Representative Shirley Chisholm with Laura W. Murphy in 1978
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Memories of Shirley Chisholm.

Mrs. C or “Chizzie,” as we affectionately called her, was fun, funny, and totally believed that every human being
had a right to develop to his or her fullest potential. She was a fiery speaker who raised the issues and banner of all
those who were poor, dispossessed and had no opportunities.

She believed her job and that of her staff was to do “the true, the right, and the beautiful.” We were to work, not
only for her and the people of her Congressional District, but for all those who had no voice or power. She was the
first black woman to serve in Congress and focused on the problems and concerns of African Americans and
women; however, she was very conscious of all those who had little or no representation. So, we were also
responsible for looking out for the rights of citizens who were Hispanic, American Indian, from the District of
Columbia or the territories, gay, and disabled. Although she came from Brooklyn, she was also concerned about
poor whites and people of color in rural areas.

A former day care teacher and director, she was a lady, whose shoes and bag always matched, but many of the
members of her staff were children of the 60’s. Some of us dressed very colorfully. | sometimes wore a purple and
green striped dress with purple boots and one green stocking and one purple stocking. Her first press secretary had
a big afro and wore love beads. That was ok as long as he kept a tie in the drawer. She really did not care how you
looked, how young or old you were, or your color. What mattered was did you work hard, did you care, and did
you give your all for the people we were trying to help.

Everyone in her office from the lowest intern to the receptionists and secretaries were allowed and encouraged to
attend any hearing and floor debate they wished as long as they got their work done. They could also work on
speeches, Congressional Record inserts, Dear Colleague letters, and amendments. Mrs. C. wanted everyone to
learn and develop. Interns and members of her staff went on to become legislative directors of advocacy and policy
groups, staff directors for other members of Congress, business leaders and elected officials in their own right. She
believed part of her mission was to provide an opportunity for staff to grow and learn.

She had a huge number of interns who wanted to come and work for her. There was very little money so most
worked without pay. One young woman worked as a waitress so she could come in and volunteer for Mrs. C.
Another young man sold all his worldly possessions to come and be her intern. They were devoted to her and she
to them. Indeed she felt that young people were the hope of the future and she spent a great deal of time outside
of the office speaking to young college students. She felt they were the agents of change.

Staff and interns were also to work with anyone and everyone. Divine wisdom was not found in a small box in the
corner of our office. Rather you talked to and listened to everyone---including conservative Democrats and
Republicans. It was a matter of courtesy, inclusiveness and good government. If you consulted and worked with
others you would find areas of agreement. This did not mean you gave up your principles, rather you worked
together even when you had very different views in some areas. The goal was always to find common ground.

For example, Mrs. Chisholm had come to Congress the same year that Louise Day Hicks did. In fact, they sat next to
each other on the Education and Labor Committee dais. Congresswoman Hicks was from Boston and was elected
on an anti-busing platform. They did not agree on busing, but they did agree on issues such as day care and
minimum wage. Well, when Congresswoman Hicks ran for Mayor of Boston, again on an anti-busing platform, she
flew in from Boston, just after she had voted in the mayoral election, and sat down next to Mrs. C. She said,
“Shirley | haven’t had a chance to read the day care amendments that you provided me.” Mrs. C said, “that’s ok
you can just read them as you go.” That day | crouched on the floor between them and functioned as staff for both
Mrs. C and Congresswoman Hicks. And she voted with us on every single issue.
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We also made a point of asking to receive all the legislative memos of both the Democratic Study Group and the
Republican Conference and worked very closely with Al Quie, the ranking Republican on Education and Labor and
his staff. Many people today may be surprised that this level of cooperation and respect was possible. But | can tell
you that when we worked for the extension of minimum wage for domestic workers, we had the support of all of
the women in Congress, both the Republicans and the Democrats. And we were able to get the support of
Republicans as well as Democrats for issues such as childcare, equal credit and bilingual education.

Mrs. C was also very brave and fair. When riots broke out in prisons and the inmates took over Mrs. Chisholm was
called in by the prisoners to hear their complaints. When conflicts arose between blacks and Hassidic Jews in
Brooklyn she went to the street barricades to talk to people. She was trusted by all sides to listen and fairly
represent each side’s views. She was born to do conflict resolution.

The bravery and tolerance extended to the campaign for president. When she decided to run she got death threats
and there was a man with a knife that got very close to her. That’s why, when George Wallace was shot she went
to the hospital to see him. She did not make a big show of it. She went privately and quietly. When she

entered the room, he said “Shirley Chisholm what are you doing here?” Her response was, “there but for the grace
of God am I.”

This ability to be empathetic was very much at her core. Even when she profoundly disagreed with people, she did
not personalize her feelings. The other person who is like that is Nelson Mandela. He, of course, was in a far worse
situation in South Africa. But it was still pretty bad here in the US. People forget that during the civil rights era
there were riots, burning buildings, beatings, murders and hangings. Many, many people know of the terrible
hangings, “the strange fruit” that hung from trees and the physical abuse that black marchers experienced in the
South. Mrs. Chisholm was aware of this and the beatings that young gays experienced on the streets of northern
cities; the internment of Japanese Americans in World War Il; the confrontations that Hispanics experienced when
they dared to vote; and the terrible legacy American Indians experienced when their children were sent to special
Indian boarding schools where they were forbidden to speak their native tongues and were given new, non-Indian,
names.

Shirley Chisholm wanted to encourage people to channel their anger, rage, disappointment and frustration about
abuses and the lack of opportunities by becoming politically involved. That | believe was the heart and soul of why
she ran for President. She wanted to teach people that you could fight City Hall. Indeed you could become City
Hall. The key was to get involved. Her campaign was an empowerment mission for people who were outside of the
political process. They would learn about politics and how to play the game. Their voices could and would be
heard.

One additional historical note. The young man from her staff that she took to the 1972 Democratic Convention,
who led her floor effort, was Thad Garett. Thad was a Republican from Ohio whose family had been Republican
since Reconstruction. He had been a member of her staff for some time and worked on such issues as the
frequency with which young blacks in the military were thrown in the brig. After his stint with Mrs. Chisholm he
went to the White House to work for President Gerald Ford. And as an AME Zion preacher, he also married Mrs.
Chisholm to her second husband.

| worked to get President Obama elected. | believe very strongly that he is part of her legacy. He also profoundly

believes that the views of everyone are valuable and that everyone should become politically involved and
invested in the political process.

Shirley Downs, Former Legislative Director of the Office of Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm.
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September 16, 2009
In Memory of Shirley Chisholm......

In the mid 70’s | had an overwhelming desire to work for Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm. | would sit on
the floor in front of her office in the Cannon House Office Building for hours hoping and praying for the
opportunity to work for her. Finally, Carolyn Smith called me into her office and asked me to get Mrs.
Chisholm’s lunch from the cafeteria. | continued to get Mrs. C’s lunch every day for several weeks and
slowly began to hang out in the receptionist area answering telephones and sorting and distributing

mail. Shortly thereafter, | was hired as a secretary/receptionist and went on to become a legislative
assistant in the Chisholm office.

Mrs. C had a tremendous impact on my life, and it’s to her credit that | have achieved my life’s goals and
aspirations. She was a brilliant educator and a master strategist. She taught me, mentored me and
coached me by insisting that | strive for excellence and “aim high.” | once asked Mrs. C why she always
signed photos with “aim high”. She smiled and replied “the best that one can do is to aim high.” |
remember writing memos to Mrs. C on legislative issues and the educator in her would surface. She would
make corrections and in some instances, she would insist that | rewrite the memos. While she always
knew the answers to any legislative issue, she would make me research the issue and bring the answer
back to her. Under her guidance, | developed skills, competencies and confidence.

She was so incredibly funny and had an infectious laugh and a warm and endearing smile. Mrs. C was
always a lady and she carried herself with the utmost respect and dignity. Her staff was a “family” that
provided support, encouragement and a lot of love.

As | reflect back on her life as the first African American woman elected to the House of Representatives
and her run for the President of the United States, she made an indelible impact on many legislative and
social issues, and it’s because of her contribution that this country is in a better position today.

Submitted by Dr. Mia Cole, former secretary/receptionist and legislative assistant to Congresswoman
Shirley Chisholm.
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The booklet is a production of the Avoice Virtual Library, a project of the Congressional Black
Caucus Foundation, Inc. For more information on Rep. Shirley Chisholm or the Avoice Project,
visit www.avoiceonline.org.
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