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TAPE 1

MS. RENE EPSETIN: This is Rene

Eps te in . My in terv iew wi th Mary El len Riordan is

t a k i n g p i ace on Apr i l 5 th , 1 9 8 7 , i n D e t r o i t ,

M ich igan. T h i s i n t e r v i e w i s p a r t o f a n o r a l

h i s t o r y pr o j e c t c o n t r a c t e d by the American

Federat ion of Teachers.

MS. MARY ELLEN RIORDAN: I was born in

southwest Detroi t and grew up in that same

ne ighborhood, no t ve ry fa r from where I was born.

My mother and father grew up on a farm in the thumb

o f M ich ig an near Port Hope. T h e i r p a r e n t s , b o t h

Mother ' s parents and Dad's parents were immigrants,

Mother ' s people from Germany, Dad's people from

I r e l a n d .

The y knew each other as youngsters, grew up

t o g e t h e r. The closest schc o l to wh ich they cou ld

go beyond the 8th grade was Port Hope, and at that

t i m e i t d id not go through h i g h s c h o o l . D a d

h imse l f neve r fin i shed h i gh s c h o o l , a l t h o u g h

a f t e r w a r d when he came to Detroit to work, he went

to eng ineer ing schoo l a t n i ght and was a stat ionary

e n g i n e e r w i t h fi r s t c l a s s p apers .
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Mother was the firs t one in her fami ly to go

to h igh school . I t meant she went to Harbor Beach,

which was another town south of where she was born

and grew up, but she had to board there since

walking back and forth nine or ten miles a day each

way was a l i t t le b i t more than could be handled.

When Mother had finished high school, she

took the exam and became a teacher in the

neighborhood school, the one to which she had

a t t ended as a youngs te r. She t augh t t he re un t i l

she and Dad were married, at which time they moved

t o D e t r o i t .

M y o l d e s t s i s t e r, t h e o n e j u s t o l d e r t h a n I ,

was born on the farm in Huron County. I was born

in Detroi t where Mother and Dad were l iv ing at the

t ime that I was born.

I went to a neighborhood school , Hunter

E lemen ta r y, t h rough t he 8 th g rade . I s k i pped

severa l g rades wh i le I was go ing th rough schoo l . I

found a f te r I had graduated f rom co l lege tha t the

reason that so many of the youngsters were so

s i len t in schoo l is so few o f them spoke Engl ish .

I t w a s a s c h o o l t h a t e v i d e n t l y w a s fi l l e d w i t h
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youngsters who d id not speak Engl ish at a l l or

s p o k e a n o t h e r l a n g u a g e a s t h e i r fi r s t l a n g u a g e . I n

my home, English was the only language ever used.

When I g radua ted f rom - - ac tua l l y I fin i shed

the 7th grade at Hunter and went to Al l Saints ,

which was a parochial school two miles from home

fo r t he 8 th g rade and f o r h i gh schoo l . I f ound

when I go t to A l l Sa in ts tha t I was gross ly beh ind

in Engl ish, in grammar, in a number of other

sub jec ts . Bu t I suspec t a l so because I was in

classes with youngsters who didn' t speak very much

English, and I had spent most of my grade school

s i t t i ng in a co rner read ing one book a f te r ano the r

wi thout very much a t tent ion pa id to me, a t least as

wel l as I can remember, by the teacher.

Eighth grade and high school meant I went to

work and rea l ly worked a t ca tch ing up wi th a l l the

t h i n g s I h a d n ' t l e a r n e d u p u n t i l t h e n .

I won a scholarship to Mary Grove College,

wh i ch exp la i ns how I go t t o co l l ege a t a l l . One o f

Dad's brothers who sailed the Great Lakes was

cap ta in o f one o f the Grea t Lakes f re igh te rs pa id

books and fees in add i t ion to the scho larsh ip , and
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t h e n a f t e r t h e fi r s t y e a r I h a d p a r t s c h o l a r s h i p s

and pa r t l y I worked fo r my tu i t i on , bu t Unc le

Char l ie cont inued to pay for books and fees. Books

and fees were not incons iderab le , s ince I majored

in home economics, which meant I took a great deal

o f s c i ence .

When I was in school, I having been born in

the '20s, I l ived through the Depress ion and was

very much aware of the Depression. My father was

the only one of a number of them who continued to

have a job. He was la id off two weeks dur ing the

Depress ion. At the end of that t ime he went back

to work, but instead of work ing as an engineer, he

was ca l l ed day l abo r. He d i d exac t l y t he j ob t ha t

he had done before he was la id off , but h is label

w a s d i f f e r e n t a n d h i s p a y w a s d i f f e r e n t . H i s p a y

ac tua l l y suppor ted ou r fami l y, and I 'm one o f

seven, as well as a number of the brothers and

sisters on both s ides of the fami ly who had no

source o f income at a l l .

I had a par t icu lar advantage as a youngster.

I l i v ed i n De t ro i t , sou thwes t De t ro i t , wh i ch was a

ne ighborhood o f i nd i v idua l homes , s ing le fam i l y
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homes, most of whom were e i ther firs t or second

generat ion Amer icans. In my immediate neighborhood

they a l l spoke Engl ish. There were not very many

Catholics among the group, although my family was

C a t h o l i c , v e r y s t r o n g l y s o . A n d t h a t e x p l a i n s i n

large par t why I t r a n s f e r r e d t o A l l S a i n t s i n t h e

8 t h g r a d e . T h e o l d e r s i s t e r t r a n s f e r r e d w i t h m e ,

and then the younger bro thers and s is ters la ter on.

Dad did not belong to a union because there

were no unions Unions were not even thought of.

Ou r f am i l y l i f e was a ve ry i nvo l ved l i f e . We were

darned poor. I know that when summer came when

school was out Dad took the ent i re fami ly up to the

f a r m . P a r t o f the t ime we l ived on my mother's

peop le ' s f a rm , par t o f the t ime we l ived on another

farm nearby in the home that had been the home of

whichever fami ly ran the farm but then was vacant

at the time we moved in . We 'd s tay the re fo r t he

summer. And I learned so much about agr icu l ture in

genera l , abou t fa rming .

My dad's people cont inued to farm most of the

t i m e u n t i l I w a s t h r o u g h h i g h s c h o o l r e a l l y, o r

i n t o h i gh schoo l I guess I shou ld say. Mo the r ' s
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people left the farm when I was much younger,

although I do have strong memories of both the

f a r m s . I a c t u a l l y h e l p e d s p r e a d m a n u r e , f o r

ins tance. And when I got home that n ight , Mother

and Dad would not let me into the House unti l I had

gone out into the area behind the House, taken a

bath in a washtub with cold water and came in

s m e l l i n g a l i t t l e m o r e d e c e n t .

W e d i d n o t r e a l l y g e t i n t o p o l i t i c s d i r e c t l y,

speaking in terms of Republ icans or Democrats . But

I can remember l is tening to Father Cogl in on

Sundays , fo r ins tance . Dad 's younges t b ro ther who

lived with us a good share of the time was a

staunch someth ing or another. I know that he used

t o j u s t r a n t a n d r a v e . I t w a s n o t a t a l l u n u s u a l

f o r b r o t h e r s o r s i s t e r s o f e i t h e r M o t h e r ' s o r D a d ' s

to be over, par t i cu la r l y over the weekend, and

s i t t i n g i n t h e l i v i n g r o o m a n d d i s c u s s i n g . I t

c o u l d b e p o l i t i c s , i t c o u l d b e r e l i g i o n . N o , I ' l l

t a k e t h a t b a c k , t h e y d i d n ' t t a l k r e l i g i o n i n t h i s

s a m e s e n s e . I t c o u l d b e p o l i t i c s , i t c o u l d b e

economics , i t cou ld be a lmos t any th ing . Bu t t hey

would what we called argue. And then at some
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s i g n a l t h a t I could never pin down they would

sw i t ch s i des . Those who were in favor would talk

a g a i n s t . A n d those who were against suddenly

t a l k e d i n f a v o r . I t w a s a f a s c i n a t i n g t h i n g t o

o b s e r v e . I t w a s f a s c i n a t i n g t o o i n t h a t i t g a v e u s

a ra ther in te res t ing background in d i scuss ing and

d e b a t i n g t h a t ce r ta in l y se rved me we l l .

I r e a l l y don't know how Mother and Dad voted.

Tha t i s , I don ' t know whether they were support ing

FDR, whether they were Republ icans, which doesn't

seem possible. I don' t remember ever hear ing that

ment ioned dur ing my growing up days. Obviously

af ter I was an adult and was out working on my own,

there were man y more d iscuss ions, but I don ' t know

how they voted They did vote, no quest ion about

t h a t .

They did no t suppor t Fa ther Cog l in ' s v iews ,

by the way, wh ich would probably lead me to bel ieve

now that they were support ing FDR. Uncle Mike in

p a r t i c u l a r w a s h i g h l y a n t a g o n i s t i c o v e r F a t h e r

C o g l i n , a l t h o u gh we su re ly d id l i s ten to h im. We

l i s t e n e d j u s t a s f a i t h f u l l y t o W i l l R o g e r s , a n d I

remember that o ld a la rm c lock go ing o f f , wh ich
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a lways in t r igued me. He 's been a favor i te o f m ine

f o r y e a r s .

When I got into high school, we did have May

Day meet ings a t the Un ivers i ty o f Det ro i t where

Ca tho l i c s tuden ts f r om a l l ove r t he c i t y wou ld

co l l ec t a t t he s tad ium the re i n t he g rands tands ,

and there wou ld be a re l ig ious ceremony. Usua l l y

we marched from there over to Mary Grove for

b e n e d i c t i o n .

I can remember one t ime in part icular where

in the mids t o f our hav ing ga thered there , the

ceremony going on strong, we were leafleted by the

Commun is t pa r t y. I t was ce r t a i n l y an ou t rage t o

a l l o f u s t o b e l e a fl e t e d i n t h e v e r y m i d s t o f o u r

Celebrat ion of the Feast of our Blessed Mother and

at the same t ime celebrat ing the Cathol ic way of

doing things, which was not the Communist way.

When I went to col lege, there were at that

time many courses that were required of anyone who

a t tended Mary Grove , rega rd less o f re l i g ion ,

r e g a r d l e s s o f c o u r s e o f s t u d y. T h e y i n c l u d e d

ph i losophy, bu t they a lso inc luded c lasses in wh ich

we did a great deal of reading along a research
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l ine of some subject or another and then were

expected to produce a paper and del iver the paper

to a fair ly good sized audience, perhaps 100 or 150

students, which was not an easy thing to do.

There were also classes during which we

s tud ied t he papa l s and i ncyc l i ca l s o f t hem a l l .

The one that impressed me the most and had a

t remendous influence on the rest o f my l i fe was the

incycl ical by Pope Leo XII I cal led Rerum Novarum.

" O f n e w t h i n g s " i s t h e t r a n s l a t i o n . I t w a s w r i t t e n

i n 1 8 9 6 I t h i n k , ' 9 7 .

Pope Leo XIII was an amazing man in the

breadth o f h is v is ion and in the unders tand ing o f

wha t wou ld be deve lop ing in the soc ie ta l s t ruc tu re

t h r o u g h o u t t h e w o r l d , p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e w e s t e r n

w o r l d . H e s p o k e e s p e c i a l l y a b o u t t h e d i g n i t y o f

human be ings , about the equa l i t y o f what ind iv idua l

human beings contr ibuted, whether i t was a long the

l ines o f money that they invested and for which

they had a r igh t to expec t a re tu rn o r whether i t

was t he i r l abo r. And he equa ted the l abo r t ha t

could be given by one group of people with the

investment of money by another group of people and
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s a i d t h a t t h e y w e r e e q u a l l y e n t i t l e d t o a r e t u r n ;

t h a t they were ent i t led to be g iven respect and

d ign i t y f o r wha t t hey cou ld and d id con t r i bu te .

He spoke of unions and of how unions were

ways in which work ing people could combine thei r

r e s o u r c e s , t h e i r a b i l i t i e s , t h e i r t h i n k i n g , t h e i r

goals and actual ly reach a more successful

concl u s i o n .

That incycle had a tremendous effect on me,

a long w i t h t he t r a i n i ng t ha t I r ece i ved a t Ma ry

Grove where we were taught just day by day by day

t h a t we were expected to take leadership ro les,

t h a t we were expected to make use of the education

t h a t we were rece iv ing that was an ext raord inary

oppor tuni ty for most of us who normal ly might not

have expected to be able to have that advantage.

I know that whi le I was in school there, each

t ime I ' d hea r t he l ec tu re abou t do ing t h i ngs , be ing

a lea der, in my own mind I was saying huh-uh, not

me , no way, I w i l l no t . And one o f t he th ings tha t

we were also taught there was that i t was qui te

proper to d isagree, to take an oppos ing po in t o f

v i ew, as long as we had a foundation for it, we had
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a b a s i s f o r i t , a r e a s o n e d o u t p o s i t i o n . A n d i t

served me wel l I th ink throughout the rest o f my

l i f e .

When I graduated from Mary Grove in 194 1, I

th ink I was the baby o f the c lass , I l ooked fo r

work, and work was not easy to find. Jobs were not

v e r y p l e n t i f u l . I a p p l i e d i n D e t r o i t , a n d a t t h a t

time we were required to take a two-day exam that

was a combinat ion of an IQ test , a psychological

exam, a hea l th exam, I don ' t know what a l l e lse . I

passed and could have been placed immediately.

However, the p rac t i ce in De t ro i t a t tha t t ime was

t o p l a c e a l l t e a c h e r s a s s u b s t i t u t e s . Yo u w e r e

e i t h e r a s u b s t i t u t e o r y o u d i d n ' t g e t a j o b ,

pe r i od , end o f t he sub jec t .

Since I was dependent upon what I would earn

t o s u r v i v e - - m y f a m i l y o b v i o u s l y w a s s t i l l v e r y

poor. My older s is ter when she graduated f rom Mary

Grove was so young looking as well as young in age

that she couldn ' t get a job other than one job she

got work ing for Travelers Aid where they gave her

her streetcar fare to and from work and 15 cents

fo r lunch . Bu t she d id the job so tha t she wou ld
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have exper ience. I was running in to somewhat the

same problem, although always I had looked older

than my age.

When I found tha t I cou ld on ly subs t i tu te in

De t ro i t , I p rompt l y began to app ly fo r work

e lsewhere . I t hough t I had a job in one o f the

suburbs . In fac t , I had been handed the con t rac t

and was signing my name when the superintendent

said to me, "By the way, where wi l l you be teaching

Sunday schoo l?" And i t s ta r t led me because i t

never occurred to me that teaching Sunday school

was part of teaching home economics or English or

some of the sciences, which is what I was expecting

to do . " And I paused I suppose and sa id , "We l l , i f

I 'm teach ing , I p resume i t w i l l be ca tech ism a t

whatever the Catho l i c church i s , " a t wh ich po in t he

reached across the tab le , took the cont rac t back

and said, "You wouldn't be happy here so I 'm sure

you don ' t want to teach here . " And tha t was the

end o f tha t .

What was very c lear to me is that in that

pa r t i cu la r t own ca tho l i cs were no t wan ted , t hey

were not welcome and they were expected to go away.
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I was not surprised too much because growing

up I found that ne i the r I no r the boy f r i end I had

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n h igh school cou ld get a job in Por t

Hope . Lu the rans we re h i red t he re , no t Ca tho l i cs .

So that in many ways I did understand

d i sc r im ina t i on i n a f ash ion I m igh t no t have

o t h e r w i s e .

In my own neighborhood, my home neighborhood

t h e r e w e r e a n u m b e r o f n a t i o n a l i t i e s . I c a n ' t e v e n

name them all. And we certainly seemed to get

along with each o t h e r , a l t h o u g h r e l i g i o n - - w e l l ,

re l ig ion made a d i f f e rence the re too come to th ink

o f i t . I c o u l d not be e i ther a Gi r l Scout or a

Campfire G i r l because I d i dn ' t go to e i t he r o f t he

ne ighbo r i ng p ro tes tan t chu rches , and on l y t he g i r l s

who were members of those churches were permitted

to j o in those t roops . So tha t m igh t be one o f t he

reasons why going up to the farm in the summer was

such a special advantage to me. There would have

been no o ther oppor tun i ty.

I fi n a l l y did get a job in White Cloud,

Mich igan, which is nor th o f Grand Rapids , fo r those

who know the state, on the western side of the
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lower peninsu la about two- th i rds o f the way f rom

the southern border. Whi te Cloud was a town of

about a thousand. There were ten churches in town.

And the only warning I got there was that I should

not go to the Big Chief Hotel because they served

alcohol there, and teachers were not expected to

i m b i b e . I t w a s n ' t p u t q u i t e t h a t b l u n t l y , j u s t

that they would not expect me to go to the White

C loud Hote l per iod on tha t sub jec t .

I taught in White Cloud two years and found

t h a t i t w a s a f a s c i n a t i n g e x p e r i e n c e . T h e t o w n

col lected the youngsters f rom qui te away around the

area who came by bus to high school. They went to

count ry schoo ls fo r the most par t th rough the 8 th

grade, although some of them came into the 8th

grade to White Cloud. I taught home economics to

bo th boys and g i r l s . I a l so t augh t chem is t r y and

Eng l i sh in Wh i te C loud . I was in charge o f the

schoo l l unch p rog ram. I d i d a l o t o f o the r odds

and ends as one does in a small town.

I found i t ve ry in te res t ing and m igh t have

stayed longer except the second world war had

broken out and I found that i t took me two days to
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get to De t ro i t f rom Whi te C loud by t ra in There

was no other way to go. And, of course, gas was

ra t ioned, cars were no t ava i lab le and so o n . S o I

came back to Detroi t to work.

After I came back to Detroi t , I worked as a

subst i tute and probably would have been placed, but

that fal l I married Dan Reardon at Camp Gruber in

Oklahoma, Muskogee, Oklahoma, and stayed t h e r e f o r

the per iod that he was there. He had expected to

rema in in the s ta tes a t l eas t two years , but was

sh ipped out w i th an excess o fficers group and, o f

course, at that t ime I came back home.

While I was in Muskogee, I found that because

I had a Bachelor 's degree I was ent i t led t o fi v e

dol lars a day when I taught in h igh school ins tead

of four do l la rs , wh ich i s what I wou ld have go t ten

had I on l y had h igh schoo l educa t i on . I

subst i tu ted there as much as anyth ing to keep

myself busy, and also because money was £ t i l l v e r y

scarce.

When I came back to Detroit I went back to

s u b s t i t u t i n g i n t h e s c h o o l s , a n d i n t h e f a l l o f

1944 was placed at the Burn School where I s tayed
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unt i l I went overseas to teach in Germany.

I t w a s w h i l e I w a s a t B u r n s t h a t I fi r s t

t ru ly became aware of teacher organizat ions . Whi le

I was in White Cloud I learned about teacher

organizat ions the hard way. I had come down wi th

i n fec t i ous mononuc leos i s and a se r i ous l y, se r i ous l y

bad st rep throat and got s tar ted in Whi te Cloud two

weeks late when I got there, a month late, excuse

me.

When I got there, my first pay check was so

very smal l . When I asked the super in tendent why,

he sa id , "Wel l , I took out your Mich igan Educat ion

Assoc i a t i on dues o f cou rse . " He d i dn ' t t e l l me he

was go ing t o . He d i dn ' t t e l l me t ha t i t was a

r e q u i r e m e n t t o t e a c h t h e r e . B u t a p p a r e n t l y i t w a s ,

and he took the money out without saying ah, yes or

n o . T h a t l e f t m e w i t h t h i r t e e n d o l l a r s , b y t h e

way, which wasn' t easy to l ive on.

In De t ro i t , however, I f ound tha t I was

get t ing newspapers f rom both the Detro i t Teachers

Assoc ia t ion and the Det ro i t Federa t ion o f Teachers .

I was t remendous ly impressed wi th the d i f fe rence.

The Detro i t Teachers Associat ion newspaper
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emphasized some far away esoteric research

occas iona l l y, i t emphas ized a recep t ion o r a tea

fo r t h i s adm in i s t r a to r o r t ha t one o r some th ing

tha t was go ing on tha t was par t i cu la r l y soc ia l and

u p w a r d m o b i l e i n n a t u r e , p a r t i c u l a r l y

a d m i n i s t r a t i v e l y .

The Detroi t Federat ion of Teachers newspaper

on the other hand was concentrat ing on the lack of

subs t i t u t es , t he p rob lem o f a t t emp t i ng t o t each

w i t h o u t s u b s t i t u t e s t o fi l l t h e c l a s s r o o m s , w i t h o u t

enough books to go around, without what was true in

my own classroom, not even enough chairs for the

c h i l d r e n I h a d i n c l a s s e s . S o t h a t t h e c h i l d r e n

sat in - - some of them in each c lass had to s i t in

the chairs of those who were absent or the

teacher ' s desk o r even on the floo r. Th ings were

p r e t t y t o u g h .

At that t ime I a lso bumped in to Adela ide

Hart , who's qui te wel l known here in Michigan as a

staunch Democrat, a member of the state central

commi t tee a t t ha t t ime , ve ry ac t i ve i n the teachers

union, a Mary Grove graduate, a number of things.

And i t was at a Mary Grove affa i r that Adela ide
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cornered me and said, "Do you belong to the Detroit

F e d e r a t i o n o f Te a c h e r s ? " A n d I s a i d , " N o . " S h e

s a i d , "Do you be long to anyth ing?" And I sa id ,

"No. Why should I?"

And her response was, " I f you expect anything

to be done about the condit ions under which you are

working about which you have been complaining here

t h i s a f t e rnoon , you ge t you rse l f i n to a t eache r

o rgan iza t ion and ge t busy. " And she sa id , "By the

way, didn' t I hear you say something about 'Rerum

Novarum' here a few years back?" And I said,

"Yes. "Wel l , " she says, "go back and read i t . "

Wel l , I went back and read i t , went back to

schoc 1 and jo ined the Det ro i t Federa t ion o f

Teach ers .

I assumed by the way that i f I jo ined the

teach ers union that meant I went to meetings, and I

d i d , I a t t e n d e d f a i t h f u l l y e v e r y b l e s s e d m e e t i n g .

Some o f t hem were bo r i ng as a l l ge t ou t . I f ound

the p eop le t he re we re i n t e res ted no t j us t i n t he

v e r y serious problems we had of shortages and

d i f fi c u l t i e s o f e v e r y k i n d , b u t t h e y w e r e

i n t e r e s t e d , t o o , i n t h e i n t e r n a t i o n a l s c e n e , w h i c h
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I thought was pre t ty bor ing . I was very much

loca l l y o r ien ted and had a lways been very loca l l y

o r i e n t e d .

But I got involved and I did go to membership

m e e t i n g s . A n d d u r i n g t h a t p e r i o d I j o i n e d t h e

Assoc ia t ion o f Catho l ic Trade Un ion is ts , the ACTU,

which was a Cathol ic organizat ion for union members

in wh ich we learned par l iamentary procedure , in

which we learned some of the things that are

necessary to run a good organizat ion. For example,

keeping very close and accurate records of income

and outgo and making certain that outgo was in

keeping wi th the mot ions that were formal ly adopted

as to how money shou ld be spent . But par t i cu la r ly,

too, the soc ia l approach o f the d ign i ty o f a human

being and the work that he did and his r ight to own

proper t y, t o have a decen t l i v i ng , a decen t

s t a n d a r d o f l i v i n g , f o o d f o r h i m s e l f a n d h i s f a m i l y

and the who le b i t . And i t was remin iscen t o f those

classes that I had had at Mary Grove and of some of

t h a t r e a d i n g t h a t I h a d d o n e a n d c e r t a i n l y fi t i n

very much with what I had learned growing up about

the necessi ty of tak ing care of one's own and one's
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fami ly and looking out to see that people were

proper ly taken care o f , as wel l as educated, as

we l l as hav ing a no rma l l i f e to the ex ten t

p o s s i b l e .

In the Assoc ia t i on o f Ca tho l i c Trade

Union is ts , because we learned par l iamentary

procedure and learned i t thoroughly and learned how

to get up on a union floor and how to talk on a

u n i o n fl o o r , i t r e a l l y s e r v e d m e v e r y w e l l . I k n o w

that the people who have known me of recent years

don ' t be l i eve i t , bu t I was t e r r i b l y shy and have

been very shy my entire l i fe, even when I was

speaking to 12,000 members at Cobo Arena following

a t h r e a t t o s t r i k e .

But be that as it may, back to the ACTU.

Bi l l Ryan was president , and he was edi tor for a

newspaper called The Wage Earner. I think The Wage

Earner was pub l ished pr imar i ly in Det ro i t o r maybe

i n t h e D e t r o i t a r c h d i o c e s e . B u t t h r o u g h t h a t

newspaper, which represented ACTU, there was

unionism discussed and the advantages of unions and

how unions could help the ordinary working man,

what they could do and how union members had an
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o b l i g a t i o n t o b e i n v o l v e d i n t h e i r u n i o n s t o t a k e

an act ive ro le and see to i t that the un ion worked

i n t h e d i r e c t i o n i n w h i c h i t s h o u l d .

Det ro i t a t that t ime was coming out o f the

t e r r i b l e , t e r r i b l e d e p r e s s i o n , a n d t h e r e w e r e a l o t

o f remants o f tha t depress ion a round, a lo t o f the

hold over from the depths of poverty to which we

had all been exposed.

The Communist party was attempting to gain a

rea l foo tho ld , and apparen t l y had dec ided tha t

un ions were the best route , the most ac t ing route ,

the qu ickest route to make any rea l progress. We

often talked at those ACTU meetings about how the

Communist group would infi l t ra te, how they worked,

how they were able to succeed.

The Mich igan Catho l ic , wh ich is the

archdiocesan newspaper, Cathol ic newspaper for the

Det ro i t a rchd iocese had a co lumn tha t ran pre t ty

regu la r l y, p robab ly every week , i t was a week ly

newspaper writ ten by Monsignor George Higgins out

o f Wa s h i n g t o n , D . C . M o n s i g n o r H i g g i n s i s s t i l l

ac t i ve , i n fac t I wen t to a lec tu re tha t he gave on

the Bishop's economic paper here just a couple of
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weeks back. His whole theme was much the theme

that we learned about and ta lked about in ACTU. I t

was the theme of the value of a union, the way that

we would use the union to advance the causes in

which we bel ieved so firmly and to prevent the

takeover of our unions by the Communist par ty. The

Communist party was very real, and we did learn to

r e c o g n i z e i t .

One of the th ings that I was especia l ly aware

of at union meetings was that the meeting would

star t out wi th qui te a few members present , but as

i t got la ter and la ter the membersh ip would dwind le

u n t i l t h e r e w e r e j u s t a f e w p e o p l e l e f t , a t w h i c h

po in t - - and I cou ld p ick ou t the same ind iv idua ls

meeting after meeting -- who would get up and make

a mot ion that c lear ly was suppor t ive o f one o f the

causes that we had learned either at ACTU or that I

had been reading about somewhere else that was

d e fi n i t e l y f a r l e f t , w h e t h e r i t w a s a c t u a l l y

Communist or not is hard to say, but i t was that

who le d i rec t ion o f thought . What i s amaz ing to me

is that r ight now I can ' t remember a s ing le one of

t h e i s s u e s t h e m s e l v e s . I j u s t p l a i n d o n ' t
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remember. I j o ined the un ion in 1945 in January,

and th is would have been that whole '45, '46, '47,

' 48 , ' 49 , ' 50 pe r i od ; t ha t t he re were hangove rs .

And I knew and could see these folk who were

part icular ly concerned much more about

in ternat ional issues, much more about someth ing

tha t was ou ts ide o f ou r own schoo l d i s t r i c t ,

outs ide of our immediate c lassroom problems in

which I was most concerned.

What real ly concerned me is that the

d i scuss i on wou ld ge t o f f on t hese i n t e rna t i ona l

things and on things that were so far away from our

own classrooms and our own immediate problems that

I thought i t was a waste o f t ime, a long wi th us ing

up our good energy and our time and our money on

something that real ly was wrong as far as being an

American ci t izen was concerned.

That had concerned me so much in my early

days in the un ion was because of the ter r ib le

problems we were a l l hav ing in school , I thought

the union should be concentrat ing on how to resolve

t h o s e p r o b l e m s , n o t g e t t i n g i t s e l f i n v o l v e d i n a l l

those other soc ia l issues that were beyond anyth ing
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we could do anything about anyway.

The teachers union had been founded in 1931.

I t was an undercover o rgan iza t ion fo r qu i te awh i le ,

a coup le o f yea rs . The ac t i v i s t s i n t he un ion we re

S o c i a l i s t s , o u t r i g h t S o c i a l i s t s . I w o n ' t a t t e m p t

to descr ibe which area of Socia l ism they were in

because I 've never been very c lear on that mysel f .

But I know that, for instance, Florence Sweeney and

Francis Comfort , who were president

interchangeably, one and then the other back and

for th fo r years and years on end, were c lear ly

S o c i a l i s t s .

Thei r concerns, however, were not on ly the

Soc ia l i s t gene ra l i s sues , t he w ide , b road i s sues

wh ich were a ve ry rea l pa r t o f i t , bu t ve ry

s p e c i fi c a l l y a l s o t h e i s s u e s o f c l a s s s i z e , o f

books , o f ma te r i a l s , o f someth ing to ea t f o r t he

c h i l d r e n t h a t d i d n ' t h a v e e n o u g h t o e a t . A l l k i n d s

of th ings, what teachers were pa id , whether or not

they were g iven an opportuni ty to go to the

bathroom. Wi th e lementary teachers that was a

se r i ous p rob lem. I f you we re i n schoo l i n c l ass

f rom 8:30 unt i l 3 :30 and were not permi t ted to
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leave the classroom, going to the bathroom was

q u i t e a p rob lem. I f you had t o send t o t he o f fice

to get someone from the office to come and take

y o u r c lassroom in order that you go to the

bathroom, you can imagine the embarrassment, among

o t h e r t h i n g s . N o o p p o r t u n i t y t o e a t l u n c h e x c e p t

w h i l e s u p e r v i s i n g c h i l d r e n , t h i n g s o f t h a t v a r i e t y.

A n d i t w a s s u c h a d i s t i n c t l y d i f f e r e n t p o i n t

o f v iew f rom the De t ro i t Teachers Assoc ia t ion ,

which la ter became the Det ro i t Educat ion

Assoc ia t ion , and then d ied wh i le I was p res iden t o f

t h e D e t r o i t F e d e r a t i o n o f Te a c h e r s e n t i r e l y.

The issues that were much broader were as far

as I was concerned defin i te ly secondary. They were

t h e r e and they were important, but they were so

v e r y much secondary. I was teach ing sc ience, 5 th ,

6 t h , 7 th and 8 th g rades . I had 756 ch i l d ren a l l a t

the same time to whom I was teaching science for

whom I was expected to check papers and to grade on

the b asis of what they had learned. Now, mind you,

not enough books, not enough chairs, not enough

t i m e , no t enough any th ing . And , oh , t he ho r ro r o f

i t i s enough to upset me even at this stage of the



27

oU
ou
2

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

g a m e , a l l t h e s e y e a r s l a t e r. B u t p e r h a p s i t

expla ins why I never ever could get that far away

f rom the ac tua l s i tua t ion in a c lassroom. What was

going on in the c lassroom that made i t poss ib le for

the teacher to surv ive , a long w i th do ing what

teachers are supposed to do had such a long lasting

e f f e c t o n m e , t o t h i s d a y I c a n ' t r e a l l y t h i n k o f

a n y t h i n g e l s e t h a t i s q u i t e a s i m p o r t a n t f o r t h e

teachers un ion to be invo lved in .

Now, certa in ly the broader issues became

t e r r i b l y i m p o r t a n t . I ' l l m e n t i o n i n t e g r a t i o n a s

one o f them, wh ich was a pa r t i cu la r l y ove r r id ing

i ssue he re i n De t ro i t . Those were th ings tha t we re

t r e m e n d o u s l y i m p o r t a n t . I t h i n k , f o r i n s t a n c e , o f

Ar t E lder, who es tab l i shed the Mich igan Federa t ion

of Teachers wh i le he was very ac t ive in the Det ro i t

Federat ion o f Teachers , wh ich predated the s ta te

o r g a n i z a t i o n . H i s i n t e r e s t s I w o u l d g u e s s w e r e

perhaps even socia l broad issues and local school

issues were perhaps on a par with him. But for me

they never were.

There were in our organizat ion teachers who

f rom what they sa id , the way they ta lked , the i r
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p r i m a r y i n t e r e s t s d e fi n i t e l y w e r e l e f t l e a n i n g ,

whether they were actual ly Communists or not I

c o u l d n ' t s w e a r t o i t . I k n o w t h a t t o w a r d t h e e n d

of '40s, I th ink i t was in '47 when there was a

t h r e a t t o g o o n s t r i k e , t h e fi r s t t i m e i n D e t r o i t

that such a threat had ever been issued, and i t

came up, by the way, over whether or not we would

be g iven c red i t f o r s i ck leave , whe ther o r no t a

change in the s ta te law that ded ica ted a par t o f

the sales tax to schools and whether that income

would be spent to improve the teach ing s i tua t ion ,

the learn ing s i tua t ion , or whether the money would

be s tashed away fo r some fu tu re need. A l l o f tha t

i s w h a t b r o u g h t o n t h a t fi r s t t e a c h e r s t r i k e

t h r e a t . A n d t h a t ' s w h e r e I a c t u a l l y h a d t o f a c e

myself and argue out with my own conscience to

whether I could walk out of the classroom and

picket in order to do someth ing that would improve

the classroom.

I ' m g o i n g t o b a c k u p j u s t a l i t t l e b i t h e r e .

I can remember standing on the banks of the Rouge

River a t the end o f the b lock where I l i ved look ing

across the r iver to Mil ler Road where men were
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col lect ing in huge numbers to march on the Ford

Motor Company in an attempt to establish the UAW

the re . I n my ea r l y yea rs o f t each ing , my f a t he r

quit work at Ford's where he had been working from

the t ime he and Mother fi rs t came to De t ro i t . He

went f rom there to the Amer ican Agr i cu l tu ra l

Chemical Company of America, and we always laugh at

the long name. He was ch ie f eng ineer the re . Bu t

i n t he cou rse o f t he t ime tha t he was fi rs t t he re ,

the first few years he was there -- and he was only

t h e r e I s u p p o s e fi v e , s i x , s e v e n y e a r s a l l t o l d - -

he was chief engineer. The men who worked under

him, the engineers who worked under him belonged to

a u n i o n . A n d d u r i n g t h e c o u r s e o f t h a t t i m e , t h e i r

wages, because of the union negot ia t ions, were

ac tua l ly h igher than h is wages. He was in charge.

He was the man who was responsible 24 hours a day.

But they who worked shifts and were only

respons ib le fo r the i r own sh i f t s were earn ing more

money. I t imp ressed h im t r emendous l y. And he l e f t

that company and went to work for the Detroit Board

o f Educa t ion as an eng ineer, a re l i e f eng inee r,

wh ich mean t he wen t a l l ove r the c i t y to fix
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whatever was wrong in whatever school it was, where

he could be a union member.

Now, I had joined the union and was act ively

i n v o l v e d i n t h e u n i o n . I w a s l i v i n g a t h o m e

because my husband, as I said earl ier, had gone

overseas . He was k i l l ed i n Germany. And I

cont inued to l i ve a t home for convenience, a long

w i t h a l l k i n d s o f o t h e r r e a s o n s . B u t D a d f o r t h a t

time became aware of what unions could do and was a

staunch union member f rom then forward. Up unt i l

then, un ions hadn ' t rea l ly meant much of anyth ing,

pro or con.

Now, there had been s t r i kes in Det ro i t o ther

than t he s t r i kes a t Fo rd and t he ba t t l e f o r

recogn i t i on , wh ich was - - we l l , i t was so c lose to

home -- Dad bought the property and he and Mother

built the home I grew up in that was close enough

that he could walk to work at the Ford Motor

Company. And the Ford Motor Company was a part of

our l ives. We grew up wi th the stench and the

smoke and the d i r t f rom that factory making our

home pretty doggone dirty day in and day out.

Bu t a l l o f t ha t as i de , un i ons we re j us t no t
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very rea l to me. I knew there were un ions, and of

course through ACTU and some of the reading that I

d id I became more fami l iar wi th them. And when I

jo ined the Det ro i t Federat ion o f Teachers I became

more aware of what unions did, how they worked,

what they were t ry ing to accompl ish.

Now, I know when tha t fi rs t th rea t o f the

str ike came up, the idea of teachers going on

s t r i k e w a s j u s t a n a p p a l l i n g i d e a . I t w a s

someth ing tha t teachers d idn ' t do . Now, the cause

was tremendous, and i t was very c lear that the

Board of Education which was made up of businessmen

whose prime concern was to maintain low property

t a x e s , a n d p a r t i c u l a r l y l o w b u s i n e s s t a x e s , t h e i r

concern with a sudden windfall of money was to take

advantage of i t . My concern was to use that money

and to make a change in the classroom.

The moral problem was the problem as to

whether I could as a teacher whose major job was

work ing w i th ch i l d ren and he lp ing in the

deve lopment o f the e th ica l ph i losophy, the way o f

l i v i n g o f t h o s e c h i l d r e n , i t w a s s u c h a

t remendously impor tant par t o f what I d id as a
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teacher. And my own example as a teacher was so

t remendous l y impo r tan t i n i nfluenc ing t hose

students that the mora l quest ion o f whether or not

we as teachers could go on strike was a very

d i f ficu l t one to be faced . And what someone d id a t

Kresge 's , for instance, or what someone d id a t

General Motors or Turnsted's or any of those

factories was quite aside from what we were doing.

The people who worked there were not morally

r e s p o n s i b l e i n t h e i r j o b f o r t h e u p b r i n g i n g o f

young people and we were responsible.

From the very beginning of the t ime that I

belonged, joined and became an active member of the

Det ro i t Federa t ion o f Teachers , i t was c lear to me

that a teachers union was a union in every sense of

the word. But a teachers union had a

respons ib i l i t y over and above an o rd inary un ion ,

any other union, because we were concerned so much

more w i th our p roduc t , i f you can ca l l the

educat ion of ch i ldren a product . We were concerned

so much more with the product than was an ordinary

un ion worker, that we had an ext raord inary

a d d i t i o n a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . A n d i t w a s t h a t t h a t
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made the poss ib i l i t y o f a s t r i ke a se r i ous mora l

challenge to be met, to be faced and to be

d e t e r m i n e d fi n a l l y.

A t t h a t t i m e , i t w a s i n t e r e s t i n g , t h e

Federat ion had a number of c i ty-wide meet ings that

were very crowded, a lot of people showed up, many,

many more people than were members of the union

showed up. Our leadership was very c lear and

emphatic on what they believed the issues to be and

why they bel ieved i t was necessary to go on str ike.

I th ink o f Franc is Comfor t and F lorence

Sweeney in part icular, of Helen Moorpalaner who

became very prominent, of Mary Kay Sted who became

notab le a t tha t t ime, o f a number o f o ther leaders

who were very act ively involved and who said very

clear ly we have presented our point of v iew, we

have made our pos i t ion very c lear. The Board of

Educat ion, which has the author i ty to make

de te rm ina t ions o f the expend i tu re o f these funds ,

has sa id no , abso lu te l y no . Tha t l eaves us w i th

nowhere to go except to find some way of

dramatiz ing beyond any quest ion the value and the

validity of the point we are making and some way to
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force the board what we know is absolute ly r ight

because we are in the pos i t ion o f see ing fi rs thand

what the s i tua t ion i s i n ou r c lass rooms, wha t ou r

youngsters must have i f they are to be successfu l

c i t i z e n s i n t h i s U n i t e d S t a t e s .

I t ' s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t D e t r o i t h a s s u c h a l o n g

history of women who are president of the union and

w h o a r e i t s m a j o r l e a d e r s h i p . I t w a s n ' t a l a c k o f

m e n , a l t h o u g h i t ' s v e r y t r u e t h a t p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e

fa r the r back you go i n h i s to ry the g rea te r t he

number of women who were teachers, aside from high

school or aside from many, many, many years ago

when men were the tutors. But in Detro i t we had

ex t raord inar i l y fine women who took the leadersh ip

of the union and worked with men -- no question

abou t i t , the re wasn ' t any oppos i t i on to men - - bu t

they were so talented and they were so able to make

the i r po in ts and to car ry th rough a p rogram tha t

they were e lec ted and ree lec ted year a f te r year.

Frances Comfort and Florence Sweeney were in

e f f e c t t h e o n l y p r e s i d e n t s f r o m t h e fi r s t v e r y

short period when the man was a president of the

fi r s t l o c a l f o r a v e r y s h o r t p e r i o d a n d d i d n o t h i n g
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and no th ing happened un t i l F ranc is took over. And

then is when the un ion rea l l y began to move. I t

took many, many years, o f course, a l l through the

'30s when i t was a very smal l o rgan izat ion, but

very wel l known. And having looked at some of that

o ld h is to ry o f the schoo ls in Det ro i t , I am amazed

at what was accomplished by a membership of a mere

hand fu l o f peop le .

Francis Comfort and Florence Sweeney were one

of them president , the other exec sec for years and

yea rs on end . I t was i n t he l a te ' 40s t ha t He len

Moorpa laner was pres ident , jus t a couple o f years ,

and then Antonia Colar was pres ident for n ine

years

Then fo l lowing Tony Colar, I was e lec ted

pres iden t and was p res iden t fo r 22 years . So fo r

that per iod of t ime only women were president of

the De t ro i t Federa t i on o f Teachers . We d id a

remarkable job, I have to say that no mat ter

w h e t h e r i t s o u n d s l i k e I ' m b r a g g i n g o r n o t . I

guess I am bragging, and why not. What we

accomplished in a ci ty that had so many working

people whose ch i ld ren learned in the pub l ic schools
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enough to become leaders in finance, leaders in

indus t ry, l eaders i n government th roughou t the

wo r l d , f r om the Un i t ed S ta tes , bu t r ep resen t i ng a l l

ove r, as we l l as l oca l l y and in the s ta te and in

the country. I th ink we have much to be proud of .

We had especial ly talented women, no question

about i t . And we had women who were wil l ing to

devote the t ime to do the job. We a lso had the

wonder fu l l y fo r tuna te c i r cumstance o f a comb ina t ion

of women who would and could work together. For

example, Florence and Francis worked as a team.

One supported the other, and then the other

s u p p o r t e d t h e o n e , b a c k a n d f o r t h . A n d i t d i d n ' t

matter who was taking leadership at the moment, i t

was the two of them working together who

accompl ished the goal .

When Antonia Colar was president, again

Franc is , F lo rence and He len Bowers - - increas ing ly

Helen Bowers -- and also Mary Kay Sted were the

s u p p o r t i n g f o l k f o r A n t o n i a C o l a r . W e a l l c a l l e d

her Tony.

When I was president, Helen Bowers was my

right hand, and the person who became my assistant,
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my secretary, Wilene Sanders was also of tremendous

value. We could not have accomplished what we did

wi thout tha t combined fo rce , tha t combined

in te l l ec t , t he comb ined suppo r t i ng o f one ano the r,

o n e s t r e n g t h s t o fi l l i n a n o t h e r ' s w e a k n e s s , s o

that what came through was strong leadership.

I t doesn ' t rea l ly sound as though there was

m u c h i n t h e l i n e o f p o l i t i c s i n v o l v e d i n t h e u n i o n ,

b u t t h e u n i o n i s f a m o u s f o r i t s p o l i t i c s . I t w a s

j u s t fi l l e d w i t h p o l i t i c s . T h e r e w a s n e v e r a n

e l e c t i o n u n t i l t h i s l a s t o n e i n t h e D e t r o i t

Federat ion of Teachers where there was not

o p p o s i t i o n f o r t h e o f fi c e o f p r e s i d e n t , f o r

e xa mp l e , a n d t h e b a t t l e s w e re f o u g h t , fie r ce l y

f o u g h t .

The fact that Francis and Florence were

e l e c t e d y e a r a f t e r y e a r a f t e r y e a r s i m p l y i n d i c a t e s

the fact that they were very, very good and the

majori ty of the members wanted them to continue.

But there was a minority of members who had very

d i f f e r i n g p o i n t s o f v i e w , p a r t i c u l a r l y f a r t h e r

l e f t , a s d i s t i n c t f r o m S o c i a l i s t i n t h e ' 3 0 s a n d

the '40s, and I 'm not quite sure how we would
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d i s t i n g u i s h t h e p o l i t i c s a s w e g e t f a r t h e r i n t o t h e

years . Bu t the re was s t rong , s t rong caucus ing , and

usua l l y two caucuses . One wou ld e lec t the ma jo r i t y

and the o ther wou ld e lec t the minor i t y, and

somet imes they reversed posi t ions, somet imes they

d i d n ' t - - a s f a r a s m a j o r i t y , m i n o r i t y i s

concerned. But they cont inued and have cont inued

u n t i l v e r y, v e r y r e c e n t l y i n D e t r o i t . R i g h t n o w,

f o r a l l p r a c t i c a l p u r p o s e s , t h e r e i s o n l y a s i n g l e

caucus in the Det ro i t Federa t ion o f Teachers .

B u t t h e h i s t o r y o f p o l i t i c s i s v e r y s t r o n g .

If you have any question, you might ask the

p res i den t o f t he o rgan i za t i on o f s choo l

admin i s t ra to rs and supe rv i so rs f r om De t ro i t o r t he

n a t i o n a l p r e s i d e n t o f t h a t a d m i n i s t r a t o r s

organizat ion who opposed me for e lect ion severa l

t i m e s . A n d t h e l o c a l l e a d e r s h i p h e r e w i l l a l s o

t e l l y o u t h a t s a m e t h i n g . O r i g i n a l l y o u r l o c a l h a d

bo th admin is t ra to rs and teachers , a l though i t was

a lways a teacher o rgan iza t ion . But as some o f

those leaders became admin is t ra tors , they cont inued

the i r membersh ip , a l t hough - - excep t f o r t he ea r l y

y e a r s d i d n o t c o n t i n u e t h e i r v e r y a c t i v e r o l e i n
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the union as union members. But whi le they were

s t i l l t eache rs , be l i eve you me , t hey were s t rong

oppos i t ion and fight ing l i ke mad to rep lace me, and

ahead of me to replace Tony and Francis and

F lo rence .

We formal ly changed our pract ice of having

admin is t ra to rs in the un ion on an equa l s ta tus w i th

teachers when the na t iona l cons t i tu t ion changed.

There had been a strong attempt by the

admin i s t ra to rs i n ou r l oca l t o f o rm a sepa ra te

chapter here in Det ro i t , a separa te AFT chapter o f

a d m i n i s t r a t o r s . I w a s v e r y a m b i v a l e n t a b o u t t h e

w h o l e i d e a . I n f a c t , I w a s n ' t a t a l l s u r e i t w a s a

good idea, a l though at that t ime there was an

a d m i n i s t r a t o r s l o c a l o u t w e s t . W h e n t h e n a t i o n a l

c o n s t i t u t i o n c h a n g e d , o f c o u r s e t h a t s e t t l e d i t .

And those administrators who were already

continuing as union members continued from then

forward unless they dropped out of thei r own

d e s i r e s , o r f a r t h e r a l o n g t h e l i n e d i d n ' t s t a y w i t h

u s a t a l l . S o m e o f t h e a d m i n i s t r a t o r s I b e l i e v e

a re s t i l l members t o t h i s day. And tha t change i n

c o n s t i t u t i o n g o e s b a c k t o t h e e a r l y ' 6 0 s . S o t h i s
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is a long t ime.

The firs t t ime I went to an AFT convent ion

was in ei ther '48 or '49 when the convent ion was in

Grand Rap ids . I was go ing to v i s i t a s i s te r who

had recent ly been marr ied and was v is i t ing her in

Wiscons in . She 'd moved f rom Det ro i t to Wiscons in

where her husband was fin ish ing schoo l . I s topped

at the convent ion, and when I got to the convent ion

hotel , announced I was there, and I was happi ly

a d d e d t o t h e l i s t o f d e l e g a t e s . E l e c t i n g d e l e g a t e s

at that t ime was a very s imple mat ter. There was

an election, but then anybody who showed up at

convention time who was a member of the local

automat ica l ly became a delegate r ight on the spot

w i th no p rob lems a t a l l , no ques t ion .

And I wen t to conven t ion mee t ings . I a l so

went to some of the caucus meet ings. Of the th ings

tha t s tand ou t a t t ha t conven t ion , t he re a re two in

p a r t i c u l a r . O n e , m y fi r s t i n t r o d u c t i o n t o H e r i c

Roth. He-ri-e Roth was a very active member of the

Progressive Caucus. Most of the people f rom my

local who were at caucus meetings were at the

Progressive Caucus, and so I thought I 'd go and see
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what was go ing on. I went in to the meet ing, and

Her i c Ro th was t a l k i ng i n h i s ve r y fluen t ,

b r i l l i a n t f a s h i o n , a n d t a l k e d a n d t a l k e d a n d

t a l k e d , a n d I g o t t i r e d o f l i s t e n i n g a n d l e f t a n d

wandered around some other parts of the convention

and came back another hour or so later, and Heric

R o t h w a s s t i l l t a l k i n g a n d t a l k i n g a n d t a l k i n g .

He was famous for talking a long t ime

fl u e n t l y, i n b e a u t i f u l E n g l i s h , s a y i n g m a n y

i n t e r e s t i n g t h i n g s o n e a f t e r t h e o t h e r a n d

repeat ing some o f them, bu t rea l l y g iv ing a

marvelous speech, and more and more and more

speech , un t i l we used to ge t aw fu l l y t i r ed o f

hear ing h im.

B u t t h a t w a s m y fi r s t i n t r o d u c t i o n t o

caucuses, and very b lunt ly, they d idn ' t mean much

and I d idn ' t qu i te unders tand what was go ing on . I

went to the Classroom Teachers Caucus, and I don't

remember anyth ing at a l l about that , except I know

t h a t I w e n t . I r e m e m b e r s p e c i fi c a l l y g o i n g t o

c h e c k i t o u t . I t d i d n ' t s o u n d v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g t o

me , bu t t hen ne i t he r d id I wan t t o l i s ten to Her i c

Roth ta lk any longer.
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Although I must say at the Progressive Caucus

I h e a r d S e l m a B o r c h a r d f o r t h e fi r s t t i m e . A n d

Selma Borchard fascinated me. Her appearance and

her way of speaking and the points to which she

spoke , I f ound he r ta l k ing on a na t i ona l l eve l bu t

t a l k i n g f r o m t h e n a t i o n a l p o i n t o f v i e w t o s p e c i fi c

problems of a c lassroom, which caught my interest .

Selma was an aristocratic woman in every way.

She was e legant in her bear ing . We rea l ly thought

much of her. She spoke s lowly and dramat ica l ly and

clearly was choosing words that meshed one with

another so that she spoke in sentences that

impressed me t remendous ly. Her de l i ve ry, he r

t h o u g h t t h a t w e n t i n t o i t , a l l o f t h o s e t h i n g s j u s t

fasc inated me because of the sk i l l that she had in

p resen t ing a po in t o f v iew and a d i rec t ion o f

thought and a p roposed d i rec t ion o f ac t ion .

S e l m a w o r e b l a c k I t h i n k a l l o f t h e t i m e . I

don' t remember ever seeing her in any other color.

Bu t there was a lways a wh i te co l la r, p robab ly l i nen

w i t h l a c e t r i m a t t h a t t i m e o r c r o c h e t i n g , a n d

always as I remember the whi te co l lar looked l ike

it should have been washed before she wore it .
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She wore whi te g loves that a lso looked l ike

they needed to be washed. And many times I wanted

so desperate ly to say, Selma, g ive me your s tu ff

a n d l e t m e w a s h i t s o y o u ' l l l o o k b e t t e r. B u t I

d i d n ' t d a r e . I w o u l d h a v e b e e n - - o h , i t j u s t

would have been impossible. But she was famous.

And anyone who had been to a national convention

would say, oh, Selma, yes, I know, was her col lar

d i r t y t hen t oo? And i t a lways was .

But Selma had a tremendous reputation in the

Congress. I 've heard so many people ta lk about her

back then and in the years since, those who watched

h e r i n a c t i o n . S h e w o u l d g o t o t h e o f fi c e o f a

represen ta t i ve o r o f a sena to r on h is b i r thday and

car ry a b i r thday cake tha t e i the r she he rse l f had

baked or that she had youngsters from school come

over and help her bake and frost and decorate with

cand les so she cou ld br ing i t in w i th the cand les

l igh ted and s ing happy b i r thday. She knew

congresspersons to speak to. She was greeted by

them, they recognized her, and she had a remarkable

f a c i l i t y o f r e a c h i n g p e o p l e a t t h e c o n g r e s s i o n a l

level .
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She real ly served the AFT very wel l ,

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h e e a r l i e r y e a r s . I n h e r l a s t

y e a r s , I t h i n k s h e w a s s l i p p i n g i n h e r a b i l i t y t o

concen t ra te and i n he r ab i l i t y t o rea l l y make he r

point . Al though even then she was dramat ic and she

was a wonderful , wonderful person.

There were a number of leaders at that

conven t i on and a t t he conven t i ons the rea f te r t ha t I

went to that t ru ly impressed me. Rebecca Simonson,

for example, when she got up to speak clearly knew

what she wanted to say and how to say it in a

dramatic fashion so that every word would be heard.

Joe Landis was famous in my opinion because of his

tremendous understanding, knowledge, background of

par l iamentary procedure which he used to the nth

degree to accompl ish h is goal . He was leader of an

opposi t ion caucus, opposi t ion to the members of my

local who were at nat ional , but he was respected

tremendously because he was honorable in his use of

pa r l i amen ta ry p rocedure a long w i th h i s expe r t i se .

There were other leaders at the t ime, and no

doubt as I ta lk fu r ther I ' l l come across some and

mention them. But those were among the ones who
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caugh t my a t ten t ion the loudes t , the c lea res t and

are most memorable.

John F-trctrs, of course, from Chicago. John

Fuchs was one of those individuals who simply by

h is very p resence exuded power. And tha t fee l ing

of the power emanat ing f rom the indiv idual was a

very rea l sensat ion for those who were in h is

presence.

The second ma jo r th ing a t tha t e lec t ion tha t

really caught my eye and caught my ear and remains

in my memory was the big battle over whether or not

the Los Angeles local should be ousted for

C o m m u n i s t a c t i v i t i e s . Q u i t e b l u n t l y, t h e a r g u m e n t s

went on and on, and most of the arguments were over

my head, I d idn ' t know what they were about . I

d idn ' t understand what was going on. I remember

clear ly that Dr. Walter Bergman from my own Detroi t

loca l go t up and asked fo r five minu tes to ta lk p ro

and five minutes to talk con because he had such

good po in ts on both s ides o f the sub ject .

I t h i n k i t w a s a b o u t t h a t t i m e t h a t I l e f t

t he ha l l and j us t caugh t a b rea th o f f r esh a i r

somewhere to try and clear my head and figure out
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w h a t w a s r e a l l y h a p p e n i n g . F o r t u n a t e l y, I d i d

l ea rn a l i t t l e more and become a l i t t l e b roade r i n

my perspective as time went on so that some of

these arguments in future years made better sense

to me .

TAPE 2

MS. RENE EPSTEIN: This is Rene

Eps te in . My in te rv iew w i th Mary E l len Reardon i s

c o n t i n u i n g o n A p r i l 5 t h , 1 9 8 7 i n D e t r o i t , M i c h i g a n .

MS. MARY ELLEN REARDON: It was after

that convention that Communism, which had become

impor tan t to me r igh t f rom the beg inn ing in the

Detroi t Federat ion of Teachers, became more and

more impor tan t , because i t go t invo lved w i th what

we were doing at Central Labor Body here in

De t ro i t . I was a de lega te to Cen t ra l Labor Body

probably because I was one of the few people who

was w i l l i ng to go to those meet ings tha t l as ted

forever and that for the most part seemed very,

very bor ing to me. But whi le we were there, one of

the o ther de lega tes o f la te r years sa id , you know,

when you come into a room and there are Communist

l e a n i n g p e o p l e - - w h e t h e r t h e y ' r e a c t u a l l y
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Communis ts or whether they ' re jus t a lmost there - -

you can smell them because they have a way about

them, they have an aura and i t ' s there . And, you

know, i t ' s t rue . Bu t say wha tever you wan t to say

about tha t , we were very sens i t i ve to tha t who le

i s sue .

There was an art teacher in Detroit who was

accused of being a Communist, Eleanor Macky. There

was a g rea t dea l o f hu l laba loo over i t , oh , a

tremendous discussion, arguments, what not , pro and

con . And i n the m ids t o f t he b ig d i scuss ion as to

whether or not she would be expel led from the

Det ro i t Federa t ion o f Teachers , I wen t overseas to

teach. I d id not know what I was go ing to teach.

I knew I was going to teach in Germany, and my

ass ignment gets complex and I won ' t go in to i t , but

I ended up in Ber l in , which was the only p lace that

I was unwi l l ing to go to . But lack ing enough money

to go home on my own, I had to go to Berlin to

teach.

Whi le I was there, I learned, oh, so much of

v a l u e t o t h e r e s t o f m y l i f e . I f o u n d o u t t h a t I

was an American in a fashion that I had never t ru ly
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u n d e r s t o o d b e f o r e . T h e r e w e r e c e r t a i n l i b e r t i e s ,

certain freedoms that I had assumed and that I had

l i v e d w i t h a l l m y l i f e u p u n t i l t h e n w i t h o u t e v e n

be ing aware o f the fac t tha t I was exerc is ing tha t

k i n d o f f r e e d o m . I n B e r l i n , I c o u l d n o t l e a v e

wi thou t hav ing o rders p r in ted in Russ ian and in

English which stated where I was going, when I was

leaving, when I would return and the purpose of my

v i s i t . I h a d t o h a v e t h o s e o r d e r s w r i t t e n u p e v e r y

t i m e I l e f t t h e c i t y. A n d I l e f t e v e r y w e e k e n d t o

go sightseeing somewhere.

I did not have to have papers to go into the

eas te rn sec to r, and I d i dn ' t go t he re ve r y o f t en

b e c a u s e , v e r y b l u n t l y, i t d i d n o t f e e l s a f e . A n d

the feel ing of oppression was so t remendous that I

was very uncomfor tab le . I d id go to some concer ts ,

some symphonies . I d idn ' t go there ever to shop

other than ant ique p laces because there wasn ' t

anyth ing to buy, and the ant iques being sold were

being sold because someone was so hungry that their

l i f e possess ions were be ing so ld in o rder tha t they

would have food.

There was no rebu i ld ing in East Ber l in a t
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a l l . T h e r e w a s i n t h e We s t . I n t h e We s t there was

much more available, and we were very aware of how

much more freedom, how much more ability we had to

go and come and do what we wished in the western

s e c t o r s , w h e t h e r i t w a s t h e B r i t i s h , t h e French or

the Amer ican sector.

I taught in the Amer ican schoo l fo r two

years . I t had been the Gare t rauden d ie schu le r,

but it was the Thomas A. Robert School in t h a t o l d

building. There was a German man who was my lab

ass is tant whi le I was teach ing there who told me

much of the way that Ber l iners l ived and much of

the background of Germany that gave me a b e t t e r

understanding of why I as an American was so

d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h e r e s t o f G e r m a n y. B e r l i n i t s e l f

was more l i ke - - the wes te rn sec to r o f Ber l in

i t se l f was more l i ke the Un i ted S ta tes th an any

other part of Germany, very much more.

There was a sense of indiv idual ism and

ind iv idua l f reedom a t tempt ing to be expressed there

in Be r l i n t ha t was no t anywhere . Bu t t he years

tha t I spen t t he re t each ing ce r ta i n l y made me aware

o f t he ro l e o f t he Un i t ed S ta tes i n w i t h t h e r e s t
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of the world in what was happening, how people were

treated, who would starve to death and who wouldn't

because of what changes in nat iona l po l icy, what

countr ies would have advantages or disadvantages,

and some of the reasons why there might be a war or

how a war could start because of tensions on things

tha t up un t i l then I had been unwi l l ing to even

t h i n k a b o u t .

I f ound myse l f r ead ing ed i t o r i a l s and

s e a r c h i n g o u t e d i t o r i a l s t o fi n d t h e t h i n k i n g o f a

p a r t i c u l a r g r o u p o f p e o p l e o r a p a r t i c u l a r p e r s o n ,

something I had never done before I went to

Germany.

When I returned to the United States, I was

t rans fer red f rom the Burn Schoo l to the C larey,

wh ich was another nor thwest e lementary schoo l . I

had the same assignment teaching general science

grades 5, 6, 7 and 8, although I also did some

o t h e r t e a c h i n g i n o t h e r fi e l d s i n o t h e r a r e a s . T h e

r e t u r n t o C l a r e y b r o u g h t w i t h i t a r a t h e r

i n t e r e s t i n g s i d e l i g h t . I , w h o f o r t h e fi r s t t i m e

real ized how important i t was to be an American

c i t i zen and to exerc ise my Amer ican p r i v i l eges ,
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found myself apparently the one Communist in the

Clarey school when Senator McCarthy's UnAmerican

Ac t i v i t i es Commi t tee was coming to De t ro i t t o find

out who were Communists in Detroit.

I a t tached the label to mysel f most ly because

I was the only one with any connect ions with

overseas who was teaching in the school at the

t ime . And o f a l l t he f acu l t y t he re , I had become

the most deep down patr iot of the lot because I had

seen wha t i t was l i ke to l i ve i n ano the r coun t ry

where we just didn't have the freedoms we have in

the Un i ted Sta tes .

T h a t p a r t i c u l a r U n A m e r i c a n A c t i v i t i e s

Committee made a big hullabaloo at the newspapers

in the head l ines , bu t i t sor t o f faded away and

died away, and the people who knew me there at

Clarey knew very well that I was not a Communist

and had no sympathy for Communists.

The DFT po l i cy, the Det ro i t Federa t ion o f

Teachers policy on Communism was adopted in the

course of the Helen Macky case. The decis ion

final ly made after t remendous argument and debate

that went on for hours and hours on end at numerous
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meetings was that anyone who was accused of being a

Communist would be supported by the Detroit

Federa t ion o f Teachers . Th is i s any member, o f

course, would be suppor ted by the Detro i t

F e d e r a t i o n o f Te a c h e r s i f t h a t i n d i v i d u a l w o u l d

s p e a k d i r e c t l y, c l e a r l y a n d f o r t h r i g h t l y t o t h e

attorney who was doing the defense of the

ind i v idua l be fo re wha teve r cou r t o r wha teve r

hear ing was being held over i t , whether i t was

Board of Education, whether i t was the House

UnAmer ican Act iv i t ies Commit tee hear ing, whatever

i t m i g h t b e . T h a t p o l i c y w i t h v e r y, v e r y m i n o r

changes was the policy adopted by the American

Federa t ion o f Teachers very soon a f te r i t s adopt ion

b y t h e D e t r o i t F e d e r a t i o n o f Te a c h e r s . I t w a s f o r

a l l p r a c t i c a l p u r p o s e s t h e i d e n t i c a l p o l i c y.

I t was a po l icy w i th wh ich I cou ld l i ve and

wi th wh ich I cou ld be comfor tab le , because that

policy was saying if you are a Communist and are

for thr ight ly a Communis t and say so, you wi l l be

t r e a t e d i n t h a t f a s h i o n a n d w i l l b e t r e a t e d

appropr ia te l y w i th ou r governmenta l p ro tec t i ons and

supports which are given to anyone who appears in
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cour t . I f you are not a Communis t and i f you say

c l e a r l y a n d d i r e c t l y t o t h e a t t o r n e y, w h e r e t h e r e

i s t h a t a t t o r n e y - c l i e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p w h i c h i s h e l d

sac red in th i s coun t ry, t hen indeed we w i l l suppor t

y o u . A n d t h a t s a t i s fi e d m e c o m p l e t e l y.

What I found of t remendous interest over the

years s ince that per iod is that any number o f the

teachers I knew long ago and have known since

somehow or another were invagled into becoming a

member of an organizat ion that was in fact very far

lef t and possibly Communist but they did not know

i t . T h e y w e r e i n v a g l e d i n u n d e r t h e c o v e r o f c i v i l

r i gh t s , unde r t he cove r o f f a i r wages f o r

ind iv iduals who were work ing in hard jobs, under

t h e c o v e r o f i n t e g r a t i o n , p a r t i c u l a r l y, u n d e r t h e

cover o f ge t t i ng a reasonab le educa t ion fo r

eve ryone , no t j u s t t he ch i l d ren o f t he wea l t hy.

Bu t t he i nd i v i dua l s t ha t I speak o f - - and I won ' t

even name them -- I think of Dave Morgan, our own

local member who was so vehement about it -- our

members were so violent ly angry when they real ized

how they had been caught up in that movement with

the subter fuge o f a very dear and impor tant soc ia l
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g o a l .

Communism was very real in Detroit , but the

people in Detroit i t seemed to me when they

rea l ized what they were get t ing in to backed out o f

i t because Det ro i t i s a town o f work ing peop le ,

m idd le c lass peop le . The p ic tu re i s chang ing now,

but for many, many years we had a larger proport ion

of middle c lass whi tes and b lacks than d id any

o t h e r c i t y i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . W i t h o u t a n y

question we had more homeowners l iving in their own

homes i n t he c i t y o f De t ro i t t han any o the r c i t y.

And with that home ownership and al l of the things

that i t brings to mind, the way we work, the way we

hand le ou r homes , a l l t he res t o f i t , i t j us t was a

d i f f e r e n t w o r l d t h a n m o s t o t h e r c i t i e s . We h a d

p r a c t i c a l l y n o p u b l i c h o u s i n g , f o r i n s t a n c e . W e

had prac t ica l ly no apar tments . We had no

tenements . We had on ly the pr iva te ind iv idua l home

in which the person who was the wage earner was

l iv ing and pay ing on the mor tgage. I t made a

d i f f e r e n t w o r l d .

Cap i t a l i sm i n f ac t was c l ea r l y a pa r t o f ou r

ord inary everyday l i fe and we were determined that
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we wou ld rema in par t o f cap i ta l i sm, tha t any th ing

else was an anathema. The whole picture of the

House UnAmerican Act iv i t ies Commit tee sort of faded

away because there was another picture that was

beginning to take more and more prominence in our

e v e r y d a y l i f e . I t h i n k o f t h e p a m p h l e t t h a t w a s

d i s t r i bu ted sho r t l y a f t e r I go t back home f r om

Germany which was the tenements of the Negro race,

which was a pamphle t d is t r ibu ted by the Det ro i t

Federa t ion o f Teachers to every schoo l i n the c i t y

o f D e t r o i t .

The who le bus iness o f the in tegra t ion o f the

s c h o o l s , o f t h e d e s e g r e g a t i o n , w h i c h i s r e a l l y t h e

proper te rm because i t hadn ' t been in teg ra t ion in

v e r y f e w p l a c e s i n D e t r o i t a n d i n o t h e r c i t i e s i s

t h e r e r e a l i n t e g r a t i o n . T h e r e a l p r o b l e m o f

desegregat ion was led in d iscuss ion by the

leade rsh ip o f t he De t ro i t Fede ra t i on o f Teache rs

work ing wi th o ther c iv ic leaders and communi ty

leaders in Detroit , but the DFT people seemed to be

reflect ing much o f the d iscuss ion tha t came f rom

the American Federat ion of Teachers convent ions and

o t h e r d i s c u s s i o n s a t t h e n a t i o n a l l e v e l . T h e r e w a s
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a v e r y c l o s e t i e - i n .

D e t r o i t w a s l i k e a l o t o f c i t i e s i n t h a t

there were black neighborhoods and then there were

Caucasian neighborhoods. And the Caucasian

neighborhoods were made up of various ethnic

groups. There was a Pol ish neighborhood, a German

neighborhood, a Hungarian neighborhood and so on

and on. And we to th is day have the largest Arabic

neighborhoods of anywhere in the Uni ted States.

But the b lack ne ighborhoods were se l f -conta ined,

the b lack ch i ld ren went to b lack schoo ls , and the

boundaries not uncommonly were drawn to make

ce r ta in tha t t he b lack ch i l d ren wen t to one se t o f

schoo ls and wh i te ch i ld ren to ano ther.

The Federat ion was very much involved, for

example, in a presentat ion to the Board of

Educat ion about 1950, at which t ime the Federat ion

ins i s ted t ha t ch i l d ren shou ld go t o t he nea res t

ne ighborhood school wi thout regard to whether or

no t i t was b lack o r wh i te . So tha t the re wou ld be

b l a c k c h i l d r e n a n d w h i t e c h i l d r e n g o i n g t o t h e i r

neares t ne ighborhood schoo l , no t to the i r neares t

b l a c k s c h o o l o r w h i t e s c h o o l . I t w a s n o t w e l l



57

3U
ISu.2

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

received by the Board and there wasn' t any act ion

taken on i t so far as I have any knowledge.

The leadersh ip o f the Federa t ion , though,

c o n t i n u e d t o i n s i s t t h a t b l a c k c h i l d r e n a n d w h i t e

ch i ld ren had equa l r i gh ts to an educa t ion , to an

equal share of books and equal share of whatever

e lse was be ing d is t r ibu ted and tha t b lack teachers

and white teachers should have the same opportunity

to teach in any schoo l in the c i ty where they

wished to teach and not in a school that was

predominant ly of the same racial makeup.

We had very few Orientals in the ci ty and at

that time not as many Hispanics as we have now, and

there had not been rea l d iscuss ion of the p lace of

the Hispanic or o f the Amer ican Ind ian or the

Or ien ta l , and in la rge par t because o f the very few

of them who were present.

The Federat ion was respons ib le fo r br ing ing

black teachers in to some prominence in the c i ty

schoo l s and i ns i s t i ng t ha t t hey be t r ea ted

r e a s o n a b l y a n d f a i r l y, a s w e r e o t h e r t e a c h e r s . A n

in te res t i ng po i n t i s t ha t membe rsh i p i n t he

Federat ion had roughly the same proport ions of
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b lack and wh i te teachers as d id the schoo l facu l ty

compl iment . I t surpr ised us because we had been

to l d t ha t t he b l ack t eache rs wou ld au toma t i ca l l y

be long to the Educa t ion Assoc ia t ion , no t the

Federa t i on , when in fac t t hey were d i s t r i bu ted the

same as were other teachers.

One o f the b ig ba t t l es tha t the Federa t ion

fough t con t i nua l l y yea r a f t e r yea r a f t e r yea r was

t o g e t a f a i r d i s t r i b u t i o n o f t e x t b o o k s a n d o t h e r

schoo l ma te r i a l s t o t he schoo ls i n t he

neighborhoods that were predominant ly b lack or

e n t i r e l y b l a c k . We w o r k e d a t t h a t . O h , a n d c l a s s

s i z e , t o o . C l a s s s i z e w a s s m a l l e r i n a l l w h i t e

neighborhoods than i t was in b lack neighborhoods.

And i t was un fa i r and i t was un fa i r to the ch i ld ren

and to the teachers who were teaching them, as well

a s u n f a i r i n t e r m s o f j u s t g e n e r a l j u s t i c e . W e

fough t tha t ba t t l e and rea l l y d id no t eve r succeed

u n t i l w e fi n a l l y g o t c l a s s s i z e i n o u r c o l l e c t i v e

bargain ing agreement.

There were o ther ba t t les a long those l ines

t h a t o c c u r r e d , b u t p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e i d e a o f b l a c k

teachers hav ing an oppor tun i ty to teach in what
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w e r e c o n s i d e r e d t h e t o p s c h o o l s i n t h e c i t y f o r

w h a t e v e r r e a s o n , e i t h e r b e c a u s e o f t h e i r n e w n e s s ,

t h e i r f u r n i s h i n g s , t h e c o m p l i m e n t o f y o u n g s t e r s

t h a t a t t e n d e d o r w h a t e v e r . B l a c k t e a c h e r s w e r e n o t

g i v e n m u c h c h o i c e . W h i t e t e a c h e r s w e r e g i v e n

p r e f e r e n c e a s t o p l a c e m e n t s .

We t a l k e d a b o u t i t a n d w o r k e d t o w a r d t h a t e n d

f o r y e a r s a n d y e a r s o n e n d , a n d o f c o u r s e , w e r e

d e e p l y i n v o l v e d i n t h e c o u r t c a s e w h e n i t a c t u a l l y

b e g a n o n t h e d e s e g r e g a t i o n o f t h e D e t r o i t s c h o o l s .

T h a t t o o k p l a c e , h o w e v e r , a f t e r o u r c o l l e c t i v e

b a r g a i n i n g b e g a n , a n d p e r h a p s c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g

i s t h e n e x t s u b j e c t w e o u g h t t o c o v e r .

C o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g w a s p e r h a p s o n e o f t h e

f a r t h e s t t h i n g s f r o m o u r m i n d s , n o t b e c a u s e w e w e r e

o p p o s e d o r i n f a v o r o f i t , b u t r a t h e r b e c a u s e w e

j u s t d i d n ' t e v e n t h i n k a b o u t i t i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h

t e a c h i n g a n d w o r k i n g a n d h a v i n g a u n i o n . I t j u s t

w a s n ' t p a r t o f o u r t h i n k i n g b e c a u s e t e a c h e r s w e r e

n o t i n v o l v e d i n c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g . T h e r e w a s a

w h o l e m i n d s e t i n o p p o s i t i o n . I t h i n k , f o r

i n s t a n c e , o f o n e o f t h e p o l i t i c a l e d u c a t i o n

m e e t i n g s t h a t I a t t e n d e d i n L a n s i n g t h a t h a d b e e n



60

c-2

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

c a l l e d f o r u n i o n l e a d e r s f r o m a l l o v e r t h e s t a t e .

And at that meet ing to s tar t one of the sess ions

each one of us introduced ourselves and told f rom

what local we came. When I introduced myself as a

member of the Detro i t Federat ion of Teachers, the

quest ion was ra ised in a l l ser iousness , "Do you

th ink teachers ough t to be long to a un ion?" And ,

"Why are teachers in a un ion? That 's fo r work ing

men and women, that 's not for teachers.

Th is sess ion occur red in the la te '50s , and

i t ' s t r ue t ha t t he i nd i v i dua l s who we re mos t

ou tspoken in tha t d i rec t ion were f rom ou t s ta te

M i c h i g a n r a t h e r t h a n f r o m t h e c i t y o f D e t r o i t . B u t

i t w a s t h e a t t i t u d e i n D e t r o i t , t o o . W e w e r e

accepted as union members only that we were not

supposed to be i nvo l ved i n any th i ng l i ke co l l ec t i ve

bargaining. Whether we were supposed to be above

and beyond i t o r j us t exac t l y wha t , I 'm no t su re .

But i t was cons idered not proper for us .

I t h i n k i t ' s q u i t e i n t e r e s t i n q f r o m p r e s e n t

p e r s p e c t i v e t o l o o k b a c k a t t h a t p e r i o d . T h e o n l y

place in the country where there was anyth ing

resembl ing co l lec t i ve barga in ing was ou t I guess in
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But te , Montana, that 's one I hear about , and then

Mary Wheeler in the group of c i t ies there near

Chicago where they had some version of col lect ive

b a r g a i n i n g . N o t c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g i n t h e

modern sense a t a l l , bu t a t leas t an ear ly vers ion

o f i t . W e j u s t p l a i n d i d n ' t t h i n k i n t e r m s o f

n e g o t i a t i n g a c o n t r a c t w i t h t h e k i n d s o f p r o v i s i o n s

in i t t ha t wou ld have to do w i th hours , cond i t i ons

a n d s a l a r i e s . We f o u g h t o n i n d i v i d u a l i s s u e s l i k e ,

f o r e x a m p l e , h i s t o r y t e x t b o o k s f o r a p a r t i c u l a r

grade level or perhaps some arrangement of sick

leave or some other ind iv idual problem but not a

c o n t r a c t t h a t w o u l d c o v e r a l l o f t h o s e t h i n g s .

Th is was t rue on a na t iona l leve l . There was

n o d i s c u s s i o n a t n a t i o n a l c o n v e n t i o n s o f c o l l e c t i v e

bargaining or how it would come or how it would

happen o r when we wou ld s ta r t work ing fo r i t . I t

w a s n ' t m e n t i o n e d . I t j u s t w a s n o t p a r t o f t h e

scene. Car l Mege l in a l l the t ime he was pres ident

was rea l l y no t a p roponen t o f co l l ec t i ve

b a r g a i n i n g . I t s t a r t e d t h e r e a l m o d e r n d a y p i t c h

k ind o f co l l ec t i ve ba rga in ing s ta r t ed i n New Yo rk

City, and I can remember how excited Helen Bowers
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was about what New York City was doing. And it was

Helen Bowers who forced me in a sense to sit down

and think about what New York was trying to do.

I went to New York Ci ty dur ing part of the

campaign to w in tha t fi rs t e lec t ion wh ich gave them

the r ight to have a vote, and at that t ime met Dave

Seldon and a number of the other people who were

working so hard on that campaign in New York. The

expend i tu re o f loca l funds to take me tha t fa r ou t

o f t he c i t y was a ra the r r emarkab le t h i ng f o r i t s

t ime. I have s ince, o f course, done many, many

much more outrageous things, i f we use that

t e r m i n o l o g y, t h a n I d i d t h e n . B u t a t t h a t t i m e , t o

go to New York and actual ly jo in in that campaign

for two days was something quite remarkable.

I was tremendously impressed with what they

were trying to do and what they expected to

accomplish and became more and more intrigued with

the idea. He len was the spark p lug , no ques t ion

about that. And between the two of us, we began to

talk about what we would do. This was not too long

af ter I had been elected president in May of 1960.

I a c t u a l l y b e c a m e t h e fi r s t f u l l - t i m e u n i o n
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p res iden t i n t he De t ro i t Fede ra t i on o f Teache rs i n

February o f 1961 . F rom the t ime I took o ffice and

then schoo l s ta r ted the fo l l ow ing Sep tember un t i l I

c a m e i n t o t h e o f fi c e I q u i t e l i t e r a l l y h a d t w o d a y s

tha t I cou ld ca l l my own . O the r t han tha t , I was

work ing e i ther at school work or at a union meet ing

all day every day from Monday morning until Monday

m o r n i n g i n t o a l l h o u r s o f t h e n i g h t . I d o n ' t k n o w

how I surv ived that semester.

I came in to the un ion o ffice in February o f

'61 then and we began to ta lk about the poss ib i l i ty

o f D e t r o i t g o i n g i n t o c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g . W e

talked to Dave Seldon in part icular who was a

fr iend of Helen Bowers and who came original ly from

Dearborn , he lped found the Dearborn loca l . He len

had known Dave quite well when he was in the local

area here. We also went to the UAW and asked about

some suppor t , some financ ia l suppor t in o rder to

beg in a campa ign o f co l lec t i ve barga in ing .

The Detroit local had come quite a long ways.

We were the fi rs t AFT loca l , l e t a lone the

na t i ona l , t o own ou r own bu i l d i ng . We ac tua l l y

pu rchased a bu i l d ing and occup ied i t . No o the r
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union, and the nat ional had no such th ing. We were

the only place where the Federat ion of Teachers had

a local office that we owned and occupied.

We ta lked abou t co l lec t i ve barga in ing and , o f

course , when we ta lked about co l lec t i ve barga in ing

we needed to know something about it and something

about how i t would work for a teacher union, as

we l l as how i t worked fo r anybody. But how i t

worked for anybody would certainly be changed to

meet the c i rcumstances required by a teachers

un ion. We ta lked about ask ing for he lp f rom AFT,

and that was just a lot of fool ishness because AFT

didn't have any money. We were much wealthier than

AFT, and we were darn poor, so poor that we knew we

couldn ' t do much of anyth ing.

We went to the UAW rather than to the

AFL-CIO, to the Labor Counci l or to the pres ident

there because we thought we'd get a better

reception from UAW. Walter Reuther was wel l known

f o r h i s l i b e r a l v i e w s , f o r h i s l i b e r a l a t t i t u d e s o n

so many things and certainly for what he had done

w i t h c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g , w h i c h w a s q u i t e

d i f f e ren t f rom wha t had occu r red i n the o ld gu i l d
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type unions that were par t of the AFL.

When we went to the UAW, the first thing they

asked us was how many members did we have as

compared to how many teachers there were in the

system. When we gave them our membership numbers,

t hey t o l d us t o f o rge t i t . Un t i l we had a much ,

much larger propor t ion o f membersh ip , they wouldn ' t

e v e n c o n s i d e r t a l k i n g t o u s . T h e o r i g i n a l c o n t a c t

at UAW was through Walter Reuther, but he promptly

tu rned us over to I rv B lues tone, to Doug Fraz ie r,

and working for them, Tony Cano and Pat Greathouse.

There were others, but those were the ones with

whom we had the greatest contact.

When our membership had increased

considerably, we went back to the UAW and asked for

h e l p . T h i s t i m e t h e y s a i d t h e y w o u l d c o n s i d e r i t

v e r y s e r i o u s l y . T h e y d i s c u s s e d i t . I t w e n t t o

Washington where the actual grant I understand came

through I .U.D. The money rece ived f rom the I .U.D.

fo r ou r co l lec t i ve barga in ing p rogram was in fac t a

t o t a l o f l e s s t h a n $ 2 5 , 0 0 0 a l l t o l d f o r t h e e n t i r e

campaign. The rest of i t came from our own

volunteer help and our own concentrat ion of work
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day and night and weekends and through the night,

n i g h t a f t e r n i g h t a f t e r n i g h t .

The col lect ive bargain ing campaign was of

pa r t i cu la r i n te res t because De t ro i t was one o f t he

s t rongho lds o f the Educa t ion Assoc ia t i on . When I

fi r s t c a m e t o t e a c h i n D e t r o i t , t h e D e t r o i t c h a p t e r

o f the Educat ion Assoc ia t ion was the la rgest one in

t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . T h e E d u c a t i o n A s s o c i a t i o n f o r

a l l p rac t i ca l purposes on paper and to the pub l i c

r e p r e s e n t e d t h e t e a c h e r s i n D e t r o i t . A n d a n y

teacher worth her sal t was a member of the Detroi t

Teachers Assoc ia t ion. What was remarkable is what

was accompl ished by the Detro i t Federat ion of

Teachers as a minor i ty group represent ing a very

sma l l m ino r i t y o f t he t eache rs .

Many, many of the things that had been done

over the years were done because they were

spearheaded by Francis and Florence and those who

fo l lowed. They were done rea l l y a lmos t over the

dead bod ies o f the Det ro i t Educat ion Assoc ia t ion

members, perhaps more because they real ly didn' t

want to be found ob ject ing to th ings that were so

clear ly r ight and proper and needed to be done.
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For example, books and substi tutes and decent pay

and sick leave and so on. So those were

accompl ished by the Federat ion but wi thout any real

he lp f rom the Educa t ion Assoc ia t i on , a l though tha t

g r o u p a l w a y s c l a i m e d f u l l c r e d i t f o r e v e r y t h i n g

that was accomplished.

B a c k t o c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g , t h o u g h . We

a p p r o a c h e d c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g i n t h e f a l l o f

1962 wi th a very s t rong membersh ip dr ive . In the

spr ing o f '63 there was a loca l mi l lage campaign,

t a x l e v y t h a t f a i l e d . A n d w h e n t h a t t a x l e v y

f a i l e d , i t m e a n t t h a t t h e D e t r o i t s c h o o l s w o u l d

l o s e o n e - t h i r d o f t h e i r b u d g e t t h e f o l l o w i n g y e a r.

We expec ted to k i ck o f f ou r co l l ec t i ve

barga in ing campa ign the day a f te r tha t m i l lage

p a s s e d . T h e m i l l a g e d i d n o t p a s s , i t f a i l e d . W h e n

i t f a i l ed , t he re was obv ious l y go ing t o be a

t remendous cu tback o f a l l k inds o f th ings in the

c i t y o f D e t r o i t s c h o o l s . T h e p r o p o s a l s w e r e

r a d i c a l a n d d r a s t i c . H a l f d a y s f o r s o m e o f t h e

grades . Oh, many o ther th ings tha t I won ' t go

in to . But what I do know is tha t the un ion was

c l e a r l y o u t f r o n t s u p p o r t i n g t e a c h e r s i n w h a t
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teachers had to have in order to do the i r job o f

teach ing, what wou ld make i t poss ib le fo r teachers

to teach. And we fought day and night upside down

and ins ide out . The Educat ion Associat ion somehow

or another seemed to have been caught flat footed,

and they didn' t seem to take any k ind of forward

p o s i t i o n .

I t was dur ing tha t per iod tha t the rad io and

televis ion stat ions began to pay much more

a t t e n t i o n t o u s . T h e e d u c a t i o n w r i t e r f o r t h e

Detroi t News and the one for the Detroi t Free Press

and the Times began to make a point of checking

wi th me as p res iden t o f the Det ro i t Federa t ion o f

Teachers fo r a reac t i on to wha teve r t he l a tes t

thing was proposed by the Board or to the Board for

the schools . I appeared more and more f requent ly

on the media and in the pr ints.

Along about that same time too, Dave Seldon

would fly in from New York City and work with us

for a day or two and then fly back to New York

City. Once in awhi le George Adamari a lso came.

What Dave made very clear to us when he came is

that he was there to be of assistance to us in
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whatever we saw as most important to win t h e

co l lec t i ve barga in ing campa ign . He made sure tha t

we understood that we were the experts in t h e l o c a l

s i tuat ion. We knew what would work, what would not

work. We would know what teachers here would

understand and accept and what they would o b j e c t

to. He made no bones about the fac t tha t i f h e s a t

down and worked at wr i t ing someth ing and when i t

w a s fi n i s h e d i f I l ooked a t i t and sa id , n o , t h a t

j u s t w i l l n o t d c i n D e t r o i t , fi n e , t h r o w i t away,

w e ' l l s t a r t o v e r , we ' l l do someth ing e lse It was

w o n d e r f u l . D a v e i s t a l e n t e d i n a f a s h i o n that has

no match that I ' ve come across. He was g ood not

o n l y i n w r i t i n g b u t i n c r e a t i v e t h i n k i n g , i n

p u t t i n g t o g e t h e r a bit here and a piece there and

something from s omewhere else and coming up with a

concept that was workable or that would 1 ead to a

workable concept from which we could take o f f .

We began our campaign in our own newspaper

wi th mater ia ls that we prepared and sent out

l o c a l l y . H e l e n Bowers and I put together

pamphle t ca l led "What I s Co l lec t i ve Barga in ing?"

I n a l o v e l y i v o r y tone w i th b rown I th ink t h a t I
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remember because it was used throughout the United

States in campaigns for Federat ion loca ls f rom one

end o f the count ry to the o ther.

New York Ci ty was the only large c i ty wi th

co l l e c t i ve ba rga in i ng and t he on l y p l ace i n t he

Un i ted S ta tes whe re the re rea l l y was co l l ec t i ve

bargaining in the modern sense, where it was more

than a meet and confer or a meet and advise or

recommend. New York City is a place unto i ts own

and what works there may not work anywhere else in

the wor ld. We were busy creat ing our own vers ion.

T h a t p a m p h l e t , t h o u g h , t h a t l i t t l e t h r e e - f o l d

a f f a i r d i d p u t f o r t h t h e c o n c e p t o f c o l l e c t i v e

bargain ing, what i t is , how i t works and what you

can expec t f rom i t i n j us t p la in ques t ion and

answer form that made clear to teachers what we

were t a l k i ng abou t . I t was t he f ounda t i on o f wha t

we worked with.

Now, there was no law in the state of

M i ch i gan conce rn i ng co l l ec t i ve ba rga in i ng , t he l aw

was s i len t . There was a law that had to do wi th

labor re la t ions and i t was passed back at the t ime

tha t there was a th rea tened s t r i ke in Det ro i t when



71

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

teachers, both the Federat ion members, a very smal l

minor i ty of the teaching facul ty and DTA members

who made up the great majority voted to go on

s t r i ke i f t he Board o f Educa t ion d id no t ag ree to

do what we were asking.

For the Det ro i t un ion loca l in 1963 , to even

ta l k abou t co l l ec t i ve ba rga in ing was in the m inds

of most teachers a pre t ty foo l ish th ing because we

w e r e c l e a r l y a m i n o r i t y o r g a n i z a t i o n . H o w e v e r, o u r

membership real ly began to grow. Dave Seldon would

come in wi th an inspi rat ion on someway to at t ract

more members. And he and Helen and I would sit and

discuss i t and rework i t and come up with something

that we would then propose. One of our b iggest

things was the march on the Board of Education that

had to be ca l led o f f because i t was se t to rea l l y

get roll ing on Tuesday when President Kennedy was

assass inated on Fr iday.

We did have our march two weeks later and it

was a fantast ic success, and f rom that day forward

the med ia neve r l e f t me a lone . I was l i ke l y t o be

o n e i t h e r r a d i o o r t e l e v i s i o n a t l e a s t fi v e o u t o f

the seven days. The newsmen who came with the
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te lev is ion cameras sa id there was no quest ion but

that I was on te lev is ion far more than the mayor of

t h e c i t y o f D e t r o i t , t h e g o v e r n o r o f t h e s t a t e o f

Mich igan and a l l the judges pu t toge ther.

An inc ident occurred ear ly on in my career

with the teachers union where the media came to me

and I knew I was going to be interviewed about a

ve ry d i s tas te fu l s i t ua t ion when our own un ion

employees went on s t r i ke aga ins t us . Be fo re the

newsman came up, Francis Comfort, God bless her,

s a i d t o m e , " Te l l t h e a b s o l u t e t r u t h , y o u m u s t t e l l

t h e t r u t h , b u t d o n ' t t e l l a l l o f t h e t r u t h u n l e s s

you have to. And keep whatever you say as short as

you can keep i t so tha t they can ' t take b i ts and

pieces of what you say."

I l ea rned my l esson we l l . I a l so f ound ou t

there was no way of avoiding the question of how

o ld a re you , because the p r in t med ia in pa r t i cu la r

f e l t t h a t t h a t w a s t h e fi r s t s e n t e n c e o f e v e r y

story was Mary Ellen Reardon, age so and so, who

is - - and then fin ish up wha tever i t was .

The media l i te ra l l y became a par t o f my l i fe .

I expec ted to ge t phone ca l l s f rom rad io s ta t ions
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s t a r t i n g a b o u t fi v e - t h i r t y i n t h e m o r n i n g a t h o m e

so they would have informat ion to put on the s ix

o 'c lock news about the la tes t th ing tha t the Board

of Education was proposing and what the union

r e a c t i o n w a s t o t h i s l a t e s t c u t b a c k o r t h i s l a t e s t

l o s s o f o p p o r t u n i t y f o r s c h o o l c h i l d r e n , t h i s

la tes t reduc t ion o f wha t teachers were ab le to

expect to help them do their job, and so on and on

and on.

I a lso learned to say in very concise terms

whatever was my opinion or my reaction to whatever

i t was that was asked of me, with the end resul t

that generally my 30 second to 40 second at the

outside comment was not cut, i t was used exactly as

I gave i t . I t meant tha t the news peop le back a t

the stat ion or at the newspaper were not able to

pick and choose and change the direction of my

t h o u g h t o r t h e i n t e n t o f t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n b y j u s t

using part of what was said. There was only one

instance that stood out in my mind where quest ion

number two was attached to answer number five which

d i s t o r t e d e n t i r e l y w h a t I h a d s a i d . G e n e r a l l y t h e

media acted with whatever I gave them they passed
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i t o n .

For whatever reason, the media in Detro i t

were w i l l ing to l i s ten to me and to ta lk to me, and

I th ink possib ly i t was because of the way I

t r e a t e d t h e m . I t r e a t e d t h e m a s p r o f e s s i o n a l

people who were there to get a story, and I did my

darndest to g ive them the immedia te succ inc t de ta i l

tha t they needed to make the i r s to ry. They were

ac tua l l y my f r i ends . I t was no t a t a l l uncommon

for one of them to call me and say such and such

and such and such is going to happen, we're coming

by in ten m inu tes , be ready to ta l k . And I wou ld

b e r e a d y t o t a l k . I n e v e r r e f u s e d t o t a l k t o t h e m

at any hour of day or night.

I ca l l ed p ress con fe rences . I p repa red my

own blurb, whatever i t was. Not uncommonly I would

s i t down a t t he te lephone and ca l l a l l t he rad io

s ta t i ons , the te lev i s ion s ta t i ons , AP and UP and

give them my news release, and it would be on the

r a d i o b e f o r e I h a d fi n i s h e d g o i n g t h r o u g h t h e l i s t .

I do not know of any other place in the

count ry where the re la t ionsh ip between a teacher

union president and the media could equal the
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r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t e x i s t e d h e r e .

I th ink perhaps one of the major reasons that

that good re la t ionsh ip ex is ted was that because no

matter what I was asked, the response was always in

terms of what we in the union believed would be the

bes t th ing fo r ch i ld ren and fo r the teachers who

were teaching them. And what came through always

was what is go ing to he lp the ch i ld ren o f the

peop le who l i ve in the c i t y o f Det ro i t whose taxes

are support ing our schools. We want to do what

ought to be done both to let teachers teach and

ch i ld ren learn , and you can ' t separa te them.

Every t ime tha t I was on rad io o r te lev is ion ,

the first quest ion was l ikely to be how much money

are you asking them to give you. And my response

always was, we want the kind of salary that would

a t t r ac t a t eache r who w i l l do t he j ob f o r t he

c h i l d r e n i n t h i s c i t y, t h e j o b t h a t n e e d s t o b e

done i f our ch i ld ren are to be proper ly educated.

And then I wou ld men t ion the figu re . Bu t I

i ns i s ted a lways and in any repor t tha t I gave t i ed

in so that i t could not be separated the amount of

money we were asking in salar ies but i ts connect ion
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wi th the impor tance o f the educat ion o f the

c h i l d r e n i n t h e c i t y .

One of the major ways in which Detroit was

d i f f e r e n t f r o m c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g s i t u a t i o n s i n

o ther par ts o f the coun t ry had to do in par t w i th

the fact that we were number two. New York City

was the only place ahead of us. So there was

r e a l l y n o p r e c e d e n t t o f o l l o w. B u t t h e r e w a s

another th ing tha t was impor tan t . Members o f the

un ion in Det ro i t were concent ra ted more in the

e lementary schools than in the midd le schools or

j u n i o r h i g h s c h o o l s o r h i g h s c h o o l s . I n h i g h

s c h o o l , t e a c h e r s a r e p r i m a r i l y s u b j e c t o r i e n t e d .

They see the youngsters in terms of what subject

they ' re s tudy ing , wha t books they ' re us ing , wha t

d i r e c t i o n t h e y ' r e a i m i n g w i t h t h e i n f o r m a t i o n . B u t

i n t h e e l e m e n t a r y, t h e c h i l d i s t h e c e n t e r o f i t

a l l . A n d , o f c o u r s e , a s a n e l e m e n t a r y t e a c h e r,

even though my cert ificate said I was a secondary

teacher, my teach ing exper ience was pr imar i l y in

the e lementary. And my appeal was s t ronger to

e lementa ry teachers than to jun io r h igh schoo l o r

high school teachers probably because I came from
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the e lementary. And i t was that emphas is on the

chi ld as an in tegra l par t o f whatever we were

ask ing for, whether i t was an improvement in sa lary

so that we could afford to do what we needed to do

to do a proper job of teaching, or whether i t was

textbooks or whether i t was c lass s ize or whatever

i t was , i t was immed ia te l y t i ed i n to the youngs te r

in schoo l and the e f fec t on the youngster in

schoo l .

Now, I know that that was constant ly a bat t le

to main ta in tha t d i rec t ion , and had I come f rom

j u n i o r h i g h o r h i g h s c h o o l , i t i s q u i t e p o s s i b l e

that I might have been s idet racked so that the

emphasis would have become more and more salary

on ly o r c lass s i ze on l y i n t e rms o f i t be ing a j ob

or books o r someth ing . Bu t the phys ica l th ing as

d is t i nc t f rom the ch i ld who 's l ea rn ing and was

be ing taught and the re la t ionsh ip be tween the

teacher and the youngster for the success of the

youngs te r.

Our success in co l lec t ive barga in ing was

going to be determined as much as anything by our

actual membership among the teachers, because when
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i t c a m e t o v o t i n g , w e h a d t o n o t o n l y c o n v i n c e

t e a c h e r s t h a t t h e y w a n t e d c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g ,

b u t t h a t t h e y w a n t e d u s t o r e p r e s e n t t h e m , s o t h a t

w e c o u l d n o t c o n c e n t r a t e o n l y o n t h e c h i l d a n d w h a t

w a s g o o d f o r t h e s c h o o l s , f o r t h e c h i l d r e n i n t h e

s c h o o l s , w e h a d t o k e e p i n m i n d t h a t t e a c h e r s

d i d n ' t h a v e t i m e t o g o t o t h e b a t h r o o m , t h a t

t e a c h e r s c o u l d n ' t h a v e l u n c h e x c e p t w h i l e t h e y w e r e

s u p e r v i s i n g o t h e r s t u d e n t s , t h a t t h e r e w e r e n o t

e n o u g h b o o k s t o g o a r o u n d s o t h a t t e a c h e r s w e r e

a c t u a l l y s p e n d i n g t h e i r o w n m o n e y t h a t w a s n ' t

e n o u g h t o s t a r t w i t h t o b u y b o o k s t o g i v e t o t h e

c h i l d r e n w h o w e r e i n t h e i r c l a s s e s .

We had to make c lear that we were very much

a w a r e o f b r e a d a n d b u t t e r , b u t t h a t t h e b r e a d a n d

b u t t e r w a s t i e d i n t o t h e w e l f a r e o f t h e c h i l d r e n

w i t h whom we we re wo rk i ng . We had t o make c l ea r

t h e b r e a d a n d b u t t e r i s s u e t o o u r t e a c h e r s b e c a u s e

t h e t e a c h e r s a l r e a d y w e r e t i e d i n w i t h c h i l d r e n .

B u t w e h a d t o m a i n t a i n t h a t t i e - i n .

W e w o n c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g i n t h e s p r i n g o f

' 6 4 , a n d t h a t ' s a w h o l e l o n g s t o r y t h a t o u g h t t o b e

t o l d a n d l i s t e n e d t o s o m e w h e r e . B u t h a v i n g w o n
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c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g , o u r fi r s t p r o p o s a l s w e r e

o n l y s i x i s s u e s , a n d t h e y w e r e p u t o n r e c o r d i n t h e

B o a r d p r o c e e d i n g s , n o t i n a c o n t r a c t . T h e l a w i n

M i c h i g a n o n c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g w a s p a s s e d i n t h e

s u m m e r o f 1 9 6 4 . T h e g o v e r n o r s i g n e d i t i n A u g u s t .

A n d t h e n w e p r o c e e d e d t o t r y a n d p u t o u r c o n t r a c t

i n w r i t i n g . A t t h i s s t a g e w e h a d r e a l h e l p f r o m

t h e A F T a n d p a r t i c u l a r l y f r o m N e w Yo r k . H a r o l d A s h

w o r k e d w i t h u s o n t h e a c t u a l w o r d i n g , b u t D a v e

S e l d o n w a s i n a n d o u t t o o t a l k i n g a b o u t w h a t o u g h t

t o b e i n t h e c o n t r a c t , w h a t h a d t o b e p a r t o f a

r e a l c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g c o n t r a c t , a s i d e f r o m t h e

s i x i s s u e s t h a t w e c o n c e n t r a t e d o n .

N o w, P h i l a d e l p h i a i n t h e m e a n t i m e h a d w o n

c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g a n d a c t u a l l y h a d a c o n t r a c t

s i g n e d . O u r c o n t r a c t w a s n o t s i g n e d u n t i l i n

D e c e m b e r o f 1 9 6 4 . A n d i t s t a n d s s t i l l a s a

m o n u m e n t t o m a n y o f t h e t h i n g s w e b e l i e v e d i n .

P a r t s o f i t r e m a i n i n o u r c o n t r a c t t o t h i s d a y a n d

a r e v e r y, v e r y i m p o r t a n t a n d t h e y i n c l u d e t h e w o r d s

t h a t H a r o l d A s h h e l p e d u s w r i t e , t h a t D a v e S e l d o n

h e l p e d u s w r i t e , t h a t t h e t h e n p r e s i d e n t o f o u r

l o c a l b o a r d R a m o s R o b i n s o n w r o t e i n t h e p r e f a c e t o
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our con t rac t . I t was a wonder fu l day when tha t

con t rac t was fina l l y s igned . We wen t on f rom

t h e r e , f r o m t h e t i m e o f o u r c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g

elect ion when we won. In fac t , f rom the t ime we

r e a l l y g o t d e e p l y i n v o l v e d i n fi g h t i n g t o w i n

co l lec t i ve barga in ing , there came a much c loser

t i e - i n w i t h t h e n a t i o n a l . N o w, t h e t i e - i n c a m e

p a r t i c u l a r l y t h r o u g h t h e f r e q u e n t t r i p s t o D e t r o i t

and the assistance we got from Dave Seldon. From

my contact with people in New York City who were

reacting to what had changed there with the coming

o f c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g i n N e w Yo r k C i t y. W i t h

the assistance f rom people l ike Harold Ash and

others who gave us d i rec t ass is tance in the actua l

w o r d i n g o f o u r c o n t r a c t . B u t a l l o f t h a t a s i d e ,

there was a much c loser re lat ionship, there was a

much c learer d is t inc t ion in my mind in the goa ls o f

the Progressive Caucus at convent ions, for example,

and the goal of the Progressive Caucus was more and

more concent ra ted on the w inn ing o f co l lec t i ve

bargaining and the Classroom Teachers Caucus was

much far ther behind.

Now, i t ' s t rue that the Classroom Teachers
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Caucus was led and pretty much influenced in

e v e r y th i n g i t d i d b y i t s m a j o r l o c a l s , b y C h i c a g o ,

by C leve land, by Gary and a l l the loca ls tha t

fo l lowed tha t lead, and they made i t the great

ma jo r i t y o f the AFT. New York C i ty and Det ro i t and

Ph i lade lph ia were ac tua l l y a m ino r i t y o f the AFT.

And i t was th is g roup tha t was rea l ly push ing fo r

the wonders tha t cou ld be wrought w i th co l lec t ive

b a r g a i n i n g .

I t w a s a l s o i n t h a t p e r i o d t h a t w i t h t h e

w i n n i n g o f c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g i n D e t r o i t , i n

Phi ladelphia, in New York Ci ty, membership in these

three c i t ies grew by leaps and bounds and locals in

the v ic in i ty o f these three loca ls became more and

more AFT oriented when they hadn't been up unti l

then. And there became more and more of a draw of

t h e i d e a o f c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g , a n d c o l l e c t i v e

bargain ing as an ideal to be fought for and

s t rugg led fo r swep t the coun t ry. There was a

t remendous bat t le between the Nat ional Educat ion

Associat ion and the American Federat ion of Teachers

on whether o r no t there shou ld be co l lec t ive

b a r g a i n i n g f o r t e a c h e r s .
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The bat t le was actua l ly won s ta te by s ta te ,

and in some cases loca l by loca l when co l lect ive

bargaining won out by teachers making up the

major i ty o f the group in whatever was e lec ted to

rep resen t t eache rs and adm in i s t r a t o r s i n c reas i ng l y

sepa ra ted . The AFT t ru l y l ed t ha t figh t and won

the figh t ove r the oppos i t i on to the dea th by the

N a t i o n a l E d u c a t i o n A s s o c i a t i o n . T h a t o p p o s i t i o n

c o n t i n u e d f o r y e a r s a n d y e a r s a f t e r t h a t . I n f a c t ,

in some par ts o f the coun t ry i t ' s no t gone ye t .

W i t h t h e w i n n i n g o f c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g ,

though, what we said would happen did happen, and

tha t was tha t the loca l un ion w i th the suppor t o f

the na t i ona l and w i th he lp f rom the na t i ona l i n

d i r e c t i n g i d e a s o n w h i c h p o l i c y c o u l d b e b u i l t

became more and more involved with major policy

i ssues i n l oca l schoo ls , f o r examp le , t he i dea o f

desegrega t ing schoo ls . And desegrega t ing schoo ls

became one of the major issues in al l the years

then and s ince I have t ied in as one s ing le per iod

t h e c i v i l r i g h t s s t r u g g l e i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s , t h e

desegregation of the schools and the advancement of

c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g , a n d a l o n g w i t h i t , t h e
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status of women as a part of the real working world

to be given equal status wi th working men.

The desegregation of the schools was a very,

ve ry touchy i ssue . And ind iv idua l members o f the

teachers un ion in whatever par t o f the wor ld ,

inc luding on the AFT Counci l were widely d iv ided as

to i ts va lue and the speed wi th which i t should be

accompl ished. I remember v iv id ly the a rguments a t

the convent ion at which the Amer ican Federat ion of

Teachers went on record as suppor t ing in tegra t ion

and desegrega t i on o f a l l l oca l s and o f a l l schoo ls .

What part icularly impressed me was the tremendous

dep th o f t he emot ion w i th wh ich i nd i v idua ls ta l ked

fo r one s i de o r t he o the r o f t he i s sue . And o f

those who talked, there was no way you could turn

one side into sheep and the other side goats

because there were fine peop le o f h igh p r inc ip le

and deep emot ional convict ion on both s ides of the

issue . Those who ins i s ted tha t the on ly way to

t ru l y w in desegrega t ion was to con t inue w i th i t bu t

to cont inue educat ion away f rom the idea of

desegrega t ion .

Others who insisted that there had to be a
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cut, a sharp and clear cut beyond which no

segregated loca l cou ld remain in the AFT. The

fina l vo te car r ied w i th segregat ion opposed and a

b a s i s f o r o u s t i n g o f a n y l o c a l t h a t c o n t i n u e d

segrega t ion . I t meant a t remendous d rop in

national membership of the AFT, but at the same

time i t gave reason for hope and reason for work

among those of us who were convinced that it was

the only way to go, and it gave us the basis on

which to work . I t took a long t ime to w in our way

back into parts of the South, and we haven't made

i t y e t , i n m a n y l a r g e p o r t i o n s .

I t was a l so t r ue i n o the r pa r t s o f t he

count ry, a l though desegregat ion migh t take the fo rm

of antagonism to Orientals, to Jews or to some

o t h e r e t h n i c g r o u p . B u t i t w a s t h e b l a c k / w h i t e

issue that was the major issue.

Wi th co l lec t ive barga in ing and wi th a much

c lose r con tac t w i th i nd i v idua l members o f o the r

l o c a l s , p a r t i c u l a r l y a s I m e t t h e m a t n a t i o n a l

convent ion, my own horizons broadened considerably

and I was much more aware of what was going on in

o the r pa r t s o f t he Un i ted S ta tes , qu i t e as ide f rom
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the bounda r i es o f t he s ta te , l e t a l one t he

met ropo l i tan a rea . In 1964 and aga in in 1966 I

nominated Char l ie Cogan for the pos i t ion o f

pres ident o f the Amer ican Federat ion o f Teachers .

And in 1968 I not only nominated Dave Seldon for

the presidency, but I mysel f was a candidate and

was e lec ted as a v ice pres ident o f the na t iona l

o r g a n i z a t i o n .

Af ter h is e lec t ion , Dave Se ldon set up a

s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t w a y o f o p e r a t i n g f r o m t h e

na t i ona l l eve l . He se t up wha t was i n e f f ec t a

steer ing commit tee f rom among the nat ional v ice

pres idents . The s teer ing commi t tee meet more

f requent l y than d id the Counc i l , and the Counc i l a t

that t ime met over the Christmas break and again

somet ime in the sp r ing I t h ink , a l though I 'm no t

s u r e - - b u t t h e n , o f c o u r s e , j u s t b e f o r e

convent ion . Wi th Dave Se ldon , the Execu t i ve

Counc i l met more f requent ly, bu t so d id the

steer ing commi t tee meet in add i t ion to d iscuss what

th ings there were going on that ought to be

cons idered in g rea te r de ta i l w i th dec is ions made by

t h e e n t i r e C o u n c i l .
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From the t ime tha t I a t tended my fi rs t

convention way back at the end of the '40s when the

Classroom Teachers Caucus rea l ly cont ro l led the

Amer ican Federat ion of Teachers, s ince i t was the

major i ty group and had the major i ty on the Counci l ,

f rom that per iod in to the '60s there was a

g r a d u a l - - n i l a t t h e b e g i n n i n g , b u t g r a d u a l

shi f t ing of power f rom the Classroom Teachers

C a u c u s t o a l m o s t a fi f t y - fi f t y k i n d o f t h i n g

between the Classroom Teachers Caucus, which was

pr imar i ly Ch icago, Gary and Cleve land and the i r

fo l lowers , as opposed to New York , Ph i lade lph ia ,

Det ro i t . Gradua l l y the sw ing became a lmost a

fi f t y - fi f t y a n d t h e n s w i t c h e d o v e r w i t h t h e g r o u p

of -- our group becoming the Progressive Caucus

m a j o r i t y. D u r i n g t h e t i m e o f C h a r l i e C o g a n , i t w a s

pretty much even. When Dave Seldon was elected,

the switch went the other way, and before too many

years, the Classroom Teachers Caucus dissolved and

the members of that caucus joined the Progressive

Caucus.

I spoke of the switch of power from the

Classroom Teachers Caucus to the Progressive
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Caucus . Now, t he C lass room Teache rs Caucus changed

i t s n a m e t o N a t i o n a l C a u c u s , b u t t h a t ' s n e i t h e r

h e r e n o r t h e r e . B u t t h a t s w i t c h o v e r o f p o w e r

o c c u r r e d b e c a u s e t h e l e a d e r s h i p i n t h e C l a s s r o o m

Te a c h e r s C a u c u s s a w i t s e l f v e r y c l o s e l y a l i g n e d

w i t h t h e i d e a l s a n d d i r e c t i o n s o f t h e P r o g r e s s i v e

C a u c u s a n d t h e r e w a s n o r e a l l y b a s i c r e a s o n t o

r e m a i n s e p a r a t e . C h i c a g o , w h i c h h a d o p p o s e d g o i n g

i n t o c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g h a d c h a n g e d a b o u t a n d

w a s fi g h t i n g f o r c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g u n d e r s o m e

o f t h e d i f fi c u l t i e s o t h e r s h a d f a c e d a h e a d o f i t ,

t h a t i s , n o s t a t e l a w t o h e l p t h e m , a n d fi g h t i n g t o

g e t a s t a t e l a w a l o n g w i t h g e t t i n g t h e o t h e r

c h a n g e s n e c e s s a r y. B u t t h e c h a n g e s a l s o i n t h e

k i n d o f a s s i s t a n c e f r o m t h e f e d e r a l g o v e r n m e n t f o r

e d u c a t i o n a n d h o w t h a t w a s t o b e c h a n n e l e d , w h a t

f o r m i t w a s t o t a k e , t h e b a s i s o n w h i c h t h o s e f u n d s

w e r e t o c o m e . F o r e x a m p l e , f u n d s t h a t w o u l d c o m e

t o a n a r e a t h a t w a s h e a v y i n f e d e r a l h o u s i n g , f o r

e x a m p l e , p u b l i c h o u s i n g f o r i n d i v i d u a l s . W h e n

f u n d i n g c a m e t h r o u g h f o r t h a t p a r t i c u l a r k i n d o f a n

a r e a , a p l a c e l i k e C h i c a g o s u d d e n l y w a s

t r e m e n d o u s l y i n t e r e s t e d i n h o w t h a t w a s b e i n g
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handled, and the AFT was the spokesperson at the

na t i ona l l eve l i n Wash ing ton to ge t i t done .

TAPE 3

MS. RENE EPSTEIN: This is Rene

Eps te in . My i n te rv i ew w i th Mary E l l en R io rdan i s

c o n t i n u i n g o n A p r i l 5 t h , 1 9 8 7 , D e t r o i t .

MS. MARY ELLEN RIORDAN: Well, while

al l of this was going on there was tremendous

p ressu re bu i l d i ng t h roughou t t he na t i on i n t he

who le negot ia t ion o f schoo l desegregat ion . We had

gotten past the Kansas case where school

desegregat ion was ins is ted on and Pres ident

E isenhower had ac tua l l y go t ten invo lved . And we 'd

gone f rom the re to o the r schoo l d i s t r i c t s and o the r

p rob lems e l sewhere i n t he coun t r y. A long w i t h t ha t

move and the movement among teachers for collective

barga in ing there deve loped a very s t rong , s t rong

subgroup among teachers in the Progressive Caucus

who were determined to accomplish school

desegregat ion now as of th is minute. And none of

t h i s f o o l i s h n e s s o f w a i t i n g u n t i l n e x t f a l l o r n e x t

y e a r o r s t a r t i n g s l o w l y. S o , w h a t m i g h t v e r y w e l l

have become a one caucus organization with everyone
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i n t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n e i t h e r be long ing to tha t one

caucus or being ousted ent i re ly became instead

again a two-caucus group. One caucus, the

Progress ive Caucus. The o ther, wh ich was ca l led

New Directions and the New Caucus and a few other

names, which was concerned wi th communi ty cont ro l

a n d w i t h d e s e g r e g a t i o n o f s c h o o l s i m m e d i a t e l y. I t

never was a very big caucus, but it was raucous and

i t was d i s rup t i ve and i t su re d i d cause a l l k i nds

of confusion and trouble among the members who were

presen t a t the conven t ion .

The actua l beginn ing of that new caucus was

i n 1 9 7 4 i n To r o n t o . A n d i t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y v i v i d

to me because i ts leadersh ip was a l l f rom Det ro i t .

There had been a tremendous s p l i t i n s i d e t h e

D e t r o i t l o c a l , a p o l i t i c a l s p l i t . A n d e l e c t e d t o

tha t conven t i on i n To ron to were a huge major i ty of

m e m b e r s o f t h e o t h e r p o l i t i c a l p a r t y i n t h e c i t y o f

D e t r o i t . W h e n t h e y g o t t o To ron to , t he ma jo r

issues about which they were concerned were the

i s s u e s o f d e c e n t r a l i z a t i o n and of desegregat ion.

Along with those two issues , any d i ss i den t o r

anyone invo lved wi th o ther m a j o r p o l i t i c a l g r o u p s ,
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the person au tomat ica l l y went w i th tha t caucus ,

which became the United Caucus. That caucus has

con t inued in one fo rm or ano ther s ince , bu t i t

remains a smal l group and i ts makeup is pr imar i ly

those who are d iss idents fo r whatever reason. And

because they are dissidents and because they are

such a sma l l g roup , f requen t l y i t appears tha t

t h e i r t a c t i c s a r e t h e t a c t i c s o f d i s r u p t i o n , o f

no i se , o f any k i nd o f t h i ng t ha t w i l l cause

d i f ficu l t y and p reven t no rma l bus iness f rom be ing

c a r r i e d o n .

One of the quest ions that 's a lways ra ised by

a convent ion de lega te who goes fo r the fi rs t t ime

is what in the wor ld i s a caucus , what ' s i t abou t ,

why do I waste my time at those meetings when there

are other things to do, and we're in a new and

d i f f e r e n t c i t y a n d I ' d l i k e t o s e e s o m e o f i t . T h e

answer is that a caucus actual ly is a place where a

member may go to get background, to get a much

b r o a d e r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f w h a t ' s h a p p e n i n g , t o fi n d

out what 's behind the scenes and why a part icular

mo t ion i s made o r wha t the d i rec t i on w i l l be i f

t h i s r e s o l u t i o n o r t h a t r e s o l u t i o n i s a d o p t e d . H o w
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can th is group whose goals are s imi lar, whose

direct ion is much the same, how can this group

ac tua l l y ge t the en t i re convent ion to move a long

w i th i t t o accomp l i sh wha t t h i s g roup be l i eves i s

what should happen at the convention.

A caucus is an ext raord inar i ly va luab le means

of get t ing a much broader understanding of what is

happening and a much clearer understanding of how

to accompl ish i t most expedi t ious ly and most

d e fi n i t e l y .

Caucuses can be good, bad, indi fferent and

a l l t h e v a r i a t i o n s i n - b e t w e e n . I f t h e r e i s a

s ingle par ty, a caucus begins to take on a

d i f f e r e n t r o l e w h e r e i t ' s s o r t o f a s u b g r o u p o f t h e

en t i re g roup and there a re d iscuss ions ins ide the

caucus that normal ly might otherwise occur on the

m a i n fl o o r o f t h e c o n v e n t i o n i t s e l f .

For a great many people, when the convention

is made up of a s ingle party, the caucus is a

useless thing, and a larger and larger number seem

to be ignor ing the caucus and figur ing tha t what

g o e s o n o n t h e fl o o r i s a l l t h a t ' s i m p o r t a n t .

There is a lso an increasing feel ing among an
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awfu l lo t o f the de legates tha t what happens is

preorda ined and there i sn ' t much po in t in go ing to

the conven t i on anyway, i t ' s a f r ee t r i p and a so r t

o f benefi t t ha t ' s g i ven t o somebody ' s f avo r i t e who

did a po l i t ica l favor back home for somebody e lse.

T h a t ' s a p i t y.

We actually would give a speech, somewhat

l i k e I ' v e j u s t fi n i s h e d s a y i n g t o o u r d e l e g a t e s

before we ever got to convent ion so that they would

understand why we wanted them to go to a caucus

meeting, why we wanted them to stay for the whole

blessed th ing no mat ter how la te i t las ted, and why

we expected them to be act ive par t ic ipants on the

fl o o r o f t h e c o n v e n t i o n i t s e l f w i t h t h e e x t r a

understandings that they had developed as caucus

members ear l ie r on the same sub jec t . I t was a t

caucus meet ings l i ke tha t , fo r example , tha t we

debated the whole issue of community control versus

community involvement and came up with a situation

where paren ts were d i rec t l y i nvo lved w i th the

runn ing o f the schoo ls bu t were no t con t ro l l i ng the

schoo ls . Tha t was where ou r fina l AFT pos i t i on

came from and it came because we debated and argued
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back and forth to come to something with which we

as teachers cou ld l i ve and su r v i ve .

D u r i ng the per iod of David Seldon's

p r e s i d e n c y, there was also the issue of the Vietnam

war and whe ther o r no t the Un i ted S ta tes and i t s

people shou Id have any par t in i t , or whether we

should get out and how we should get out. There

were st rong , s t r o n g d i f f e r e n c e s o f o p i n i o n . I

remember vividly the day that Dave Seldon as

p res i den t h ad been in the chair and he was called

out for a news conference for some other th ings.

Someone else took the chair temporar i ly and then

O'Mara, Jim O'Mara f rom Cleveland took the chair,

and whi le Jim O'Mara was in the chair, the

d i s c u s s i o n of Vietnam began and Jim simply could

n o t c o n t r o l the convent ion .

They appea led one dec is ion a f te r another tha t

he made and ove r tu rned the ru le o f t he cha i r t ime

and again. I was then asked to take the chair.

And whi le I was chairperson, we actual ly reached a

conclus ion on what the AFT position would be on the

Vietnam war and the referendum that would fo l low.

I t was a fan tas t i c s i tua t ion w i th some 3 ,000 p lus
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p e o p l e i n t h e c o n v e n t i o n h a l l , e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y

emot ional on both s ides of the issue wi th the group

d i v i ded , bu t c l ea r l y t he ma jo r i t y o f t hem on t he

side of the hawks who wanted to continue to support

t he Un i t ed S ta tes i n i t s ba t t l e i n V ie tnam bu t w i t h

a ve ry s i zab le m ino r i t y who were l i t e ra l l y dead se t

a g a i n s t i t .

The conclusion was reached, and to this day

there are peop le who speak o f tha t par t i cu la r

convent ion issue and the dynamism that existed on

t h e fl o o r .

Both these issues were issues that had a

te r r i b l e e f f ec t on Dave Se ldon and on h i s ab i l i t y

to con t inue to func t ion as p res iden t o f the AFT.

The referendum that fo l lowed was devastat ing as far

as obta in ing suppor t for the ant i -Vie tnam war was

concerned . There were a l l k inds o f reasons g iven ,

inc lud ing the reason that a re ferendum is a poor

way to actua l ly get the op in ion o f la rge numbers o f

people because of the way it was handled in

i n d i v i d u a l l o c a l s . B u t f o r w h a t e v e r i t s r e a s o n , i t

seemed to be the basis on which Dave Seldon

i n c r e a s i n g l y t o o k o u t s i d e i s s u e s . B y t h a t I m e a n
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issues ou ts ide o f t he d i rec t c lass room teacher

involvement in teaching and reached out more and

m o r e n a t i o n a l l y a n d i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y i n h i s

a c t i v i t i e s a n d h i s d i r e c t i o n .

He took pos i t i ons t ha t we re " f a r ou t " ,

whether o thers might or might not d isagree wi th

them, but he took the posit ions and took them on

h is own w i thou t consu l t ing w i th anyone. On the

E x e c u t i v e C o u n c i l i t s e l f t h e r e w a s a d i v i s i o n . T h e

major i ty were much, much more conservat ive in thei r

d i rec t ions and in the i r op in ions than was Dave

h i m s e l f .

I t was a long th is same per iod o f t ime that

there was an increas ing determinat ion on the par t

of some of the leadership of the AFT that there

should be someone from AFT on the national AFL-CIO

Council . That AFT had grown to a size and a

p rom inence t ha t r equ i red rep resen ta t i on a t t ha t

l e v e l .

The question of who would represent AFT was

an automatic one, and the automatic answer, the

normal automatic answer would be the president or

p o s s i b l y t h e s e c r e t a r y - t r e a s u r e r . T h e p r e s i d e n t ,
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being Dave Seldon, and Dave being in the posit ion

of taking more and more far out posit ions made him

much less welcome to AFL-CIO ranks than he would

have been anyway. And there had been from the very

beginning back when the UFT was organizing and

reach ing t he po in t o f co l l ec t i ve ba rga in ing i n New

York Ci ty, there had developed a fee l ing between

George Meany, president of the nat ional AFL-CIO,

and the UFT local , the feel ing that Dave was the

wild hair, that Al Shanker was the one who was the

sensib le one and the proper leader.

Al Shanker very probably was a prominent and

i m p o r t a n t l e a d e r. I d i d n ' t r e a l l y k n o w h i m a t t h a t

per iod. My contact was wi th Dave Seldon, and a l l I

can say about what he did with us and for us was

wonde r fu l i n t ha t pe r i od . Bu t I am we l l awa re t ha t

George Meany credited Dave Seldon, for example,

w i th a l l t he bad th ings tha t had to do w i th tha t

one-day s t r ike o f the New York loca l tha t brought

a b o u t t h e e l e c t i o n fi n a l l y, a n d a c o u p l e o f o t h e r

th ings a long tha t same l ine .

So that from George Meany was the conviction

expressed to me through personal f r iends I had in
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the AFL-CIO in Washington, from them came the

strong statement that no way on God's earth would

Dave Seldon ever be a member of the AFL-CIO

Counci l . And i f .he was our candidate, we had no

c a n d i d a t e , f o r g e t i t . A l S h a n k e r w o u l d b e

accep tab le .

I t appeared to most of us on the Counci l that

there ought to be on the -- on the AFT Counci l --

that there ought to be an AFT presence on the

A F L - C I O N a t i o n a l C o u n c i l . I n c r e a s i n g l y t h a t g r e w.

And at the same time Dave Seldon was becoming more

and more estranged from Al Shanker in their

d i s c u s s i o n s a n d i n t h e i r d i r e c t i o n s a n d i n t h e

p o s i t i o n s t h a t t h e y w e r e t a k i n g .

Whi le a l l o f th is was going on, there was

a l so bu i l d i ng t h roughou t t he coun t r y a conv i c t i on

on the part of many of us that a merger between the

AFT and the NEA would be of tremendous value. Dave

was one of those who would go forth and take

chances and then work l ike the dickens to make

cer ta in tha t the chance tha t he took tu rned out the

r i g h t w a y. A l w a s a l i t t l e m o r e c o n s e r v a t i v e i n

his approach and in the moves that he was wil l ing
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to make. Both of them wanted to see a merger of

the AFT and the NEA so that the energies of the two

organizations could be focused more on what the

rea l goa ls were as d is t inc t f rom the ba t t le be tween

them.

In that issue also there appeared to be much

greater d i f ference between the two men than in fact

ex is ted . Bo th men were in te res ted in a merger.

Both men were in teres ted in accompl ish ing i t in the

qu ickes t poss ib le way. However, the issue o f who

would represent AFT on the nat ional AFL-CIO sort of

superseded almost everyth ing e lse that was going

on. And Dave 's ac t ions became a lmos t e r ra t i c a t

t imes so tha t the Counc i l fe l t tha t Dave had to

h a v e a c l o s e r d i r e c t i o n . T h a t ' s a n i n t e r e s t i n g

thing, s ince when Dave became president, for the

fi r s t t i m e t h e C o u n c i l w a s a c t u a l l y b r o u g h t i n t o

the management of the AFT. It had never happened

real ly before then. The AFT had been managed in

fact by i ts pres ident and by the Chicago loca l and

those who were r ight there in Chicago where the

headquarters was.

With headquarters moved to Washington, D.C.
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and with David Seldon's presidency, there was a

much w ide r, b roader i nvo l vemen t o f i nd i v idua l l oca l

l e a d e r s h i p i n t a k i n g t h a t l e a d e r s h i p i n t o t h e

n a t i o n a l a n d s p r e a d i n g i t a c r o s s t h e c o u n t r y. I

th ink i t was one o f the fines t accompl ishments o f

Dave ' s p res idency. Dave was an ex t rao rd ina r i l y

c r e a t i v e a n d i n n o v a t i v e p e r s o n , e x t r a o r d i n a r y. H e

d i d a n e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y fi n e j o b a s t h e p e r s o n

behind the person in cont ro l . For example, when he

was the ch ie f ass is tan t to Char l i e Cogan , h is job

was to make certain that Charl ie Cogan kept moving

and kept moving in a progressive fashion, and he

d i d i t b e a u t i f u l l y. C h a r l i e C o g a n w o u l d h a v e

accompl ished noth ing I suspect had i t not been for

Dave. When Dave himself was president, he did not

have that combination that would keep him going and

mov ing i n a p rog ress i ve fash ion , as d i s t i nc t f r om

an e r ra t i c o r unpred ic tab le one tha t cou ld be o f

some danger to the organizat ion because of i ts

c r a z i n e s s .

On the Counc i l i tse l f , there appeared to be a

var ie ty o f d i rec t ion . Some o f the Counc i l members

wanted Dave out o f o ffice and jus t out o f the
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p i c t u r e e n t i r e l y. T h e y s a i d h e c o u l d n ' t b e t r u s t e d

as p resident of the AFT, he was giving the AFT a

bad name because of the posit ions he was taking,

t h e people he was supporting, the movements that he

wanted us to become invo lved in . Others sa id A l

Shan ke r shou ld t ake ove r. A l Shanke r h imse l f sa id

no, abso lu te ly, he had h is hands fu l l w i th UFT, he

cou ld not do both jobs, he d id not fee l tha t he

cou ld l eave UFT. O the rs fe l t t ha t Dave was jus t

fi n e and he was doing what he ought to be doing. I

personally was very concerned that Dave was less

and less the pres ident tha t I wanted to have a t

AFT, and i t was h is unpred ic tab leness in go ing o f f

on a s ide t rack fo r a cause or an issue that I

thou ght was i r re levant or perhaps even at odds wi th

what we should be doing as a teachers union. He

was e r r a t i c i n h i s p r e s e n t a t i o n s . H e w a s n ' t - - h e

d i d n 't make a good presentation. He seemed to have

l o s t whatever karisma he had. He appeared at t imes

n o t to be in fu l l contro l of what he was doing and

s a y i n g i n t h e d i r e c t i o n h e w a s g o i n g . A n d i t

conce rned us as a counc i l ve ry g rea t l y. We fe l t

t h a t h i s e f f e c t a n d h i s i n fl u e n c e o n t h e n a t i o n a l



10E

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

101

p ic tu re was a de t r iment ra ther than a he lp .

And so we as a council with much internal

debat ing and discussion and disagreement did set up

one af ter another o f the k inds o f suppor ts for Dave

that we fe l t would keep h im moving in the d i rect ion

that we as a counci l fel t the AFT should be moving.

We ins is ted that there be more d i rec t suppor t

fo r h im in the na t i ona l o f fice , t ha t he work more

c l o s e l y w i t h o t h e r p e o p l e i n t h e n a t i o n a l o f fi c e .

For example, Al Lowenthdi l who worked part icular ly

w i th the Amer ican teacher pub l i ca t ion and w i th

o t h e r p u b l i c a t i o n s . T h a t s e e m e d t o h e l p f o r q u i t e

a w h i l e .

However, as time went on, it became very

clear that George Meany would be very happy to have

Al Shanker named as the next vice president at the

next AFL-CIO convention; however, he could not be

named unless he had some kind of t i t le that would

be appropr ia te for h im to serve on the Counci l ,

since every member of the Counci l was either

p r e s i d e n t o r s e c r e t a r y - t r e a s u r e r o f h i s u n i o n . S o ,

the Counci l as a resul t named v ice pres ident Al

S h a n k e r a s t h e fi r s t v i c e p r e s i d e n t w i t h t h e
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i n t e n t i o n t h a t t h a t w o u l d i n f a c t m a k e i t p o s s i b l e

for him to be named to the Council.

Th is was abso lu te ly in oppos i t ion to Dave 's

f e e l i n g s a b o u t t h e e n t i r e m a t t e r. H e s a i d , I a m

p r e s i d e n t o f t h i s o r g a n i z a t i o n , a n d a s p r e s i d e n t I

should be the person who si ts on that counci l or no

one should s i t on the Counci l .

I knew from my own personal checking with

persons in the AFL-CIO that Dave would never be a

member o f the Counc i l , but A l Shanker would . Thei r

actual ideals and d i rect ions of what they as human

beings wanted to happen with AFT were very much

a l i k e a l t h o u g h t h e i r a c t i o n s w e r e n o t a t t h a t t i m e .

D a v e p l a y i n g t h e r o l e o f t h e f a r o u t f a r l e f t

person, A l Shanker p lay ing the ro le o f a

conserva t i ve , somet imes u l t raconserva t i ve pe rson ,

when in fac t the i r bas ic p r inc ip les were the same.

At one point Dave insisted that he was

res i gn ing on t he spo t . I was a t t he Counc i l

meeting and was part of the very small group who

met with Dave and with Al Shanker. John Desmond,

who was then president of the Chicago local was the

person who served as mediator. That meet ing lasted
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a long t ime wi th Dave ins is t ing s ince Al wanted to

be on the nat iona l counc i l o f the AFL-CIO, s ince A l

wanted to run th ings, that he, Dave, was going to

g e t o u t a n d l e t A l d o i t . A l s a i d h e c o u l d n ' t d o

the AFT p res idency, he jus t cou ldn ' t hand le i t , he

had the merger in the New York state that he was

w o r k i n g w i t h . H e w a s o n e o f t h e t o p o f fi c i a l s , h e

w a s n o t p r e s i d e n t , b u t o n e o f t h e t o p o f fi c i a l s o f

that uni ted group, and he s imply could not handle

i t .

The meeting went on for hours, as I said, and

in the end Dave agreed to continue and Al was then

considered very ser iously and was the proposal by

the Counc i l fo r the nat iona l AFL-CIO board.

The real battle between Al Shanker and Dave

Seldon over the presidency of the AFT seemed to be

sparked and fed by who would actually represent AFT

on the nat ional AFL-CIO Counci l . The presence of

AFT on that counci l was of great importance to AFT,

both in g iv ing i t s ta ture among other AFL-CIO

un ions , as we l l as na t i ona l l y i n the eyes o f t he

p u b l i c i n g e n e r a l . A n o r g a n i z a t i o n a s l a r g e a s

ours and that was growing but was not part of the
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na t iona l boa rd was no t t o be unders tood . I t s imp ly

d e fi e d e x p l a n a t i o n . I f o u n d i t e m b a r r a s s i n g h e r e

in my own s ta te that I cou ld not inv i te my nat iona l

AFT president as also a member of the national

AFL-CIO board to speak at a statewide meeting of

union people. He wasn't on the Board, my AFT

p r e s i d e n t w a s n ' t .

It actually seemed to me to come down to a

battle between the two men as to who would sit on

t h a t n a t i o n a l b o a r d . A n d i n t h e e l e c t i o n i n w h i c h

Al Shanker and Dave Seldon ran for the presidency

and Shanker was e lec ted wi th a fantast ic major i ty

vote, the rea l issue was that presence on the

AFL-CIO national board which Al could have and Dave

cou ld no t .

That was the real issue between those two

men. Dave was being asked up unti l then to be

president of AFT more in name than in fact i t

seemed to Dave, as I saw the p icture. Al , who did

not th ink i t made tha t b ig a d i f fe rence was s tuck

w i t h D a v e ' s c o n v i c t i o n t h a t i t d i d .

Now, I 'm talking here as though Al was the

good guy and Dave was the bad guy. That never,
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neve r, neve r was t r ue i n my m ind . I sa id ea r l i e r

that they seemed to have as well as I could judge

the same p r i nc ip les fo r wh i ch they rea l l y f ough t .

They had a different means to reach those

p r i n c i p l e s , t o fi g h t f o r t h e m , t o s e a r c h f o r t h e m .

Aga in , Dave was i nnova t i ve , c rea t i ve , imag ina t i ve .

He was able to come up with ideas that could be

worked on and presented and made most effective.

Al was much more pragmatic in working with

people wi th where they are r ight now in appeal ing

to them in a fash ion tha t wou ld w in the i r suppor t ,

although as I knew Al and talked to him over the

years , meet ing a f ter meet ing in the few minutes

before and after and around meetings when there was

oppor tun i t y to ta l k , I knew A l to be an

e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y c o n c e r n e d i n d i v i d u a l w i t h c h i l d r e n

in the classroom and how they learned, the

re la t ionsh ip be tween the teacher and the ch i ld ,

what teachers were g iven that made i t poss ib le for

them to do for chi ldren, what needed to be done,

the k inds o f th ings tha t made teach ing very, very

impor tan t to everybody.

Al is a warm, concerned human being. So is
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Dave . They show i t i n a l t oge the r d i f f e ren t ways .

And in the UFT Al was subject to adulat ion in a

measure that I have not known any other human being

in the UFT, i n New York C i t y. And tha t adu la t i on

seemed to follow him wherever he went.

I was in var ious countr ies overseas when Al

was present and it was not unusual to have people

col lect and speak to him as Al Shanker, and they

would know him by name.

Dave neve r had t ha t p resence . A l i t i s t r ue

was very, very much involved f rom ear ly on wi th

i n t e r n a t i o n a l o r g a n i z a t i o n s . A n d i t w a s t h a t

i n t e r n a t i o n a l i n t e r e s t w i t h w h i c h I f o u n d i t

d i f fi c u l t t o w o r k . I w a s m u c h m o r e l o c a l l y

concerned, much more parochial in my att i tudes, my

d i rec t ions , my work .

Dave and Al were at loggerheads for the last

part of Dave's term. And when Al became president ,

Al was very wi l l ing to do many th ings for Dave that

Dave would have no par t o f . He ins is ted that he

would take care o f h imsel f , that he would get h is

own jobs, that he would do what he wanted to do and

he wou ld do i t w i thou t anybody e lse ' s he lp . I have
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y e t t o h e a r A l s p e a k d i s p a r a g i n g l y o f D a v e S e l d o n

i n a n y w a y, a n d I ' m g l a d t o b e a b l e t o s a y t h a t .

I ' v e t a l k e d t o A l o n o c c a s i o n s w h e n i f h e w a n t e d t o

b e d i s p a r a g i n g h e c o u l d h a v e b e e n v e r y e a s i l y, a n d

h e n e v e r w a s . H e h a s a l w a y s a d m i r e d D a v e , a g a i n

f o r t h a t d e v o t i o n t o h i s c a u s e a n d h i s w o r k i n g f o r

i t , h i s i n t e l l i g e n c e , h i s s e n s i t i v i t y , h i s

c r e a t i v i t y a n d h i s i m a g i n a t i o n .

D u r i n g t h e p e r i o d a s D a v i d S e l d o n ' s t e r m o f

p r e s i d e n c y c a m e t o a n e n d , w e w e r e w o r k i n g w i t h t h e

m e r g e r o f N E A a n d A F T. A n d t h a t w h o l e m e r g e r f e l l

a p a r t s u d d e n l y a n d j u s t w a s g o i n g n o w h e r e .

H o w e v e r , e f f e c t i n g t h a t m e r g e r i n N e w Yo r k s t a t e ,

f o r e x a m p l e , i s o n e o f t h e e x a m p l e s w h e r e A l

S h a n k e r u s e d p r a g m a t i s m t o a c c o m p l i s h a g o a l t h a t

w a s o f t r e m e n d o u s i m p o r t f o r t h e g o a l s t h a t h e h a d

i n m i n d f o r i m p r o v i n g t h e t e a c h i n g i n t h e c l a s s r o o m

f o r t h e o r d i n a r y t e a c h e r .

T h e r e i s n o q u e s t i o n i n m y m i n d b u t t h a t D a v e

i s r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e m e r g e r , s u c h a s i t w a s , t h a t

o c c u r r e d i n L o s A n g e l e s . H o w e v e r , i t w a s A l w h o

w a s r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e m e r g e r i n N e w Yo r k s t a t e .

A n d t h e t w o o f t h e m w i t h t h e i r i d e a s w e r e a b l e t o
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promote merger in many places on a much smaller

scale. What I am very much also convinced of is

that the merger between the AFT and the NEA fell

apart more than anything because the NEA top

leade rsh ip was te r r i fied o f A l Shanke r and the fac t

that should there be a merger, Al Shanker would

take over the NEA and would be in control . They

w e r e l i t e r a l l y a f r a i d o f h i m . A n d w h e n A l a n d h i s

UFT delegation showed up at that convention out on

the far west coast, the people there who had never

bumped in to New York Ci ty fo lk wi th the i r

part icular dynamics of act ion saw in those New York

fo lk danger person ified, and there was not a prayer

o f merge r go ing any fu r the r, j us t no t a p raye r.

What was done in Florida was done in part
Tot r\A\o

because o f To rne lo ' s ka r i sma and h i s ab i l i t y t o

accompl ish in that area what he did in merging the

AFT and the NEA in Florida. He did a good job.

Aga in , dur ing the p res idency o f A l Shanker, the

who le p i c t u re o f t eache r un ion i sm was i nfluc t i on .

Col lect ive bargain ing had been adopted by the

Na t i ona l Educa t i on Assoc ia t i on . I n some p laces

s t r a n g e v e r s i o n s o f i t , v e r y p e r v e r t e d v e r s i o n s i n
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m y v i e w. I n o t h e r p l a c e s , s t r a i g h t o u t c o l l e c t i v e

barga in ing. And the NEA was determined to re ta in

i t s e l f a s a n e n t i t y v e r y d e fi n i t e l y s e p a r a t e . T h e

NEA was very, very slow to move in the direct ion of

deseg rega t i on . P robab l y i n pa r t because o f t he

large membership in the South.where desegregat ion

had been such a way o f l i fe , as d is t inc t f rom

desegregation in an area where there were no black

people with whom to did he segregate.

Desegregat ion worked magn ificent ly in those areas,

they jus t d idn ' t have a p rob lem.

But under A l Shanker, dur ing h is pres idency,

t h e A F T w a s g r o w i n g r a p i d l y i n s i z e . A l ' s

p res idency became inc reas ing ly invo lved in the

in ternat iona l scene. He met wi th people who were

in l eade rsh ip pos i t i ons i n teacher un ions and

t e a c h e r o r g a n i z a t i o n s , p a r t i c u l a r l y f r o m c o u n t r i e s

o f t he wes te rn wo r l d , bu t i nc reas ing l y a l so f r om

the fa r eas t . I neve r cou ld see the impor tance o f

that re la t ionship between the AFT and the other

i n t e r n a t i o n a l l o c a l s , o r i n t e r n a t i o n a l u n i o n s ,

r a t h e r, i n t h e s a m e l i g h t A l d i d . A l t h o u g h I w e n t

to a number of the meetings, found them
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fasc ina t ing , found them t remendous ly o f va lue fo r

my own background and understanding, but I never

did see them as important as Al did.

In the same period of time, and I was an AFT

vice president f rom 1974 through the 1980, '82 term

d u r i n g A l ' s p r e s i d e n c y, t h e n I l e f t a s A F T v i c e

p r e s i d e n t , b u t d u r i n g t h a t p e r i o d t o o t h e i n fl u e n c e

of the AFT in Washington was growing by leaps and

bounds so tha t i f the re were i ssues tha t invo lved

education in any way, our presence in Washington,

our lobby ing in Wash ing ton had a fan tas t i c e f fec t

o n t h e fi n a l b i l l a s i t p a s s e d , o r a s i t d i d n o t

pass, that began during Dave's presidency and grew

d u r i n g D a v e ' s p r e s i d e n c y. B u t i t h a s c o n t i n u e d t o

grow and i ts impor tance has increased rea l ly year

by year ever s ince.

A l ' s w i l l i ngness to work w i th t he Repub l i can

admin i s t ra t i on o f P res iden t Reagan , f o r i ns tance ,

has been a sore po in t . Many peop le fe l t tha t s ince

President Reagan was so determined to g ive tu i t ion

t a x c r e d i t s t h a t w o u l d t r u l y - - a n d I b e l i e v e t h i s

fi r m l y, w o u l d t r u l y r e s u l t i n t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f

g o o d p u b l i c e d u c a t i o n a s w e s e e i t . A l ' s
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wi l l i ngness to work w i th Pres iden t Reagan 's

admin is t ra t ion in educat iona l mat te rs has been a

sore point with many of the people in the AFT.

He, on the o ther hand, i s conv inced tha t i f

you don' t ta lk wi th people and work wi th them to

try to accomplish some of your own goals, you have

no hope a t a l l . Whereas , i f you ge t i nvo lved and

work, you may accomplish some of what you are

convinced is so necessary.

The AFT is truly a voice to be heard and to

b e l i s t e n e d t o a n d o f r e a l i m p o r t a n c e i n t h e fi e l d

o f educat ion th roughout the Un i ted S ta tes , even in

areas where an AFT local does not ex is t . The

influence o f t he AFT na t i ona l on na t i ona l

educa t i ona l po l i c y does a f f ec t educa t i on i n eve ry

s t a t e o f t h e u n i o n , w i t h o u t a n y q u e s t i o n . I a m

l ikewise convinced beyond any poss ib le doubt that

the AFT is respons ib le fo r educat ion hav ing

s u r v i v e d a t a l l i n t h e b i g c i t i e s o f a c o u n t r y . I

do not be l ieve that i t would be poss ib le to have a

pub l i c schoo l in New York , Ch icago, Ph i lade lph ia ,

De t ro i t , C leve land , Ga ry, Los Ange les - - I cou ld

n a m e s t a t e a f t e r s t a t e a f t e r s t a t e - - a l l t h o s e b i g
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c i t i e s . I t w o u l d n o t b e p o s s i b l e t o h a v e p u b l i c

educa t i on i n t hose c i t i es excep t f o r wha t t he

American Federation of Teachers has been able to do

wi th and for teachers who are work ing in those

s c h o o l s . I t h a s m a d e p o s s i b l e t h e s u r v i v a l o f

publ ic educat ion, which otherwise would not have

made i t .

Wi thout the AFT, there wou ld no t - - i t wou ld

not have been possib le for teachers to work in the

b ig c i t i es . The cond i t i ons wou ld have been such

that teaching would have been impossible and the

schools would have c losed wi thout any quest ion.

Now, dur ing the per iod of David Seldon 's

pres idency and then A l Shanker 's pres idency, I

th ink o f an ar t ic le that Dave wrote and a

compar ison wi th a speech that I heard Al g ive that

ind icated as much as anyth ing the d i f ference and

the t imes . Dav id Se ldon ' s a r t i c l e was headed

"Needed, More Teachers St r ikes . " And a t the t ime

tha t head l i ne appea red above h i s a r t i c l e , i t sen t

shock waves throughout the country, the idea of

teachers go ing on s t r i ke was a hor r ib le idea .

What Al Shanker said many years later to a
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group o f teachers i s tha t go ing on s t r i ke m igh t

v e r y p r o b a b l y b e t o t a l l y w o r t h l e s s i n t h a t t h e

st r ike would have to las t severa l years to have any

e f f e c t w h a t s o e v e r , a n d i t m i g h t f a i l e n t i r e l y

because the teachers who went on strike would have

died and gone away wi th others e i ther rep lac ing

them o r p r i va te schoo l s rep lac ing t hem en t i r e l y.

In the a r t i c le tha t Dave wro te abou t ,

"Needed, More Teachers Str ikes," he made the point

that a teacher going on str ike was such a dramatic

t h i n g , s u c h a n o u t o f t h e o r d i n a r y s t a r t l i n g t h i n g

tha t i t wou ld b r i ng a t ten t i on to t he despe ra te need

o f t h e t e a c h e r s i n t h a t s c h o o l d i s t r i c t f o r

re fo rms, fo r improvements , fo r changes , whatever i t

m ight be . But by the t ime A l spoke, t imes had

changed to the point where Al was being very

p r a c t i c a l t a k i n g t h e v e r y p r a g m a t i c d i r e c t i o n o f i f

go ing on s t r i ke i s no t go ing to accompl ish the

purpose o f t he s t r i ke , f o r goodness sakes , don ' t

waste your t ime, your money, your effor t , and above

al l , your good energy and your good intent ions on a

w o r t h l e s s p r o j e c t .

Wha t th i s rea l l y shows the d i f f e rence in the
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a r t i c l e a n d t h e l a t e r s p e e c h , w h a t t h i s r e a l l y

shows is the change in t imes. Dave Seldon was

reac t i ng i n t he f ash i on t ha t made i t poss i b l e f o r

AFT to accompl ish wonder fu l th ings dur ing h is

p res idency. A l Shanke r, be ing p ragmat i c , knew tha t

what worked then wouldn't work later and was

c h a n g i n g t a c t i c s .

I t ' s b e e n o f p a r t i c u l a r p l e a s u r e t o m e t h a t

in AFT I have met some ext raord inary people. I

think of Mary Wheeler as an old war horse, one of

t he wonde r fu l f o l k who a re respons ib l e f o r s ta r t i ng

w h a t l a t e r b e c a m e c o l l e c t i v e b a r g a i n i n g . I t w a s

she who had establ ished in her group of locals the

idea that a Board o f Educat ion was not to ta l ly

independent o f i ts teachers and cou ldn ' t move

wi thout them.

Rose Claffey was another of the greats on the

Counc i l . Her memory was fabu lous. She cou ld

remember who said what when and when a resolution

was passed and when a particular policy was adopted

and who the leaders were in pushing through the

p o l i c y. J u s t n o o n e l i k e R o s e C l a f f e y.

There were numerous other people on the
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C o u n c i l w h o w e r e e x t r a o r d i n a r y. I t h i n k o f

Veronica Hil l who was not as great a leader but who

somehow maintained a presence, a black presence on

the Council. Rosa McGee, who somehow or another

su rv i ved year a f te r year, and I never cou ld

understand how or why. She was a black member on

the Counc i l bu t was no t ac tua l l y a con t r i bu t i ng

one .

I t ' s ra ther amazing that now on the Counc i l

we have Nat LaCour, who is an ext raord inar i ly fine

leader and rea l ly every th ing tha t we cou ld ask o f

an AFT v ice p res iden t . He represen ts the

leadership among the minor i ty groups of our

t each ing f acu l t i es t ha t we have t r i ed despe ra te l y

to get in to our leadership posi t ions but somehow we

haven ' t made i t on the na t i ona l l eve l ve ry o f ten

a n d w e o f t e n h a v e d i f fi c u l t i e s o n t h e l o c a l l e v e l .

I t m a y b e t h a t t h e o p p o r t u n i t i e s , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n

more recent years, have been so great for

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n a n d f o r o t h e r p o s i t i o n s t h a t a r e f a r

more reward ing persona l ly than cont inu ing to teach

and work fo r a teacher o rgan iza t ion i s the

e x p l a n a t i o n . B u t I ' l l l e t s o m e o n e e l s e t h i n k t h a t
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o n e t h r o u g h .

I w o u l d n o t w a n t t o l e a v e o u t R o b e r t P o r t e r

a s o n e o f t h e m o s t e f f e c t i v e a n d i m p o r t a n t p e r s o n s

i n t h e A m e r i c a n F e d e r a t i o n o f Te a c h e r s . I r e m e m b e r

s o w e l l w h e n C h a r l i e C o g a n w a s e l e c t e d p r e s i d e n t ,

w h i c h m e a n t C a r l M e g e l w a s l e a v i n g o f fi c e a n d t h e

C l a s s r o o m Te a c h e r s C a u c u s i n fl u e n c e w a s g o n e , a n d

R o b e r t P o r t e r w a s v e r y c o n c e r n e d a s t o w h e t h e r o r

n o t h e w o u l d h a v e a j o b . I w a s f o r t u n a t e a n d

c o n s i d e r m y s e l f b l e s s e d i n b e i n g a b l e t o b e t h e o n e

w h o t o l d h i m , p l e a s e , B o b , s t a y o n , w e w a n t y o u , w e

n e e d y o u , w e k n o w y o u d o t h e k i n d o f j o b t h a t t h i s

o r g a n i z a t i o n n e e d s a n d t h a t w e w a n t . H e h a s b e e n

h o n e s t a n d f a i t h f u l b e y o n d a n y m e a s u r e , b u t h e ' s

a l so been an as tu te bus inessman and has been ve ry

a w a r e o f t h e k i n d o f s o c i a l i s s u e s w i t h w h i c h t h e

A F T m u s t b e i n v o l v e d f r o m h i s r o l e a s

s e c r e t a r y - t r e a s u r e r a s w e l l a s f r o m t h e a r e a o f

t h o s e w h o a r e e l e c t e d f o r p o l i c y m a t t e r s . H e

a c t u a l l y r e p r e s e n t s A F T o n m a n y c o u n c i l s a n d o n

many g roups tha t a re made up o f un ion peop le and o f

o t h e r p e o p l e o n a n a t i o n a l l e v e l a n d e v e n

i n t e r n a t i o n a l l e v e l . S o h i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f A F T
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is of importance as well as his management of the

A F T o f fi c e .

There were other vice presidents who made

s u c h a n i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n . F o r i n s t a n c e , t h e

one from Robbins Daily, I blank on his name at the

moment, who made clear to the Council so that we as

a counc i l ac tua l l y t ook ac t i on to b r i ng i n more o f

the issues and set up more conferences, more

oppor tun i t i es fo r suburban and o the r ou t s ta te

loca ls to become more d i rec t l y invo lved in work ing

as a union and being an effect ive part of the AFT

in determin ing AFT pol icy. There were any number

o f p e o p l e o f t h a t v a r i e t y.

Pat Daly is one of those people who have had

a tremendous effect on the AFT and l ikewise on i ts

i n d i v i d u a l l o c a l s t h r o u g h o u t t h e c o u n t r y. T h a t ' s

because Pat on the Counci l now is or was, up unti l

las t June, one of the few act ive c lassroom teachers

who served on the Counci l who had that di rect dai ly

contac t w i th the immedia te c lassroom s i tua t ion as

d i s t i n c t f r o m a u n i o n o f fi c e c o n t a c t w i t h t h e

s i t ua t i on . And f r om t ha t immed ia te c l ass room

contact brought to the educat ion and research
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depar tment the unders tand ing in a d i f fe rent way o f

educa t i on r e f o rm , i t s impo r t ance , i t s necess i t y and

a way o f spread ing tha t in format ion th roughout the

country. He a lso was able to represent the AFT on

nat ional educat ional counci ls made up of bus iness

peop le pa r t i cu l a r l y and was ab le t o speak fluen t l y

a n d d i r e c t l y a b o u t t h e s i t u a t i o n .

I recognize that I 'm actua l ly out o f AFT now

as fa r as the d i rec t i nfluence on the Counc i l o r on

t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n a s a w h o l e . I ' m p r e s i d e n t o f t h e

l o c a l r e t i r e e s g r o u p , b u t t h a t ' s d i f f e r e n t . I h a v e

a real concern as someone who spent a l i fetime of

work wi th the AFT about where the AFT is going. I

th ink of one of the th ings Dave Seldon sa id ear ly

on dur ing our co l lect ive bargain ing campaign when

he sa id the major d i f ference between the Nat ional

Educat ion Associat ion and the Amer ican Federat ion

of Teachers is that the NEA is an establ ishment and

we are a movement. If we lose that movement

o r i e n t a t i o n - - a n d w e ' l l l o s e i t s u r e a s a n y t h i n g

if more and more and more of the leadership are

to ta l l y sepa ra ted f rom the c lass room - - i f we l ose

tha t o r i en ta t i on as a movement , we ' l l l ose ou r
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ma jo r s t r eng th as an o rgan i za t i on . I t seems to me,

t h o u g h , t h a t A l S h a n k e r ' s d i r e c t i o n o f w o r k i n g with

teachers in the reform movement and as part o f t h a t

mak ing teach ing a t rue pro fess ion is th is years and

this periods way of keeping the AFT as a movement

which involves very deeply the members of the AFT

wherever they may be.

I 'm adding a P.S. which is a s t range th ing to

d o t o o n e o f t h e s e t h i n g s . B u t I c o u l d n ' t p o s s i b l y

close without naming Mary McGuff who was one of the

ear l y l eaders i n the P rog ress ive Caucus . She came

o u t o f S t . P a u l , M i n n e s o t a . S h e h a d v e r y d e fi n i t e

and very strong ideas of how to accomplish what her

goal was at each convention and she set about doing

i t . She had a wonder fu l way o f exp la in ing th e whys

and the wherefores of her posi t ion and of kee ping

a l l o f u s o n t h e r i g h t t r a c k , m a k i n g c e r t a i n , f o r

ins tance , tha t a po l i cy dec is ion on someth ing as

impor tant as desegregat ion would be the r ight

dec is ion . She was a lso the leader perhaps a t the

meeting when the Communists did not take over the

American Federation of Teachers back at the end of

the ' 30s o r t he ea r l y ' 40s , wh ichever i t was . She
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also is the one who at her las t convent ion sa id ,

"I'm speaking my Swan's Song now, but don't be too

sure that this swan wi l l not come back and sing

a g a i n . "

O n e o f t h e t h i n g s t h a t I t h i n k i s i n t e r e s t i n g

and ought to be told about the American Federat ion

of Teachers is how things change over the years.

And one of the ways i t shows up, for example, is

who is the featured speaker at one of the main

events of the convent ion. One year we had Walter

R e u t h e r, f o r i n s t a n c e , a n d t h a t w a s a t e r r i fi c

battle because he wouldn't come to speak to us when

we were a smal l organizat ion. Then there was

another t ime when this person or that person came.

For ins tance, the las t convent ion Pres ident Reagan

ac tua l l y showed up and spoke . Bu t , I 'm th ink ing o f

the t ime in New Orleans where the convention

a r r i ved w i th a hu r r i cane , and in the m ids t o f t he

convent ion when the big banquet was on, I th ink i t

was Wednesday night, and Congressman Perkins was

t a l k i n g , t h e 1 4 t h fl o o r o f t h e H o t e l R o o s e v e l t

c a u g h t fi r e , a n d g r a d u a l l y a s t h e fi r e g o t w o r s e

and worse the banquet hall was being evacuated by
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t h e fi r e m e n s t a r t i n g f r o m t h e o u t s i d e , w o r k i n g o u t ,

a n d t h e y k e p t t a k i n g m o r e a n d m o r e p e o p l e o u t . A n d

the message came up to Dave Seldon who was

p r e s i d e n t s a y i n g , f o r g o o d n e s s s a k e s , s t o p t h e

t a l k i n g a n d g e t t h e b a n q u e t h a l l e v a c u a t e d , t h e

b a l l r o o m f o l k h a v e g o t t o g e t o u t , t h e h o t e l i s o n

fi r e .

W e l l , D a v e t r i e d t o s t o p C o n g r e s s m a n P e r k i n s

b u t h e w a s g o i n g s t r o n g a n d h e k e p t t a l k i n g a n d

t a l k i n g a n d t a l k i n g , a n d D a v e p u l l e d o n h i s c o a t

t a i l a n d P e r k i n s j u s t g l a n c e d a t h i m a n d k e p t o n

t a l k i n g . A n d fi n a l l y D a v e g o t u p a n d l i t e r a l l y

pushed h im fa r enough away f rom the m ic rophone to

a p o l o g i z e t o t h e c o n g r e s s m a n a n d t h e n s a y t o t h e

p e o p l e , I ' m s o r r y , w e ' v e g o t t o s t o p t h i s

d i s c u s s i o n a t t h i s m o s t i n t e r e s t i n g p o i n t t o

e v a c u a t e b e c a u s e t h e h o t e l i s o n fi r e . A t w h i c h

p o i n t C o n g r e s s m a n P e r k i n s s a i d , " I ' l l c o m e b a c k a n d

fi n i s h t h e s t o r y l a t e r . "

O v e r t h e y e a r s a t c o n v e n t i o n s t h e r e w e r e s o

m a n y, m a n y t h i n g s t h a t h a p p e n e d . A n d w e g o t t o

k n o w m e m b e r s o f o t h e r l o c a l s i n o t h e r p a r t s o f t h e

c o u n t r y s o w e l l . I t h i n k o f o n e o f o u r c o n v e n t i o n s
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in Chicago, for instance, where the caucus meet ing

which had been going hot and heavy broke and we

were a l l s tand ing a t the e leva to r to go to our

various floors, and someone looked up and saw Mary

McGuff and said, "Oh, Mary McGuff, I know where I

heard that name, the McGuffey Readers."

And Mary McGuff at that stage was perhaps in

h e r l a t e ' 7 0 s b u t s t i l l g o i n g s t r o n g a n d s t i l l a n

act ive vocal member at that caucus meeting.

At that same caucus meeting, in the course of

which Mary and a couple of others of equal ly strong

persuasion had gotten up to speak, someone said

something about le t the o ld pros, speak, they know

wh ich way to go . And th i s so t to vo i ce sa id , "O ld

pro or old crow?" And I just wonder how many

inc iden ts o f tha t va r ie ty happen now.

I th ink , fo r example , o f one o f our own loca l

members, John Lathers, who was a parl iamentarian

who was determined that exact par l iamentary

procedure would always be fol lowed. And he was

c o n s t a n t l y i n t e r r u p t i n g D e t r o i t m e e t i n g s . A n d w h e n

he go t to conven t ions he in te r rup ted there too .

But in Det ro i t i t was a lways, "Madam Pres ident , I
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c a l l o n a p o i n t o f o r d e r . A n d h e g o t u p a t

n a t i o n a l c o n v e n t i o n w i t h A l S h a n k e r i n t h e c h a i r i n

a l l h i s h e i g h t a n d a l l h i s s i z e a n d a l l h i s

e v e r y t h i n g a n d s a i d , " M a d a m P r e s i d e n t , " a t w h i c h

t h e e n t i r e c o n v e n t i o n b u r s t i n t o l a u g h t e r .

T h e r e a r e j u s t a n y n u m b e r o f i n c i d e n t s o f

p e o p l e w h o b u m p i n t o e a c h o t h e r a t c o n v e n t i o n s o n l y

a n d t h e n d o n ' t s e e o n e a n o t h e r u n t i l t h e n e x t

c o n v e n t i o n c o m e s u p . P e r h a p s o u r Q u E S T c o n f e r e n c e s

w i l l s e r v e s o m e w h a t t h e s a m e p u r p o s e w h e r e t h e y

b r i n g t o g e t h e r e d u c a t o r s f r o m a l l o v e r t h e U n i t e d

S t a t e s w h o h a v e a n o p p o r t u n i t y t o e x c h a n g e t h e f u n

t h i n g s t h a t h a p p e n i n s c h o o l s b e s i d e t h e d e s p e r a t e

d rab p rob lem abou t no t enough money i n any schoo l

d i s t r i c t t h a t I k n o w o f t o d o t h e j o b t h e w a y i t

o u g h t t o b e d o n e .

B e i n g p a r t o f t h e A F T w a s h a r d w o r k , i t w a s a

p a i n , i t w a s a n u i s a n c e , i t k e p t m e f r o m s l e e p i n g ,

b u t I e n j o y e d i t a n d I ' m n o t a b i t s o r r y I g o t

i n v o l v e d .


