easily loomed over Chisholm, who stood at five foot three, as they leaned in closely to hear her every word, and she would not have been the least bit unnerved by it. She was used to attracting and engaging with large groups of people—the antithesis of those politicians who would rather hide out in a quiet back room waiting for a crowd to assemble before delivering a speech or filtering through questions. Rather, Chisholm moved through the crowd at Diahann Carroll’s home with the same confidence and comfort that she had when she walked the halls of Congress.


She was especially masterful at leaving her mark during individual conversations. Person by person, Chisholm outlined her vision and her platform that prioritized action for the American people. Ever consistent, it was precisely the same message that she delivered on college campuses, in interviews with the press, and with workers across the nation. Shirley Chisholm didn’t shift her tone just because she was in Hollywood. If anything, she doubled down on her forthright mannerisms in front of this crowd. The Southwest News captured her declaration to the fundraiser guests that “some ‘soul’ was needed in the White House, and [she] urged all minorities… and young people to unite to ‘put it together.’” Chisholm’s plea for action and unity struck a chord that reverberated across the crowd of leaders, icons, and stars. She understood that each person at the party—the activists, the political donors, the young people, the media mavens, the feminists, and others—each represented a key ingredient of her power-building efforts. With every conversation, as champagne glasses clinked in the background, Chisholm was strengthening her coalition.
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