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The Honorable Willie Lewis Brown, Jr. was born in Mineola, a rural community in East Texas, 80 miles from 
Dallas. Railroad tracks divided the small town into racially segregated enclaves. A chain link fence running 
through the cemetery separated blacks and whites even in death. Periodic outbreaks of mob violence against 
African Americans effectively prevented them from voting or exercising any control over their lives. For young 
Willie Brown, the only hope of rising in the world was to leave East Texas for San Francisco, California, where 
an admired uncle had made a home for himself. 

Unable to enter Stanford University as he had hoped, Willie Brown enrolled at San Francisco State, hoping to 
become a math instructor. Once in college though, he was quickly swept up into the world of campus politics. 
He became active in his church, and in the San Francisco chapter of the NAACP, just as the drive began to end 
legally sanctioned segregation in America. He worked his way through college working as a doorman, janitor 
and shoe salesman. 

After earning a degree in political science, Willie Brown went to Hastings law school, where he was elected 
president of his class. There were few African American attorneys practicing in San Francisco at the time, and 
Brown made a name for himself in the community by taking on cases other attorneys would have dismissed as 
hopeless. 

After losing the Democratic primary in his first bid for the State Assembly in 1962, Brown regrouped for a 
decisive victory in 1964. When Willie Brown entered the 80-member California Assembly, he was one of only 
four African American members; there were no Latinos, and only one woman in the entire group. The State 
Senate was composed entirely of white males. Brown immediately became embroiled in controversies with 
the powerful Speaker of the Assembly, Jesse "Big Daddy" Unruh. But Brown's loyalty to his allies, and 
willingness to bow to party discipline when called on, won him the respect of his colleagues on both sides of 
the aisle, including the Speaker himself. 

Throughout the '60s and onto the '70s, Brown played an increasingly important role in the California 
Democratic Party. He made his first impact on the national stage in 1972, when he electrified delegates to the 
Democratic National Convention with a fiery speech delivered during a credentials fight. 

When Unruh finally stepped down in 1974, Brown seized the chance to run for Speaker of the Assembly. His 
defeat in this contest began a brief period of political eclipse for Willie Brown. Popular as ever in his inner city 
district, and assured of easy re-election to the Assembly, Brown concentrated on building up his law practice, 
and drew some of the biggest developers in the region to his firm as San Francisco embarked on an explosive 
era of downtown development. By 1980, Brown was ready to try for the Speakership again, and won the office 
with an unexpected coalition of 28 Republicans and only 23 Democrats. 

Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, Brown exercised unprecedented power in the legislature, dictating 
budget agreements to a succession of Governors, Democratic and Republican. In 1990, the state government 
ground to a halt for 64 days until Willie Brown broke the deadlock through a direct personal intervention with 
Governor Wilson. 

When Willie Brown ran for re-election in 1994, California's newly-enacted term limits assured that it would be 
his last stint in the legislature. Although Brown easily retained his Assembly seat in 1994, Republicans won a 
one-vote majority in the California State Assembly and it appeared that Willie Brown's record-setting tenure 
as Speaker was finally over. Brown pulled off a remarkable upset, clinging to his leadership of the Assembly by 
a margin of a single vote, cast by a Republican member whose loyalty Brown had won in an earlier session. 



When the Republican dissenter was recalled in a special election, Brown stunned the opposition again, by 
persuading another Republican member to stand for Speaker against the Republicans' chosen leader. Brown's 
choice won the votes of all Democrats and a single Republican in the Assembly. When Brown's chosen 
successor was also recalled, he persuaded Democrats to support the candidacy of the one Republican who had 
supported Brown's choice for Speaker, thereby dooming the hopes of Brown's Republican rival for a third 
time. The Republican majority were forced to withdraw their first choice and elected a fourth Speaker for the 
brief remainder of the Assembly session. The following Autumn, Democrats regained control of the Assembly. 

By that time, Willie Brown had returned to San Francisco to run for Mayor. He faced considerable challenges, 
including an incumbent opponent with broader appeal to the political center, and two challengers from the 
left, one with considerable appeal to the city's large gay community. Brown's natural base of support among 
African Americans counted for little in a city where they were less than a quarter of the city's population. After 
a fiercely fought primary contest, Brown won the right to face the incumbent mayor head-on in the general 
election. Although Brown won the endorsement of his defeated primary opponents, the city's two daily 
newspapers backed the incumbent and weighed in against Brown with daily examinations of his entire career 
in Sacramento, his business dealings, and his personal life. 

Come election day, none of it mattered, and Willie Brown was swept into office in a landslide. Willie Brown 
began his term as one of the most popular mayors in the city's history, and was easily re-elected to a second 
term. Although an economic downturn strained the city's finances in his second term, when he left office in 
2003, Mayor Brown was able to see his chosen successor elected in his place. Willie Brown's eight years as 
Mayor of San Francisco provided a fitting climax to a career in public service spanning nearly 40 years. 

Never one to shrink from the spotlight, Willie Brown has acted in a number of feature films, including 
Godfather III, in which he appeared in the role of a fictional politician, and The Princess Diaries, in which he 
played himself. Since leaving office, he has written a daily newspaper column for the San Francisco Chronicle, 
hosted a daily radio program in San Francisco, and is a regular commentator on the national cable news 
network MSNBC. In another vein, he has founded the Willie Brown Institute on Politics and Public Service, an 
independent, non-profit forum for non-partisan education, debate and discussion of public policy issues. He 
has shared the lessons of his life -- in and out of politics -- in his 2008 autobiography, Basic Brown. 
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