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To Claudia, my everything










1 Shyamala’s Daughter
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If Kamala Harris owes her place in history to anyone, it is to the twenty-six-year-old Indian immigrant who gave birth to her at Kaiser Hospital in Oakland, California, in the fall of 1964. Perhaps it was no coincidence that her birth came just two weeks before Election Day, and that it came in California. It was a year and a state that proved to be the perfect incubator for a girl who grew up proving that social progress and bare-knuckle politics go hand in hand.


That little girl grew up to be a tough, sharp-witted, exacting, hardworking, smart, multilayered, and multicultural woman. Kamala Harris misses little and forgets even less. She has loyal supporters who have been part of her political organization from the start, and she has alienated people who were once as close as family. When the cameras aren’t on, she has exhibited empathy and acts of kindness for people who could not help her, and some people who have known her well see her as cold and calculating. Though she lives on a national stage, Harris shares few personal details. She is a foodie who finds joy in cooking and dining at fine restaurants and out-of-the-way joints. The one time we had lunch she picked a small family-owned Caribbean place across from the capitol in Sacramento; she talked about the varied spices and ate slowly, unlike me, she noted. Mostly, she is her mother’s daughter. People who work closely with her say hardly a week goes by that she doesn’t recall some nugget of wisdom passed along by Shyamala Gopalan Harris, who died in 2009. The one she most often repeats publicly: “You may be the first to do many things, but make sure you are not the last.” Sometimes, at big moments in her life, she wells up when she remembers her mom, clearly wishing she were by her side.


“My mother, Shyamala Gopalan Harris, was a force of nature and the greatest source of inspiration in my life,” Harris wrote on Instagram in a post honoring her mother during Women’s History Month in 2020. “She taught my sister Maya and me the importance of hard work and to believe in our power to right what is wrong.”


Shyamala Gopalan stood a little taller than five feet. She was the eldest of four children of a senior civil servant in a family of high achievers, in a nation that gained its independence from Britain in 1947, nine years after she was born. She was nineteen in 1958 when she graduated with a degree in home science from Lady Irwin College in New Delhi, India, and with her father’s blessing, traveled to Berkeley in search of a higher and more meaningful education. Studying nutrition and endocrinology, she received her Ph.D. and, in the decades ahead, gained recognition for her research in breast cancer. She published more than one hundred research papers in academic journals, and she raised no less than $4.76 million in grants for her work.


“My mother had been raised in a household where political activism and civic leadership came naturally,” Kamala Harris wrote in her 2019 autobiography, The Truths We Hold. She went on to explain, “From both of my grandparents, my mother developed a keen political consciousness. She was conscious of history, conscious of struggle, conscious of inequities. She was born with a sense of justice imprinted on her soul.”


In the fall of 1962, Shyamala Gopalan attended a gathering of Black students where the speaker was a young graduate student from Jamaica, Donald Jasper Harris, who was studying to become an economist. He emigrated from Jamaica in 1961, arriving in Berkeley also in search of an education. He was a bit of a radical, or, as economists might say, a “heterodox.” He did not adhere to the traditional economic theories then favored by U.S. universities. Donald Harris told the New York Times that Gopalan, wearing a traditional sari, came up to him after his lecture and was “a standout in appearance relative to everybody else in the group of both men and women.” She charmed him, they met and spoke a few more times, and, as he said, “the rest is now history.”


Gopalan and Harris married in 1963, the year after Jamaica gained its own independence from the United Kingdom. Their wedding announcement in the Kingston Gleaner on November 1, 1963, reported that they were both pursuing their Ph.D.s. Kamala Devi was born in 1964, and her sister, Maya Lakshmi, two years after that. Devi is the Hindu mother goddess. Lakshmi is the lotus goddess of wealth, beauty, and good fortune. Shyamala told a Los Angeles Times reporter in 2004 that she gave her daughters names derived from Indian mythology to help preserve their cultural identity and said, “A culture that worships goddesses produces strong women.”


In the mid- to late 1960s, both parents were active in the civil rights movement. Harris tells of being wheeled to demonstrations in a stroller. She tells the family tale that on one occasion, as she was fussing in the stroller, her mother asked what she wanted.


“Fee-dom!” she is said to have answered.


Like many academics, Donald Harris was an itinerant in his early years, moving from Berkeley to the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Northwestern University, the University of Wisconsin, and back to the Bay Area and Stanford in 1972. The student newspaper, the Stanford Daily, characterized his economic philosophy as Marxist. Whether it was or not, it was not classical. That made his continued employment fraught with risk. In 1974, as his visiting professorship was ending, some of Stanford’s economics professors were reluctant to recommend him for a full-time position. The Union for Radical Political Economics got involved on Harris’s behalf, and the issue became a subject for the Stanford Daily. Students started a petition signed by more than 250 people demanding that the economics department make a “formal commitment” to Marxian economics and maintain a staff of three faculty members working in the field, and that the faculty recommend Harris for a full-time, tenure-track position. Donald Harris has written that he had “no great anxiety or desire to remain” at Stanford. But he was ultimately hired and became the first Black economist to achieve tenure in the Stanford Economics Department. He remained at the university until 1998, when he retired from teaching. Harris still holds professor emeritus status.


Shyamala and Donald separated in 1969, when Donald was teaching at the University of Wisconsin and when Kamala was five and Maya was three. They filed for divorce in January 1972. Harris wrote in her autobiography that “had they been a little older, a little more emotionally mature, maybe the marriage could have survived. But they were so young. My father was my mother’s first boyfriend.”


In a 2018 essay, Donald Harris lamented that close contact with Kamala and Maya “came to an abrupt halt” after a contentious custody battle. He blamed the custody arrangement on “the false assumption by the State of California that fathers cannot handle parenting (especially in the case of this father, ‘a neegroe from da eyelans’ ”—a “Yankee stereotype” that suggested such a father “might just end up eating his children for breakfast!”). He wrote, “Nevertheless, I persisted, never giving up on my love for my children.”


The final divorce judgment, dated July 23, 1973, shows Shyamala gained physical custody, but that Donald was entitled to take the girls on alternating weekends and for sixty days in the summer. He writes about bringing his daughters to Jamaica to meet relatives and show them the world he knew as a child: “I tried to convey this message in very concrete terms, through frequent visits to Jamaica and engaging life there in all its richness and complexity.”


“Of course,” Donald Harris wrote, “in later years, when they were more mature to understand, I would also try to explain to them the contradictions of economic and social life in a ‘poor’ country, like the striking juxtaposition of extreme poverty and extreme wealth, while working hard myself with the government of Jamaica to design a plan and appropriate policies to do something about those conditions.”


Try as he did, lessons taught by Harris’s mother seems to have stuck more. Harris weaves references to her mother throughout her autobiography. She mentions her father on fewer than a dozen pages. “My father is a good guy, but we are not close,” she told an interviewer in 2003.


In her official biography on the California attorney general’s website, Harris describes herself as “the daughter of Dr. Shyamala Gopalan, a Tamilian breast cancer specialist who traveled to the United States from Chennai, India to pursue her graduate studies at UC Berkeley.” That biography makes no mention of her father.





In an essay about his Jamaican ancestors, Donald Harris writes about a Hamilton in his family’s past, although the Harris family’s Hamilton, Hamilton Brown, shared little in common with Alexander Hamilton, one of this nation’s Founding Fathers and an abolitionist. “My roots go back, within my lifetime, to my paternal grandmother, Miss Chrishy (née Christiana Brown, descendant of Hamilton Brown who is on record as plantation and slave owner and founder of Brown’s Town).” Hamilton Brown was born in about 1775 in County Antrim, Ireland, and sailed as a young man to the Caribbean island of Jamaica. His first recorded act in his new homeland took place in 1803, when he sold Black people to another man. In the next three decades, Brown became a willing participant in and perpetrator of the brutal system of Jamaican slavery and was one of its outspoken defenders against the abolitionist movement led by Baptists and Methodists.


The work was a common route to prosperity for White men of his era and provenance. “Managing slaves was a means of employment, and for white men, owning slaves was a path to material betterment, to independence, and to greater freedom,” Christer Petley, a history professor at the University of Southampton, writes in his book Slaveholders in Jamaica.


Indeed, Hamilton Brown ascended in Jamaican society, attaining a seat in the House of Assembly, the island’s lawmaking body. An attorney, he was listed as the agent, assignee, executor, guardian, manager, receiver, or trustee for more than fifty estates. Petley writes that estates in Jamaica had as many as two hundred enslaved people.


Whites owned vast sugar, pimento, and coffee plantations, while enslaved Black people provided the labor. Jamaican slave-produced sugar was central to transatlantic trade, and “more than a third of all slave vessels trading to British America docked there,” Petley writes. At the height of Jamaica’s slave economy, 354,000 Black people were held in bondage by 8,000 to 10,000 White people.


“In Jamaica, sexual relations between white men and enslaved women were common, and since legal status passed from one generation to the next via the female line, the children of enslaved mothers were born into slavery, regardless of their father’s status,” Petley writes.


Whatever specific acts of violence Hamilton Brown perpetrated against the people he enslaved almost 220 years ago is lost to history. What of his DNA lives on cannot be known without genetic testing. But Petley writes that “the sexual opportunism of white men was an important vestige of their coercive power and high social status.”


Among his many roles, Brown became a ranking member of the militia. In the early 1830s, when enslaved people rebelled, he and his militia were deployed to help put the uprising down. At one stop, he and his soldiers located insurgents. Ten were hanged and thirteen received three hundred lashes.


“Brown worked hard to repress the uprising and was proud of what he did,” Petley writes.


In 1833, after the slave rebellion, the British government bowed to the abolitionist movement and passed legislation freeing Jamaican slaves. In later years, Brown tried to supplement the shortage of plantation workers by importing laborers from Ireland. In 1842, he offered an apology for not having greater wealth to bequeath to the next generation and lamented the financial hit he took because of “the great deterioration of Jamaican property.” He died in 1843.





Shyamala and Donald Harris lived in Berkeley and Oakland when the East Bay Cities were at the center of the free speech movement and of many kinds of transformative politics for the nation. The anti–Vietnam War movement, the rise of environmentalism, demands for racial justice, the nascent prisoners’ rights movement, and more were part of the swirl of their times.


“They fell in love in that most American way, while marching for justice in the civil rights movement of the 1960s. In the streets of Oakland and Berkeley, I got a stroller’s-eye view of people getting into what the great John Lewis called ‘good trouble,’ ” Harris said at the 2020 Democratic National Convention when she accepted her party’s nomination to be Joe Biden’s running mate.


They were heady days, and deadly serious. The National Guard was called to the UC Berkeley campus regularly. Tear-gas canisters were launched from the ground and from helicopters. Police shot to death an unarmed protester at a 1969 demonstration over a plot of vacant land that came to be known as People’s Park. The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense was born in 1966, cofounded by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale. Panthers openly carried guns as they observed police stops of people of color in Oakland. The notion that young Black men could legally display guns alarmed authorities. In May 1967, shortly after Ronald Reagan became governor, Newton and Seale led two dozen Panthers, wearing berets, dark glasses, and leather jackets and carrying unloaded guns, into the California capitol in Sacramento. The Sacramento Bee’s headline read: “Armed Black Panthers Invade Capitol.” The Panthers were there to protest legislation that sought to forbid the open carrying of loaded firearms. Authored by a Republican assemblyman from the affluent Oakland Hills, the legislation included a provision that banned carrying firearms into the capitol. It passed overwhelmingly with Republican and Democratic support.


With the National Rifle Association’s support, Governor Reagan signed the bill the day after the legislature approved it. “There’s no reason why on the street today a citizen should be carrying loaded weapons,” he said. It was one of California’s first gun control measures. There would be many more, though in later years, the NRA would try to block those measures, with little success.


That new law didn’t stop the streets of Oakland from being full of strife and danger. In October 1967, police stopped Newton in the city. A gunfight broke out and Officer John Frey was shot to death. Newton, who was shot in the stomach, was charged with murder. “Free Huey” became a rallying cry. Newton was convicted of voluntary manslaughter and sent to prison, though a state appellate court reversed the conviction. After three mistrials, the Alameda County District Attorney’s Office decided against retrying him, and he was back on the streets, though not for long. He was charged with killing a prostitute and pistol-whipping a man who had been his tailor.


Newton had been a charismatic leader in the 1960s and became a cultlike figure when he was in prison. Alameda County deputy district attorney Thomas Orloff had a different view. Orloff prosecuted Newton for killing the prostitute and for the pistol-whipping “with limited success.” Orloff, who became Alameda County district attorney, said, “The Huey Newton I saw was basically a gangster.”


Newton received a Ph.D. from the University of California, Santa Cruz, but met an untimely end when he was gunned down on a West Oakland street in 1989 during a drug buy.





While Shyamala Gopalan was witnessing the birth of a new political culture in the United States, she also made sure her daughters knew their Indian heritage and brought them halfway around the world to meet their grandparents. But America and its racial and gender outlooks were sinking in. She also understood that “she was raising two black daughters,” and that in this country, people would view them as Black, Harris wrote in her autobiography.


Some of the lessons Shyamala taught her daughters took place during Thursday-evening gatherings at Rainbow Sign, a Black cultural center in Berkeley. There, guests included Shirley Chisholm, the New York congresswoman and first Black presidential candidate; jazz singer, musician, and civil rights leader Nina Simone; and poet Maya Angelou.


“This #BlackHistoryMonth, I want to lift up my mother and the community at Rainbow Sign who taught us anything was possible, unburdened by what has been,” Harris posted on social media in 2020.


But that lesson was not always true for Shyamala. She had been working at UC Berkeley with a friend, Dr. Mina Bissell, who recalled that Shyamala had been promised a promotion that ultimately went to a man. The single mom of Kamala, twelve, and Maya, ten, reacted by getting a job teaching at McGill University in Montreal in 1976 and researching breast cancer at Jewish General Hospital in that city.


Shyamala had traveled extensively as a child. Her father was a high-ranking civil servant in India who, over the course of Shyamala’s childhood, took posts in Chennai, New Delhi, Mumbai, and Kolkata. It likely would have felt natural for her to move from California to Quebec in pursuit of a new opportunity. For her eldest daughter, however, the move was intimidating. Kamala recalls in her memoir that “the thought of moving away from sunny California in February, in the middle of the school year, to a French-speaking foreign city covered in twelve feet of snow was distressing.” Shyamala enrolled her in Notre-Dame-des-Neiges, a French-speaking primary school, and later Westmount High School, one of the oldest English-speaking schools in Quebec.


At Westmount, Kamala Harris took part in pep rallies and started a dance troupe called “Midnight Magic,” and with five friends by her side, she danced to early 1980s pop in glittery, homemade costumes. She also learned a hard reality.


Wanda Kagan and Kamala Harris were the best of friends in high school in Montreal, but as happens with teenage friendships, they lost touch after graduation. They reconnected in 2005. Kagan was watching when her friend appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show talking about her experience as California’s first Black woman to be elected as a district attorney.


Kagan called Harris and the two had a long conversation, catching up and reminiscing about their shared memories, including the time Kagan lived with Kamala, Maya, and Shyamala Harris. She was escaping abuse that was occurring at home.


In that conversation, Kagan said, Harris told her that she was inspired to become a prosecutor largely because of “what she went through with me.” She told Harris that living with the Harris family was one of the few good memories she had from those years. Kagan, who first told her story publicly to the New York Times, recalled that the Harris family cooked and ate dinner together. Usually, they were Indian dishes. She had never had good food like that. It was a special time for her. In the Harris home, Kagan wasn’t simply “a person staying in our house now.” She was welcomed as a member of the family. Shyamala insisted that she get counseling. Kagan’s experience was so profound that she named her daughter Maya. The story of that bond between teenage girls decades ago in Montreal would become a part of the 2020 presidential campaign.


Harris’s high school yearbook entry shows that she yearned to return to the United States. She described happiness as “making long distance phone calls,” and her cherished memory entry reads, “California, Angelo; summer ’80.” She’s smiling in her yearbook photo, and she soon would be entering her freshman year at Howard University, a historically Black college in Washington, D.C. In that yearbook entry, Harris encourages her sister: “Be Cool MA YA!” Maya would become Kamala Harris’s closest confidante as she rose in politics. Shyamala’s daughter pays homage to the force of nature that was her greatest source of inspiration: “Sp Thks to: My mother.”










2 That Little Girl
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It is impossible to understand Harris without understanding the unique contradictions of California’s politics. There are many Californias. Some parts of the state are as conservative as the reddest parts of the nation. Others are among the nation’s most liberal. To leave a mark on its history, as Harris has, a politician must know how to navigate among all of them. Her ascent, as you will see, is largely due to her talent at doing just that.


But most of all, you have to understand California’s particularly contradictory record on race—a record that Harris would come to know intimately from the day she was born.





Election Day 1964 fell on November 3, two weeks after October 20, the day Shyamala Gopalan Harris gave birth to her first daughter. To the extent the new parents were paying attention to election results, and not their infant, Shyamala and Donald Harris would have seen a momentous turn of events that night. President Lyndon Johnson won in a landslide over Senator Barry Goldwater, an Arizona Republican, and gained a mandate that for a time would help him expand his domestic policy of the Great Society and civil rights. He captured nearly 60 percent of California’s vote, the first time in sixteen years that a Democrat carried California.


Across San Francisco Bay, Willie Lewis Brown Jr., a thirty-year-old Black man, campaigning as a “responsible liberal,” won a state assembly race against an Irish American politician who had held the seat since 1940. Phillip Burton had won a congressional seat in a special election earlier that year. With Burton’s younger brother, John Burton, also winning an assembly seat, Brown became a charter member of the Burton political machine, later called the “Burton-Brown machine” and then, simply, “Willie Brown’s machine.” Whatever its name, the organization dominated San Francisco politics for decades to come.


Brown, the son of a maid and a waiter, grew up in Mineola, Texas, a separate and unequal town of 3,600 people eighty-four miles east of Dallas. He was seventeen in 1951 when he escaped the Jim Crow South and arrived in San Francisco wearing worn-out shoes and holding his possessions in a cardboard suitcase. His sole San Francisco contact was his uncle, Rembert “Itsie” Collins, a high-living gambler who wore silk suits and diamond rings and who taught Brown his first lessons about the city he would come to dominate.


Like Shyamala Gopalan and Donald Harris and so many others, Brown had come west in search of opportunity. That meant getting an education. Brown worked his way through San Francisco State College as a janitor and got his law degree at the University of California Hastings College of the Law, located in the city’s Tenderloin district. Then, as now, the Tenderloin was home to new Americans and broken souls who were down, out, and addicted. Unable to get a job in the downtown law firms, Brown represented clients who were accused of vice crimes. That would change in the ensuing decades, when he would become one of California’s most powerful politicians of the later decades of the twentieth century. Kamala Harris would see that up close in the years ahead. And she herself would learn how to manage the treacherous political dichotomies of the state her parents had adopted.





On that Election Day, California voters decided the fate of a ballot measure, Proposition 14, which gave property owners “absolute discretion” to sell or not sell to whomever they chose and sought to prohibit the state government from in any way dictating who property owners could sell to. Funded by real estate interests and apartment owners, the measure was a mere 270 words long. Its goal was simple, although not explicitly stated: White property owners should have the right to keep Black people out of suburban neighborhoods, a siren sounded many decades later by President Trump in the 2020 presidential campaign.


In the official voter guide that went to all California registered voters, Proposition 14’s backers made the argument: If the government could require owners to rent or sell to anyone who could pay the price, “what is to prevent the Legislature from passing laws prohibiting property owners from declining to rent or sell for reasons of sex, age, marital status or lack of financial responsibility?”


California attorney general Stanley Mosk, a liberal, took the opposite view: “It would legalize and incite bigotry. At a time when our nation is moving ahead on civil rights, it proposes to convert California into another Mississippi or Alabama and to create an atmosphere for violence and hate.”


Like many cities, Berkeley long had been carved in two, a legacy of redlining. People of color generally could not rent or buy houses to the east of Grove Street, now Martin Luther King Jr. Way. The hills to the east, with their eucalyptus and oak trees, were where White people lived. The Harris family rented in the flats.


Proposition 14 was a reaction to the Rumford Fair Housing Act. Signed by Governor Edmund G. “Pat” Brown in 1963, the Rumford Fair Housing Act guaranteed people the right to rent where they wanted and banned discrimination in public housing. The legislation passed on the last night of the legislative session, after conservative senators watered it down by exempting single-family homes.


Its author, Assemblyman William Byron Rumford, represented the district that encompassed the Berkeley flats and West Oakland where the Harris family lived. Rumford, a pharmacist educated at the University of California, San Francisco, another public university, won his seat in 1948, the first Black legislator elected from the Bay Area.


Realtors saw California as the battleground for a national showdown over open housing, and they “felt that if in so-called ‘liberal’ California they could defeat this legislation, their chance of defeating it in other areas was very good,” Rumford said in an oral history.


The outcome wasn’t close.


On the day they voted overwhelmingly for LBJ and sent Willie Brown to Sacramento, Californians approved Proposition 14, 65 percent to 35 percent. Voters in fifty-seven of the state’s fifty-eight counties, including liberal San Francisco, voted for it. In Alameda County, where the Harris family lived, 60 percent of the voters approved it.


Proposition 14 would not stand. The California Supreme Court struck it down in 1966, finding it violated the U.S. constitutional requirement that all citizens receive equal protection. On May 29, 1967, the U.S. Supreme Court agreed that the ballot measure violated the Fourteenth Amendment by the narrowest of margins, 5–4.


Supreme Court justice William O. Douglas wrote separately: “This is not a case as simple as the one where a man with a bicycle or a car or a stock certificate or even a log cabin asserts the right to sell it to whomsoever he pleases, excluding all others whether they be Negro, Chinese, Japanese, Russians, Catholics, Baptists, or those with blue eyes.” Rather, the issue involved “a form of sophisticated discrimination,” intended to keep neighborhoods White.


Quoting James Madison, Douglas wrote, “And to those who say that Proposition 14 represents the will of the people of California, one can only reply: ‘Wherever the real power in a Government lies, there is the danger of oppression.’ ”


Translation: The Constitution protects minorities against unbridled majority rule for good reason.


Dissenters cited the will of the people, contending courts should not second-guess legislators or, by extension, the people through the ballot on such matters.


Decades later, California attorney general Kamala Harris would use a variation of that argument when she advocated for marriage equality. But first and more directly, she would experience the outcome of a major showdown over race.





Berkeley school superintendent Neil V. Sullivan was the Harvard-educated son of a mother who knew that education was the ticket out of their Irish ghetto in Manchester, New Hampshire. He also was a leading proponent of school desegregation.


On behalf of the Kennedy administration, Sullivan spent 1963 working to reopen schools in Prince Edward County, Virginia, after segregationists sought to evade integration orders by shutting down all public schools. Parents of White kids placed their children in special private schools. Black kids had no school. Sullivan’s job was tough. Townsfolk regularly dumped garbage on the steps and veranda of Sullivan’s rented house. There were bomb threats. Someone fired a shotgun through his window. But he managed to reopen the schools, and U.S. attorney general Robert F. Kennedy visited Sullivan in Prince Edward County in 1964, after his brother, President John F. Kennedy, was assassinated.


“The children fell in love with him, and it was obvious that they gave him the psychological lift he so badly needed,” Sullivan later wrote.


Sullivan arrived in Berkeley in September 1964, having been recruited by the school board. It was dicey, initially. School board members were facing a recall over their efforts to integrate the schools, but they survived. That ensured Sullivan could carry out his mandate. In May 1967, Sullivan told the Berkeley School Board: “These schools shall be totally desegregated in September, 1968, and we might make history on that day.”


Sullivan chronicled his Berkeley experiences in a book, Now Is the Time, a reference to Martin Luther King Jr.’s exhortation at the March on Washington in 1963, “Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy.”


Dr. King, who had become a friend, wrote in the foreward to Sullivan’s book, dated September 1, 1967, “I believe that our schools must and can take the lead in this mighty effort.” Dr. King, however, did not live to see the result.


In 1968, that year of the assassinations and civil uprising, Sullivan made good on his promise. Buses transported Black kids from the Berkeley flats to schools in the hills, and White kids rode buses to schools in the flats. Berkeley became the largest city in America to integrate its schools.


“Is it possible for one middle-sized city with the familiar array of white bigots capable of flooding the mails with hate literature, one city surrounded by cities full of racism—both white and black—to succeed?


“The answer in this city of Berkeley is a resounding ‘YES,’ ” Sullivan wrote.


Kamala Harris was not on those buses in 1968. She was too young. Nor did she ride on those buses in 1969, the year she entered kindergarten. That year, her parents enrolled her in a Montessori school in Berkeley.


But in the fall of 1970, that little girl did board a bus bound for first grade at Thousand Oaks Elementary, a 2.3-mile ride from her apartment. Before desegregation, 11 percent of Thousand Oaks’s students were Black. By 1970, more than 40 percent of the kids were Black.


“Whether or not we can change adults, we can change children. Our children will grow up in a community where justice is a way of life, and, we hope, they will spread justice,” Sullivan wrote. Sullivan’s sentiment was noble and aspirational, though clearly not simple.





A half century later, in the heat of a race for the presidency, Harris was determined to take Americans back to that moment in history. On the big stage at the Adrienne Arsht Center for the Performing Arts in Miami, Florida, U.S. senator Kamala Harris, the prosecutor turned politician and the daughter of a mother from India and a father from Jamaica, was not about to be silenced.


“I would like to speak on the issue of race,” the first-term senator from California said, breaking up the back-and-forth an hour into the first Democratic presidential primary debate in the race to unseat President Donald J. Trump.


One of the moderators, Rachel Maddow of MSNBC, asked that she take no more than thirty seconds. Harris smiled and composed herself. What she had in mind on June 27, 2019, would take a little longer than a half minute.


She turned to Joe Biden, the former vice president and front-runner, a man twenty-two years her senior, from another generation. Harris started gently. She didn’t believe he was a racist, she said, with the implication hanging over the moment that perhaps he could be. Then she pivoted. In the past, Biden had sounded almost romantic about his days in the Senate, when politics were civil and he, a Delaware liberal, worked with Senators James O. Eastland of Mississippi and Herman E. Talmadge of Georgia, old Democrats, who were segregationists. The legislation they worked on sought to block busing to desegregate public schools. Harris called that “hurtful.”


“You know, there was a little girl in California who was part of the second class to integrate her public schools and she was bused to school every day, and that little girl was me,” Harris said in what became the debate’s signature line.


In the days ahead, Harris’s supporters and detractors would argue over whether the orchestrated attack was politically wise or below the belt, crass or a much-needed breakout moment for a candidate seeking to rise into the top tier of Democrats seeking the nomination for president of the United States. At a minimum, Kamala Harris had staked her claim as being the embodiment of a multicultural America and a direct beneficiary of hard-won policies that segregationists fought to prevent. Hand-wringing aside, the drama of the immediate political episode obscured the context of the era in which she was born.


The moment was intended to catapult Harris to front-runner status, cement her place with the Democratic base, particularly Black voters, and hobble Biden, the front-runner. It worked for a minute. Harris’s campaign seized on the moment, tweeting a photo of Harris as a young girl, her hair in pigtails tied with bows and an unsmiling look of determination on her face. Biden’s team was on the defensive. Harris’s campaign team sought to monetize the moment by selling T-shirts with the image of the girl in pigtails and the words THAT LITTLE GIRL WAS ME. Sales price: $29.99 to $32.99.


Harris entered the presidential race fully intending to win. To do that, she had to defeat the front-runner. That she fell short can be attributed to missteps by her and by factors beyond her control. But though her campaign sputtered and halted before the first votes were cast, Harris left a big impression. Something about her always cuts through.


That is Kamala Harris’s way.










3 An Education, Apartheid, and a Slaughter
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On May 13, 2017, 150 years after Howard University’s founding and thirty-one years after she graduated, Senator Harris returned to her alma mater to deliver the commencement address. Harris, like many Howard alumni, is loyal to her alma mater and speaks of it with great affection. She talks of the great Howard graduates who came before her—author Toni Morrison, Supreme Court justice Thurgood Marshall, and many more. In her commencement speech, she dwelled on Howard University’s motto, Veritas et utilitas—truth and service. Without mentioning Donald Trump by name, she left no doubt who she was referring to.


“At a time when there are Americans, disproportionately black and brown men, trapped in a broken system of mass incarceration, speak truth and serve. At a time when men, women, and children have been detained at airports in our country simply because of the god they worship, speak truth and serve. At a time when immigrants have been taken from their families in front of schools and outside courthouses, speak truth and serve.”


Howard University occupies a unique place in American history, even more so now with Harris’s ascent. It was named after Oliver O. Howard, the Civil War major general who headed the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, and fought to ensure that the four million people who were freed by the Emancipation Proclamation and the Civil War would have the right to marry, own land, earn a living, vote, and get an education. Howard was to play an important role in educating teachers and others who would help formerly enslaved people gain their place in society.


President Andrew Johnson—who was anti-Black, drank heavily, and was given to conspiracy theories—signed the legislation creating Howard University on March 2, 1867. That was the same day that Congress overrode Johnson’s veto of the first Reconstruction Act, and a year before the House of Representatives impeached him. In a history of Howard University, Rayford W. Logan, a history professor for nearly thirty years at Howard, writes that given Johnson’s racist views, the decision to sign the act was “probably not altruistic.” Perhaps, he wrote, Johnson did not realize the significance of the bill he was signing.


On November 7, 2020, the day Joe Biden declared victory in his long run for the presidency, Vice President–elect Kamala Harris stepped to the dais wearing white, in honor of the one hundredth year of women’s suffrage, and wearing pearl earrings in honor of Alpha Kappa Alpha, the nation’s first sorority created by and for Black women. Harris paid tribute to the women who came before her—Shirley Chisholm, Hillary Clinton, and many others—and became the living embodiment of the promise that any girl can become whatever she aspires to be so long as she has the talent and drive, and a measure of good fortune. Her rise is especially significant for her sorority, Alpha Kappa Alpha, which was founded in 1908: members of that sorority and others that make up the “Divine Nine” sororities, founded by Black women, undoubtedly helped propel the Biden-Harris ticket.


“Tonight, I reflect on their struggle, their determination, and the strength of their vision to see what can be unburdened by what has been,” Harris told the crowd gathered in Wilmington, Delaware, and watching from around the nation and world. Many who watched are part of the Howard family.


Karen Gibbs was watching from her home in suburban Washington, D.C. She and Harris lived next door to each other at Howard and became best of friends.


“Pure exuberance, an abundance of pride and thankfulness,” Gibbs said, summing up what was going through her mind as she watched the godmother of her children. “I’ve been overwhelmed with emotion.”


The university is a little less than a two-and-a-half-mile walk from the White House. It has produced mayors, senators, a Supreme Court justice, Nobel laureates, and now someone who will take her place in the White House. Harris, like others who chose to attend Howard, could have gone to some other top university. But she sought out a historically Black college because she would be respected for who and what she was, to be with people who looked like her, and as one not to the manor born, would not have to struggle for a place at the table.


“It is finally Kamala who gets us there. You can’t help but feel so, so, so much joy and hope,” said Ron Wood, an attorney and prominent graduate of Howard, who watched her speech from his Los Angeles home.





Having grown up in Berkeley and Oakland and attended protests since she was a toddler, Kamala Harris fit right in at Howard University in the mid-1980s.


“We would dance on Friday nights and we would protest on Saturday mornings,” Harris said of her days at Howard, in a presidential campaign video addressed to alumnae of Historically Black Colleges and Universities, specifically her Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority sisters, a network of accomplished college-educated women. Harris writes in The Truths We Hold:




On any given day, you could stand in the middle of the Yard and see, on your right, young dancers practicing their steps or musicians playing instruments. Look to your left and there were briefcase-toting students strolling out of the business school, and medical students in their white coats, heading back to the lab. Groups of students might be in a circle of laughter, or locked in deep discussion.… That was the beauty of Howard. Every signal told students that we could be anything—that we were young, gifted, and black, and we shouldn’t let anything get in the way of our success.





Harris graduated with a degree in political science and economics in 1986. That year’s Howard University yearbook shows that Shirley Chisholm was honored for her career. Wynton Marsalis and Run-DMC performed. Younger students were upset that the national age for alcohol consumption had increased to twenty-one from eighteen in 1984, and Howard students were starting to use personal computers, which cost upward of $3,000. Students organized a boycott of Coca-Cola for doing business in White-ruled South Africa. On January 20, 1986, the nation for the first time celebrated Martin Luther King Jr. Day. The Reverend Jesse Jackson spoke about King on that day at Howard.





Harris and Karen Gibbs shopped together, shared whatever bounty that came in care packages from home, regularly went with each other to worship at different churches in Washington on Sundays, and cooked together.


“She used to laugh at my cooking. I ate bland,” Gibbs said.


Harris visited Gibbs’s home in Delaware and Gibbs visited Harris’s in Oakland. Gibbs gave Harris the high compliment of inviting her to be godmother to her children. Harris was honored. To this day, Gibbs thinks of Shyamala Harris when she cooks a recipe that Shyamala taught her: green apples fried in butter and cinnamon. At Howard, Harris and Gibbs were focused on achieving their goals of becoming lawyers and prosecutors. Both did. “That is where we came of age, where we found out who we were. It was a flurry of excitement. There were so many people who were young, gifted, and Black,” Gibbs said. Senator Harris invited Gibbs to attend the Senate Judiciary Committee’s confirmation hearing for Supreme Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh. Her opinion of Harris’s performance was important to her old friend, as someone who often had questioned hostile witnesses herself. Gibbs thought the Kavanaugh questioning by Harris was masterful.





While at Howard, Harris got an internship in U.S. senator Alan Cranston’s office; she would go on to hold the seat Cranston once held. She also marched against apartheid. In a speech at Howard shortly after President Reagan’s reelection in 1984, the South African leader Bishop Desmond M. Tutu accused the Reagan administration of collaborating with South Africa to perpetuate racism in his homeland, the Associated Press reported on November 7, 1984. Tutu said U.S. policy under Reagan proved to be “an unmitigated disaster for blacks” in his homeland and that Reagan’s policy encouraged the regime to “increase its repressiveness” and “be more intransigent.”


Back in Harris’s home state of California, people in positions of power were taking actions intended to topple the South African regime. An influential Republican played an outsized role in that effort.





For years, Congresswoman Maxine Waters, then an assemblywoman from Los Angeles, had been pushing legislation without success to force managers of California’s massive public employee pension fund to divest holdings in companies doing business in South Africa. California Assembly Speaker Willie Brown was helping in any way he could. In June 1985, Brown called on the University of California Board of Regents to divest the university’s pension fund holdings in South Africa. Although Brown was at the height of his power and could exert control over the university’s funding, the board rejected his request. Governor George Deukmejian, a Republican, agreed with that decision, at first.


As students continued to protest apartheid, Brown went to work on the governor, making a point of bumping into Deukmejian where the governor ate lunch, the cafeteria in the basement of the capitol. Brown never would have eaten in the basement on his own. He preferred finer dining. Deukmejian was happy with tuna sandwiches on white bread. Tuna was one of Brown’s least favorite foods. The Speaker sacrificed his good taste for an important cause, writing in his autobiography, Basic Brown: “We talked of many things during those lunches, including the genocide of the Armenian people at the hands of the Turks in 1915—a horror that was present in Deukmejian’s life, since members of his own family had suffered terribly then. I pointed out the parallels between the condition of the Armenian people then and the black citizens of South Africa now.”


Deukmejian’s position evolved. In mid-1986, Deukmejian’s chief of staff, Steven Merksamer, phoned the University of California chancellor to say that the governor was rethinking his opposition to divestment.


Deukmejian then appealed to his friend President Reagan. No legislator had been closer to Reagan during his time as governor than Deukmejian. In a letter to President Reagan, Deukmejian urged that he “turn up the pressure against apartheid South Africa.” He signed the letter “Duke.”


On July 16, 1986, Deukmejian wrote to the regents: “We must not turn our backs on black South Africans at this moment of great crisis. As the world’s seventh largest economy, California can make a difference. We must stand up for freedom and stand up against violations of human rights wherever they occur.”


Two days later, with Deukmejian in attendance, the regents reversed their position and voted to divest billions in pension fund holdings in companies doing business in South Africa.


In Sacramento, Assemblywoman Waters reintroduced legislation in 1986 to force state pension funds to sell their holdings in companies operating in South Africa. Major businesses, Deukmejian’s main source of political support, lobbied hard against the legislation. But the legislature passed it, with Republican votes. On the day he signed Waters’s bill, Deukmejian raised the question he’d been asking himself: “How would we feel if our rights and if our individual freedoms were denied and the rest of the world turned its back on us?”


If Harris was paying attention to the events back home, she would have seen that actions taken in Sacramento matter. California was again proving that it could lead a movement, if not a nation. Nelson Mandela, for one, noticed.


In 1990, the year Harris started working as an Alameda County prosecutor, South African authorities freed Mandela after twenty-seven years in prison. In June, Mandela made a triumphal appearance before sixty thousand people chanting “freedom, freedom” at the Oakland Coliseum. On that stop in Oakland, Mandela praised the California political leaders who had pressured South Africa by fighting for divestment.


“I don’t think there was anything we did that had more of a worldwide impact,” Brown said years later. “We brought the key to the jail for Nelson Mandela.”





Shyamala had returned to Oakland with Maya, having gotten a research position in Berkeley. Kamala decided to come home, too. Her next stop was the UC Hastings College of the Law, in downtown San Francisco.


She entered law school in 1987. That was the year after California voters ousted three liberal California Supreme Court justices in a campaign led by Deukmejian. Deukmejian replaced the three Democratic appointees with conservatives, giving Republican appointees a majority on the court that would stand for the next three decades.


Harris’s law class produced numerous lawyers who went on to much success. One, McGregor Scott, became U.S. attorney in Sacramento under Presidents George W. Bush and Donald Trump. Another, J. Christopher Stevens, joined the U.S. Foreign Service and was appointed U.S. ambassador to Libya by President Obama in 2012. Stevens died when terrorists attacked the consulate in Benghazi on September 11, 2012. Harris became president of Hastings’s Black Law Students Association. But people who knew her there say she was not a standout. She did not graduate summa cum laude, magna cum laude, or cum laude.


“There was nothing about her that would suggest that she would one day become district attorney, or attorney general, or senator, or vice president,” said San Francisco attorney Matthew D. Davis, a classmate, friend, and campaign supporter.





Kamala Harris was finishing her time at Hastings when on January 17, 1989, California and the nation learned of a new kind of hell.


Patrick Purdy, a hate-filled young man wearing combat fatigues and wielding an AK-47 assault weapon of war, took aim at children on the playground at Cleveland Elementary School in Stockton. By the time he was finished firing 106 rounds, five children were dead and twenty-nine others were wounded, as was a teacher. Parents of nearly all the victims had left the strife of Southeast Asia for the freedom promised in America. Purdy, who shot himself in the head, wasn’t the first gunman to carry out a mass killing in the United States. But his special evil targeting children would be repeated at many more schools in the decades ahead.


In Sacramento, about fifty miles to the north, Democratic legislators responded by reviving long-stalled legislation to ban assault weapons. Then attorney general John Van de Kamp, a proponent of gun control, already had established a task force to help shape the legislation. One of the advocates was Richard Iglehart, the chief assistant for the Alameda County district attorney. Iglehart provided expertise in shaping the legislation and, with others from law enforcement, garnering support for politicians worried about a backlash for supporting the bill. “We were able to hit the ground running,” Iglehart said at the time.


Governor Deukmejian was elected in 1982 in no small part because his Democratic opponent, former Los Angeles mayor Tom Bradley, supported an initiative on the ballot that year that would have imposed strict gun control. So Deukmejian was not the sort to readily sign gun control legislation. But as he neared the end of his time in elective office, the Stockton slaughter shook him.


“You do not grieve alone,” Deukmejian said, addressing two thousand people at the children’s funeral, which was conducted in four languages. Willie Brown was there and saw the governor tear up. “Your sorrow is our sorrow. Your pain is our pain. This terrible tragedy has shocked and greatly saddened the people of this state.”


Deukmejian decided that assault weapons had to be restricted. Despite intense lobbying by the NRA and Gun Owners of California, the legislature answered with what would be the first measure in the nation to ban assault weapons. Four months after the slaughter at Cleveland Elementary School, Deukmejian signed the bill:


“These bills are not going to bring back the lives of the five beautiful young children who died so tragically on the school grounds in Stockton, but we hope and pray that these measures, along with the others that we are seeking, will help our brave and courageous law enforcement community.”


The new law was far from perfect. Because it banned specific models, gunmakers made small modifications and continued selling their deadly wares. But in California, the 1989 assault weapons ban marked the beginning of the gun advocates’ decline. In 2000, the NRA’s political action fund spent $373,000 on California campaigns. By 2010, the year Harris was elected California attorney general, the NRA reported spending zero on California campaigns. It would have been a waste of money. The vast majority of California voters had come to support strong gun control.


In the years ahead, the legislature tightened the law so that rapid-fire assault weapons that hold more than ten rounds are illegal in California. Other laws require background checks for all gun purchases, restrict the sale of cheap handguns, deny guns to people who have a history of alcohol abuse or domestic violence, prohibit guns on university campuses, limit the number of guns people can buy in a given month, and allow ammunition sales only to people who are legally entitled to own guns. There are many more restrictions.


Kamala Harris was learning early in her career about the brutal reality of guns in the wrong hands. As a prosecutor, she would be an aggressive enforcer of the California laws that seek to keep guns away from people who should not have them.










4 A Taste of Politics



[image: ]


Prosecutors know they are not meant to see the finer side of life. Even so, the criminal world of Alameda County stood out. In 1990, when Kamala Harris, rookie prosecutor, walked through the door of the Alameda County District Attorney’s Office, the number of murders in the county seat of Oakland reached a record 146, exceeding the record set the year before. And it reached a new height in 1992 when there were 165. A few years earlier, a horse-drawn funeral procession for a drug kingpin, who was murdered in prison, wended its way through the length of Oakland and drew one thousand mourners.


On some mornings, people waiting to handle their traffic infractions would stand in a line that snaked around the Wiley W. Manuel Courthouse, a utilitarian building named for a son of Oakland who became the first Black California Supreme Court justice. A bridge connects the courthouse to the Oakland Police Department headquarters and Alameda County jail. The criminal justice complex is hard by the freeway that skirts the east shore of San Francisco Bay, not far from where the double-deck Cypress Structure freeway pancaked onto itself in the Loma Prieta earthquake on October 17, 1989, killing forty-two of the sixty-three people who died in that temblor.


This was where Deputy District Attorney Kamala Harris, twenty-five-year-old daughter of high-minded Berkeley intellectuals, began her career, after passing the notoriously tough California State Bar exam on her second try.


In her presidential campaign kickoff speech thirty years later, Harris explained her decision to become a prosecutor: “I knew that the people in our society who are most often targeted by predators are also most often the voiceless and vulnerable.”


Harris would walk through the courthouse doors and climb the stairs to the second floor where the district attorney’s warren of offices was located, or, if she was so inclined, ride an elevator with jurors, defendants, witnesses, and defense lawyers. Cops would catch a few minutes of sleep before having to testify. As many as five trials would be in progress. Alpha Kappa Alpha was a world away.


As a law student in 1988, Harris worked as an Alameda County District Attorney’s Office law clerk, a coveted job because clerks would gain courtroom experience and get paid. The office’s storied history is a draw for ambitious young lawyers. Earl Warren, a California governor and chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, was an Alameda County district attorney. President Reagan’s attorney general, Edwin Meese III, came from the Alameda County District Attorney’s Office. So did California Supreme Court justices Ming Chin and Carol A. Corrigan. At noon, Harris and other young lawyers would bring brown bags to the law library, where senior prosecutors would describe cases and offer pointers on trial strategies.


“She did stand out a bit from the crowd. She had a different confidence,” Alameda County district attorney Nancy O’Malley, then one of Harris’s supervisors, said. Harris was energetic, willing to take tough cases, laser focused, driven to be successful. She knew early where to get the education she needed. “She paid very close attention when old-timers were talking.”


Like other rookies, Harris handled misdemeanors, many of them driving under the influence cases, and the very early procedural stages of felony cases. She went on six-month rotations to branch courthouses in Fremont, Hayward, and, in December 1991, back to the Wiley Manuel Courthouse, all the while learning the questioning skills that would serve her when she became a U.S. senator.


No young lawyer could have ignored what was going on in Washington in October 1991. U.S. senator Joseph Biden was chairing the Judiciary Committee during the confirmation hearing for Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas. Law professor Anita Hill appeared before the all-White, all-male committee and testified that Thomas had pressured her for dates and talked about pornographic films when she was his underling at the Department of Education and the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. Men on the committee insulted and minimized Hill. Thomas denounced the hearings as a “high-tech lynching.”


The Judiciary Committee sent Thomas’s nomination to the Senate floor without a recommendation, and senators confirmed him 52–48. Biden voted no, but his performance angered the many women who believed Anita Hill.


A year later, in October 1992, Harris took on an assignment to work in juvenile court. It was tough duty. Oakland schools were so troubled that half the district’s fifty-three thousand students scored below the 50th percentile on standardized tests. Truancy was rampant. The California State Legislature had installed a trustee to oversee Oakland school finances in 1990, as the district teetered on the brink of insolvency. Everything that happens in juvenile court is confidential. The cases she handled are sealed. But Harris talks often of hearing the stories of children being abused and exploited sexually. She would use that experience in later years when she got into positions to affect policy and shape law—and as she was thinking about elective office.





On election night, November 7, 1992, Harris drove her Corolla across the San Francisco Bay Bridge to the Fairmont Hotel on Nob Hill, where Democrats were celebrating. It was a good night to be a Democrat. Bill Clinton had been elected president, and Barbara Boxer and Dianne Feinstein were basking in their respective victories in their U.S. Senate races. Boxer, the more liberal of the two senators, had been one of seven Democratic congresswomen who marched to the Senate in 1991 demanding to discuss the Thomas confirmation with Senate Democrats, only to be denied admittance to their regular Tuesday caucus, a closed event. Boxer used Anita Hill’s mistreatment and Thomas’s confirmation to energize voters and win election in 1992, the “Year of the Woman.”


No one could have imagined that Kamala Harris would go from being a twenty-seven-year-old face in the crowded Fairmont ballroom to replacing Boxer as U.S. senator in 2016 and then gaining a seat on the Senate Judiciary Committee. But there she was, twenty-seven years later, when Christine Blasey Ford, a psychologist from the San Francisco suburb of Menlo Park, took the brave step of coming forward to testify that Trump’s second Supreme Court nominee, Brett Kavanaugh, sexually assaulted her when they were teenagers. The parallel to the Thomas confirmation hearing was unmistakable, and the outcome was the same.
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