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Vel Phillips
Making History in Milwaukee
BY CAROL COHEN
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Educated at Howard University, where she was 
schooled in African American history, Vel Phillips 
(1924–present) has taken every opportunity during 
her long career in the public eye to advocate for 

social justice and civil rights for Milwaukee’s African Ameri-
cans. “America,” she said in a 1955 speech, “is not the land 
of opportunity it is purported to be—not while discrimination 
and segregation exist, and where those belonging to the Negro 
race can secure only second class citizenship with definite 
limitations.”1 Always outspoken, favoring the limelight, young 
Phillips had charisma and an astuteness that propelled her 
into a long career in civic life with a desire “to make a differ-
ence.” Her election to the Milwaukee Common Council in 
1956 made history.

Vel Phillips was a star from the start of her adult life. 
In 1951, she graduated from law school at the University of 
Wisconsin–Madison as the first African American woman 
to complete the LL.B. degree. After graduating, she and her 
husband Dale, who’d completed the same program in 1950, 
returned to Milwaukee, where Phillips was born. The young 
couple settled in the heart of the city’s urban inner core on 
Walnut Street, both practicing law and engaging in commu-
nity life.2 Having had a comfortable middle-class upbringing, 
Phillips’s volunteer work in the impoverished sections of the 
inner city was sobering and motivated her to work for change.

By the time the Phillipses settled on Walnut Street, the 
area was overcrowded and dilapidated. As a volunteer for the 
League of Women Voters, Phillips “went from house to house, 
speaking to home owners and tenants, registered voters and 
newcomers. . . . She learned for the first time the full story of 
crowded living conditions, blight, disease and ignorance which 
affected much of the territory.”3 Discriminatory real estate and 
banking practices and outright racism in the city’s white neigh-
borhoods had long segregated Milwaukee’s African American 
population into an urban ghetto on the near North Side. 
Scholar Joe Trotter calls it a “city within a city,” an isolated 
but self-sustaining community.4 It included a relatively pros-
perous black middle class and a burgeoning African American 
migrant population from the South, as well as a population 
of poor whites who could not afford to live elsewhere. Post–
World War II migrants seeking jobs in Milwaukee’s booming 
industries contributed to a sharp rise in the city’s African 
American population, from 13,000 in 1945 to 21,772 in 1950. 
(The city counted 637,342 total residents in 1950). As newly 
arrived African Americans looking for housing pushed beyond 
the boundaries of the old inner core, white residents relocated 
to the city’s suburbs.5

An unsuccessful effort to win a seat on the Milwaukee 
School Board in 1953 did not dampen Phillips’s ambition to 
effect social change. An opportunity arose in 1955 after the 
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Phillips addressing the Milwaukee Common Council in the mid-1960s
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city reapportioned its electoral districts from 27 to 19 wards. 
The Phillipses found themselves residents of the newly-created 
Second Ward, which included the largely African American 
neighborhood where Vel Phillips grew up, and which now had 
an open seat on the city’s Common Council. Eight candidates 
declared their intention to run in the Second Ward; Phillips 
was one of two African Americans vying for the seat.

No woman or African American had ever been elected to 
the Common Council when Phillips announced her candidacy 
in October 1955.6 She kept a low profile, relying on campaign 
workers to go door-to-door promoting voter registration and 
a “get out the vote” message and, almost as if incidentally, 
the candidacy of Vel Phillips.7 She used to her advantage 
the fact that her first name was not necessarily recognized as 
belonging to a woman. Leonard Zubrensky, longtime friend 
and campaign assistant in that election, recalls that canvassers 
used different pieces of campaign literature depending on 
what neighborhood they visited in the racially mixed Second 
Ward—some with a photograph of Phillips, some without.8 
Savvy in her remarks to the press about this strategically vague 
campaign, Phillips told a reporter, “Win or lose, I wanted to 
bring up the low percentage of registered voters [and] to urge 
non-registered voters to participate in all elections.”9 She knew 

she needed a large percentage of the African American vote 
to win.

Electoral redistricting had also resulted in several incum-
bent aldermen running against each other in newly created 
wards and made for intense rivalries alongside an already 
contentious race for the mayor’s office. That contest made 
national news in a Time magazine article titled “The Shame 

Velvalea Rodgers and W. Dale Phillips on their wedding day, 
September 12, 1948

Velvalea R. Phillips, bottom row, and classmates pictured in the UW–Madison Law School Yearbook, 1951
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of Milwaukee,” because of ugly 
racial slurs used against incumbent 
mayor Frank Zeidler.10 Zeidler was 
a proponent of slum clearance 
and public housing, ideas unpop-
ular with many white Milwauke-
eans.11 One newspaper journalist 
proclaimed: “What is undoubt-
edly one of the meanest and most 
vicious aldermanic campaigns in 
Milwaukee’s history is growing 
meaner and more vicious every 
day.”12 Phillips was understand-
ably reluctant to reveal that 
she was an African American 
woman, even though she had 
more education than many of 
the white male candidates.13

With a concentrated 
African American population 
in the new Second Ward, Phil-
lips and LeRoy Simmons, an 
African American, emerged 
winners of the primary, with 
Phillips topping Simmons by 
93 votes.14 Another African 
American woman in the Sixth 
Ward also made the primary, prompting the Milwaukee 
Sentinel to remark, “Milwaukee was assured of its first Negro 
alderman and might get its first woman alderman as a result 
of the voting.”15

After the primary, Phillips’s identity as a woman and an 
African American became widely known, which she believed 
would be a liability. The newspapers made much notice of 
her race and gender.16 She also had to contend with a write-in 
candidate, Julian Nagel, a white man, who was running hard 
and, according to Phillips, “playing the race card.” Another 
write-in, Frank Kanauz, only increased the pressure. On April 
1, 1956, the Sentinel endorsed Phillips as “the better qualified 
candidate,” as did the Milwaukee Journal on April 2.17

On April 3, Phillips, age 32, won the election, beating the 
write-in Julian Nagel by 357 votes. LeRoy Simmons trailed in 
third place.18 After her election victory, the Sentinel queried, 
“When a winning candidate for alderman is a lady—is she an 
alderwoman?”19 The tension between gender and race is a 
theme that runs through Vel Phillips’s narrative as she looks 
back on the experience of running for public office.

Wisconsin Public Television producer Robert Trondson 
interviewed Phillips in front of a camera six times over the 
course of 2013. He used those interviews to make the documen-
tary Vel Phillips: Dream Big Dreams. The following narrative 
is taken from transcripts of several of the interviews, but mostly 

from the one on May 1, 2013. As interviews often go, there 
is no simple narrative through-line in any of them. In several 
instances during the six interviews, Trondson re-questions Phil-
lips on a subject she spoke about in a past interview; on other 
occasions, Phillips retells a story with added detail or additional 
context or more animated flair. This first-person narrative 
excerpts passages from some sixteen hours of interviews, which 
have been arranged chronologically to tell Phillips’s story about 
her historic run for city council.

❖  ❖  ❖

Entry into Public Life
Vel Phillips: It was really bad in Milwaukee. Milwaukee was 
considered one of the more segregated, prejudiced cities in 
the whole United States. That’s what really put me into the 
city council. I knew I had to do something. I could see how 
segregated we were, how much more crime we had, how much 
poorer people were. It just wasn’t the way it should be.

I was right away very interested in the community. I joined 
the League of Woman Voters; I joined the YWCA. Woman’s 
Court and Civic Conference was another women’s group. I 
didn’t know it at the time that I was going to run for anything; 
it was just natural for me to be involved in the community. My 
husband said, “Honey, I just want to be able to take care of you 
and the family and give you everything that you deserve.” So 

A political novice in 1955, Phillips consulted books from the Milwaukee Public Library on how to run  
for public office.
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I was a community person and he was the one 
sticking with the law practice.

Every ten years, Wisconsin would be reap-
portioned. But it had been 30 years, three 
decades, and the Journal and the Sentinel—
they were separate then—both were running 
editorials about it. I had joined the League of 
Women Voters and [reapportionment] was 
their challenge. I was supposed to go door-to-
door to tell people how important it was to vote 
and, if they weren’t registered, to tell them how 
to register and where to go. And that area was 
where I lived. That’s really how I got interested 
in politics, with the League of Women Voters. 
And I went out and knocked on doors for reap-
portionment.20

Not many black women associated, at that 
time, with the League. They were kind of, how 
shall I say it, intellectual, snobbish, almost in 
a way, white people who met at their various 
homes. They met in Whitefish Bay and all like 
that. And since we lived on Walnut Street above 
a drugstore, I associated myself with the down-
town office, which was the closest. And I was 
the only black in the League of Women Voters. 
I didn’t see any other blacks. [In the black 

A sample ballot published in the April 2, 1956, Milwaukee Journal names Phillips and 
her opponent LeRoy Simmons as nominees for city council in the Second Ward and 
another African-American woman, Mary Ellen Shadd, as a candidate in the Sixth Ward.

Portrait of Phillips dated February 7, 1953, a month 
prior to the school board primary election in which 
she was a candidate
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community] I was a Delta, which was a black sorority [Delta 
Sigma Theta], in the NAACP, and I was active in my church 
[Saint Mark African Methodist Episcopal].

I went door to door and I think that’s when I really got 
the bug, because I lived in the ghetto. I couldn’t understand 
the poverty. Some of the houses didn’t have any [central] heat 
and they had a space heater in them. Then, if you went in 
the kitchen, they would have the oven on and the door open 
because that was the heat. The rest of the house would be 
cold. Children would be running around. I thought that was 
dangerous. I was struck by buildings that were rear houses 
[residences behind the main building on the property]. I had 
never seen that kind of poverty.

I’ll never forget, because I guess 
this is still an election practice. If you 
were in favor of reapportionment, 
you voted no. If you were against 
reapportionment, you voted yes. I 
had to explain to people that you 
had to vote no. Then I had to explain 
to them why—that we didn’t have 
representation in government and, 
maybe, for the first time in Milwau-
kee’s history, blacks could have some 
voice and we could do things about 
housing. I’d explain all that to them. 
I knew that no black person had ever 
been elected.

Everyone was very sweet and 
very nice. They’d say things like, 
“I don’t vote or anything like that.” 
Because they had just moved from 
Alabama or Arkansas or something. 
I’d say, “Voting is very important.” 
That’s when I really began to under-
stand that there were great differ-
ences in the wages. I just got taken 
with it. Nobody knew that I was 
born in Milwaukee, but in a different 
kind of world.21 When I came in from 
going door-to-door, Dale would rub 
my feet and I would just be worn out. 
I just got consumed with how people 
lived. They were just so poor. And 
we were poor, but it was a different 
kind of poor. My husband said, “If 
they do reapportion, there may be a 
ward that has no one representing it. 
I think you should run.” But he had 
always said that he would run.

After redistricting, when the 
city actually did have a ward that 

had no representation at all, my husband didn’t want to do it. 
He would tease me and say, “Honey, why don’t you do it?” He 
pointed out, “You ran for school board, you almost won.”22 
He was trying to get out of running himself, because he had 
promised. I said, “You promised me you would run.” Since I 
had taken his name when we married, I thought, “This is the 
way that we’ll get to be known as lawyers.” He didn’t say no 
because he would never just say no. He would say, “Well, let’s 
talk about it; let’s sleep on it,” the more I pressed him on it. He 
finally told me, “Honey, this is just not my thing.” He finally 
said, “Why don’t you do it? You have the same qualifications 
as I do.” Then when I really had to think about it, after Dale 

Phillips’s election to city council appeared in the Milwaukee Journal, April 4, 1956.
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said he didn’t want to run, I said, “I don’t know if there will 
be any women on the council.” He said, “Well, so what. That 
wouldn’t bar you from doing it.” And he kept saying, “Well, 
you do it.” I’d say, “Let’s sleep on it.”

Doyle Getter, who worked for the Journal, we got to 
know each other. He was just such a wonderful friend. I called 
him and said, “Doyle, how many women have been on the 
council?” He said, “I don’t know. Why do you ask?” I said, 
“Because Dale is backing out. He doesn’t want to run.” He 
said, “Oh, you’re thinking about running?” I said, “Well, 

Dale doesn’t want to. He’s backing out.” He said, “Oh, Vel, I 
wouldn’t do it. It’s a lot of men; they smoke and drink. I don’t 
think you’d like it. You just wouldn’t fit in smoke-filled rooms. 
You’re just too dainty.” I said, “Well, I don’t have to drink to 
be a good city council person.” He said all kinds of things that 
were superficial and not a good reason. I said, “I could maybe 
do something about housing and make some difference.” 
“Well, it’ll get done without you doing it,” he said. The more 
he talked it down, the more interested I got in it.

I remembered my mother had campaigned for James 
Dorsey, a lawyer I admired very much. He didn’t win.23 That 
was when I was young. I left and went to college and I didn’t 
realize that no black—at that time they said Negro—had ever 
been elected to city council. It made me think that this would 
be nice to do because my mother had campaigned for James 
Dorsey. She was excited. But she didn’t have any concept; I 
don’t think she really understood. “Oh, you’ll win because 
you’re old Milwaukee. You’ve got a good background. Your 
father was from a good family and you had good training.” I 
said, “Mom, the people that I’ll be asking to vote for me, they 
aren’t old Milwaukee. They just got here from Arkansas and 
this and that.” “Well, you’re from a good family,” she said. 
She had no concept that that had nothing to do with it. That it 
didn’t mean to me what it meant to my mother. I thought that 

Phillips, pictured at the far left, with her colleagues in the Common Council chambers, 1956

The Vel Phillips Papers
In 2014, the Wisconsin Historical Society was pleased to 
acquire the papers of Vel Phillips, which document her 
life and career as civil rights crusader, alderman, lawyer, 
judge, and Secretary of State. The collection will be avail-
able to the public in early 2016. The Vel Phillips papers 
are being prepared with the generous assistance of the 
Greater Milwaukee Foundation, and through the endow-
ment provided by retired UW history professors Allan and 
Margaret Beattie Bogue.
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I could do something with housing because of the way people 
lived. I thought it was just unfair. That’s how I first really got 
interested in housing. I was so really stunned by the conditions 
that I just became consumed with it. I decided to try for it.

I went to the library and got a book on how to run for a 
local office to find out just what you do. I knew a little because 
of the work I’d done for the League of Women Voters. This 
book told what the city council did and how important it was. It 
was interesting and gave me all kinds of hints. The main thing I 
learned, this is important, is that you can have a fundraiser, but 
you should always be willing to spend some of your own money.

Now, we didn’t have any money. I told Dale, “This book 
on campaigning says that you should have some of your own 
money and we don’t have any.” He had gone to savings and 
loan school and had started working in banking. That was his 
first real, permanent job.24 That’s when he said, “We’ve got the 
mink coat fund.” I was so surprised. “You really started a mink 
coat fund? You really did?” I think about it now and laugh. He 
never told me he had started what he called the mink coat fund. 
I said, “How much is in it?” “Over $3,000 dollars.”

I couldn’t believe it. Now, $3,600 dollars in 1955 was more 
than it would be today. He said, “You could use that.” I said, 
“Oh, I don’t know.” I was thinking about this mink coat. He 
said, “Let’s sleep on it.” So the next morning, I said to him, 
“Did you sleep on it?” He said, “Yes.” I said, “I slept on it, too.” 
He said to me, “What did you decide?” “I decided I wanted 
to use it.” He said, “Well, I slept on it and I’ve decided that we 
shouldn’t use it.” I said, “Why?” He said, “Because you want 
a mink coat and I want you to have a mink coat.” I thought, I 
can always get a mink coat. This is far more important than a 
mink coat. It just didn’t compare. I said, “Honey, I want to use 
it. We can get a mink coat anytime.” We used it all.

The March 6, 1956, Primary Election
I was in an area that was maybe 60% black and 40% white. Of 
the 60% that were black, maybe 20% were registered voters. 
[Of] the 40% that were white, maybe 30% of them were regis-
tered voters. I thought that if I got enough people registered, 
then I could maybe make the primary. Because there were so 
many blacks in the area, I thought I could get them registered 
to vote and have a chance.

Then I got afraid. I’d learned from Doyle Getter that no 
woman had ever even survived a primary. I decided not to go 
door-to-door, but people did go door-to-door for me. Many 
Caucasians. I had a lot of white friends because I’d joined these 
groups because I was interested in government and housing 
and all these things. They were willing to come in and help. 
I had people that didn’t live in the area, but were my friends, 

Phillips and her newly elected fellow aldermen, 1956

Phillips’s voter registration card. She worked on voter registration as a 
volunteer for the League of Women Voters in the early 1950s.
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campaign for me. No one knew that I was . . . I don’t think 
they ever said I was a woman, but they didn’t hide that. I was 
more worried, actually, about being a woman than about being 
African American. After I was outed, after the primary elec-
tion, then I really could go door-to-door. I didn’t do it when no 
one knew I was black and no one knew I was a woman.

I was so upset when [all the candidates] went to pick out 
what place we’d be on the ballot. There were eight people 
running. We did it by putting our names in a hat and you 
would just pick a number. I was the eighth and I came home 
and was almost in tears. I was the last name on the ballot. I 
said to my husband, “It was terrible. There were eight of us 
and we had to pick a number. I picked number eight.” He 
said, “Oh, no. If we can’t be first, last can be good.” He put 
it everywhere: “The last name on your ballot.” My husband 
thought of that. “We’ll just keep telling everyone. Remember, 
it’s the last name on the ballot.” He was sharp. He said, “Oh, 
honey, if you can’t be first, then be last. We’ll take advantage 
of it.” [We] had these little 3 x 5 cards—red, white, and blue. 
On the one side, it just said “Vel Phillips, Attorney, Alderman 
Second Ward, City Council.” Then on the other side, it had 
all my credentials: law school, member of League of Women 
Voters, and all like that.

Julian Nagel was one of the primary people. I knew 
he would be the one to beat. LeRoy Simmons and myself 
were the only blacks. LeRoy Simmons and I, we made the 
primary. I will never forget the Journal said, “For the first 
time in Milwaukee’s history, in its 110 years, there will be a 
Negro on the city council, because the only two candidates 

A campaign sticker for one of Phillips’s later city council terms, 
undated

Phillips with her firstborn son, Dale, pictured at the end of 1956 or the beginning of 1957
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that made the primary were both Negroes. LeRoy Simmons 
and Vel Phillips. Even more historic, there may be a woman 
because one of the two candidates is a woman. And that’s 
never happened before.”25 It was like I was “out.” I made the 
primary because they didn’t know I was a woman or black, 
really. They made such a big thing over being the first woman 
and the first black.26 The papers made a big thing of it, on tele-
vision and everything. I wasn’t really with it in terms of that. I 
didn’t really feel the impact at the time. I just thought, “Well, 
I was lucky.” I guess that was good. I didn’t really realize that 
this was a historic thing.

Now that it was out, I could go door-to-door, but I didn’t, 
because I’d just found out I was pregnant. The primary was 
in March, the final was in April and I didn’t know until after 
the primary that I was pregnant. As soon as I found out that 
I was pregnant . . . it would have been different if I had just 
gotten pregnant. But to find out in [March]. I was about four 
or five months pregnant because Dale was born in July. But I 
didn’t show that much. I never weighed much. Right away, I 
started wearing [clothes] to hide it because I thought everyone 
could tell I was pregnant. You know, the artists kind of coats? I 
bought some of those so that nobody would know. I remember 
those days and remember how scared I was when I found out. 
I was so thrilled I was pregnant, but I was afraid that it would 
cost me the election.27

LeRoy Simmons knew my mother. He had been in the 
Assembly; he was the first black ever in Wisconsin.28 He called 
my mother and said, “Is Vel running?” He asked her if she 
would try to get me to drop out because I hadn’t been in the 
state Assembly [like he had]. My mother said, “Oh, I could try 
to talk her out of it but she’d . . .” He said, “You know she’s 
a woman. Well, tell her she’s not going to win.” He threat-
ened, he said, “Anyway, her name is Velvalea. She’s going by 
Vel, and I’m going to challenge that.” He was going to bring 
a lawsuit because I had my name on the ballot as Vel Phil-
lips. He never did, but I told my husband. My husband said, 
“We’ll change it.” You know, my birth certificate said Velvalea. 
I was a little worried about that. I didn’t even think about that 
[being an issue]. That’s when my husband went down and 
had my name changed.29 And we never told my mother. She 
would have died. I just thought that Velvalea was a long name, 
just long. And people knew me as Vel. I just stuck with Vel. I 
thought Vel was short and it was easy.

The April 3, 1956, Election
Julian Nagel missed the primary by just a very few votes. 
He then became a candidate as a write-in. He was spending 
money and out there campaigning as a write-in, really strong. 
I said to my husband, “Julian Nagel is everywhere I go, I see 
yard signs. He’s playing up the race card.” My husband said, 
“Oh, you don’t have to worry anything about a write-in. They 
don’t count. They try, but they don’t get in.” That kind of 

settled me down a little bit. I figured out that I had to get a lot 
of white votes to win.

Now it was the day of the final. I said to my husband, “You 
know, honey, after the primary when people knew that I was 
a woman and black, I felt more free.” They knew I was preg-
nant, but I felt more free to do things. I said, “The one thing 
I have not done is take people to the polls on election day.” 
He said, “Well, why don’t we do it.” Right across the street 

Dream Big Dreams
In 2015, Wisconsin Public Television launched the docu-
mentary and statewide community engagement project, 
Vel Phillips: Dream Big Dreams, to celebrate the accom-
plishments of civil rights leader Vel Phillips.

The film has become one of WPT’s most-watched 
shows of the season and the project has sparked conversa-
tions across Wisconsin about equity and civil rights in the 
twenty-first century. In January, 550 community leaders, 
including Milwaukee Mayor Tom Barrett and US Rep. 
Gwen Moore, gathered at the Milwaukee Art Museum 
to celebrate Vel Phillips’s legacy. WPT has organized 
community events and delivered community engagement 
kits to organizations throughout the state to spur further 
conversations on equity. Additional outreach efforts will 
include the release of a K-12 curriculum guide for teachers.

Visit wpt.org/velphillips where you can watch the 
documentary, Vel Phillips: Dream Big Dreams and down-
load a free discussion guide.
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from where we lived was a very nice house. We started right 
there. We knocked on the door. I said, “My husband and I are 
here to take you to the polls.” The woman said, “I’m sorry. I 
always vote with my husband, and he’s not here.” I understood 
that because my husband and I would always vote together. 
She said, “Well, I’ve got to wait for him.” And just then, her 
husband comes in. I said, “Oh, here he is. Let us take you.” We 
waited a few minutes and they got in the car. I had these little 
red, white, and blue cards that had on one side my credentials 
and on the other side, I had no picture because that was a 
no-no. She had one in her hand.

I sat in the passenger’s seat and my husband was driving. 
We were telling them about Frank Zeidler and all that. We 
had told our campaign people to talk about Frank Zeidler, 
who was [running for] his fourth term and was really recog-
nized across the United States as a fine socialist, but don’t say 
anything about Vel Phillips until you’re almost there. Then 
say, “Well, Vel Phillips is running. She’s a lawyer.” So I said, 

“Now, when you get to the alderman [choices], 
I would think...” She didn’t let me finish. She said, 
“Oh, we know who to vote for for alderman. We are 
very convinced who we’re voting for alderman.” The 
woman said, “We’re voting for Vel Phillips.” The man 
said, “Yes, we think he’s very qualified. He’s a lawyer 
and this and that.” I had just turned around when the 
woman said they were voting for Vel Phillips; I turned 
around to say thank you. But I didn’t get a chance 
to say it, because the man popped up and said, “We 
think he’s a very good candidate.” And my husband 
said, “Oh, good. We think he’s great. You’re voting for 
the right person.” He never skipped a beat. So when 
it turned out that I won, the woman across the street 
called me on the phone and said, “Why didn’t you tell 
us that you were Vel?” I said, “Are you kidding? Your 
husband thought I was a man.” “I did, too!”

Julian Nagel really pulled the race card and for 
him to come closer to me than the person on the 
ballot by several hundred votes tells you how strongly 
racist Milwaukee was, how hard it was. It was really 
hard to be both the first woman, the first black, and to 
come out pregnant. It was really pretty hard. LeRoy 
[Simmons] didn’t get as many votes as Julian Nagel 
got. And that was scary, as he was a write-in, but he 
was white and he was a male. I think it would have 
been easier for me if I had been either a black man 
or a white woman. Then I would only have been the 
first African American, because the rest of them are 
all men. Or [being] a white woman would have been 
easier, because even though she was a woman, she was 
at least white and they were all Caucasian. But to have 
a double whammy, sort of, made it harder for me.

[Nagel] threatened to have a recount, because I 
didn’t win by a huge margin, but I won solidly. I thought, 
“Oh my goodness. He’s going to have a recount.” At that 
time, if you wanted a recount you had to pay for it. If he had 
gotten a recount, I may have lost, I don’t know. But then 
he didn’t have it. I was very quiet in my first term because I 
didn’t win by a lot.

When I won, a reporter talked to me. She said, “How does 
it feel to be the first woman on the city council?” I said, “Being 
on the council is a wonderful thing, but I have something more 
important and more meaningful for me.” She said, “What do 
you mean?” I said, “Because I’m with child. They won’t get 
just a woman, they’ll get a woman and a half.”

There were times when it was hard. Shirley Chisholm, 
who ran for president 30, we got to know each other because 
both of us had said [the same thing] in some interviews when 
people would say, “What’s hardest? Being the first woman 
or the first black?” She had been criticized because she gave 
the same answer I gave. I said, “When I really think about it, 

Alderwoman Phillips and two unidentified men at work on city  
business, undated
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very often there are times when they do forget that I’m a black 
person, but they never forget that I’m a woman.”

They didn’t expect a woman to be a city father, you know, 
a city mother-to-be.

❖  ❖  ❖

Afterword
After her history-making election, Phillips fought to win land-
mark open housing legislation removing barriers for African 
Americans to rent and buy homes outside the city’s urban 
center. She served nearly four terms on the Milwaukee Common 
Council and continued on in public office. Phillips’s public 
service includes other trailblazing “firsts”: she was the first 
African American in the country elected to the National Demo-
cratic Committee (1958), the first African American in the state 
to become a judge (1971), and the first African American and 
first woman elected to state office as Secretary of State (1978). 
Phillips has garnered numerous awards and accolades for some 
sixty years of community activism that continues today. Her 
statement, which she has often repeated, that it was harder for 
her in public life to be a woman than an African American, 
has always drawn criticism among African Americans and her 
steadfast commitment to civil rights and social change has often 
sparked controversy. Yet her place in history is anchored in her 
courageous run for city council that opened Milwaukee politics 
to women and African Americans and put Milwaukee on the 
national Civil Rights Movement map. 
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