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Editor’s note: Great social, cultural, and political change swept
across the country during the 1960s, including within the Catholic
Church. In an excerpt from his book, Authentically Black and
Truly Catholic, Matthew J. Cressler explores how a group of Black
Catholic activists sparked a revolution in US Catholicism. Inspired
by both Black Power and Vatican II, they fought for the self-determi-
nation of Black parishes and the right to identify as both Black and
Catholic. The author integrates scholarship in religious studies,
African American studies, Catholic studies, and history. Black
Catholics tend to be hidden in the blind spots of each discipline, and
this book attempts to reveal their roles in this great change. 

When did you first think of yourself as Black
and Catholic?” I asked Father George H.
Clements.1 “I can pinpoint the exact moment

that the change took place,” he replied. “April the 4th,
1968, a bullet whizzed through the head of Martin
Luther King and it was then that I went into the bath-
room at the rectory, looked in the mirror, and the face
staring back at me was a clergy prostitute.” Clements
recalled the commitment he made to himself that day:
“From now on, I’m gonna be a Black man.”

This moment, which Clements described as a conver-
sion experience, brought to light a painful recognition:
he had prioritized advancement up the “proverbial clergy
ladder” over the needs of the Black community. He
laughed, ruefully remembering how he “was no threat to
anybody,” how he “went through the whole buffoonery
of pretending that whatever they were saying made
sense, especially when it comes to Black people . . . I def-
initely wanted to become a monsignor and I wanted to
eventually become an auxiliary bishop.”2 This is what he
meant when he called himself a “clergy prostitute.”
Clements had experienced an awakening to Black racial
consciousness, an experience soon shared by Black
Catholics across the country.

By December 1968 Father Clements was embroiled
in controversy, one that proved to be just the first of a
controversial career.3 Chicago’s archbishop, Cardinal
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Black Catholic
Revolution
In the late 1960s, the social unrest
that swept the nation transformed
Chicago’s Catholic community. 
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Father George H. Clements was an active member of the Catholic Interracial Council of Chicago, which sought to promote racial justice
within the Archdiocese of Chicago, the Roman Catholic Church, and society in general. He is pictured at a council banquet, standing at 
the head table, third from left.
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John P. Cody, refused to promote Father George
Clements to the pastorate of his South Side parish
despite the backing of parishioners and clergy alike.
Supporters took to the streets in protest and forged a
coalition that included Concerned Black Catholics, white
Catholic allies, and members of the local Black Panther
Party, among others. What began as a local church con-
troversy quickly gained national notoriety and as it did,
its ramifications extended well beyond one Black priest
in one parish. At stake was nothing short of Black
Catholic self-determination.4

The late 1960s begins what I call the rise of Black
Catholicism in Chicago. By the 1960s, Chicago had already
become one of the most important Black Catholic com-
munities in the country. Thousands of African Americans
became Catholic over the better part of a half-century as
migrants met missionaries in schools on the South and
West Sides. Chicago’s Black Catholic population would
soon eclipse New Orleans and Baltimore, the historic cap-
itals of Black Catholic America. The Black Metropolis laid
claim to the largest Black Catholic church in the country,
Corpus Christi, which was famous nationwide for the
Living Stations of the Cross. What changed in the late
1960s was not that there were Black Catholics but how
they were Black and Catholic. Converts in the first half of

the twentieth century joined the “One True Church,”
making that choice amidst an ever-increasing plurality of
Black churches and temples. They embraced devotion-
alism brought by European immigrants and celebrated the
“quiet dignity” that defined their worship. In a matter of
years, though, the rituals once taken to be signs of a uni-
versal faith would be criticized as “white.” A growing
number of Black Catholic activists began to argue that
they were not Catholics who happened to be Black but
Black people who deserved and demanded a distinctively
Black Catholicism.5

The story of Father Clements and the St. Dorothy
Church controversy from December 1968 to June
1969 illuminates the origins of this revolution in
Black Catholic life across the country. Black Power
fundamentally shaped the ways in which Black
Catholics experienced the changes ushered in by the
Second Vatican Council. The Council (Vatican II for
short) met from 1962 until 1965 and propelled pro-
found transformations in Catholic life. In the years
that followed, Black activists initiated a broad shift in
the philosophical principles, political tactics, and cul-
tural aesthetics of Black freedom struggles. A growing
group of Black Catholic activists, Father Clements
prominent among them, took up Black Power and

As an ambitious young priest, Clements (seated, left) dreamed of climbing to the position of auxiliary bishop. After Dr. Martin Luther King
Jr.’s assassination, however, he experienced an awakening and decided “from now on, I’m gonna be a Black man.” Undated photograph from
the Catholic Interracial Council of Chicago collection.
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confronted the US Catholic Church as a “white racist
institution.” They called for Black control of Catholic
institutions in Black communities as well as for the
integration of what they understood to be “authentic
Black” practices into worship. These demands met
with stiff resistance, however. Foremost among the
critics of these activists were many Black Catholics
themselves. The debates sparked by the convergence
of Black Power and Vatican II changed the course of
Black Catholic history. . . .

Father George H. Clements and 
Black Power in Chicago
The connection between Black Catholics and Black
Power in Chicago was neither abstract nor ephemeral.
And one man embodied it in an enduring way. Father
George Clements played an instrumental role in the early
years of the Illinois Chapter of the Black Panther Party as
well as the Afro-American Patrolmen’s League, two of
Chicago’s most significant Black Power organizations.
Who was this Black priest?

Born in Chicago in 1932, the Catholic roots in
George Harold Clements’s family ran deep. His father
hailed from Lebanon, Kentucky, in the region known as
the “Holy Land,” named for the Catholic communities
founded by Maryland migrants in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centu ries. Along with New Orleans and
Baltimore, the Kentucky Holy Land was one of the ear-
liest Black Catholic communities in the United States,

Clements was raised in Chicago’s Corpus Christi parish. The
church’s Renaissance Revival–style building (above) was designed
by Joseph W. McCarthy and completed in 1916. Below: The
church’s altar boys in 1956. Photograph by Burke and Dean.



where white Catholics had settled with their baptized
slaves. Clements’s father was not especially devout. His
grandmother, though, devoted herself to maintaining
their family faith. The matriarch traveled frequently back
and forth between Kentucky and Chicago, growing close
with Clements’s mother in the process. She convinced
George Clements’s mother to receive religious instruc-
tions, baptize her children, and become active in their
local parish, Corpus Christi.

Clements came of age in the golden years of Corpus
Christi parish. At his grandmother’s insistence, George
attended Corpus Christi grammar school where the
Sisters of St. Francis educated him. He roamed the
streets of Bronzeville with the Franciscan friars. Since he
grew up in the heyday of the Living Stations, Clements
surely was transported to the passion of Christ on
Calvary along with the rest of the parish each Lent. It
was in this environment that Clements became inter-
ested in the Catholic priesthood at a young age. When it
was time to enter high school, he left Corpus Christi for
Quigley Preparatory Seminary. He advanced to St. Mary
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From the start, Father Clements took an active role in the St. Dorothy community, such as meeting with students in 1959 (above) and 
participating in the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom with parishioners in 1963 (below). 



transport Clements and parishioners to the 1963 March on
Washington for Jobs and Freedom.7

Clements continued to follow in his
pastor’s footsteps over the next few years.

He heeded Martin Luther King’s
nationwide call for religious leaders to

march for voting rights in Selma,
Alabama, in March 1965.8 Once back in

Chicago, his commitment to protest politics
grew. In June that same year he was arrested

(along with other priests and sisters) in a
demonstration organized by the local

civil rights group Co-Ordinating
Council on Community Organization.

Much like other Black activists in the
urban North, he seems to have been

increasingly attracted to more militant orga-
nizations and was reported to have attended a
meeting of the Revolutionary Action Movement,
a forerunner of the Black Panther Party.9

As King’s assassination and subsequent
urban uprisings accelerated Father Clements’s

radicalization, they also accelerated the rise of
Black Power in Chicago. Five young Black members

of the Chicago Police Department joined together in

of the Lake Seminary in 1945 and became only the
second Black priest ordained by the Archdiocese of
Chicago in 1957.

Clements dreamed of becoming a monsignor,
perhaps one day even a bishop. As we have seen, the
assassination of Martin Luther King on April 4, 1968,
altered those dreams. Yet, while Clements later
marked King’s assassination as the moment of his
conversion to Black racial consciousness,
there were a number of events prior to
this watershed moment that estab-
lished his activist credentials within the
Black Catholic community. In 1962,
Clements was made an assistant priest at
the Black parish of St. Dorothy in the South
Side Chatham neighborhood. The pastor
at the time, a white priest named Father
Gerald Scanlan, was beloved by the St.
Dorothy community and encouraged
Clements to embrace his Black iden-
tity. Clements fondly recalled this older
white man as “Blacker” than many of
his own African American parishioners.6

Scanlan mentored Clements into the role of
activist-priest, famously renting a train car to

Black Catholic Revolution | 9

Father Clements served as a spiritual advisor for the Afro-American Patrolmen’s League (AAPL), founded in 1968 in response to growing
concern over the treatment of African Americans by and within law enforcement. Clements is pictured here in 1975 with AAPL leaders
Renault Robinson (left) and Howard Saffold (right). Below: A badge from the AAPL.



Clements also played a surprising role in an even
more controversial Black Power organization, the Black
Panther Party. Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale, then
students at San Francisco State University, first organized
the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense in 1966 to
combat police harassment and brutality in Black Bay
Area communities. They began by policing the police.
Armed with pocket US Constitutions and prepared to
defend themselves if necessary, the Panthers shadowed
police officers to ensure the protection of Black civil
rights. Newton and Seale’s Black Panther Party Platform,
first published in 1967, combined a nationalist call for
Black solidarity and a Marxist critique of American capi-
talism with an extended repurposing of the US
Declaration of Independence. Sometimes referred to by
its subtitles “What We Want, What We Believe,” the
Platform demanded Black social, political, and economic
self-determination and exemplified the radical  anti-
imperialist end of the broader Black Power spectrum.

outrage over Mayor Richard Daley’s order that police offi-
cers should shoot-to-kill looters during the April uprising.
One of those officers, Renault “Reggie” Robinson, was a
parishioner at St. Dorothy who knew Clements well.
Fearing reprisal from fellow officers, most of whom were
Irish Catholics, Father Clements arranged for them to
meet in secret in a parish basement.10 There, they founded
the Afro-American Patrolmen’s League (AAPL). Over the
next ten years the AAPL confronted discrimination within
the force and fought to transform the image of the Black
police officer in African American communities. Their
objective was to establish Black control of policing in
Black neighborhoods. To further their goal, the AAPL
adopted the motto “Black Power through the Law” and
pledged support for any efforts that established “respect
for Black manhood, Black womanhood and Black pride
within the law.” They dedicated themselves to fostering a
community “where those of us who are Black will be able
to live lives of beautiful fulfillment.”11
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In the August 15, 1968, issue of the Chicago Daily Defender, Father Clements asserted that “black priests should be in control of their own
institutions whenever possible.”



as their “chaplain” and became friends with Fred
Hampton.14 The connections Clements forged between
Black Catholics and Black Power activists would play a
critical role in the fight for Black Catholic self-determi-
nation in Chicago.

Self-Determination on the South Side of Chicago
On August 1, 1968, the white principal of St. Dorothy
Elementary School resigned. Four of her fellow Sisters of
Charity of the Blessed Virgin Mary as well as the associate
pastor of St. Dorothy, all of them white, resigned in sup-
port. (Six other white nuns refused to follow them.) They
claimed that Father George Clements had mistreated
them because of their race. Clements was a “Black mili-
tant separatist,” they charged, whose insistence on

The radical politics and revolutionary swagger of the
Black Panthers in Oakland attracted increasingly militant
Black activists across the urban North and West.12 Young
Black Chicagoans on the West and South Sides founded
the Illinois Chapter of the Black Panther Party in 1968.
Led by charismatic leaders like Fred Hampton and
Bobby Rush, Chicago’s Black Panthers quickly became
famous throughout the city for combating police harass-
ment and bru tality, providing free meals and social ser-
vices for those who needed them, and forging an
interracial coalition of Black, white, and Latino radicals
known as the “Rainbow Coalition.”13 According to
Clements, the Panthers called on him to mediate an
internal dispute in 1968. When the priest successfully
resolved the issue, he came to be known affectionately

Black Catholic Revolution | 11

The Black Panthers came out in force during the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago. Photograph by Stephen Deutch.



Father Clements’s involvement in Black Chicago was
a priority for the signatories. The ultimatum pressed
Cody to either make good on his purported racial liber-
alism or admit the Church’s hypocrisy on racial issues.
“If Father Clements is not named as pastor or adminis-
trator,” the letter read, “this will be considered as an
affront and a slap in the face to all Black people—and
show, in the eyes of the nation that the Catholic religion
does not really care about civil rights, but has been just
going along so that the name ‘Catholicism’ was
included.” The petitioners realized that assistants do not
usually become full pastors until they have fifteen to
twenty years of experience (a point the archdiocese con-
firmed). Nevertheless, they insisted that “we need Father
Clements now.” If Cody refused, nearly eight hundred
parishioners threatened to boycott their church and
school. Twenty-one priests of “inner-city parishes” joined
them in petitioning their archbishop for Clements’s pro-
motion.18 Soon even prominent outsiders such as the
Reverend Jesse Jackson—the Baptist minister and
director of Operation Breadbasket, an organization dedi-
cated to economic justice for African Americans that
grew out of Martin Luther King’s Southern Christian
Leadership Conference—entered the fray.

installing a Black principal at the elementary school had
forced the principal, Sister Mary Agnella, to leave.15

This was a troubling accusation. A group of “con-
cerned parishioners of St. Dorothy” rallied to support
Clements and resented the false accusation that their
assistant pastor was a “militant separatist.” The accusa-
tion was troubling not least of all for Clements himself.
He denied being a “Black militant separatist” and sought
to clarify his position on school leadership. “Some Black
principals would be worse than some white principals,”
he noted. The larger issue at stake for him was that
“Black priests should be in control of [their] own institu-
tions whenever possible.”16 In other words, Clements
was trying to make a subtle distinction between crude
identity politics and Black self-determination. He was
not arguing that Black educators should replace all white
ones, regardless of qualification. He was arguing, how-
ever, that Black people should be in the position to con-
trol predominantly Black institutions, such as St.
Dorothy church and school.

This skirmish anticipated the coming crisis that
would pit the white Archdiocesan establishment and its
allies, both white and Black, against a small but vocal
group of activists. It also illuminated growing divisions
among Black Catholics themselves that became clearer
over the course of the next year. Many Black Catholics
remained unsure about the compatibility of Black Power
and Catholic life. For some, Black Power’s insistence on
institutional self-determination and cultural self-defini-
tion presented a solution to the problem of racism
plaguing the American Church. For others, the
increasing entanglement of politics (and the politics of
identity) with religious practice threatened much of what
they held dear about being Catholic.

Four months after Sister Mary Agnella retired, St.
Dorothy’s beloved pastor Father Scanlan retired. By the
time the retirement letter reached Cardinal Cody on
December 18, the archbishop already had received
“advice” regarding Scanlan’s potential successor from a
number of constituencies. Much of this counsel was
unsolicited. Lay representatives of St. Dorothy pre-
sented Cody with what was effectively an ultimatum
days before Scanlan retired. Seven hundred and fifty-
eight parishioners signed a statement that demanded
“Father George Clements be appointed pastor of St.
Dorothy church.” They proclaimed that “this Black man
has worked diligently, self-sacrificingly, and laboriously
in our parish for the past five and one-half years, so we
fully realize he is well qualified and that he has a sympa-
thetic understanding of all the intricacies and ramifica-
tions of our Black community.”17 (Over two-thirds of the
three thousand–member parish either abstained or
refused to sign, however. This division foreshadowed the
debates to come.)
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Previously the archbishop of New Orleans, John Cardinal Cody
arrived in Chicago in 1965 with a reputation as an effective fiscal
manager and ardent defender of racial integration.



ther accustomed to parishes petitioning for their pastors,
nor would he abide threats or ultimatums made by
parishioners and his priests.20

So, on the same day he received Father Scanlan’s res-
ignation, Cardinal Cody reassigned another Black priest,
Father Rollins Lambert, from his pastorate at St. James
church to St. Dorothy. Cody may have thought this the
perfect solution. Though he refused to be pressured into
promoting Clements, he saw merit in assigning the only
Black priest with nearly twenty years’ experience to lead
the South Side parish.21 Father Lambert was the first
Black priest ordained by the archdiocese. But if Cody
viewed this as an olive branch, this was not how the con-
cerned parishioners received it. Father Clements’s advo-
cates had called on Cody to move beyond tokenism and
promote a rising Black Catholic activist to a position of
power. The St. Dorothy ultimatum had delivered a
pointed threat. “If you [Cardinal Cody] fail to heed our
demands,” they argued, “you will leave us no other
choice than to boycott the church, withdraw our chil-
dren from St. Dorothy school, and then, use whatever
other means we deem necessary to dramatize to the
whole world that you did not want to promote Father
George Clements because he is Black.”22 Cody’s decision

This situation must have rankled the archbishop.
Cardinal John Patrick Cody in many ways embodied the
tensions of a Church in transition. He was considered a
racial liberal when he was appointed to succeed Cardinal
Albert Meyer. But Cody ruled his archdiocese with a
strong hand. Historians have come to mixed judgments
about the archbishop. Judged against his predecessors
who were more open in the administration of their
priests, Cody has been described as “dictatorial” and
accused of working to dismantle the city’s liberal
Catholic traditions. According to one journalist at the
time, the best way to understand the conflict between
Cody and the supporters of Clements was to situate it in
the broader struggles over church power and authority.
“The church has been in turmoil for several years, most
often over precisely the question of the authority of its
hierarchy,” the author noted, “and Cardinal Cody has a
reputation for being a strict authoritarian who seldom
communicates his decisions publicly until they are
made. In this situation the struggle over his authority has
coalesced with Black determinism to become an explo-
sion.”19 In hindsight, Cody seems to have resisted the
egalitarian spirit many of Chicago’s younger priests and
nuns interpreted as the spirit of Vatican II. Cody was nei-
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The Catholic Interracial Council of Chicago photograph collection documents the activities and members of the council from the 1940s 
to the 1960s, including banquets, church services (above), and demonstrations for civil rights.



was at least as important (if not more so) than his iden-
tity as a Black man.

In this light, the decision to transfer Lambert appeared
to be a political stratagem. Cardinal Cody rebuffed
attempts by laypeople to dictate pastorates with one
hand and denied charges of discrimination with the

to reassign Lambert effectively meant placing one Black
priest in supervision over another. It confirmed the sus-
picions Clements’s supporters had about the pater-
nalism of the white Church. While Cody seemed to
think the parishioners simply wanted a Black pastor, the
petitioners made it clear that Father Clements’s activism
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In January 1969, the controversy of Father Lambert’s appointment to St. Dorothy over Father Clements made the front page of the 
Chicago Daily Defender. 



Father Rollins Lambert now found himself in an
uncomfortable position. Though he had once served
briefly as assistant priest at St. Dorothy, he was reluctant
to return. He had been the pastor of St. James church for
less than ten months. What is more, it seems he antici-
pated the role he was being made to play in the dispute.
Cardinal Cody insisted, however. The archbishop
invoked the vow of obedience all priests take to their
bishop, effectively forcing Lambert to choose between
his obligations as a Catholic priest and his obligations to
the Black community.25 Lambert took neither lightly and
relented only under pressure.26 (It should be noted that
the difficulty of this decision would be later lost on many
of Lambert’s Black Power detractors.)

One week later the parish council publicly com-
mended Cody for Lambert’s assignment. Prominently
publicized by the Archdiocesan newspaper the New
World, they expressed gratitude for the appointment of
Rollins Lambert, even going so far as to name Lambert a
“beautiful Black Christmas present.” Cody may have
imagined the issue settled when the council pledged to
“meet the Cardinal’s generosity by giving ourselves an
additional Black Christmas present—a parish firmly and
faithfully united behind Father Lambert . . . Father
Scanlan . . . and Father Clements.”27 This letter did not
note that “half the congregation” stood up and walked
out of Father Lambert’s inaugural Mass in a show of sup-
port for Clements and in defiance of their archbishop.
The depth of the divisions that wracked Black Catholic

other. The archbishop could argue that he had not
denied Clements a pastorate because he was Black,
because the new pastor was Black as well. In a carefully
reasoned and conciliatory letter, Cody acknowledged
that “over the past few weeks, a number of the parish-
ioners of St. Dorothy’s parish have written and tele-
phoned about the assignment of a new pastor for their
parish.” After much prayer, Cody said, he had decided to
reassign Reverend Rollins Lambert based on the latter’s
“experience as a pastor” and his service on “many com-
missions which will assist the Cardinal in the adminis-
tration of the Archdiocese.” Lambert was “more
experienced” than Clements, the archbishop said, and
had displayed obedience to archdiocesan authority. It
should be noted, though, that while Lambert had been a
priest eight years longer than Clements, he had spent
most of his career in archdiocesan administrative roles.
Clements was just as experienced as Lambert in parish
leadership, if not more so. Cody acknowledged the
parishioners’ affection for their assistant pastor, but con-
cluded that “the choosing of pastors is one of the most
serious duties of any bishop” and that he was “per-
suaded that a parish such as St. Dorothy’s needs a pastor
of longer experience in the priesthood.”23 The archbishop
thereby reinforced his own authority over those he took
to be his priests. Ecclesial authority, meaning who had
the power to determine church leadership and control
religious institutions, would be thoroughly entangled
with issues of race in the coming controversy.24

Black Catholic Revolution | 15

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. speaks at a gathering of the Catholic Interracial Council of Chicago, 1964.



Most historians of US Catholicism have relied on the
classic conceptualization of the “civil rights movement”
in their assessment of its influence on Catholics and vice
versa. The classic concept characterizes civil rights as,
more than anything else, a liberal interracial struggle for
integration in the postwar period that began with the
Brown v. Board of Education decision and ended with the
assassination of Martin Luther King—beginning in 1954
and ending in 1968. With liberal inter-racialists as the
principal characters and 1954 to 1968 as the primary
chronology, Catholics are only present as notable excep-
tions, such as the Catholic Interracial Councils or
women religious committed to the “racial apostolate.”30

Recent works by Timothy Neary and Karen Johnson have
expanded the bounds of this chronology, illuminating
the pioneering work of Catholic inter-racialists in the
decades preceding Brown v. Board of Education. Even
here, though, the underlying concept remains unchal-
lenged. Racial justice is presumed to be more or less
equivalent to interracial liberalism.31 African American
studies scholars in recent years have not only expanded
the chronological scope of Black freedom struggles but
also shifted the focus away from liberalism and inter-
racialism. Historian Martha Biondi, for example, argues

communities in the sixties and seventies become clearer
when the original ultimatum made by supporters of
Clements is read alongside this show of support for the
archbishop. Neither this parish nor the wider Black
Catholic community was univocal. In fact, by January
1969 this “beautiful Black Christmas present” devolved
into a church controversy that engulfed the entire arch-
diocese and made national news.28

Beginnings of a Black Catholic Revolution
The claim that Black priests should control Black
Catholic institutions stemmed directly from Black Power.
Black Catholics had begun to draw on the rhetoric and
tactics of Black Power by the late 1960s. In doing so,
they attempted to effect a revolution in the Church. We
are not accustomed to hearing the word “revolution” in
the same sentence as “Catholics,” certainly not Black
Catholics and especially not in regard to the Black Power
revolution. A few words of clarification are in order. By
“revolution” I do not mean that Black Catholics advo-
cated a radical restructuring of the political and eco-
nomic order in the sense that the Black Panther Party
was at times “revolutionary”—though it is worth noting
that some Black Catholics did. Instead, what was latent
in the protests over Father Clements’s potential pastorate
and emergent over the next decade was a comprehensive
transformation of the ways Black Catholics understood
what it meant to be both Black and Catholic. This trans-
formation operated on an intellectual level, yes, but it
also involved changing the ways Black Catholics lived
their lives, how they sang and dressed and prayed. By the
early 1980s, Black Catholics worshipped and told their
history and imagined themselves in ways inconceivable
before the onset of the Black Power era. And since Black
Catholics often self-consciously juxtaposed this new
Black Catholicism with their religious lives prior to Black
Power, “revolution” captures the drama of these changes.

This revolution is largely absent in the annals of
Catholic history. This absence is due to the conceptual-
ization, chronology, and characters that have defined his-
tories of Catholics and race. The most significant works
on the subject focus on the ways the civil rights move-
ment in fluenced Catholics, while admitting that most
Catholics did not themselves contribute much to the
movement. The scarcity of Catholics in the civil rights
movement seems even starker where Black Catholics are
concerned. Historian John T. McGreevy, for instance,
points out how “for the most part . . . African American
Catholics remained culturally conservative.” He even
quotes a lament from a liberal white priest who “publicly
wished for a ‘Catholic version of Martin Luther King.’”29

Black Catholics do come into view, however, if we think
more expansively about the characters and chronology
constitutive of Black freedom struggles.
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A political activist, academic, and author, Angela Davis worked
with the Black Panther Party during the civil rights movement. She
is pictured here at a rally in Chicago’s International Amphitheatre,
June 29, 1975.



to the presence of Black Catholics. It began: “[T]he
Catholic Church in the United States, primarily a white
racist institution, has addressed itself primarily to white
society and is definitely a part of that society.”35

According to the BCCC, the Catholic Church “is not
cognizant of changing attitudes in the Black community
and is not making the necessary, realistic adjustments.
The present attitude of the Black community demands
that Black people control their own affairs and make
decisions for themselves.”36 The BCCC pronounced
“nonviolence in the sense of Black nonviolence hoping
for concessions after white brutality is dead.”
Continuing, the priests stated “that the same principles
on which we justify legitimate self-defense and just war-
fare must be applied to violence when it represents Black
response to white violence.”37 The BCCC ultimately
demanded that Black priests be put in positions of real
religious power.

While Sister Grey was present at the founding of the
BCCC, the priests prohibited her from fully partici-
pating. In response to her exclusion, she spearheaded
the founding of the National Black Sisters’ Conference
(NBSC) that same year.38 Black women religious pledged
themselves “to work unceasingly for the liberation of
Black people.” They denounced “expressions of indi-
vidual and institutional racism found in our society and
within our Church” and declared them “to be categori-
cally evil and inimical to the freedom of all men every-
where, and particularly destructive of Black people in
America.”39 NBSC objectives included the eradication of
“the powerlessness, the poverty, and this distorted self
image of victimized Black people” and the promotion of
a “positive self image among ourselves in our Black folk,
especially in our Black youth,” as well as the stimulation
of “community action aimed at the achievement of
social, political, and economic Black power.”40

that Black activism did not collapse in the years after
Martin Luther King’s death; it peaked. Black student
activists, to take Biondi’s work as an example, not only
flourished in the 1970s, they also criticized the limits of
racial liberalism as a governing philosophy and for-
warded substantial challenges to the status quo in
American higher education.32 If we turn our attention to
the late 1960s and early 1970s and if we shift our focus
away from liberal inter-racialists and toward the fight for
Black self-determination, it becomes clear that 1968
marked the beginning of Black Catholic engagement in
Black freedom struggles, not the end. The rise of Black
Power galvanized Black Catholics and provided a new
generation with the tools to transform the Church. There
may have been no equivalent of Martin Luther King, but
by 1970 there were Black Catholic Malcolm Xs, Stokely
Carmichaels, and Angela Davises.

Sister Martin de Porres Grey, then a Black Sister of
Mercy, pinpointed April 1968 as the onset of the revolu-
tion, the commencement of “Black consciousness for
black Catholics.”33 Father Herman Porter, who hailed
from the diocese of Rockford, Illinois, convened over
sixty Black Catholic priests and brothers on April 16 in
Detroit. Grey also attended. This was the inaugural
meeting of the Black Catholic Clergy Caucus (BCCC).
Clements and Lambert were among its founding mem-
bers. The BCCC had deep connections to Black Catholic
Chicago, born in part of the shock and rage in the wake
of Martin Luther King’s assassination and Mayor Daley’s
inflammatory response to the subsequent urban
uprising.34 This meeting produced a statement that
exploded across the Catholic press and awoke the nation
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The rise of Black Power provided Black Catholics with the tools to
transform the Church. Above: As a Black Catholic and a police
officer, Renault Robinson led the charge for social justice within the
Church and the Chicago Police Department.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (center) and Malcolm X (right) meet
briefly while waiting for a US Senate press conference, March 26,
1964. Photograph by Marion S. Trikosko.



Father Kenneth Brigham (the third Black priest
ordained by the Chicago archdiocese) spoke next. He
thought that Cody had “pitted the big white power struc-
ture against Black people.” Brigham was especially atten-
tive to the ways in which Cody’s political expediency
threatened to tear Black Catholics apart:

I hear people say that something has been gained,
but I don’t see it. I think we’ve been nearly torn
apart. I don’t appreciate the fact that Father Lambert
was taken out of St. James. . . . I don’t appreciate the
fact that he is at St. Dorothy’s now. . . . Father
Clements has been running the parish for the past
three years and it has been progressing all along
while other inner city parishes were having great
trouble operating. When it came to a point where he
could have been made pastor very easily, what did
they do? 43

Another St. Dorothy parishioner and CBC co-chairman,
Dr. Pedro Walls, resituated the controversy in the context
of Black self-determination. “Our position is that wher-
ever there is a Black priest available, that priest should be
made pastor where he is assigned,” Walls said.

The meeting took a turn, however, when some began
to question Father Lambert’s “authenticity” as a Black
man. Thomas Mitchell, another member of the
Concerned Black Catholics, grabbed the microphone
and shouted, “[T]he meeting is far from over!” Mitchell,
also a civilian member of the Afro-American Patrolmen’s
League, pushed the conversation in a more divisive
direction. Disagreements among those present became
starker and frustrations began to boil over. “The real
issue here,” Mitchell argued, “is Father Rollins Lambert,
the classic example of an Uncle Tom . . . [He is] the only
guy who can spoil our whole campaign (for Father
Clements).” Though Mitchell insisted he spoke for eigh-
teen different organizations, including the St. Dorothy
parish council, he met vociferous opposition from others
present.44 Mitchell pushed on. He described Father
Lambert as a “suave, polished, sophisticated and urbane
[Negro], but he’s not specifically associated or relevant
to the problems of the Black community.”45

Criticisms of Lambert echoed Black Power discourse
on “authentic Blackness” emergent at the time. Mitchell
and other critics of Lambert lampooned him not only
because of his presumed collaboration with the white
archdiocese, but also on the grounds of his background
and comportment. A convert educated at the University of
Chicago who had worked in the predominantly white
archdiocesan establishment since the 1940s, Lambert was
characterized as a “polished” and “urbane Negro” whose
commitment to the archbishop rendered him aloof and
irrelevant to the “real” Black community. In other words,
to Mitchell and others Lambert was an Uncle Tom not just

These two statements demonstrated the depth to
which Black priests and sisters, what could be called the
religious elite of the national Black Catholic community,
increasingly were influenced by Black Power. In calling
for control of Catholic institutions in Black communities,
Black priests shared in arguments for self-determination
and community control gaining popularity at the time, in
large part due to Stokely Carmichael and Charles
Hamilton’s eloquent defense in Black Power: The Politics
of Liberation (1967). The BCCC’s endorsement of armed
self-defense, another key principle for many Black Power
activists, is perhaps more surprising. Black priests pro-
vided a matter-of-fact critique of principled nonviolence
and rather than turn to Martin Luther King, they seemed
to paraphrase Malcolm X’s famous aphorism, that “I
don’t call it violence when it’s in self-defense; I call it
intelligence.” Black sisters expanded on many of the
points made by Black priests and what is more, directly
addressed the psychological wages of institutional racism
in the Church. Their attention to improving the Black
“self image” bore the influence of Black cultural nation-
alism, which insisted that social and political liberation
were impossible without emancipation from what Elijah
Muhammad and Marcus Garvey before him, termed
“mental slavery.” The BCCC and NBSC were just the
first of a number of organizations that initiated a decade
of advocacy and activism that came to be known as “the
Black Catholic Movement.”

Carefully composed for the press—the result of long
hours of debate and compromise among priests and sis-
ters—the BCCC and NBSC statements exuded a clarity
and unity that did not exist at the local level. Unity did
not last on the South Side of Chicago more than a fort-
night. St. Dorothy parishioners calling themselves the
Concerned Black Catholics (CBC) scheduled a meeting
in the gymnasium of St. Martin on January 3, 1969.
Flyers circulated beforehand made the night’s agenda
abundantly clear. “Why—is Fr. Lambert pushed out of
St. James after only nine months as pastor? Why is he
the only Black pastor among nine Black priests in
Chicago? Why is he being replaced by a white pastor?
Why does a school 95 per cent Black get a white pastor
so fast? Why—didn’t Cardinal Cody consult the parish-
ioners at St. James? Why didn’t he pay attention to the
people at St. Dorothy? Why is this happening so fast?”41

There, a hundred people listened to Joshua Alvez, a rep-
resentative of the CBC, defend the cause of Father
Clements. He argued that Clements’s outspoken Black
militancy and “public stance on many controversial
racial issues” lay behind Cody’s decision.42 According to
Alvez, Cody’s decision was calculated to thwart Father
Clements’s activism by moving Lambert around “like a
chess piece,” rendering Lambert nothing more than a
“pawn” of the white establishment.
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Fred Hampton was a charismatic leader of the
Black Panther Party and a forceful supporter of
Father Clements. Following Hampton’s assassi-
nation, Clements organized his memorial mass
at Holy Angels (right). Below: This pamphlet
provides details of a scholarship that was estab-
lished in Hampton’s memory.

because Cody used him, but because he expressed his
Blackness and Catholicity in particular ways. This would
be a recurrent theme nationwide in the 1970s.

At this point a surprising new participant entered the
debate. Black Panther leader Fred Hampton arrived at St.
Martin gym accompanied by a cohort of comrades.
Hampton berated the audience for their timidity. When
one white priest attempted to leave the room, a Black
Panther reportedly restrained him. “Several Black and
white laymen and priests stood up at this point,” according
to one account, to come to the departing priest’s aid.
Though the confrontation passed, emotions were rising to
a fever pitch. John Hatch, president of the Catholic
Interracial Council, attempted to broker some sort of com-
promise between the conflicting sides, but he was over-
powered by Hampton’s vigorous defense of Clements.

Soon even Alvez, the speaker who had opened the meeting,
declared Father Lambert “a traitor and an Uncle Tom.” His
accusations echoed Mitchell and Hampton and met with
vigorous dissent “of the older Black lay people.”

This confrontation captured mounting divisions
among Black Catholics. Joshua Alvez, Pedro Walls,
Thomas Mitchell, and the Concerned Black Catholics took
up the banner of the Black Panthers. They imbued Black
Power with deep religious significance that impacted
everything from attire and hairstyle to music and move-
ment in Catholic Mass. The reason its consequences were
so comprehensive was that Black Power emphasized par-
ticular expressions of Black identity at the expense of
others. Historian Thomas Sugrue names this as a defining
feature of Black Power, which “embraced a cultural poli-
tics, one that rested on an understanding of Blackness and



illustrates the ways the Concerned Black Catholics cre-
atively combined Vatican II and Black Power.

That we as Black people may never stop striving for
Our place in the sun.

[Response: “Hear us Lord.”]

That we might recognize Our Blackness as a thing of
pride and beauty.

That more of Our Black Brothers and Sisters might
be brought into the One Black Fold.

That we might always have the courage to carry out
OUR THING—whatever it may be.

That the Lord may strengthen Our faith in each
other and love for one another.

That Archbishop Cody might soon come to under-
stand OUR BLACK THING.

That Father Rollins Lambert might soon return to
St. James as pastor.

That Father George Clements be brought back to St.
Dorothy as pastor.

That ALL of Our Black priests might be put in lead-
ership positions in Our Church.

That the churches in the Black community might be
run by Black people.

That we might never have dissension among Our
Black People.

That Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. might be recog-
nized as a saint by all Black People.48

This prayer was a version of the General Intercession or
common prayer, more generally known as the “prayer of
the faithful,” which the Concerned Black Catholics in
Chicago had adapted to their own intentions. Though
the prayer of the faithful had roots in fourth-century
Christian communities, it had fallen out of use. Its
revival was one piece of the liturgical reforms instituted
by the Second Vatican Council in the 1963 “Constitution
on the Sacred Liturgy” (Sacrosanctum Concilium). The
prayer encouraged laypeople to actively engage in the
liturgy by praying for the intentions of the congregation.
What is more, the Council intended the prayer of the
faithful to include not only prayers for the Catholic
Church but also “for the civil authorities, for those
oppressed by various needs, for all mankind, and for the
salvation of the entire world.”49 Even as it challenged the
institutional Church in Chicago, then, the Black Unity
Mass at St. James exemplified the Council’s call for lay
participation devoted to the needs of the oppressed.

that created a set of cultural practices that articulated
Blackness, celebrated it, reinforced it, and marginalized
those who questioned or rejected it. At the core of Black
Power was cultural essentialism—the notion that there
was a true, identifiable, authentic form of Black racial
expression and that movement energies should be
directed toward the production and reproduction of it.”46

In other words, the embrace of Black Power involved an
embrace of a particular understanding of what it meant to
be Black. Black Catholics who did not fit the bill might be
criticized as self-hating and escapist, as “Black-faced white
people.” As we will see, the CBC and like-minded activists
hoped to win over other African Americans to their cause.
But in these first years of the Black Power era, Black
Catholics like Alvez, Walls, and Mitchell remained the
exception rather than the rule.

We have seen that African Americans were attracted
to Catholic rituals and relationships because of their dif-
ference from the religious life prevalent in other Black
churches. Many Black Catholics resisted identifying
themselves as “Black” and rebuffed attempts to make
their worship more “authentically” African and African
American. Consequently, fault lines deepened not only
between Black activists and the white archdiocese but
also among Black Catholics themselves, most of whom
remained uneasy about the ways the CBC hoped to bind
Black Power to the changes of Vatican II. This conflict
between Black Catholics amounted to a struggle over
what it meant to be Black and Catholic in the first place.
Thomas Mitchell and other Concerned Black Catholics
criticized coreligionists who rejected Black Power as
brainwashed, even Uncle Toms. It would not be long
before their critics would respond in kind.

Black Unity Masses
The drama unfolding in Black Catholic Chicago took new
form two days after the St. Martin’s meeting. On Sunday,
January 5, five Black Panthers occupied the vestibule of St.
James church. Over fifty protestors, identified as the
Concerned Black Catholics and Whites Concerned about
the Black Community, sang and prayed through the ser-
vice. Regular St. James churchgoers attempted to worship
at Mass, protestors prayed their own alternative Mass, and
undercover members of the Chicago Police Department
(CPD) Tactical Unit known as “the Red Squad” took dili-
gent notes. Reports described the demonstration as a
“pray-in.” Demonstrators called it a “Black Unity Mass.”
This was just the first of many Black Unity Masses in the
coming months, rituals that attracted the persistent sur-
veillance of the CPD throughout 1969.47

This first “Black Unity Mass” was a prayer that dou-
bled as protest. Protestors occupied pews in the parish
and prayed forcefully over parishioners. Form is at least
as important as content for our analysis here. One prayer
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The prayer articulated two of the most important ele-
ments prevalent in Black Power at the time. The first five
and final two intentions echoed cultural nationalist calls
for Black self-love, unity, and pride. The prayer described
African Americans as “Black people” and celebrated the
beauty of “Our Blackness.” Crucially, the intentions also
hinted at di visions among African Americans over Black
consciousness. Protesters prayed that “more of Our Black
Brothers and Sisters might be brought into the One Black
Fold,” that there be no “dissension” among them.
Activists struggled to convince Black Catholics that they
should identify themselves according to Black cultural
nationalist terms, a point many Black Catholics resisted.

Meanwhile, the middle five intentions listed the
Concerned Black Catholics’ demands and expressed its
underlying political philosophy. Protestors hoped that
Archbishop Cody might have a change of heart and called
for the immediate installation of Fathers Lambert and
Clements as pastors. Protestors also prayed more expan-
sively for self-determination, “that the churches in the
Black community might be run by Black people.” The form
and content of both these prayers illustrate the mutual
influences of Black Power and Vatican II on Black Catho lic
protest. A martyr of Black freedom struggles, Martin Luther
King, was reimagined as a saint; insistence on Black control
of institutions in Black communities and affirmation of
Black pride were reformulated as prayers in the spirit of
Vatican II. This prayer, not to mention the pres ence of
Black Panthers, dramatized the ways the Catholic Mass
itself was becoming a charged event. Though Father
McDonnell claimed the demonstrators did not disturb
him—“they were only praying,” he said—one report noted
that some parishioners left Mass abruptly in disgust.50
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Journalist Faith Christmas of the Chicago Daily Defender regu-
larly covered the situation at St. Dorothy, with updates appearing
on January 13 (above) and January 22 (below) of 1969.



Thomas Mitchell simply said that Lambert’s “recent state-
ments work to the contrary [of any Uncle Tom characteri-
zation].” Mitchell credited himself and his fellow Black
Power activists for Lambert’s transformation.55 Father
Lawrence Lucas, a Black priest in Harlem and a nationally
prominent Black Catholic, offered his interpretation in his
book Black Priest/White Church: Catholics and Racism
(1970). Lucas labeled the actions of Cardinal Cody a bla-
tant attempt to “use a Black man to disarm the protest of
Black people and their white supporters.” Though Lambert
may have assented to his archbishop’s orders at first, Lucas
said, “Father Lambert saw the light . . . encouraged by the
Black brothers and sisters.”56 A notion of “authentic
Blackness” operates here in the background. Elsewhere in
the book Lucas argues, “[T]he most devastating effect of
Catholicism on Negroes has been the loss of their minds as
Black people.”57 For the CBC and other Black Catholic
activists, Lambert’s “enlightenment” was a restoration of
his authentic “Black mind,” whereby he transcended the
“Negro” identity foisted on him by the white Church.

The second “Black Unity Mass,” just days after this
press conference, gave further liturgical expression to the
expanding movement of Concerned Black Catholics.
Instead of prayer-protest operating in parallel to worship,
as at St. James, this service was a full-fledged liturgy
designed by Black Catholic laypeople, sisters, and priests.
Father Lambert and Father Clements celebrated this Black
Unity Mass together in St. Dorothy church, joined by nine
other Black priests from across Chicago and the country. If
the transformation of worship was one of the most visible
consequences of the Second Vatican Council, among one
of the most innovative and contentious examples of post-

One week later, at a public press conference Father
Rollins Lambert publicly announced his support for
Clements and accused Cardinal Cody of being an
“unconscious racist.” The press conference featured
statements from Lambert now joined by newly allied
activists, including the Black Catholic Clergy Caucus,
Operation Breadbasket, the Black Consortium, the Afro-
American Firemen’s and Patrolmen’s Leagues, the
Concerned Black Catholics, the Catholic Interracial
Council, the Concerned Transit Workers, the Martin
Luther King Laymen’s League, the Chicago Conference
of Laymen, Committee for One Society, the St. Dorothy
Parish Council, the Inner City Priests conference, and
Alderman William Cousins from the 8th Ward. Lambert
said that if Clements was not made a pastor immediately
and “if Black pastors are not appointed in Black parishes
wherever possible, I will not continue to serve as pastor
of St. Dorothy’s Church.” If the archdiocese refused to
relent to their demands, he would consider his ministry
at St. Dorothy’s “to be a participation in racism.”51

Lambert challenged what he took to be Cardinal Cody’s
manipulative decision making, saying his “appointment
to St. Dorothy’s was a purely political move.”52 He joined
in calling the archbishop racist, though he did nuance it.
“There are two kinds of racism,” Lambert proclaimed,
“deliberate and unconscious. . . . Cardinal Cody is not a
conscious racist but his actions help to perpetuate
racism prevalent in the Catholic Church of America.”53

As we have seen, some of Clements’s supporters had
characterized Lambert as “the only guy who could spoil
our whole campaign.”54 Now his fiercest critics did an
about-face. When asked about this dramatic reversal,
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On January 12, 1969, Baptist minister Jesse Jackson spoke to thousands of attendees at St. Dorothy and declared the mass an occasion
“when black men who are crucified are reborn with a spirit of unity, pride, and respect.” 
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From the 1930s to the 1980s, the Chicago Police Department kept surveillance records on those suspected of “subversive” activity. Following
two federal lawsuits, these files, known as the Red Squad Collection, were deposited at the Museum in the late 1980s. Father Clements has
given written permission to disclose information about him from his Red Squad file, which includes this program from a Black Unity Mass.
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A confidential informant (CI) for the Chicago Police Department’s Intelligence Division compiled this report following a Black Unity
Mass. Pulled from Father Clements’s Red Squad file, these pages are reproducible only because of his written permission. The redactions
follow the court’s restrictions on access to and disclosure of Red Squad files. Material in these files is not necessarily accurate.
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ments into the mass at any time.”58 This exchange
between Clements and Cody, a precursor to the St.
Dorothy controversy, highlighted a growing divide
among all Catho lics over the legacies of the Council.

The widening divide within Black Catholic communi-
ties sharpened after the second Black Unity Mass, hosted
in St. Dorothy church on Sunday, January 12, 1969.
Thousands of people crammed into the parish, forcing a
few hundred more to listen outside to a service that
stretched the better part of three hours. Mass featured
eleven Black priests garbed in “African-style vestments.”
Father Lawrence Lucas was among them. Protestant,
Jewish, Muslim, and nonreligious African Americans
joined Black Catholics. White allies, such as members of
the Catholic Interracial Council, were present in support.
Black Panthers provided security, “strung out all over the
sanctuary.” A wide range of activist organizations was
represented, including the Afro-American Youth
Organization, the Black Consortium, Afro-American
Patrolmen’s and Firemen’s Leagues, and the Concerned
Transit Workers.59 Reverend Jesse Jackson was present
and his civil rights organization, Operation Breadbasket,
provided the music for the service with an eight-piece
band and eighty-voice choir. Gospel hymns like “Down
by the Riverside,” “Precious Lord,” and “I Wish I Knew
How It Feels to Be Free” were sung.60

The Los Angeles Times described the event as “an old-
fashioned hymn-singing religious rally and Mass of a kind
never seen in a Catholic Church in the city. The congrega-
tion was addressed not only by the priests, but by Black
militant leaders as well, who urged them to back Father

conciliar change was the integration of so-called “Black”
religious practices into the Catholic Mass—changes initi-
ated by those inspired by Black Power.

Chicago Catholics had already set a precedent for this
kind of experimentation a month prior. The
Knickerbocker Hotel hosted Chicago’s first “African Mass”
on December 1, 1968. This service served as the culmina-
tion for a meeting of the Chicago Conference of Laymen,
an organization dedicated to implementing Vatican II
teachings regarding the lay apostolate. When it came time
for the presentation of the gifts, a Black man stripped to
the waist processed to the altar with the chalice, per-
forming an interpretative dance “to the beat of jungle
music” along the way. Musicians dressed in “African
robes” provided the music and relied heavily on drums,
which led some critics to call this the “Drum Mass.”

Father George Clements witnessed the liturgy and
spoke with media afterward. He situated the Mass in the
context of the Council. “African masses as offered in the
jungle village are in keeping with the renewal program of
the Roman Catholic church as started by the second
Vatican council,” Clements argued. He went so far as to
suggest that “Afri can masses with jungle music” would
soon be offered in Black parishes throughout Chicago
and that Black saints would populate their altars.
Cardinal Cody, on the contrary, rejected Clements’s
claim that this rep resented a logical (or legitimate) con-
sequence of Vatican II. He insisted that “permission has
not been granted . . . nor will it be granted to con duct
any services not in keeping with the devotional spirit of
the liturgy. It is forbidden to introduce nonliturgical ele-



mony rose to a fever pitch as a priest proclaimed ‘unity
before God.’” Getz also noted Jesse Jackson’s militancy
at the press conference after the Mass, when he chal-
lenged Cardinal Cody to put “Catholic money into Black
banks,” employ “Black laborers in Catholic schools,”
and use “products made by Black persons.”63

The surveillance report filed by the CPD Tactical Unit
echoed Getz’s bemusement. From the Red Squad’s per-
spective, the service was virtually illegible as a Catholic
Mass. The report describes a liturgy that “differed from
the normal Catholic Mass in that it followed the Black
Baptist Church services rather than the rituals of the
Roman Catholic Mass.” The Red Squad report claimed
that the Black Unity Mass did not follow Roman rituals,
this in spite of the fact that a program attached to the
report enumerated all the essential elements of a Catholic
liturgy: the proclamation of the gospel, a homily, prayers
of the faithful, and, most crucially, the consecration of
bread and wine into the body and blood of Jesus. This
discrepancy conveys just how revolutionary it was to
incorporate the aesthetics of the Black Power era (African-
inspired garb) and Black Protestant musical traditions
(“Down by the Riverside,” “I Been ’Buked, I Been
Scorned,” et al.) into the Catholic Mass.64

Clements.”61 Father Lambert’s sermon restated his deci-
sion to resign if Clements was not appointed pastor and
called on the congregation to “be proud of their Blackness
and to defy the tactics of racists by affirming themselves in
Black unity.” These statements of pride and self-determi-
nation were met with roars of applause.62

Different descriptions of the St. Dorothy Black Unity
Mass, some skeptical and others celebratory, highlight
how explosive Black Catholic liturgical experimentation
could be. Anne Getz of the Chicago Tribune wrote the
most vivid account of the Mass, though her disapproval
rings clear. The musicians were “a rock-and-roll band
which played Negro spirituals” and the experience was
participatory, as “members clapped vigorously and
priests and church members swayed to the beat of
drums.” The music crescendoed during the collection
and invocation when a lay reader called for the appoint-
ment of Father Clements as pas tor. Getz went on to
imply the illegitimacy of a service “barely recognizable as
a traditional Catholic ceremony” because “Father
Clements and Father Lambert were dressed in multi-col-
ored robes,” “altar boys wore zebra-striped robes, the
altar was adorned with African symbols and a picture of
the late Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., and the cere-

26 | Chicago History | Summer 2018

On June 30, 1969, Holy Angels Church hosted a Black Unity Mass to celebrate the appointment of Black pastors—the Reverends Kenneth
Brigham (from left), George Clements, and Dominic Carmon—to three Chicago parishes. Photograph by Bill Mares, Chicago Sun-Times.
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Catholic priests were typically installed by bishops, but Black laymen performed that duty for Father Clements, Father Brigham, and 
Father Carmon.

Catholic liturgies thus served as the bedrock for the
broader project of building a distinctively Black
Catholicism.66 . . . 

The Controversy Concludes, 
the Movement Continues
Concerned Black Catholics and other supporters of
Father Clements received resolution on June 13, 1969,
nearly six months after the protests began. Cardinal
Cody announced the promotion of three Black priests to
pastorates in Chicago. Rollins Lambert remained pastor
of St. Dorothy while George Clements was made pastor
of Holy Angels church. Kenneth Brigham was assigned to
administrate Our Lady of Perpetual Help, and Divine
Word priest Dominic Carmon became the first Black
pastor of St. Elizabeth church, the “mother church” of
Black Catholic Chicago where another Black Divine
Word priest, James LaChapelle, would assist.

On hearing the news, Clements was quick to claim
the success for the entire Black community. He hailed
the decision as “a great victory for the Black community
in general and groups such as the Afro-American
Patrolmen and Firemen’s leagues, the Concerned Black
Catholics, and Operation Breadbasket in particular.”
What is more, from Clements’s perspective this was a
crucial victory for an ongoing struggle. The promotion of
Black priests to positions of power across the city, the
beginnings of Black Catholic self-determination in
Chicago, was not just a direct response to “the legitimate
demands of the Black com munity.” It may be “the only
hope for the Catholic Church in the Black community.”67

Lambert, Clements, and Carmon led a fitting celebra-
tion on June 30. Together with eleven other Black
priests, the three Black pastors led the first Black Unity
Mass at Holy Angels, just the first of many. With a tiger
skin draped over the altar and “assorted African” sym-

The revolutionary nature of the Black Unity Mass was
not lost on Father Lawrence Lucas, who described it as
“what Mass is supposed to be—a celebration.” Lucas
connected this celebration to protest politics. “Black
Catholics had come together for a cause, a cause worthy
of celebration,” he recalled. “They came to tell Cardinal
Cody and the entire American Catholic Church that they
disagreed that the Church in Chicago had no room in it
for a relevant Black man in a position of power.” The
implications of the Black Unity Mass extended beyond
the bounds of one service, in Lucas’s eyes. He hoped the
Mass might wake up Black Catholics and force them to
shout out “‘you can’t continue to use one of us to shoot
another down; you can’t continue to misuse and abuse
Black people; you can’t continue to make Uncle Toms of
Black folks.’”65

Black Unity Masses reveled in the inseparability of
religion and politics, of Black Catholicism and Black
Power. Perhaps for this reason, Black Unity Masses
became one of the most prevalent and powerful modes
of protest in the movement around Clements—whether
they were staged as pray-ins concurrent with another
Mass, as at St. James, or were stand-alone celebrations
like this one at St. Dorothy. Clements’s Red Squad file
alone included surveillance reports on six Black Unity
Masses held in January and February of 1969. It also
became customary for weekly meetings of the Concerned
Black Catholics to conclude with their own “mini-Black
Unity Mass” in the homes of activists. These services
brought to life new ways of being both Black and
Catholic, drawing freely from an array of aesthetics.
Priests wearing the red, black, and green colors of the
Black Liberation flag sang songs common in “Black
Baptist Church services,” as the surveillance report put
it, and consecrated the Eucharist on altars bedecked with
tiger pelts and African sculptures, shields, and spears.



bols (spears, swords, masks, shields, and sculptures)
behind him, Father Lawrence Lucas declared in his
sermon that Black Power had won the day; that Cardinal
Cody had tried to make Lambert a “house nigger”—had
tried to divide the Black community—and failed.68

The appointment of four Black priests to positions of
power in Chicago parishes represented the first major vic-
tory for a movement that soon spread across the country.
Father Clarence Williams, himself a Black priest in
Chicago, argued that the success of the protest movement
supporting Father Clements served as “the impetus for
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The six Sunday masses listed on this Holy Angels bulletin from 1978 indicated the size of the congregation. 
The parish once operated the largest grammar school in the Chicago Archdiocese.

the national black Catholic Church movement and in the
organization that came into being.” The coalition of
Catholics, Black and white, and Black Power organiza-
tions such as the Black Panthers and AAPL had demon-
strated “the effectiveness of black Catholic’s [sic]
challenge to the Church for determining their destiny.”69

Black Power continued its rise in currency in the Black
freedom struggles as the 1970s began and as it did, Lucas
and Clements and like-minded Catholics became the
dominant voices in a national Black Catholic Movement.
If the Catholic Church were to survive at all in Black com-



munities awash in Black Power, they argued, Black people
had to gain control over the Catholic institutions in their
neighborhoods. Catholic churches had to be made Black.
But as we will see, to accomplish this ambitious goal
activists would have to win over their critics. Catholics
would have to become Black.

Matthew J. Cressler is assistant professor of religious studies at the
College of Charleston. His teaching and research interests revolve
around the inseparability of religion, race, and politics in the
United States.

Reprinted with permission from Authentically Black and Truly
Catholic: The Rise of Black Catholicism in the Great Migration by
Matthew J. Cressler, published by NYU Press. © 2017 NYU
Press. All rights reserved.
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West 
Side 

Helen KinsKey and Peter t. Alter

F ounded in 2005, the Chicago History Museum’s Studs Terkel Center for Oral History collaborates

with community partners to promote oral history as a tool of social justice. Through documenting

everyday people’s voices, the center carries forward the legacy of well-known actor, disc jockey, 

oral historian, journalist, and writer Studs Terkel. The center’s most recent oral history projects 

have a youth engagement component, training middle and high school students as oral historians. During the

past three years, the center has worked with youth to address the gaps in our historical understanding of the

city’s West Side. Young people have conducted interviews for Forty Blocks: The East Garfield Park Oral History

Project and the North Lawndale Sesquicentennial celebration. They will also serve as oral historians for the

Chicago Muslim Project. 

East Garfield Park and North

Lawndale are two of Chicago’s

most historically significant West

Side communities. Since World

War II, both have undergone

enormous changes. During much

of the postwar period, many West

Side communities, including these

areas, experienced major racial

transformation, from white to

African American, and deep 

disinvestment as companies and

businesses moved out of the 

area, taking jobs and services 

with them. Historians and others

have studied the pre-1950s and

civil rights history of North

Lawndale and East Garfield Park.

After the late 1960s, however,

these communities are woefully

underdocumented.

In 2016, Studs Terkel Center 

staff worked with the Film Crew,

a youth documentary filmmaking

group that is part of Breakthrough

Urban Ministries in East Garfield

Park. Each year, Breakthrough—

a community organization with

broad connections in the neigh-

borhood—recruits, hires, and 

trains young people from the 

area to work with documentary

filmmakers to create short films. 

The Film Crew, consisting of 

nine middle and high school stu-

dents, collaborated with the center

to conduct twenty-two interviews.

These oral histories became Forty

Blocks, a documentary film about

East Garfield Park’s history. 

Currently, the center plays a 

supporting role in the North

Lawndale Sesquicentennial, devel-

oped by Paul Norrington, presi-

dent and founder of the K-Town

Historic District Association. 

The project supports the upcoming 

celebration of the 150th anniversary

of Chicago annexing this West Side

community. Consisting entirely of

local stakeholders, in the words 

of the organization, “the North

Lawndale Sesquicentennial

Committee (NLSC) is dedicated 

to fostering community pride by

maximizing community participation

VOICES

The Forty Blocks interview day team (above) included Breakthrough’s Film Crew

and volunteers as well as Chicago History Museum staff and interns, 2016.

Photograph by Erin Drewitz.



The historic gems of the West Side include

the original fourteen-story Sears Tower,

which reopened in 2015 as the Nichols

Tower following extensive renovation,

and the Douglas Park Auditorium.

Top: Sears Roebuck Tower, Homan

Avenue and Arthington Street, 

c. 1920. ICHi-032487. Above:

Douglas Park Auditorium, Ogden

and Kedzie Avenues, December

1961. Photograph by Tom 

H. Long, ICHi-039794.

in the 2019 celebration of North

Lawndale’s 150 years of rich history and

diverse cultures, while building toward the

future.” Project fellows Wynton Alexander

and Zilah Harris, students from North

Lawndale College Prep High School,

along with Ina Cox, their mentor, con-

ducted six North Lawndale interviews 

in the summer of 2017. 

The center’s other current undertaking is

the Chicago Muslim Project, which high-

lights what it means to be Muslim in the

United States in the twenty-first century

through interviews of local American

Muslims. The project recently interviewed

Nazih Ahmed of Masjid Al-Mumineen, 

a mosque and Islamic community center 

on Roosevelt Road in North Lawndale. 

The following excerpted oral histories 

illustrate the Studs Terkel Center’s latest

collaborative work to document previously

overlooked history and communities.

Together, the voices of these Chicagoans

demonstrate the richness, complexity, and

beauty of the West Side. 

For those who want to learn more about

the work of the Studs Terkel Center for

Oral History, visit chicagohistory.org/

oralhistorycollection. The Forty Blocks

audio recordings and transcripts are

currently available (search “Forty

Blocks”) and the North Lawndale

and Chicago Muslim projects will be

there in the future. 
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Coming to Chicago

The Great Migration signifi-

cantly shaped Chicago. The

movement of eight million

African Americans from the rural

South to the cities of the South,

Midwest, and North started in 

the 1910s and ended by the 1970s.

Before this shift, African Americans

made up roughly 2 percent of

Chicago’s population and, by 1970,

about 33 percent. The Reverend

Willie Morris Jr. and Blanche

Suggs-Killingsworth recall their

journeys to and from the city.

Left: An African American family newly

arrived in Chicago, c. 1918. ICHi-

028567. Below: Student historians

interview Reverend Willie Morris Jr.

for the Forty Blocks project, 2016.

Reverend Willie Morris Jr.
(above), former pastor of Greater

Union Baptist Church on the

Near West Side, recounted the

two years he spent in Arkansas

during his childhood and his 

journey back home to Chicago.

. . . We spent a couple years

down there. My mother had

remarried. . . . I remember being

told later that when my mother

remarried she married into a 

family of sharecroppers, and 

I never knew that until many,

many, many years later. We 

had to sneak off of the owner’s

property to come back to

Chicago. We snuck away at 

night in a 1948 Chevrolet. 

I’ll never forget that. 

As a young child, I moved 

to . . . Arkansas with my

mother. She was divorcing my

father. . . . I remember one partic-

ular incident when we rode into

Arkansas by train. When we got

off the train, there were signs that

said “Whites Only” and “Coloreds

Only.” I had never seen that

before in my life. As a seven year

old, I asked my mother, “Well,

what does that mean?” and she

said, “Don’t worry about it. 

Just keep walking.”

Photograph by Erin Drewitz
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Blanche Suggs-Killingsworth
(above) works at Neighborhood

Housing Services of Chicago

(NHS) with offices in North

Lawndale’s historic Nichols

Tower, formerly known as the

Sears Tower. At NHS, she helps

residents buy, repair, and keep

their homes. In her interview, 

she spoke of her trip to Chicago

from her hometown of Hazlehurst,

Mississippi, at age eleven in 1962. 

I came by myself. My dad 

put me on a train with my

cousin heading to Detroit, and 

I came to Chicago. . . . Chicago

frightened me. I had never been 

in a town this large. When I got

off at the 63rd Street Station 

[on the Illinois Central Railroad],

I didn’t see my mother. She was

no place to be found. 

When I came up here, back

then, people came with ten suit -

cases and a shoebox with fried

chicken in it. So I’m standing

there, and my grandmother had

labeled me like a package. My

name was inside my coat. It was

on the inside of my wrists. A

police officer came to me, “Little

girl? Who’re you looking for?”

[Suggs-Killingsworth answered,]

“My mother, but she’s not here.”

I showed him what my grand-

mother had put on me, and it

turns out, I was supposed to get

off at Roosevelt not 63rd Street.

So they took me to the 63rd

Street police station. They called

Many migrants took the Illinois Central

Railroad to Chicago. Left: Illinois

Central route map, 1945. Photograph

by Hedrich-Blessing, HB-08925.

Below: The Illinois Central platform at

63rd Street, spring 1967. Photograph

by Gustav D. Frank, ICHi-173717.

my mom, because I was like a

package coming to town. . . . 

In my hometown, we didn’t have

trains that went through the air

like Chicago’s Ls. . . . So when

the train began to pass over us, 

I hit the floor of the police car. 

I was so scared! 

Photograph by Ina Cox
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The 1960s: A Pivotal Decade

Chicago’s West Side com-

munities played signifi-

cant roles in the civil

rights movement of the 1960s.

The Black Panther Party estab-

lished an Illinois chapter in the

late 1960s and rapidly became

popular among people who

fought against racism, economic

inequality, and police brutality.

During the summer of 1966, the

Southern Christian Leadership

Conference (SCLC) led by Dr.

Martin Luther King Jr. helped

launch the Chicago Freedom

Movement. Dr. King and other

civil rights leaders worked with

local organizations and residents

to fight racist practices in hous-

ing, education, and employment.

The King family even temporarily

lived in a high-rent slum at 1550

South Hamlin Avenue in North

Lawndale. During their inter-

views, community members

recalled their activism and also

the violent civil unrest, popularly

known as the West Side Riots, 

following the news of Dr. King’s

assassination on April 4, 1968.

Members of the Lawndale community hold a memorial march in protest of the bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church of

Birmingham, Alabama, which killed four young girls on September 15, 1963. Photograph by James H. Hall, ICHi-040016.
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Billy Lamar Brooks Sr. was

born in Mississippi in 1948 and

moved to Chicago in 1951. He

organized for the Illinois chapter

of the Black Panther Party in 

the late 1960s and later at the

Better Boys Foundation in North

Lawndale. As a longtime commu-

nity activist, he has worked to

empower youth and their families

to reach their academic and 

economic goals.

People in the Black Panther 

Party were regular, everyday

people. The majority of the people

in the Party were college students

or high school students trying to

go to college. I have to tell you

how many judges we have today

who were in the Black Panther

Party, how many lawyers we have,

how many nurses we have, how

many doctors we have, how many

schoolteachers we have. We didn’t

. . . go to the penitentiary, turn

into dope fiends. We stayed true

to what it was that we were trying

to do, you know what I’m saying?

What do doctors do? They help

people. What do nurses do? 

They help people. 

. . . The ideology that was

there and the philosophical 

understanding was something 

that I subscribed to. I think that

poor people in general, black 

people in particular, have to 

work together to establish a 

functional economic system 

that can ensure their survival.

And that was one of the things

that the Black Panther Party 

did in those days. 

I was the deputy minister of

education for the Illinois chapter

of the Black Panther Party, which

meant that it was my specific

responsibility to insure that all

party members understood the

platforms, the Ten-Point Program

platform. And that they did the

necessary readings that would

enable them to politically articu-

late the ideology and the philoso-

phy and actually live by the rules

and regulations. Our most salient

program was the free breakfast

program for schoolchildren. We

started that because we under-

stood that there was a glaring

contradiction. You see, one of the

things we tried to do in the Black

Panther Party was raise people’s

consciousness by exposing the

wrongs that existed. And we

called that heightening contradic-

tions. Children were going to

school hungry. I mean seriously

hungry. So we started our first

free breakfast program in North

Lawndale at the Better Boys

Foundation in April of 1968. 

Left: Michael Owen Harrison (from

left), William O’Neal, and Billy Lamar

Brooks Sr. leave a court hearing, 

c. 1969. Below: Billy Lamar Brooks Sr.

speaks with DePaul University students

at the Better Boys Foundation, North

Lawndale, 2017. Photographs courtesy

of Billy Lamar Brooks Sr. 
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Valerie Leonard (below), 

a longtime North Lawndale

resident, currently works as 

a community development

consultant. She discussed the

Greater Lawndale Conservation

Commission (GLCC) and 

the history and effectiveness 

of block clubs, a form of

community organization that

North Lawndale residents 

helped pioneer in the 1960s. 

The GLCC was a conglom-

eration of the various block

clubs . . . in North Lawndale.

And people were, I think, much,

much more empowered. They say

that the block club is your basic

unit of government. . . . And the

block clubs have been very, very

instrumental in improving the

quality of life. When you have

active block clubs, you have a

safer community. You have more

activities. There’s more beautifica-

tion. People tend to keep their

property up. . . . We would do

the block parties. We would

watch out for one another. Go 

to different community meetings.

But almost every block in that

area within what we called the 

K-Town Historic District . . .

every one of those blocks had 

an organized block club. And

what that meant was the alder-

men were more responsive to 

the people. . . . If you have a

block club and you have a group

of people who are concerned

about issues like potholes and

sidewalks, they were responsive.

Block club representatives (from left) Amy White, Franklin Looney, Hattie Mack,

and Brenetta M. Howell meet with John W. Smith of the Board of Education, who

was conducting training sessions for door-to-door hospitality visitors. Photograph

by Hollis Photo Studio, ICHi-173720.

Among its many initiatives, the Greater

Lawndale Conservation Commission

hosted Home Improvement Clinics.

Photograph by Marshall Marker, 

ICHi-173721.

Photograph by Peter T. Alter
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Richard Bradshaw (above) grew

up in East Garfield Park and

remembers spending time in his

youth at the Golden Dome build-

ing, the field house in Garfield

Park. In his interview, he looked

back to the events immediately

following Dr. King’s assassination.

When King was assassinated, 

I was actually in college at

Kansas University. And you know

the strange thing is that I was on

my way home for spring break, 

and I flew into O’Hare Airport, 

and I took a cab to where we 

were living on the West Side. 

I was living with my parents at

Hamlin and Gladys, right across

the street from Garfield Park. 

On my way in the cab from

O’Hare, the cab driver took the

Eisenhower going east, and we

noticed all the smoke from the 

fires and we didn’t know what 

was going on. I mean it was fresh

news, you know. That was a pretty

remarkable time. It was really

strange when I got home and my

parents told me that Dr. King

was assassinated. . . . You know

you’ve seen the film [footage], 

you know the story. There was 

a lot of anger obviously. 

Carl Ellis and his wife,

Barbara Ellis, (right)

grew up in East

Garfield Park. He

remembers the daily

joys the neighborhood

offered during his

childhood as well as

significant events that

took place there.

I’ve had the 

opportunity 

to see Martin Luther

King twice at rallies

on the West Side 

of Chicago. . . . 

At the time, it was

in just support of a

rally, and it was just in the glory

of his greatness, and as you’re

submerged in his surroundings, 

or their surroundings, you 

don’t necessarily know that 

it’s history that you are actually

participating in. . . . 

There were riots after Martin

Luther King’s assassination, and

Chicago’s West Side and portions

of Chicago’s South Side were up

in flames. Madison Street was 

on fire from Pulaski all the way

down to Halsted. Stores were set

on fire and rioting and looting

was taking place, and they called

in the National Guard. Waking

up to see national guards on your

corner and having a curfew where

you couldn’t be outside after 

six o’clock was traumatic.

Below: Following the West Side Riots

of April 1968, Sister Julia captured 

the devastation near Marillac House, 

a community center then located at

2822 West Jackson Boulevard. 

ICHi-040026.

Photograph by Erin Drewitz

Photograph by Erin Drewitz
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A Sense of Community

Today, an array of vibrant

community groups and

collaborations strive to

return beauty to West Side neigh-

borhoods and rebuild an atmos-

phere where “everyone knows

everyone.” These organizations

draw upon the West Side’s history

of activism, from large-scale

efforts in the spirit of the 1960s

civil rights movement to everyday

engagement, like block clubs. 

The oral history narrators fea-

tured here draw from many 

inspirational sources for change

and reform, including art, music, 

religion, and law. 

Steve Braxton (right) relocated

to North Lawndale in 2008 after

hearing about its community-

oriented focus. Since moving

there, he has served youth and

families through his work at the

Lawndale Community Church.

We [North Lawndale 

residents] have a really good

dialogue with the Chicago Police

Department. The Tenth District is

right up the street from our head-

quarters. We have a dialogue with

them. We meet once a month and

talk about the challenges. 

We focus specifically on 

our young people, like you guys

[speaking to the middle school and

high school student oral histori-

ans], and we focus on our seniors,

because those two—the seniors and

the young people—get abused by

the police most. We focus on those

two issues, and we tell the police

that seniors are human and our

youth are people, too. We should

treat them like people and not like

numbers. We have that dialogue

going. It’s not 100 percent [com-

pleted], but it is working. 

The Garfield Park Fieldhouse, originally the West Park Commission Administration Building, was designed by architects

Christian S. Michaelsen and Sigurd A. Rognstad and built in 1928. Colloquially known as the Golden Dome Building, 

the structure was dedicated as a Chicago Landmark in 2009. Photograph by Hedrich-Blessing, HB-42823-D, c. 1980.

Photograph by Erin Drewitz
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Howard Sandifer is the execu-

tive director and cofounder of the

Chicago West Community Music

Center (CWCMC). Located in

the Garfield Park Golden Dome

building, the nonprofit organiza-

tion uses “education and training

in the arts” to improve West Side

communities. Sandifer sees music

as a force to bring people and

communities together. 

People come here to play 

music, to learn music, and

to listen to music. That is some-

thing we can do. Music can be

part of the healing process. There

is a message from music. There 

is hip-hop, which is very popular

right now. There is rap. There are

a lot of different styles. We don’t

preach here. We discuss that there

is a message in music. . . . 

One of our students called one

day to say he could not come in,

because his younger sister got shot

at school and he had to go see

about her. We talked with him

later that day, and he said his sis-

ter died. He said he would come

in the next day. We said, “No,

take care of yourself and your

family.” He said, “I have to come

in, because I have to express

myself through the music.” He

did. It was communal. Everyone

embraced him. He shared his

thoughts about what had hap-

pened. He expressed himself

through writing, through rap and

music. That had a very calming

effect and a healing effect on our

group of students. That is not

uncommon [young people dying

from gun violence]. It happens

much too often. Music can reflect

that. We try to come up with solu-

tions not just tell the story. There

are a lot of problems. How can

we solve these problems? That is

what we do at the center.

Howard Sandifer reviews music with students during a CWCMC Orchestra rehearsal,

May 2017. Photograph by Darlene Sandifer and courtesy of Howard Sandifer.

Levette Haynes (right) is a life-

long resident of the West Side. She

works as an artist and arts activist

at the West Side Cultural Arts

Council in the Golden Dome build-

ing. She leads programs for youth

to explore and express themselves

through art and spoken word. 

Here, she recounts the Garfield

Park Advisory Council’s efforts to

lobby the Chicago Park District and

launch a junior advisory council. 

We . . . said to them, “Listen, 

we’re tired of walking on

cracks [structural problems with

the Golden Dome].” Now, we got

that done, and now we want other

things done in the park. It is

important to us to keep this struc-

ture intact, because it’s a place

where almost a thousand kids come

to every week. When I see that, 

it is important to me that, that

facility is kept up. Now, I think

that they could probably work a 

little harder. We’re still struggling

with some repairs that we need 

in the park. . . . 

We’re starting a junior advisory

council. You guys [speaking to the

middle school and high school stu-

dent oral historians] are welcome

to come on there, because your

voices would probably be very

loud. That’s something that we are

working on. We want our park to

compare to a park on the lake. We

don’t think that we have to wait to

have our children and our commu-

nity on the back end.

Photograph by Erin Drewitz
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Ruby Taylor (below), born and

raised in East Garfield Park, is

director at Taproots, Inc. Founded

in 1978, Taproots is an acronym

for Teens, Adolescents and Parents

Realizing Ongoing Orientation

Towards Success. Today, the 

organization supports social and

educational outreach, particularly

life skills training, parenting class-

es, and cultural arts programs. 

I think we’ve had a very 

significant impact on East

Garfield Park. I actually started

this program called Education 

for Life before I got to Taproots.

And when I became the director

at Taproots, I decided we were

going to do that [too]. So we

started doing Education for Life,

I decided that I had a stake in 

this community. It’s where I grew

up, and it’s what I wanted to give

back to. 

So, I got to admit sometimes

. . . I ask myself, “Why did I

stay?” But then again I feel like 

if everybody leaves the neighbor-

hood, then, you know, what do we

do? But someone has to stay, and

it’s not just me but there are many

others. . . . We have Taproots. 

We have so many organizations 

in this community who reach out

to families and give them a safe

place to go—to where they can 

find a way to overcome some of

the societal ills that they’ve grown

up with—that have made them 

better people. And now they’re 

giving back.

Taproots youth participate in a Peace Circle with Eleventh District police officers at the East Garfield Park Youth Collaborative

“FLASH” Violence Prevention Youth Summit, October 2017. Photographs courtesy of Ruby Taylor.

Taproots–After School Matters participants of Colored Girls are Cover Girls and

Urban Sons Speak Life with instructors Anastasia Baker, Patti Jenkins, and Morris

“Momentum” Garrett at an open mic event, April 2018.

which is a prevention program

where we reach out to young 

people just to educate them. 

One of the biggest areas that

we’ve educated young people

about is violence prevention. 

Even now we’re conducting

Restorative Practice Circles at a

school in East Garfield Park, and

young people are learning how to

resolve conflict. They’re learning

how to build community, they’re

learning how to get along better,

and I think that’s making a signif-

icant impact, because as they

learn, then they take it back to

their different homes and contin-

ue to spread the word. . . . We go

out into schools and talk to young

people. We go into other organi-

zations and talk to parents. 

Photograph by Erin Drewitz
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Audrey Dunford, a lifelong 

resident of North Lawndale, is 

a community outreach worker

with the Restorative Justice

Community Court. Through the

organization, participants address

nonviolent crimes in a dialogue

between the person who commit-

ted the crime and the person

harmed. All parties work together

to find a just resolution. Their

goal is to spread change through-

out the city of Chicago.

[If a person commits] a non-

violent offense, either a mis-

demeanor or a felony, they can go

through the [Restorative Justice]

Court. They can have a conversa-

tion with the person that they did

harm to. And, they can repair

that relationship without them

having to go in front of a tradi-

tional judge, go to a traditional

jail, or even wind up in a tradi-

tional penitentiary. I think the

Restorative Justice Court is a

good way for people to come

together. Not only just because

they did harm to somebody, but

to learn about themselves along

the way, because a lot of people

go through a lot of struggles. 

We don’t know why they com-

mitted that crime at that moment,

but we can help them to figure

that out through Peace Circles,

through art therapy, and through

traditional therapy. They have

mental health people that can

help them. They have workforce

development if they think they

need a job. It is getting to the

whole person.

North Lawndale Sesquicentennial fellows Wynton Alexander and Zilah Harris interviewed Audrey Dunford during the summer 

of 2017. Pictured (from left) Harris, Dunford, Alexander, and student mentor Ina Cox. Photograph by Paul Norrington.

[We are working toward a 

representative] at each court and

a lot of neighborhoods, then we

will cut the pipeline to prison

down. [We] will have more people

going through this realizing that

they are harming people and that

we can build the communities

back up. Because nine times out

of ten, the people they do the

harm to are the same people they

live in the community with. So 

I think we can build a stronger

community that way.
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Nazih Ahmed, who grew up on

the West Side, is the mudeer (man-

ager) of Masjid Al-Mumineen, 

the first mosque on the West Side

located in North Lawndale. 

We actually do a lot of social 

programs. We organize

efforts to gather used products—

clothes, furniture, and different

things. And a lot of it is new from

Muslims in the suburbs and immi-

grant Muslims. And we dissemi-

nate it in the community because,

of course, to give charity to those

who don’t have in Islam is very

important, and it allows for us to

gain reward from the creator. And

the people benefit from it in the

North Lawndale area. We have a

feeding program. We give generally

weekly, sometimes twice or more 

a week depending on the food

donations that we receive, and we

prepare the food, and we serve it.

That’s kind of the day in the life 

of the masjid.

One of our main focuses is the

vocational program for the young

men. We do a lot of that. Actually

the rehab of the masjid is being

done primarily by the neighbor-

hood young men. My crews are

those brothers, those young people

from the neighborhood, from the

streets that I came from. So we try

to kind of give back, so to speak,

after we’ve taken so much.

[Classes offered at the masjid

are] not like traditional western

classes. We have some time where

we separate classes if a student is

at a particular level or read

through a certain group of mater-

ial from the proper scholars in the

religion. . . . But the class doesn’t

have an age range. You might

find someone there [who is] ten

and then someone there [who is]

forty or fifty . . . the intent is not

to alienate the people but to try

and help them understand that this

is a religion of humanity . . . as

opposed to other things, a lot of

different things, that are going on

and being taught under the flag 

of so-called Islam.

The Masjid Al-Mumineen, located on West Roosevelt Road in North Lawndale, 

is a house of worship and Islamic community center. Its mission includes promoting

spiritual growth and community development. Photograph by Peter T. Alter, 2018.

Helen Kinskey is a recent DePaul University graduate, where she studied 

elementary education with a focus in history. She interned at the Chicago

History Museum through DePaul’s public history program.

Peter T. Alter directs the Museum’s Studs Terkel Center for Oral History. 
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Looking Toward the Future

A s lifelong residents of 

the West Side, many oral

history narrators have

seen tremendous growth in their

communities. Latoya Winters and

Lamar Taylor, who both grew up

in East Garfield Park, feel that

the neighborhood’s strength will

inevitably expand and continue 

to enrich the lives of its residents.

Breakthrough Urban Ministries’

work with the Film Crew exempli-

fies this drive to further develop

West Side communities. The North

Lawndale Sesquicentennial celebra-

tion’s core goal is creating and

expanding self-esteem for the area. 

Latoya Winters (right), a poet

and author, uses her writing to

express her many encounters with

violence. She works to encourage

young people through the literary

arts at Marillac St. Vincent

Family Services, a human services

provider in East Garfield Park

that “strengthens, empowers, and

gives voice to those in need.” 

The education system, the 

people in the community,

the agencies, and the work that

people are doing are coming

together. I love the way different

agencies come into the neighbor-

hood and how we all try to collab-

orate and work together, because

just one person can’t do it. As

much as one person can fight a

cause and do a great job at it, 

it’s got to take all of us, and all 

of our experience and education,

to come together and make these

things happen and make them

happen the right way—because 

we have a voice. 

We definitely need to use our

voice to, like I said, to fight these

causes and do what we need to

do to make the world a better

place, even if it’s just our neigh-

borhood, and then we can reach

out to the city and reach out

across the country to be heard.

We can definitely do it, and

throughout my lifetime I’ve seen 

a lot of changes, but there’s also

improvement that still can hap-

pen. I’m definitely all for doing

whatever I can to help make

those changes happen.

Lamar Taylor (above) believes

strongly in the power of intergenera-

tional mentorships in a community’s

success. He worked at Breakthrough

Urban Ministries, the Museum’s 

collaborative community partner 

on the Forty Blocks project.  

When I represent East 

Garfield Park or when I talk

about East Garfield Park, I give

the entire story. So if anyone lis-

tens to the entire story, I don’t

think you’re allowed to say it’s a

bad neighborhood, because the

story’s too beautiful. It’s too beau-

tiful to call it that. And I think

that’s with any neighborhood. I

think every neighborhood has its

struggles, some more visible than

others, but usually when I repre-

sent it, I represent it holistically

and just try to paint a true picture.

I don’t think it’s a negative . . .

definitely not a negative neighbor-

hood. I don’t give it the negative

feel. And for people who say that,

I’m always asking questions, like,

“Why do you feel that way? What

makes you feel that way?” 

Usually there’s some validity to

what they’re saying but, again, once

the bigger picture is painted for

them that opinion usually changes,

because there’s beautiful things

going on, beautiful children, beauti-

ful people. . . . When I’m thinking

beautiful, I’m thinking journey. For

instance, a couple friends of mine

grew up without a father, now they

have children, and they’re fathers to

their children. So it’s like, these are

beautiful things going on in East

Garfield Park, and at face value,

some people can look and be like,

“This is a messy neighborhood” 

or “This is not good.” But no, it’s

beautiful, and things are happening

here. And again, it just looks differ-

ent . . . I always try to tell people:

Different isn’t wrong. Different is

what it is. It’s different.

Photograph by Erin Drewitz

Photograph by Erin Drewitz
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Chicago is no stranger to powerful women. From Juliette Kinzie to
Jane Addams to Michelle Obama, the city has been home to women
whose influence extended far beyond the borders of Cook County.

Adele S. Simmons and Deborah L. DeHaas exemplify this tradition,
devoting their successful professional careers to breaking the glass ceilings
that historically restricted the leadership roles of women in business, edu-
cation, and philanthropy.

Today, DeHaas is vice chairman, chief inclusion officer, and a national
managing partner for Deloitte LLP in Chicago. She was included in the 2015
and 2016 National Association of Corporate Directors 100, recognizing her
as one of the most prominent leaders in corporate governance, and in
Accounting Today’s “Top 100 Most
Influential” lists of 2013 and 2014.
DeHaas was named one of the “100
Most Powerful Chicagoans” by
Chicago magazine in 2012. In 2004,
she became the first female recipient of
the Daniel H. Burnham Award of the
Chicagoland Chamber of Commerce.1

Adele Simmons, a member of a
storied Chicago family, served as a
dean at Tufts and Princeton
Universities and then as president
of Hampshire College. At each
institution, she founded or
cofounded the first full-time
childcare facility. From 1989 to
1999, Simmons was president of
the John D. and Catherine T.
MacArthur Foundation. She has been president of the Global Philanthropy
Partnership for most of the twenty-first century. Simmons was the first
woman to serve in each position.2

Adele Smith Simmons was born in 1941 to Hermon Dunlap Smith and
Ellen Thorne Smith.3 The Smith family was widely known for their business
and civic activism. Simmons’s great-grandmother was Lucy Flower,

Deborah L. DeHaas (left) received the 2017
Bertha Honoré Palmer Making History
Award for Distinction in Civic Leadership.
Adele S. Simmons (right) received the 2012
Robert Maynard Hutchins Making History
Award for Distinction in Education.

MAKING HISTORYI

Breaking Chicago’s Glass Ceilings:
Making History Interviews with 
Deborah L. DeHaas and Adele S. Simmons

TIMOTHY J .  GILFOYLE
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cofounder of the nation’s first juvenile court with Julia Lathrop and a long-
serving member of the Chicago School Board. Simmons’s mother was the
daughter of Robert Thorne, president of Montgomery Ward.4 Ellen Thorne
Smith founded the women’s board at the Field Museum and chaired the
board at Hull-House. She was also a respected and talented ornithologist. Her
book Chicagoland Birds: Where and When to Find Them (1972) is still required
reading for bird-watchers in the region. “During World War II, all of the seri-
ous ornithologists [at the Field Museum] went off to Washington to help
develop radar,” Simmons recounts, “so my mom ran the bird department for
a while.”5

Simmons’s father, Hermon Dunlap Smith, was president of the insurance
broker Marsh & McLennan. He is best remembered, however, for his com-
munity service. At various times, he was president of the Newberry Library,
the Chicago Historical Society, the Adler Planetarium, the Welfare Council
of Metropolitan Chicago, the Illinois Children’s Home & Aid Society, the
Community Fund of Chicago, and the Adlai Stevenson Institute of
International Affairs at the University of Chicago. The Hermon Dunlap
Smith Center for the History of Cartography at the Newberry Library is
named for him.6 His family avidly supported Adlai Stevenson for many years,
with Smith serving in Stevenson’s campaign for governor of Illinois in 1947;
as chairman of the Board of Public Welfare Commissioners during
Stevenson’s governorship; and as chairman of Volunteers for Stevenson dur-
ing his ill-fated 1952 presidential campaign. When Adele was baptized,
Adlai Stevenson was her godfather.7

Deborah L. DeHaas was born in 1959 and grew up in Washington,
Pennsylvania, outside of Pittsburgh.8 Her father, David Robert DeHaas, was
an obstetrician. Her mother, Mary Lou Wetmore DeHaas, was a trained
accountant who, although she stayed home to care for her three children, was
active in local affairs. She proved to be an instrumental role model for her
daughter: “She was the only woman business and accounting major at the

University of Pittsburgh at the
time,” DeHaas explains. “She
often talks about having this
accounting professor who, when
she came into class, held up a
‘drop card’ every day and said,
‘Well, Mary Lou, you must be
dropping out of this program
today, because you can’t possibly
cut it as a woman in accounting.’”
Mary Lou DeHaas graduated from
the University of Pittsburgh in
1951 with an accounting degree.9

Equally influential was her
social activism. Mary Lou DeHaas
founded the Head Start program
in their town, was the first woman
to serve on the local city council,

and encouraged her children to push themselves, which is something
DeHaas said she has tried to do with her three sons. “I think that was a great
thing that my parents did,” she admits retrospectively. “My mom always said
you don’t have to be the best, but you have to do your best.”10

Growing up in a small town enabled DeHaas to participate in many 
activities. “I was involved in high school in a lot of different things,” she 

Adele Simmons, a member of a storied
Chicago family, grew up in suburban Lake
Forest. She is pictured here in 1947.

Of her mother, DeHaas says, “her mentor-
ship taught me that there were no barriers
to achieving what I wanted.” Left: Deb
with her mother, Mary Lou, c. 1960. 
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enumerates: student council secretary-treasurer, church choir, high school
choral groups (in which she was an all-state choral singer), and Model United
Nations. “Title IX was just coming into effect, right before my freshman year
in high school,” she adds. “So I ran girls’ track, even though we had no lock-
er rooms for girls because we never had girls’ sports. We had to get dressed
in the concession stand at the football stadium.” DeHaas has fond memories
of her Pennsylvania childhood. “It was a great place to grow up, [surrounded
by] terrific people, hardworking people. Being a small high school, there were
lots of opportunities to have leadership roles, to the point of being involved
in a lot of different things.”11

Simmons was raised in Lake Forest, Illinois. “We eventually moved to my
grandfather’s summer home, which was right on the lake on Stonegate
Road,” she reminisces. “I woke up every day and looked out over Lake
Michigan. We watched the moon rise and we took many, many walks along
the beach. It was a wonderful place to grow up.”12

Growing up in a family of Democrats in Republican Lake Forest proved
beneficial to Simmons. “I think it helped me understand that it was okay to
be a little different, that I didn’t have to be like everybody in every way in
order to be liked, in order to be part of the group, and that it was okay to
think outside the box,” she recounts. “As I look back on my life, this has been
really important.” Simmons attended Lake Forest Country Day School, which
her parents helped establish, and then Garrison Forest School in Maryland.13

Simmons matriculated at Radcliffe College in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
earning her undergraduate degree in 1963. Her timing was fortuitous: “It was
the first year in which Harvard had an interdisciplinary major in social stud-
ies, so we could combine the social sciences,” she recalls. “All through my
life, I believed that things are connected and that dividing ideas and thinking

Growing up in a small town in Pennsylvania
allowed DeHaas to participate in many
activities, including ballet and cheerleading. 
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in silos gets in the way of pursuing a good idea wherever it takes you,”
Simmons adds. “It was the first year of their freshman seminar program, and
[the famed sociologist] David Riesman built an extraordinary freshman sem-
inar program.”14

Riesman frequently brought in outside speakers, including Edwin Land,
inventor of the Polaroid camera, and diplomat and historian George F.
Kennan. Another was Dr. James H. Robinson, a minister and founder of
Operation Crossroads Africa, a program “that took college students to work
in summer camps in Africa,” Simmons explains. “I got really excited about
that and did that.” She spent a summer in Kenya working at a medical clin-
ic and building a YMCA camp.

Simmons’s experience in Kenya convinced her to study Africa. Upon grad-
uating from Radcliffe, she entered the doctoral program in African history at
the University of Oxford. Internal conflicts within Kenya, however, forced her
to change her research agenda, and she started studying Mauritius. “I was
very interested in plural societies, countries where people of different ethnic
and religious groups lived together. And nothing is more perfect than
Mauritius for that,” according to Simmons. The island, originally uninhabit-
ed, was eventually settled and ruled by the Dutch, French, and British with
African slaves and Indian indentured laborers. In time, other Hindu, Muslim,
and Chinese groups migrated there. “You have these groups of people living
in a space about the size of Rhode Island,” explains Simmons. “Most inter-
esting was the absolute lack of violent conflict.”15

Simmons visits with her godfather, Adlai
Stevenson II, a progressive Democrat, who
served as governor of Illinois (1948–52), a
two-time presidential nominee, and an
ambassador to the United Nations. 
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DeHaas’s higher education experi-
ence took her to Duke University
where she earned a bachelor’s degree
magna cum laude in management sci-
ence and accounting in 1981. She ini-
tially planned to move to Washington,
DC, but after visiting her sister, who
was pursuing an MBA at Northwestern
University, she thought: “Chicago,
great city, seems like a good place to
start a career. It’s big, but manageable.
It’s beautiful, very diverse business
community.”16 Thus DeHaas began a
twenty-one-year career at Arthur
Andersen LLP, then one of the world’s
prestigious Big Eight accounting firms,
which provided auditing, tax, and con-
sulting services to large corporations
and was headquartered in Chicago.17

DeHaas was first assigned to the
manufacturing division. “I wanted to
be in a business that made stuff or that
had something tangible,” she recalls.
“Financial services was not as interest-
ing to me.” DeHaas also preferred
auditing over accounting. “Auditing
was trying to sort of figure out a puz-
zle,” she reports. “Back in those days,
companies were not as sophisticated,
so in certain instances, there were
errors in their financial statements. You
were really helping them get their
financial statements to a place that
might have been different than they
would have gotten to on their own.”

DeHaas recalls that “there were not
a lot of women in the manufacturing
division or at our clients at that point
in time.” In fact, Andersen had few women in any leadership positions: when
DeHaas joined, less than 10 percent of the partners were women. “I think in
Chicago we had one or two women partners when I started,” she recounts.
“There were very few.” DeHaas puts that in perspective: “I only worked for
one woman in my career at Arthur Andersen—one.”18

In 1993, DeHaas became a partner at Andersen.19 She admits that her
path was somewhat unusual. As a senior manager, she had worked to expand
the firm’s services: “I had the opportunity to go help build an offering around
doing internal audit-related services and risk consulting-related services for
clients. So that was part of my path to partnership.” DeHaas recalls, “I was
the only new woman partner in the United States that year who was not in
Andersen Consulting.”20 She continued to impress her colleagues at
Andersen and, in 1999, was offered the position of managing partner of
Andersen’s headquarters in Chicago. “That was kind of a watershed moment
for me personally,” she admits. “There had never been a woman leader in a
firm like ours, and it was an amazing opportunity.”21

In 1981, DeHaas graduated magna cum
laude from Duke University, earning a
bachelor’s degree in management science
and accounting.
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In contrast to DeHaas, Simmons’s early career took her around the world.
Upon completing her research in Mauritius, she married John Simmons in
1966 and moved to Tunisia to work as a reporter for The Economist and finish
her dissertation.22 Two years later, Simmons moved back to Cambridge,
Massachusetts, while her husband taught at Harvard. Shortly thereafter, she
was appointed dean of Jackson College and assistant professor of history at
Tufts University, where she taught the school’s first course offered in women’s
history.23

Then in 1972, she moved to Princeton University as an assistant profes-
sor of history and dean of student affairs, becoming the first female dean or
senior officer in the university’s history. The Princeton appointment was
national news. “Princeton Gets Woman Dean,” blared a New York Times head-
line.24 The university only began accepting women in 1969, so many alumni
and students resisted. “I was the first woman dean, and there were a bunch
of people there who wanted to get me out of my job,” Simmons recalls. “A
group of alumni, including Sam Alito [later justice of the US Supreme Court]
was a leader of part of that group.” Despite the public sexism and blatant
misogyny, Simmons has no regrets about her Princeton experience. “That’s
where I really learned about college administration, dealing with faculty, deal-
ing with students, dealing with alumni,” she explains. “It was an extraordi-
nary opportunity.” She credits Princeton University president William G.
Bowen for being “one of the best mentors I could have had, and I had amaz-
ing and wonderful colleagues.” For Simmons, in retrospect, the experience
“was terrific.”25

The success Simmons experienced at Princeton led to her appointment as
the first female president of Hampshire College in Amherst, Massachusetts.
As one of the few women to head a coeducational college in the United States
during the 1970s, Simmons was credited with insuring the school’s financial
stability and generating successful fundraising efforts during her twelve-year
presidency. During her tenure, Hampshire’s enrollment and applicant pool
rose, the endowment ballooned 500 percent, and the number of students

In June 1966, the New York Times announ -
ced the engagement of Adele Dunlap Smith
to John Leroy Simmons, son of Mr. and Mrs.
Elwyn Leroy Simmons of Decatur, Illinois.
Left: The young couple photographed prior
to their marriage.
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Hermon Dunlap Smith escorts his daughter
Adele on her wedding day, 1966. Photo -
graph by Arthur Siegel. 

receiving financial aid increased from 20 to 50 percent.26 Under her leader-
ship, Hampshire introduced the first program in peace and world security
studies in the United States and one of the earliest programs in urban agri-
culture. She was beloved by many students for frequently eating in the stu-
dent dining hall with her small children.27

The hardest decision Simmons confronted as Hampshire’s president was
divesting from companies doing business in South Africa. At first, native
South Africans critical of apartheid resisted the divestment movement. “I had
long conversations with Bishop [Desmond] Tutu, who in fact thought it was
a bad idea, and with Helen Suzman, who was a very good friend, who also
thought it was a bad idea.” Simmons ultimately rejected their advice: “We
were the first college in the country to divest stock in companies doing busi-
ness in South Africa and began the movement.” Decades later, she contend-
ed that most, including Nelson Mandela and even Bishop Tutu, agreed that
the disinvestment plus the athletic boycotts “were the two outside forces that
contributed the most to the change.” Simmons adds that upon meeting for-
mer South African president Frederik Willem de Klerk years later at a Nobel
Laureate meeting in Chicago, “he commented that when the divestment
movement began to happen, he understood that apartheid wasn’t going to
last.” For Simmons, history demonstrates that “it was the divestment move-
ment and the withdrawal of the businesses that got him to understand that
apartheid had to end.”28
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The hardest decision in DeHaas’s career was unexpected and fast. In
2001, Arthur Andersen was implicated without warning in the bankruptcy of
the Enron Corporation, an energy corporation based in Texas; it was the sin-
gle largest bankruptcy in US history. Anderson’s Houston office was charged
with shredding materials and not properly retaining audit work documents.
“We starting having a lot of difficult conversations with clients around what
this means and what are the implications for the firm,” DeHaas acknowl-
edges. “Certainly we hadn’t lost any clients of any significance, and we were
holding things together in a pretty effective way.”29

But matters worsened in Houston. In 2002, Andersen was found guilty of
criminal charges relating to the audit of Enron, and the firm surrendered its
licenses to practice as certified public accountants in the United States. The
conviction was upheld by the Fifth US Circuit Court of Appeals but over-
turned by the US Supreme Court in 2005 on the grounds that the judge erred
in the jury instructions. But by then, it was too late: the multinational part-
nership founded by Arthur E. Andersen in 1913 was out of business. DeHaas
recalls the rapidity of the event. “In three months, the firm was completely
gone,” she states. “It was kind of a fast, horrible, painful death versus what
could have been maybe a slow, horrible, painful death.”30

The reactions of local business and political establishments proved more
memorable. “What was incredibly inspiring in Chicago was the support that we
had from business and government leaders to help find places for our people,”
DeHaas recalls. “We had about five thousand Andersen people in Chicago. 
I remember Mayor [Richard M.]
Daley having a press conference,
stating: ‘The people in Chicago
had nothing to do with the issues
that Andersen was facing. These
are great people. Let’s find jobs for
them, because this would be a
tragedy, to lose this talent from
Chicago.’ That was really quite an
amazing experience.”31 She was
standing at Daley’s side when the
mayor implored the business com-
munity to help.32

DeHaas proceeded to lead the
dispersal and reassignment of
Andersen’s partners, accountants,
and staff to other offices. She elect-
ed to join Deloitte, bringing
approximately one thousand peo-
ple from Andersen with her.
“Deloitte made a lot of sense,”
according to DeHaas. “They had a
culture that felt really comfortable
and good to me, very collaborative,
very collegial. And for me, one of
the things that really stood out was
Deloitte was a leader in advancing
women and diversity and had start-
ed their women’s initiative, inter-
estingly, in 1993, the year I made
partner [at Arthur Anderson].”33

While working at Arthur Andersen, DeHaas
met David Underwood. The couple, pic-
tured with DeHaas’s parents, on their 
wedding day in 1987.
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Adele Simmons has kept mementos of her early academic career, including a snapshot
taken while she worked at Tufts and a 1972 newspaper clipping covering her appoint-
ment at Princeton. 
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DeHaas’s rise in Chicago’s corporate universe coincided with Simmons’s
return to Chicago. In 1989, she was named president of the John D. and
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, becoming the first woman in American
history to serve as president of a top ten foundation. When she assumed the
helm, MacArthur was little more than a decade old and still figuring out how
to develop and build various programs. During the ensuing decade, Simmons
oversaw grants totaling more than $1.5 billion, including an annual $25 mil-
lion program for Chicago. “These were all new programs, so it was a matter
of helping them grow and develop, and figuring out where each one could
have its greatest impact given the nature of the field,” she explains.34

Under Simmons’s leadership, the MacArthur Foundation identified areas
in which philanthropic investment could generate the most success. “The
whole field of aging was transformed by the MacArthur work,” she believes.
“We talk about and think about successful aging all the time, not realizing
that twenty years ago, it wasn’t part of the vocabulary.” Similarly, Simmons
points out that the public discussion of biodiversity and understanding biodi-
versity was just getting started in the late 1980s. The MacArthur Foundation
completed “rapid inventories that really identified parts of the world where you
needed to really invest in environment,” she argues, “because there were huge
threats to biodiversity.” Finally, “what we were doing in mental health was real-
ly revolutionary.” Indeed, by 1991, the MacArthur Foundation was the largest
funder of research on mental health after the federal government.35

Simmons is particularly proud of the way the MacArthur Foundation cul-
tivated new and innovative ways of developing and fostering communication
among civic groups. Locally, the foundation fostered neighborhood leadership
by promoting early childhood education initiatives, encouraging the develop-

Simmons introduced Bishop Desmond Tutu
at the Council on Foreign Relations, just
three weeks after he was honored with the
1984 Nobel Peace Prize for “his opposition
to South Africa’s brutal apartheid regime.” 



56 | Chicago History | Summer 2018

ment of affordable housing, supporting institutions like Chicago’s ShoreBank.
Globally, it helped shift attention to women’s health, particularly at the 1994
International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo. But suc-
cess required cooperation and support from relevant countries. Simmons
points out that the MacArthur Foundation “would support women’s organi-
zations in those countries to brief and put pressure on their own government
delegations so when they got to Cairo, they were informed and on board.”36

Similar efforts led to passage of the Mine Ban Treaty of 1997.37

Perhaps the best example is the Nobel Prize–winning
Muhammad Yunus and his microcredit and microfi-
nance programs. “We provided really important support
to Muhammad Yunus at a time when he was thinking of
expanding beyond Bangladesh,” Simmons recollects. A
MacArthur grant “enabled him to take an idea and make
it a global idea.”38 Yunus concurs. “Adele Simmons’s
decision to support the Grameen Trust jump-started us
on our ambitious new replication program and encour-
aged other donors to follow suit,” he writes, including
the Rockefeller Foundation, the World Bank, the US
government, the German government, and the United
Nations Capital Development Fund. Yunus believes
none of that would have happened without Simmons
and the MacArthur Foundation.39

After moving to Deloitte in 2002, DeHaas became
one of Chicago’s most visible corporate executives. She
was named the central region managing partner, respon-
sible for overseeing nine thousand professionals in
twenty-three offices in twelve states.40 At the same time,
she continued her civic engagement and promoting
women in the workplace, eventually becoming
Deloitte’s vice chairman and chief inclusion officer.
DeHaas acknowledges that by the 1990s, almost 50 per-
cent of Deloitte’s entry level hires were female, but “we
were losing those women in much larger numbers.” 

Simmons, pictured below in 1991, served
as president of the John D. and Catherine
T. MacArthur Foundation from 1989 to
1999. During her tenure, she “established
the foundation’s global reach.”

As president of Hampshire College (1977–
89), Simmons was beloved for frequenting
the student dining hall with her small chil-
dren. Left: The Simmons family in 1984.
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She recognized that the Big Four accounting firms—Deloitte, Ernst & Young,
KPMG, and PricewaterhouseCoopers—each followed “a turnover model” in
their operations but that did not explain why women were leaving at higher
rates than men. “Our business model was not going to be successful,” she
argues. Something had to change. A decade later, the company achieved an
industry milestone: female partners, principals, and directors at Deloitte in
the United States exceeded 1,100 in 2012.41

DeHaas has a precise philosophy regarding inclusion: it is the “key to
unleashing the power of diversity.” More specifically, inclusion and diversi-
ty are not the same. “You could have a diverse environment that’s not inclu-
sive,” she argues. DeHaas clarifies that “inclusion really is much more
about culture, about how the people feel.” An inclusive workplace, by this
measure, values each employee “for the unique individual that they are.”
Such workplaces encourage employees to “bring [their] authentic self to
work,” to develop individual strengths, and “to grow and develop both 
personally and professionally.”42

When DeHaas joined Deloitte, she brought her high-profile position in
Chicago’s corporate and philanthropic communities. “The managing partner
of Andersen was sort of the CEO of the marketplace,” emphasizes DeHaas.
“All of a sudden, I was asked to join boards with people like Bill Osborn,
Andy McKenna, Pat Ryan, Jim Farrell, and Jim O’Connor. But there weren’t
many women in senior leadership roles in the community at that time.” 
Her move allowed her to expand her civic profile, or in her words, Deloitte
was “an opportunity to get involved on a much larger scale.”

In a 2004 interview with the Chicago Tribune, DeHaas remarked, “I’m incredibly fortunate to have a spouse and family as supportive 
as mine.” Above: Dave Underwood, Deb DeHaas, and their sons, Matthew (from left), Eric, and Alex, c. 2006.
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Thanks to her upbringing, DeHaas was well-prepared for community ser-
vice. She describes community activism as “very core to our family” from the
time she and her siblings were young. “That was just something our parents
believed in,” she recounts. DeHaas’s mother was a critical role model. “One
of the things I’m really proud of is just how much of a leader she was in our
community,” she states. “As an example, she helped start this Head Start pro-
gram in our community.” DeHaas insists that rubbed off onto her. “We
tutored at our church. We had a carnival for muscular dystrophy in our yard
when we were kids. In college, my sorority was very involved in the Ronald
McDonald House.”43

Mayor Daley also appealed to DeHaas to encourage Deloitte to fill in the
civic vacuum created by the demise of Andersen. “Mayor Daley called me
over to his office,” remembers DeHaas. He made the case that Deloitte need-
ed to assume a greater public role in Chicago, “to step in and become this
larger civic leader than in the past. We really need you,” Daley told DeHaas.
DeHaas answered his call. Since moving to Deloitte, she has been a virtual
whirling dervish of civic activism. DeHaas has served on the boards of the
Chicagoland Chamber of Commerce, Northwestern University, the
Executives’ Club of Chicago, the Museum of Science and Industry, and
WTTW/Channel 11. She also served as board chairman of the United Way of
Metropolitan Chicago and cochairman of the development committee of
Chicago 2016, which led the city’s bid for the 2016 Olympic Games.44

When it comes to civic activism, DeHaas
leads by example. She has fully embraced
Mayor Richard M. Daley’s charge to guide
Deloitte to assume a greater public role 
in Chicago.
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At almost the same time that Daley recruited DeHaas, he did the same
with Simmons. From 1993 to 1994, she chaired the mayor’s Youth
Development Task Force.45 After leaving the MacArthur Foundation in 1999,
Simmons remained engaged in more projects than ever. Daley asked her to
co-chair the task force that produced the Chicago Climate Action Plan (2008),
a document in which the City of Chicago promised to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions to 25 percent below 1990 levels.46 Chicago thus became the first
US city to identify emission sources, anticipate impacts, and propose specif-
ic solutions in response.47

In her life and work, DeHaas embodies the
motto “Be bold for change.” Below: During
the 2015 Women in Leadership conference
at Bowling Green State University, she
spoke about the need to move toward “cog-
itative diversity—diversity of perspective,
diversity of thought.”



Simmons points out that this differed from
other “task force” publications. A “green ribbon
committee” of community, corporate, and civic
leaders was formed after the report’s publication,
responsible for overseeing and working with “the
people involved in implementation.” If “at any
point when we saw that something wasn’t work-
ing right,” emphasizes Simmons, “we could go to
the mayor and say, ‘I think you should call
Streets and Sanitation, because they’re not mov-
ing, and before the [Chicago] Tribune writes a
story, you could start fixing it.” Simmons and the
committee continued working “very closely with
the mayor in the implementation of the plan.”
Even today, Mayor Rahm Emanuel “is continuing
it and moving a lot of things forward.”48

Simmons also served as the vice chair of
Chicago Metropolis 2020 and was instrumental
in the planning of the 2009 Burnham Plan
Centennial. As president of the nonprofit Global
Philanthropy Partnership, she works in support
of developing global philanthropy infrastruc-
tures, encouraging global giving, and promoting
sustainable cities.49 The organization is particu-
larly focused on the relationships among climate
change, global poverty, and international securi-
ty. Simmons was also active in the Synergos
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Adele and John Simmons and their children,
Ian (from left), Erica, and Kevin, c. 2000.

Simmons co-chaired the task force that
produced this 2008 report (below), which
included the work of leading scientists,
policy experts, and business leaders.
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DeHaas (right) credits her siblings—Betsy
Holden (left), a prominent businesswoman,
and David DeHaas, a vascular surgeon—
with pushing her “to put high expectations”
on herself. 

DeHaas celebrates with her family at the
23rd Annual Making History Awards cere-
mony, held at the Four Seasons Hotel
Chicago, in 2017. Dan Rest Photography.

Institute, serving on the board, chairing the Program and Planning
Committee, and editing the quarterly newsletter Global Giving Matters.50

Much of Simmons’s civic work in the twenty-first century is a continua-
tion of her work at the MacArthur Foundation. For example, she co-chaired
a Chicago Council on Global Affairs study group that examined and promot-
ed Chicago as a global city. “When I left MacArthur, I had a Chicago soul and
a global soul,” admits Simmons. “I wanted to keep my global interests and
have a base for them.” She points out that during her youth “nobody thought
of Chicago as a global city.” Simmons’s solution was to organize a group of
civic leaders with MacArthur funding. “We brought in the unions; we
brought in the businesses,” she recalls. “We brought in all these different
groups to really talk about and help build the image of global Chicago.” The
final result was her influential The Global Edge: An Agenda for Chicago’s Future
(2007), coauthored with Michael H. Moskow and Henry H. Perritt Jr.51
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Simmons and DeHaas share an honest modesty in their numerous
accomplishments and pathbreaking contributions. For Simmons, she con-
siders the “small things” to be most significant: support for neighborhood
health clinics, funding a local museum, working on a land mine treaty, pro-
moting the concept of an international criminal court.52 “I never really think
anyone accomplishes anything on their own,” concurs DeHaas. “Working
on teams solving problems, and then working with other leaders in the com-
munity to hopefully make things better—I think I’m most proud of that.”53

And so is most of Chicago.

Timothy J. Gilfoyle teaches history at Loyola University Chicago and is the editor
of The Urban Underworld in Late Nineteenth-Century New York: The
Autobiography of George Appo (2013).

I L LUS TRAT IONS | All illustrations are courtesy of the awardees, except for 
the Chicago History Museum event photography at the bottom of page 61 and on
page 62. 

FURTHER READING | Deborah DeHaas and Adele Smith Simmons await their
biographers. Explorations of DeHaas’s career appear in John Carpenter, “Demise of
Arthur Andersen taught professional, personal lessons to Deloitte leader,” Chicago

Left: Adele Simmons accepts her Making History Award from Marshall Field V on June 6, 2012. Right: Scott Swanson presents Deb DeHaas
with her Making History Award on June 7, 2017. Dan Rest Photography.
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