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SERIES EDITOR’S FOREWORD


She came out of a modest neighborhood in Brooklyn, by way of a childhood in Barbados. She had grown up without the advantages of an Ivy League education, family wealth—or white skin. Yet Shirley Chisholm made her mark on American politics: as the first African American and the first African American woman to mount a serious campaign for the US presidency. In this dynamic biography, Barbara Winslow, who established the Shirley Chisholm Project of Brooklyn Women’s Activism, reconstructs the life of this independent woman who proudly proclaimed herself “unbought and unbossed” and came to be known as “fighting Shirley Chisholm.”


Chisholm was a small woman, but she had big ambitions and strong views on what America’s priorities ought to be in the twentieth century. She challenged the closed circle of party bosses in New York’s Democratic Party, and she demanded that government on every level pay attention to the needs of immigrants and the poor, whether black, brown, or white, who needed better housing, access to education, and decent wages. She was also an outspoken champion of racial and gender equality. Chisholm’s success in politics rested in part on her drive and determination, but it also rested on a seeming paradox: she was often a rebel, refusing to accept business as usual in the smoke-filled rooms of her local Democratic Party clubs or in the halls of Congress, yet she just as often was a realist, forming alliances with establishment politicians and compromising on issues in order to enhance her political influence. She was thus a grassroots organizer, but she was also a player on the grand stage of Washington politics. She was, in fact, a consummate politician who might have gone  all the way to the White House if she did not have to face what were then the overwhelming obstacles of class, race, and gender. She always saw herself first and foremost as a teacher and organizer. When Chisholm announced she was a candidate for president, the response ran the gamut from amusement to derision to anger to support. There were those who viewed her campaign as a joke, those who viewed it as a distraction from the serious struggle for the presidency, those who opposed her campaign solely because of her gender, and those who admired her but knew that her lack of funds and inadequate campaign organization doomed her candidacy from the start. Chisholm herself recognized that she would not succeed, but she never viewed her candidacy as simply symbolic, or as a mere gesture. She wanted to use her candidacy to bring critical issues to the attention of the American people, chief among them racial and gender equality. Her public role coincided with the rise of the civil rights and feminist movements, and her career intertwined with both of them. Yet she always said that being black was less of a liability than being female—a judgment that suggests how difficult the path to gender equality was and remains today.


In examining and narrating the lives of women both famous and obscure, Westview’s “Lives of American Women” series populates our national past more fully and more richly. Each story told is that not simply of an individual but of the era in which she lived, the events in which she participated, and the experiences she shared with her contemporaries. Some of these women will be familiar to the reader; others may not appear at all in the history books that often focus on the powerful, the brilliant, or the privileged. But each of these women is worth knowing. American history comes alive through their personal odysseys.


— Carol Berkin
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Introduction


Shirley Chisholm was both an ordinary and an extraordinary woman. The daughter of working-class Caribbean immigrants living in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, she was a churchgoer, teacher, and community activist. She ran for the presidency of the United States at a time when most African American women were domestics, teachers, or nurses; African Americans in the South had just been enfranchised, and American women did not enjoy the same rights as men.


This biography situates her remarkable narrative in the context of the tremendous social upheavals that took place in the post–World War II United States. Chisholm’s life and legacy are the story of twentieth-century urban America. They broaden our perspective on the role African Americans, immigrants, and women played in shaping both the politics and the institutions of the country. Probably more than any other individual, Chisholm is representative of the 1945–1980 period, when women and underrepresented minorities—African Americans, Latinos, and immigrant Americans—came to the forefront of public life, including, for the first time, as elected officials on the national stage. Her audacious run for the US presidency in 1972 opened the country’s eyes to the possibility that a woman or a person of color (even a woman of color) could be a political leader—even president of the United States.


This biography ends, for all intents and purposes, in 1972, after Chisholm lost her bid for the US presidency. In hindsight, one can see that although 1972 was the high point of her political career, it also marked the beginning of the decline of the urban liberal politics of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society—politics Chisholm embraced. Richard Nixon’s election in 1968 and the subsequent collapse of liberal politics led to the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980. The repudiation of the 1960s Great Society reversed everything Chisholm supported and represented, in particular its social welfare legislation and the electoral and legislative victories that resulted from the civil rights and women’s liberation movements.


Chisholm’s narrative could be described as the quintessential “American Dream” story: a struggling African American working-class woman and daughter of Caribbean immigrants, who studiously applied herself and obtained a first-rate education through the public school system. Through hard work, discipline, and dedication, she became a teacher, a day-care worker, a local elected official, and then a national politician. She broke racial and gender barriers every step of her way. But, extraordinary as each triumph may be, these victories are only one part of her story. Chisholm’s successful political career came about as a result of the great social movements of the twentieth century—including some outside the United States.


Her strong sense of identity was nurtured in Barbados, where as a young girl she was raised by a powerful, hardworking, stern, but loving grandmother and aunt during the island’s struggle for independence from British colonial rule. In Brooklyn she had to navigate an unfamiliar if not hostile neighborhood, school system, and political machine, again during a period of great demographic, social, and political turmoil. She was schooled in the early black struggles of the late 1940s and ’50s. Her Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood teemed with African Americans, people from the Caribbean, Puerto Ricans, Italians, and Jews, all involved in shifting social and political agendas, alliances, and battles. From her first foray into local politics, Chisholm learned how to successfully navigate these complicated waters.


Once on the political stage as a “first”—the first African American woman from Brooklyn elected to the New York State Legislature, the first African American woman elected to Congress, and then the first African American woman to make a run for the Democratic Party nomination for president—she found she had to fight constantly against the racial and gender prejudices of everyone around her. The media, the Congressional Black Caucus (CBC), and civil rights and feminist leaders often dismissed, underestimated, or patronized her. She held her ground, insisting that she was her own person—“Unbought and Unbossed” was her trademark slogan. But the world of electoral and legislative politics in the United States is one of compromise, and Chisholm found that despite maintaining a fiercely independent political persona, she also had to toe the party bosses’ line in order to pursue her political agenda.


Reading Chisholm’s campaign speeches, interviews, public pronouncements, and interviews, it is clear that her political positions then were—and even more so now are—strikingly radical. Her support for social justice, feminism, radical Black Nationalists, students, and prisoners fighting injustice, as well as her opposition to US foreign policy, places her left of center and certainly outside the politics of the Democratic Party today. Yet she chose not to participate in the social justice, civil rights, antiwar, or women’s demonstrations, instead staying within the confines of the electoral political process. She was a pragmatic, strategic, and practical politician who pursued her political agenda by working within the Democratic Party, from local district politics to Washington, DC. Her presidential run was not as utopian a project as many of her detractors claimed. Chisholm had every reason to believe she was the best possible candidate, as she was confident of her ability to harness the energy and enthusiasm of newly enfranchised and empowered voters. She was certain that she could create a political coalition that could win delegate votes in the state primaries—and she did. She did not run for president just to make a political point. Her strategy was to bring her delegates to the Miami convention so that they could then use their delegate strength to bring progressive change to the Democratic Party.


Chisholm was like many strong feminist women of color who came before her and followed her. She was complicated. The stories she tells about herself, not surprisingly, put her in a positive light. In her two autobiographies, there are inconsistencies and significant gaps in her narratives. But she could be self-critical, especially when looking back at her 1972 election campaign. Although she was certainly a trailblazer—a “first”—she was also much more. A charming, flirtatious woman who loved to dance and an inveterate catalog shopper, she was described as one of the best-dressed women on the Hill. She was proud of her intellect, debating skills, and fluency in Spanish. She also had a wicked sense of humor and was a brilliant mimic of congressmen and even presidents. Her Brooklyn and Washington congressional staffs loved working with her and to this day remain loyal to her memory. She was a mentor and role model to the next generation of African American women leaders, including reproductive-rights activist Loretta Ross, CNN analyst Donna Brazile, and Congresswomen Barbara Lee and Eleanor Holmes Norton. Chisholm’s 1972 presidential candidacy was a revelation to sixteen-year-old Anita Hill, who remembered that, “having that face, that strong voice, someone who looked like me—that mattered.” At the end of her presidential campaign, she expressed her optimism and confidence in the American story: “We can become a dynamic equilibrium, a harmony of many different elements, in which the whole will be greater than all its parts and greater than any society the world has seen before. It can still happen. I hope I did a little to make it happen. I am going to keep trying to make it happen as long as I am able.”1




1


Barbados


Shirley Anita St. Hill Chisholm was born in Brooklyn, on November 30, 1924, an American citizen, but she always saw herself as a Barbadian American. Just as the history of Barbados is inextricably linked to the history and development of the United States from its colonial beginnings to the present day, Chisholm could not separate the Bajun from the American. Barbados and Brooklyn formed her character, intellect, political and social awareness, self-confidence, and daring.


Barbados was connected to Britain’s thirteen colonies in the North, later the United States, from the beginning of the English settlements. It was the first port of call for British ships sailing from either African or English ports to North America. The majority of slaves who came to the thirteen colonies had been “seasoned,” or, more accurately, broken, in Barbados before being transported north. Close links were established between Barbados and the Carolinas when in 1670 a permanent colony was established in what is known today as Charleston, South Carolina. Many prominent Barbadian merchants and planters subsequently migrated to South Carolina, maintaining the Barbadian colonial connections. Barbadians contributed knowledge, lifestyle, and a sugar economy, along with place-names and a dialect. Barbados was a continual source of population for the American colonies. While slaves were sent mainly to the southern colonies, a smaller number of white bonded servants escaped, were indentured to northern colonial masters, or as freed people found a way to the North. Barbadian Jews moved to New York City.


Barbados and Barbadians were connected to the centrality of the history of the United States, in particular the patriotic folklore of the American Revolution—and some of its iconic figures. One Barbadian account claims that Crispus Attucks, remembered as the first American to die in the “Boston Massacre,” where Massachusetts colonists fought for freedom from Britain, was originally from Barbados. In 1750 George Washington, first president of the United States, then nineteen years old, accompanied his elder half brother Lawrence, who was suffering from tuberculosis, to Bridgetown. Hoping that the warmer climate and cool breezes would cure Lawrence, the two men stayed for three months. While in Barbados the future first president contracted a mild case of smallpox. Barbados’s climate failed to provide a cure for Lawrence Washington, who upon his return home died shortly thereafter. George Washington’s trip to Barbados was his only venture outside what is now the United States.


The American Revolution further connected Barbados with the new Republic. At the end of the Revolutionary War, there was an exchange of families between the United States and Barbados. Loyalists, those colonists who supported the British Crown, moved to Barbados, while Barbadian sympathizers with the American Revolution settled in what became the United States. Some early Barbadians made lasting contributions to the economic and social life of the United States. One Barbadian family brought cotton plants to Georgia, which became the nucleus for the Sea Island cotton industry.1


Before Shirley Chisholm’s parents arrived in Brooklyn, New York, other Barbadians played a role in the formation of the US Republic. Prince Hall, for example, an early Barbadian immigrant to the United States, made his mark as an active participant in the struggle for independence, abolition, and education. Born in Bridgetown, Barbados, on or about 1735 to an Englishman and a woman of African descent, he came to America in 1765. He was both an abolitionist and a Mason. Because of his organizing skill, a charter for the establishment of a lodge of African American Masons was issued on April 29, 1787. This authorized the organization in Boston of African Lodge No. 459, a “regular Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons, under the title or denomination of the African Lodge,” with Prince Hall as master. An outspoken abolitionist, he was one of eight Masons who signed a petition on January 13, 1777, requesting that Massachusetts’s state legislature abolish slavery, declaring it as incompatible with the cause of American independence. In addition, he tried unsuccessfully to get free blacks and slaves to be able to enlist in the Continental army. He was later successful in urging Massachusetts to end its participation in the slave trade. He established the first school for African and African American children in his home in Boston in 1800.


In the twentieth century, economic changes were laying a new foundation that would continue the connection between Barbados and the United States. In 1904 the United States’ construction of a canal across the Isthmus of Panama had profound repercussions for the Chisholm family, for Barbados, and for Brooklyn. From 1900 to 1925, more than 300,000 islanders, mainly from Barbados, left their homes to work on the Panama Canal or to immigrate to the States, the majority settling in Brooklyn. More than 10,000 Barbadian men, including Chisholm’s grandfather, having never worked on anything but sugarcane fields, threw off the yoke of planter domination to build the Panama Canal. For the first time in their lives, they earned cash—“Panama Money,” which was sent home, enabling village life to continue. Men were also paid in “Panama Gold.” Muriel Forde, Chisholm’s sister, who lives in Barbados today, recalls that “some of the very old women here in Barbados you see now, you’ll see a gold ring on their finger and they say it’s Panama Gold.”2 Chisholm’s grandfather sent money to his daughter Ruby so that she could go to the United States. Ruby Seale, who was born in Christchurch, Barbados, in 1901, arrived in New York City aboard the SS Pocone on March 8, 1921.


Charles Christopher St. Hill, Chisholm’s father, was born in British Guiana, now the independent nation of Guyana. Orphaned by age fourteen, Charles St. Hill and his brother began an odyssey that first took them to Barbados and then to Antilla, Cuba, for a year and finally to the United States. They arrived in April 1923 as part of what has been described as the “West Indian wing of America’s great migration north.” In addition to the 2 million blacks who moved from the American South to northern cities in the early decades of the twentieth century, 300,000 people, like St. Hill, came from the English-speaking Caribbean, looking for work and safety. The majority of these immigrants were from Barbados, and their destination was most often Brooklyn. From 1900 to 1920, the borough’s black population doubled, and by 1930 16 percent of this population had come from the Caribbean.3


Although St. Hill was born in Guiana, he always considered himself a Barbadian. Like the majority of Barbadians, St. Hill settled in Brooklyn and found work and a wife. He and Ruby Seale had known each other slightly in Barbados, and they became reacquainted at one of Brooklyn’s many Bajun social clubs. The two married after a strict traditional courtship. Children followed quickly: Shirley in 1924, Odessa in 1925, and Muriel in 1927. A fourth daughter, Selma, would follow in the midst of the Great Depression.


The St. Hill parents considered themselves American Barbadians, which meant they raised their children as Barbadians. The key characteristics of Barbadian Americans were discipline, thrift, hard work, and ambition. According to Chisholm, other islanders referred to Barbadians as “black Jews.” In addition to these Barbadian characteristics, they were fiercely proud of their heritage, often bragging that Barbados was the first country in the English-speaking Caribbean to emancipate their slaves. Barbadians had two things in mind when they came to Brooklyn. The first was to secure a good education for their children. The people most respected in the Barbadian community were the parents whose children excelled in school. And the second, as Paule Marshall so brilliantly wrote in Brown Girl, Brownstones, a pathbreaking coming-of-age novel about a close-knit community of Barbadian immigrants in Brooklyn, was to own a home—a brownstone home. The St. Hills made sure their children did well in school, and finally in 1945 Charles and Ruby could afford a brownstone home. Muriel St. Hill Forde, who lived in the family’s brownstone for thirty-two years, remembers that “the home is still there. We’ve been there for fifty-eight years . . . and if anybody asks me where my home is, I still think of that home as my home in Brooklyn.” Muriel recalls with satisfaction that their parents “had achieved their ambitions: a home and education. That’s what they wanted.”4


But in the mid-1920s, the dream of a home and a good education was just that: a dream. The unprecedented prosperity of that decade—the booming economy, the expansion of industries—was not enjoyed by the majority of West Indians in Brooklyn. Charles was an unskilled laborer and could not secure factory work. Instead, he had to settle for a low-paying job as a baker’s helper. Although Ruby was a skilled seamstress, she could not hold down a job in a textile factory because of her three rapid pregnancies. With no affordable nursery schools or day care, Ruby could not work outside the home. All she could do to contribute to the household economy was take in sewing. But as the girls got older, the diminutive Ruby found it impossible to manage both this work and three demanding children. Facing the reality of their situation, the St. Hills began to talk about sending their daughters to live temporarily on their maternal grandmother’s farm in Barbados. Returning to the island was not an option for Charles and Ruby, for the economy there was far worse than in Brooklyn.


In November 1929 plans were made for Ruby, the three St. Hill daughters, and four cousins to sail on the Vespress. Trunks were packed and sent ahead to the docks. But five days before the scheduled departure, Ruby announced that they were not going to board that ship. A determined woman, Ruby got on the subway, the seven children in tow, and made her way to the ship line’s booking office to rebook their passage, this time on the Vulcana. A day into their sea voyage, Ruby learned that the Vespress had sunk. From that moment on, Charles never questioned his wife’s intuition.


The trip to Bridgetown, the capital of Barbados, took nine long seasick days. After making their way through customs and health inspections, the family boarded a rickety bus that took them along the dusty dirt roads to Vauxhall, the Seale family’s village. Emmeline Seale, their grandmother, was waiting for the bus. She was “a tall, gaunt erect Indian looking woman with her hair knotted on her neck,” Chisholm later recalled, adding, “I did not know it yet, but this stately woman with a stentorian voice was going to be one of the few persons whose authority I would never dare to defy.”5 After hours of embraces and chatter, the children were taken for baths in a galvanized tub in their grandmother’s backyard. Then, utterly exhausted, they went to bed. Ruby stayed with her daughters for six months, helping them adjust to their new life. Then she returned to Brooklyn. She would not see her children for six years.


Their grandmother was the matriarch of the family, but she did not raise the children. She worked as a domestic for a British family. Her hours were long, and she often walked to work, leaving at sunup and not returning until nine or ten at night. Because of this Ruby’s nineteen-year-old sister, Myrtle, cared for the seven children. On Saturdays they would go with their aunt Myrtle to the village market to sell their vegetables and bargain for kitchenwares. Sunday was devoted to religious observances. Granny Seale would lead the family to the local Methodist church; everyone dressed in their Sunday best. After a long service, the Seales would return home for a big dinner—and then head back to church for more song and prayer. Later in life Chisholm would attribute much of her success to the deep faith first instilled in her in Barbados.


The grandmother’s large house sat on a plot that provided the family’s food: sweet potatoes, yams, corn, tomatoes, and root vegetables. The waters around the island provided abundant seafood, including the Barbadian staple, flying fish. The children were all expected to do chores on the farm, and these including feeding and caring for the chickens, turkeys, and ducks as well as goats, sheep, and cows that provided milk. Whereas the Barbadian Seales saw these animals as livestock and food, the urban Brooklyn children viewed them as pets. They became quite upset when, for one Christmas dinner, a favorite turkey showed up as the main course. Soon enough, though, the seven children became accustomed to Bajun attitudes and life.


Life at their grandmother’s was not all chores and church. The azure blue and crystal-clear water of the Caribbean was just a short walk from the farm. Together, the family would strip naked, swim in the water, and roll in the sand. The greatest punishment Granny Seale could mete out was to take away time at the beach.


Ruby Seale wanted her daughters educated in Barbados, for she believed the school system there would provide a more rigorous education than the public schools in Brooklyn. Here, there was no kindergarten, there was no play time, and the curriculum focused intensely on reading and writing, although students were also expected to study arithmetic, drawing and needlework, geography, and British history. There were also classes in religious and moral instruction, personal hygiene, domestic economics, and vocational training. Each day began with the singing of “God Save the King” and “Rule Britannia,” a reminder that they were all colonial subjects of Great Britain. Strict discipline was enforced throughout the school day.


Five days a week, Aunt Myrtle walked all seven children across the road to the one-room schoolhouse that also served on the weekend as the village Methodist church. A school day lasted eight hours, from eight to four. The 125 students read their lessons aloud, and every child had a blackboard slate and a piece of chalk to practice penmanship and addition. In Barbados, Chisholm noted, teachers and parents were allies against the students. Few parents opposed the common use of corporal punishment, and Chisholm recalls that she got her fair share of floggings. She never complained. And in her autobiography, she credits her ability to speak and write to the strict British-style education of her childhood. Her Barbadian education also contributed to her sense of racial pride. Her schooling was remarkable in that it was run by black administrators, and she was taught by black teachers—something she would never experience as a student or educator in Brooklyn.


The Barbados of 1928 was not quite the idyllic paradise Chisholm describes in her autobiography. It was an impoverished island, dominated by a white planter class, the majority of its black inhabitants landless, unemployed or poorly paid, uneducated, and chronically sick. But during Shirley’s years on Emmeline Seale’s farm, black Barbadians were beginning to challenge both the planter class and the British Crown. Political disturbances swept through the countryside—there was widespread looting of potato fields and plantation supplies. Socialists, unionists, and anticolonial activists began organizing in the towns and countryside. The men in the villages went into Bridgetown, the center of political organizing and social unrest, to seek employment; women went into town to sell their wares. Shirley’s uncle Lincoln worked for a Bridgetown newspaper and had to have been involved in or at least aware of the tremendous social protest.


During her years on Granny Emmeline’s farm, Shirley St. Hill developed a strong sense of self. She was raised by two strong, hardworking women, her grandmother and aunt, which no doubt shaped her later feminist consciousness. Living through the early years of the struggle for the modern Barbadian nation gave her an understanding of the need to stand up and fight for one’s principles, self-respect, as well as independence from oppressive and racially unjust relationships—whether personal or imbedded in economic or social relationships. And despite the dominance of wealthy whites and the British government, she had other daily role models in her teachers, the ministers, the tradespeople, newspaper editors, police, and even politicians who looked like her and her family, giving her a strong sense of racial pride and identity. “Granny gave me strength, dignity, and love,” Chisholm told the New York Times in 1972. “I learned from an early age that I was somebody. I didn’t need the black revolution to teach me that.”6 Gloria Steinem, Chisholm’s friend and sister activist, suggested, in 2008, that Shirley’s regal bearing and habit of speaking of herself in the third person, for which she would later become famous, “may have developed because a little bit of those British queenly images . . . rubbed off.”7
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Brooklyn


By 1933 the St. Hill family in Brooklyn was suffering the consequences of the 1929 stock market crash. Although many Americans endured poverty, joblessness, and often homelessness during the Depression, African Americans, and especially unskilled African American laborers like Charles St. Hill, fared the worst. In spite of the family’s hard work and frugality, they could not save any money. The birth of their fourth daughter, Selma, put more strain on the family finances, as it made working difficult for Ruby St. Hill. Nevertheless, the St. Hills missed their other daughters so much that they decided to bring them back from Barbados. When ten-year-old Shirley St. Hill arrived on March 19, 1934, she had only dim recollections of her birthplace, little knowledge of Brooklyn’s place in the world, and of course no idea how its history would shape her own future development. Young Shirley had just been transported from a nurturing, sheltered rural way of life to an urban world dominated by hierarchies of class, race, gender, and ethnicity. Just as her Bajun experience shaped Chisholm’s worldview, her life in Brooklyn gave her the context for her future political philosophy and her electoral ambitions.


By the end of the nineteenth century, Brooklyn was the most populous borough in New York City. Between 1900 and 1920, its population rose to 2.5 million, and the number of citizens of color tripled to almost 70,000. Much of its population growth came from the two wings of the Great Migration—the movement of some 2 million blacks out of the American South to cities in the Midwest, Northeast, and West, and the emigration of 300,000 people from the English-speaking Caribbean. By 1930 16 percent of Brooklyn’s black population had come, like the St. Hills, from the Caribbean.


Ruby Seale St. Hill and her daughters Shirley, Muriel, and Odessa arrived in Brooklyn on a cold March day. For the young Shirley, Brooklyn was an alien and terrifying place. First and foremost, it was cold. It was cold outside and it was cold inside, for the St. Hills lived in a four-room cold-water railroad flat, heated only by a coal stove in the kitchen. The family never used their parlor in the winter because it could not be heated. When their mother left the apartment to go shopping, the girls would stay in bed all day, just to keep warm. Throughout her life, Chisholm commented on her fear of the cold.


The St. Hills now lived at 110 Liberty Avenue in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn. Chisholm was initially confused and frightened by her neighborhood. She missed the freedom and space she enjoyed in Barbados. Her parents constantly warned her never to talk to strangers. In Barbados there were no strangers—everyone knew everyone. Cars, subways, and buses terrified her. She could not get used to walking on sidewalks, and to avoid the hustle of crowds she would walk in the streets. It took her a while to navigate her neighborhood. In her mind, all the streets looked the same, and she often got lost while doing errands for her family. In her autobiography, she described one incident when she thought she had a route to a particular store memorized, but then her designated landmark disappeared, and she got lost. “Things didn’t change that way in Barbados,” she wrote. “The village shoemaker’s shop, for example, had been in the same place for generations.”1


In the 1930s, Brownsville was a heavily Jewish neighborhood of poor and run-down apartments. With more than two hundred thousand people—including African Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, Italians, Puerto Ricans, and a small number of Syrians—all dwelling in its 2.19 square miles, it was the most densely populated district in Brooklyn. The borough’s black neighborhoods were the most blighted and decaying; a local community study found that black Brooklynites occupied “the worst slum houses in excessively disproportionate numbers to their total population.” Another study of a particularly impoverished five-block area in Brownsville revealed the highest rates of infant mortality in all of Kings County.2 Yet in her autobiography, Chisholm simply described her neighborhood this way: “Today we might call it a ‘ghetto.’ Its residents would have laughed at the word. Some of them were first generation Jews from central and Eastern Europe, and they knew the difference. They had come from real ghettos.”3


But Brownsville’s main streets were far from dismal. They teemed with life and were a refuge from and contrast to the grim housing conditions. The open-air market on Belmont Avenue was alive with shoppers looking for bargains. Shopkeepers, selling all varieties of kosher food, spoke to customers in Yiddish, and Jewish life and culture dominated the neighborhood, which boasted seventy Orthodox synagogues. Every Friday night and on Jewish holidays, the streets of Brownsville were hushed. After sunset on the Sabbath eve, only the flickering lights of candles could be seen from the tenement windows. But on Sunday, the streets came alive: carpenters, painters, electricians, and masons assembled on the corner of Pitkin and Stone Avenues, gossiping or complaining about their last job while they waited for the next contractor to hire them.


The neighborhood had both a long history of racial and religious tolerance and a rich tradition of radical social protest. Many of the St. Hills’ Jewish neighbors were actively involved in the revitalization of housing for everyone in the neighborhood. Their concern for residents of any race or religion led one New Deal emergency housing and mortgage agency to label them “communistic.” Although this charge was unfounded, Brownsville had elected Socialists to the New York State Assembly in the years between 1915 and 1921. And in 1936, the American Labor Party, an organization founded by labor leaders and former members of the Socialist Party, ran a successful campaign to elect a candidate from Brownsville to the New York State Assembly. Brownsville had also been home to the first family-planning and birth-control clinic in America, founded by feminist and birth-control pioneer Margaret Sanger in 1916. Throughout her adult life, Chisholm embodied the best of her district: progressive politics, outspoken feminism, and support for the aspirations of ethnic and racial minorities.
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