Constance Baker Motley

FINALLY, IN DECEMBER 1940, while |
wis waiting to return to the NYA project,
my big break came when [ met the man
who would change the course of my lile. A
lang established philanthropist in New
Haven, Clarence W. Blakeslee, heard me
speak at a meeting at the Dixwell
Community House, ..

- Blakeslee was devored o the commu-
nity. He was totally committed to Yale. . He
was equally committed to the city ol New
Haven and s development. He built the
YMOA and YWCA there.. He built the
YMOCA camp in Chester, Gonnecticul with
Edward Hazen_ . The interracial camp, big-
gerand better than ever, s sull ad its site
on Cedar Lake...

Blakeslee had arvanged a mecting with
local peaple in November or early
December 1940 at the Dixwell Commuunity
House.. . He had hoped that black people,
especially voung ones, would gather there
and participate 0 its activities and in man-
agig and raising money,, Although blacks
were nol excluded from public parks or
playgrounds. the city's traditional poor
black area, Dixwell Avenue, lacked a vouth
center. The abjective of the meeting was to
determine why people were not using the
() House, as the center was called, i the
way he had anticipated.

I went o the meeting because [ was
community activist and president of the
New Haven Negro Youth Council, which |
and some others had organized. We had
all graduated rom high school, bhut none
of us had a satistactory joby or was able 1o
go to college. ..

The Q House meeting was chaired by
George Crawlord, the leading local black
tawver 1 have no recollection of what was
saicl except the substance of what I said. To
Crawlord s annovance, [ said that all the
peaple on the board were from Yale, and,

therefore, the black community had no
real mput o what was going on; they did
not consider it their place, and so we did
net have a mass response (o the center,
The meeting ended as usual with no spe-
cific outcome. Blakeslee wanted o hear
the community views, | was the only speak-
er to cause a stirn In retrospect, | guess |1
alsa represented New Haven's emerging
black middle class.

The day after the meeting, | had o tele-
phone call from the newly appointed
director of the community center. He said
Mr. Blakeslee wanted to see me, I went a
day or so later, He and 1 adked alone in his
unpretentious office, He said, as best as |
can recall, *1 was very impressed with what
voul had to say the other night. 1 looked up
vour high school record, and 1 see you
gracdluated with honors, Twant to know why
you are not in eollege.” Startled, | said, *1
don’t have the money to go to college, My
parents do not have the money to send me
o college.” He asked. "What would you
like to do?” 1said, *I'd like to be a lawyer”
With raised, truly bushy evebrows, he said,
“Well, [ don’t know much about women in
the law, but il that’s what you want 1o do,
[l e happy to pay vour way foras long as
vou want to go, Dam sending my grandson
ter Harvard Law School. | guess i 1 ean
send him to Harvard, 1 can send you 1o
Columbia.” Then he said, "Never be afraid
[0} spv:tk Ly a8 Abrabam Lincoln saic, an
independent voice 1s God's gift to the
nation.” (43-45)
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Problem Solving, Reasoning and Creative Thinking

e This excerpt [rom Constance Baker Motley's autobiography, Egual fustice Usder Lo, ends

with a quote — “Never be alraid o speak up: as Abraham Lincoln said, ‘an independent
voice is God's gift to the nation.”™ Why did Mr, Blakeslee say this to the au thor? Think of a
time that VOLL Were altaid 1o ﬁpuuk up a el a time when vou cliel spea I up. f.]nrnpart* e,

Working Collaboratively/ Learning Resources/ Creative Thinking/ Speaking,
Listening and Viewing

e In groups, construct a freestanding monument that features Constance Baker Motley's
likeness. Incorporate symbols for her life activities, Describe the monument on a large
card lor viewers: Present this 1o the class as a group,

Speaking, Listening and Viewing/ Writing/ Learning Resources and Information
Technology

*  Pair students together — Prepare an interview between a client and a lawver regarding a
civil rights violation that vou have rescarched together, Act it out in [ront of the class,

Working Independently

[3oes VOUr 11{-rig‘]1hm'}‘mud o town have a f_'.fJ]ﬂH'lUHil}' center? Visit it and lnd our what
kind of activities it sponsors, Bring in w list 1o share with other students.






