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a diligent but reserved public servant, george collins  
 served only two years in congress. He entered the 

political scene at the local level in chicago, and converted 
his loyal service to mayor richard Daley’s Democratic 
machine to a seat in the U.s. House of representatives. 
Unaffected by the redistricting many experts predicted 
would lead to his political demise, collins won a second 
term in the House. His untimely death in a plane crash 
ended a promising House career but launched a long term 
of service by his widow, cardiss.

george Washington collins was born in chicago, 
illinois, on march 5, 1925. The son of Wash and leanna 
collins, george grew up during the great Depression in 
the impoverished cabrini-green neighborhood, an area 
in the north side of chicago that was later known for its 
failed public housing experiment.1 after graduating from 
Waller High school in chicago, collins entered the U.s. 
army as a private in 1943. He served with the engineers 
corps in the south Pacific during World War ii before 
being discharged as a sergeant in 1946. Upon returning 
to civilian life, collins continued his education, earning a 
business law degree in 1957 from northwestern University. 
on august 5, 1958, he married cardiss robertson. The 
couple had one son, kevin.2

collins gained his first political experience in the 
local Democratic organization headed by mayor Daley. 
appointed precinct captain in 1954 for chicago’s 24th 
Ward on the West side—a section of the city known  
for its loyalty to the Democratic Party and the local 
machine—he went on to serve as deputy sheriff of cook 
county from 1958 to 1961. collins ascended further 
in local government as secretary to veteran alderman 
Benjamin lewis of the 24th Ward and as an administrative 
assistant to the chicago Board of Health.3 after lewis’s 
brutal murder in 1963—he was handcuffed and shot  

in his ward office—collins succeeded his former supervisor  
as 24th Ward alderman, a position he held until his election 
to congress in 1970.4

When representative Daniel J. ronan of illinois died 
during his third term in congress in august 1969, collins 
decided to run for the vacant seat. as a faithful member of 
the cook county Democratic organization, collins received 
the solid backing of mayor Daley in the special election for 
ronan’s unexpired term for the 91st congress (1969–1971) 
and for the election for a full term in the 92nd congress 
(1971–1973). The march 1970 Democratic primary 
for the congressional district encompassing chicago’s 
predominantly black West side and two working-class white 
suburbs, cicero and Berwyn (once labeled the “selma of 
the north” by martin luther king, Jr.), received national 
media attention because both candidates were african 
american.5 During the campaign, collins emphasized his 
political experience and his ability to bring improvements 
to the district because of his connections with city hall. He 
easily defeated his opponent Brenetta Howell, an outspoken 
community activist, social worker, and mother, with 86 
percent of the vote.6 Due in great part to the citywide 
influence of the Daley machine, collins bested alex 
Zabrosky—a white engineer and steel executive who resided 
in Berwyn—in the general election, 56 to 44 percent.7 With 
this victory, collins became the first african-american 
member of the 20th century to represent a minority-black 
district. (Two black members from districts without a black 
majority—ron Dellums of california and Parren mitchell 
of maryland—joined collins in the House in the 92nd 
congress.8) collins’s 1970 election also marked the first time 
two african americans represented chicago simultaneously 
in congress.9

sworn in on november 3, 1970, collins was assigned to 
the Public Works and government operations committees. 
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Vowing to serve his constituents “in any way,” he made 
frequent trips to chicago to ensure that he kept in touch 
with voters.10 To advance the interests and concerns of 
his urban district, the illinois representative promoted a 
wide range of legislation aimed at improving the lives of 
the poor in american cities. although collins supported 
President richard m. nixon’s proposals to provide a 
minimum federal payment to low-income families with 
children and to share federal tax revenues with states 
and localities, he judged funding levels to be inadequate. 
collins sought to increase spending for the elementary 
and secondary education act and advocated the passage of 
federal highway legislation that addressed the needs of mass 
transit programs and of urban residents uprooted from 
their neighborhoods by road construction. He introduced 
a bill requiring the Treasury Department to provide free tax 
preparation to low- and moderate-income taxpayers and 
backed a measure to offer fiscal relief to states burdened 
by high welfare costs.11 collins participated in efforts to 
reform the Federal Housing administration after hearings 
conducted by the government operations subcommittee 
on legal and monetary affairs revealed that low-income 
homeowners had been defrauded by speculators, real estate 
brokers, and home repair companies.

as a veteran of World War ii, collins cared deeply 
about the welfare of american soldiers, and he devoted 
particular attention to ending racial discrimination in 
the armed services. in 1971, collins and nine other 
members of the congressional Black caucus (cBc)—
the newly-formed organization created to promote 
economic, educational, and social issues affecting african 
americans—toured american military bases to investigate 
widespread allegations of racial discrimination. He and 
his cBc colleagues conducted a series of hearings to 
investigate the complaints.12 known as a member who 
preferred to work quietly behind the scenes, collins 
made only occasional speeches on the floor during his 
tenure in the House. When Vice President spiro agnew 
accused african-american representatives of exaggerating 
the desperate circumstances of many blacks living in the 

United states, several members of the cBc, including 
collins, reproached him. “mr. agnew, take off those 
rose-colored glasses,” collins retorted. “When the black 
leadership talk about social, economic, and financial 
conditions of the black and the poor, it is very real.”13 

Despite a comfortable margin of victory in his 
initial election to office, collins’s bid for a second term 
in congress was met with uncertainty. as a result of a 
court-ordered redistricting plan for the state of illinois, 
collins found himself facing another product of the 
chicago Democratic machine, Frank annunzio—an 
illinois representative first elected in the 89th congress 
(1965–1967)—in a newly drawn district extending east to 
west from the heart of downtown chicago to the western 
portion of the city.14 Unconcerned with the restructuring 
that would potentially pit two Daley followers against 
one another, annunzio confided to friends on capitol 
Hill that the situation “will be taken care of by the 
organization.”15 allegedly offered a position in the city 
administration in return for not opposing annunzio, 
collins defied the mayor, declaring his intention to enter 
the upcoming election. in a different political climate, 
Daley might not have tolerated such insubordination. 
But relations between the chicago Democratic machine 
and the city’s african-american political leadership had 
deteriorated in the aftermath of a split between the mayor 
and south side representative ralph metcalfe, William 
Dawson’s successor. metcalfe had accused Daley of 
devoting insufficient attention to the death of an unarmed 
black teenager shot by a chicago policeman. given his 
difficulties with metcalfe, Daley could not afford to 
alienate the city’s other african-american representative, 
so he accommodated collins’s wishes to stand for another 
term.16 in an attempt to avoid a direct contest between 
the two politicians, Daley successfully encouraged 
annunzio to run for an open congressional seat in a 
more affluent chicago district vacated by representative 
roman Pucinski, who unsuccessfully challenged 
republican senator charles Percy.17 With a formidable 
foe eliminated, collins handily defeated rhea mojica 
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Hammer, an associate producer of a spanish-language 
television program, in the march primary.18 in the heavily 
Democratic district, collins trounced his republican 
opponent, real estate broker Thomas lento, in the general 
election, garnering 83 percent of the vote.19 

on December 8, 1972, a month after his re-election to 
a second term, collins died in an airplane crash that killed 
45 of the 61 passengers and the crew onboard a flight from 
Washington, Dc, to chicago, where collins had planned 
to organize a christmas party for children in his district.20 
Then-cBc chairman louis stokes of ohio eulogized his 
congressional colleague: “The legacy which george collins 
leaves is an abiding devotion to the people. . . .Those of 
us who served with him saw his strength and balance. 
The legacy he left all of us is that we should renew our 
devotion to mankind.”21 shortly after collins’s death, his 
widow, cardiss, entered and won the special election to fill 
his vacant congressional seat. The only african-american 
widow to succeed her husband in congress, cardiss 
collins served 24 years in the House. 
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