
Editor’s Note: Part 1 of this 
article ran in the summer issue 
of the Cooperative Housing 
Bulletin. David J. Thompson is 
writing a book about The Role 
of Cooperatives in the Civil 
Rights Movement. This article 
is excerpted from a chapter 
about Thurgood Marshall and 
cooperatives. 

ON DECEMBER 1, 1955, ROSA 
PARKS (Montgomery’s NAACP 
chapter secretary) remained 
seated on a Montgomery bus, 
and the NAACP was once again 
appealed to for help. Marshall, 
who was to be married December 
17 of that year, asked Robert Carter in his office to 
take on the Montgomery case. Since the death of his 
first wife, Marshall had fallen in love with Cecilia 
(Cissy) Suyat, a secretary of Hawaiian and Filipino 
descent, who worked at the NAACP headquarters.

During all of his years in New York City, Marshall 
had rented an apartment. Because of restrictive 
racial covenants in New York City, it was almost 
impossible for blacks to buy homes even if they 
had the money. Marshall was now in an even 
more difficult predicament. The covenants were 
even stricter about inter-racial couples and had 
anticipated a black and white couple. In this case, 
the Marshalls were an inter-racial black and Asian-
Hawaiian couple. Home ownership in New York 
City was almost impossible for them.

About that time, Morningside Gardens was 
developed as a limited-equity housing cooperative 
on the upper west side. It was one of the earliest 
owner-occupied inter-racial housing cooperatives 

in Manhattan. It played a role 
in initiating the creation of the 
Mitchell Lama Law, which led 
to the development of many 
similar housing cooperatives 
throughout New York City. Being 
close to Columbia University, 
Barnard College, and numerous 
other academic and theological 
institutions, Morningside Gardens 
was a welcome affordable housing 
addition to the Morningside 
Heights neighborhood. The intent 
of the initial board of directors, led 
by Columbia President Grayson 
Kirk and the philanthropist David 
Rockefeller, was to create an inter-
racial, middle-class multi-family 

community as a model for others in New York City. 
When Morningside Gardens opened in 1957, 

the racial make-up of the cooperative members was 
75 percent white, 20 percent black, 4 percent Asian, 
and 1 percent Puerto Rican. As a model of inter-
racial housing, it was thought at the time that the 
percentage of blacks and Puerto Ricans should be 
no more than 25%. But most importantly for the 
Marshalls, Morningside Gardens was open to inter-
racial couples. 

In fact, the Morningside Gardens’ cooperative 
organizers recruited the Marshalls to become 
members of the cooperative knowing of their 
inability to get home ownership in any other way in 
Manhattan. The Marshalls moved into Morningside 
Gardens in the spring of 1958. They were the first 
occupants of the new apartment. By the end of 
1958, every one of the cooperative’s 980 apartments 
was occupied.
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Thurgood Marshall with his 
wife, Cecilia, and their two 
children, Thurgood, Jr. and John. 
This photo was taken in their 
Morningside Co-op apartment.
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The cooperative ownership and residency couldn’t 
have come at a better time for the Marshalls as they 
were about to have their second child (John born in 
July 1958.) Being welcomed into the cooperative meant 
obtaining a home in which to safely bring up their two 
young children. Morningside Gardens, with six, 21-story 
buildings, became an inter-racial neighborhood that 
was secure and friendly. The site covered 10 acres that 
were beautifully laid out with significant open space and 
many facilities. The cooperative community of 3,500 
people became a social and economic model for what 
New York City could be. 

The Marshall’s home was a cooperative apartment 
on the 17th floor of Building VI in Morningside 
Gardens. It would be theirs for nearly 10 years. Their 
cooperative share was $2,500, and their monthly 
carrying charges were $21. It is probable that this 
meant $21 a room. The October 1958 issue of the 
Morningside Gardens News reported, “One of our 
most active members is Mr. Thurgood Marshall, 
Building VI, who serves as a full-time lawyer for the 
NAACP. Mr. Marshall has pleaded many cases before 
the Supreme Court, most of which he has won.”

 As a neighbor of the Marshall’s recalled, “We had 
a Fourth of July party here, and Thurgood and Cissy 
had over Alex Haley, Daisy Bates (champion of the 
Little Rock 9), and Lena Horne.”

The Marshalls might have stayed at Morningside 
for the rest of their lives. However, in August of 1965, 
President Johnson appointed Marshall as the first 
black US Solicitor General. Soon after, the Marshall 
family moved to Washington D.C. 

In 1967, the US Supreme Court struck down a ban 
on inter-racial marriage in Virginia and several other 
states the Commonwealth of Virginia, and shortly 
after, the Marshalls moved into a home now open to 
them in Falls Church, VA, Marshall was 60 when he 
was legally allowed to own his first single family home 

in Virginia. Yet, Morningside Gardens Cooperative, 
had in fact been the first home he and his family 
owned, a decade earlier.

This fact influenced Marshall greatly. 
When it came to his own work with cooperatives, 

the place where Marshall made the most impact was 
on the issue of developing inter-racial cooperatives 
at the end of the Second World War. When the war 
ended, numerous groups, ranging from churches to 
veteran organizations, were intent on creating inter-
racial cooperatives. As they reasoned, if they had 
fought a war and faced death together, why could they 
not live together?

Regretfully, this new idea was prevented through 
racial covenants, “red-lining” (the practice of banks 
not offering mortgages in black neighborhoods) and 
targeted use of insurance funds by the Federal Housing 
Authority (FHA). Throughout the United States, every 
attempt to create an inter-racial housing cooperative 
was turned down by the FHA. Whether it was York 
Center Cooperative, IL, Usonia in New York State, 
Community Homes and Mutual Housing Association 
in Los Angeles, Sunnyhills, Milpitas or Ladera in Palo 
Alto, all in California, the FHA fabricated excuses to 
turn down inter-racial cooperatives. 

The FHA’s unspoken opposition was that allowing 
blacks to live in a cooperative would impact the 
marketability of the units and lower the value, thereby 
harming the FHA’s collateral investment. 

One of these planned, post-war inter-racial 
cooperatives was York Center Cooperative in Du 
Page County, Ill. Conceived of by a group of religious 
and progressive families in 1945, York Center bought 
100 acres to turn into a land cooperative for 79 
homes. Although each home was to be owned by 
the cooperative member, the underlying land and 
improvements were to be owned jointly by the 72 
members. The Chicago Tribune reported, “Members 
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For the Marshalls, 
Morningside Gardens 

was open to inter-
racial couples...In 

February 1949, Truman 
issued an executive 

order declaring such 
housing finance 

discrimination illegal.

Morningside Gardens 
Housing Cooperative,  
developed as a limited- 
equity housing coop-
erative on the upper west 
side, was the first home 
the Marshalls owned. P
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learned to tout the 100 acres of communally-owned property as an 
economically mixed society that was tolerant of all races, religions 
and ethnicities.” 

To create legal documents that would spell out and confirm 
the intent of their cooperative community, the original board 
sought a pro-bono lawyer. They were fortunate to get the help of 
Ted Robinson, an attorney who worked in Chicago for the Illinois 
Department of Labor. Robinson spent over two years working 
through the articles, bylaws, membership documents, deeds, 
and model lease—all based on one member, one vote, and open 
membership. 

At the conclusion of his work, Robinson decided he, too, should 
apply to join the cooperative. The problem was that Robinson was 
black, and his wife was Jewish and their children of mixed race. 
A number of the cooperative members said they would leave if 
Robinson’s family was allowed to join. Robinson withdrew his 
application, not wanting the cooperative to come to an end due to 
his application. However, many members felt that if their intent was 
truly to have “open membership” that meant everyone, which surely 
included Robinson and his inter-racial family. The Robinsons were 
then approved for membership, and some members did leave the 
cooperative. 

York Center Community Cooperative then moved to the next 
phase, which was to obtain financing for their community. About 
1947, the FHA turned down its application due it said to blight and 
unpaved roads, etc. But as in the other cases, the reality was that the 
FHA would not finance an inter-racial cooperative. 

The York Community Cooperative then decided to fight the 
FHA’s decision. To do so, the cooperative asked Thurgood Marshall 
and the NAACP to take up its case. Fortunately, Marshall had 
done extensive work on discrimination and civil rights with many 
departments of the U.S. government, especially the military during 
and after World War II. 

In the end, Marshall’s personally written, 21-page 
memorandum from the NAACP to President Truman* made 
its way to the President’s desk. On the subject of FHA’s racism, 
Marshall concluded, “The achievement of racial residential 
segregation is the purpose and the effect of FHA’s policy.”

And as we know, it was Truman who famously said, “The 
buck stops here.” Truman reviewed the memo from Marshall 
and knew that the time had come to stop discrimination at 
least in government financing. In February 1949, Truman 
issued an executive order declaring such housing finance 
discrimination illegal. 

Archivist Dennis Bilge of the Truman Library in Independence, 
Mo., states, “It is probably true that the York Center Cooperative 
was, if not the first, one of the very earliest integrated housing in 
the United States.” Although the Executive Order was signed in 
1949, it took a few more years before FHA relented and financed an 
inter-racial cooperative.

The work of Marshall on behalf of the inter-racial goals of the 
York Center Community Cooperative was another step forward 
for integration in America. Little did Marshall know that his efforts 
to help one inter-racial cooperative would lead him to his own 
cooperative opportunity in Morningside Gardens only six years later.

 In later years, Morningside Gardens named its community 
center on La Salle Street the Thurgood Marshall Room. Many of 
the cooperative’s member events take place there. It is a fitting 
tribute to a man who was helped by cooperatives and who helped 
cooperatives build a better America open to all races. CHB

David J. Thompson is President of Twin Pines Cooperative Foundation, 
dthompcoop@aol.com; 530/757-2233.

*Thurgood Marshall, “Memorandum to the President of the United States 
Concerning Racial Discrimination by the Federal Housing Administration,” 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (Library of 
Congress Manuscript Collections), February 1, 1949, 14.
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