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MIKE SMITH: Okay. We're ready to begin. So why don't you do

what you did a moment ago, and introduce yourself to the camera?

WILLIAM SIMONS: I am William H. Simons, from Washington DC.

I was formerly the president of the Washington Teachers Union for

twenty-five years. I led the organizat ion from a membership of
less than 200, to the collective bargaining agent, for teachers in

Washington DC. That occurred in 1967.
MS: I really want to start from the beginning on this, Mr.

Simons, and I mean right from the beginning. If you could, could

you explain your family roots, where you were born and raised, and

a little bit about your parents and your family, growing up?

WS: My parents were from Columbia, South Carolina. They

decided to move to Washington DC after the birth of their first two

chi ldren, because they fe l t there were greater opportuni t ies in

Washington than in Columbia, South Carolina. I am the fifth child

of e ight ch i ldren, I am the th i rd son of the e ight . Seven are

living. We lost one sister along the way.
I was born in a house that had no indoor plumbing facilities,

so you can imagine what was that like.

MS: What year were you born, Mr. Simons?

WS: 1924, June 1st. When I was four years old, we moved from

that house at 50 L Street to 110 S(?) Street, Northwest, where I

grew up as a child and stayed until I got married. And the only

time I was away was the two and a half years that I was in the



service during World War II.

MS: What did your parents do for a living?

WS: My father started out as a messenger in the federal

gove rnmen t , a t t he Ve te ran ' s Adm in i s t r a t i on . He had a ve r y
difficult t ime trying to get promoted. He was offered the tit le of

clerk at one t ime, but no addit ional pay. And he said, "I don't

need the title if I'm not going to get any money." He finished his

career with the Veteran's Administration, and really should have

been classified as a master electrician, but he never received that

t i t le, nor did he receive that pay.

My mother was the first female graduate of Allen University in

Columbia, South Carolina and could — should have been a teacher.

But of course, wi th the eight chi ldren, she never got into the

teaching profession, and she real ly did day work, going out to

various houses to clean up, and come home, but she took care of the

f a m i l y.
I went to the public schools of the District of Columbia. I

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

during the school years because the school records showed my

birthday as June 1, 1923. And it wasn't until I got in college that

I was finally able to correct that to June 1st, 1924.

But Mother taught all of us how to read and how to write. I

remember the iron stove in the kitchen that had the words Acme

Stove Company. And I guess that was my first lesson in learning



t he a lphabe t , l ea rn ing those le t te rs and pu t t i ng those words

together.
Went through John F. Cook Elementary School, Shore (?) Jr. High

School, and then Dunbar High School, where I graduated in 1940,

after having just turned fifteen on June 1st of that year, in 1940.

I had no desire to go to col lege. I was interested in gett ing

what we called 1080, that's one of those Level I entry jobs with the

federal government, at 1080, $1,080 a year.

But my mother said, "No, no. It's not going to be that way.

You're going up to the teacher's college." At that time, it was only

$5 a semester, so we could afford that . And wel l , af ter I got

there , I learned to l i ke i t .

I had a d i f fi cu l t t ime i n my sen io r yea r a t h i gh schoo l

because I was just about the youngest one in my class. And I can

remember my senior year, the Christmas party, I got teething rings

and baby rattles and nursing bottles as my Christmas presents. I

couldn't get a date with any girl, because they told me they didn't

go out v/ith babies (Laughs) .

But once I got into minor teacher's college, I guess something

just struck me, and I began to take off, and getting good grades,

and going right through until February of 1943. That's when I was

cal led into act ive duty.

In August, 1942, a recruiter came to the college. Even over

summer v/e all met at the college. And we were told that if we



stayed in school and kept our grades at a certain level we would be

able to finish college before being called into active duty. That

was August, '42. February '43, we were on our way to Fort Meade, in

Maryland.

MS: I assume you were drafted.

WS: Well, really, I volunteered, because I'd signed up with

the Army Reserve. I 'd s igned up wi th the Army Reserve, and

therefore, I had one of those special numbers, 1-3, instead of, I

think 3-3 was the normal number for the District of Columbia.

Went to Fort Meade in February. In June of '43, they shipped

me to Camp Pickett, Virginia. I was assigned to a quartermaster

_ 4 c o m p a n y i n t h a t C a m p P i c k e t t . A n d o n e o f t h e m o s t i n t e r e s t i n g

things that happened in Camp Pickett, I was assigned to go to some

town in Virginia and pick up a soldier who had gone AWOL. They

strapped a forty-five on my hip. I had never had a forty-five in

my hand. I didn't know how to handle it. And the soldier was in

the front — or the back of the truck, and I'm sitting at the tail

end o f t he t ruck , hop ing and p ray ing tha t he d id no t t r y t o

(Laughs) get away, because I wouldn't have known what to do. But at

any rate, we got back safely, and that was that.

I was shipped to Camp Pickett in May. In June, the end of

June, they said, "Well, you've got a two-week furlough." I said,

"Wait a minute, what's happening?" "Well, when you get back, you're

shipping out to England." So I took my furlough, and I went back,



and shipped over to England in June of '43.

We landed in Scotland, and took the train down into England.

Stayed there, training, for a year.

MS: What unit were you attached to?

W S : T h e 2 6 2 n d Q u a r t e r m a s t e r B a t t a l i o n . I t h e n w a s a

sergeant. And when the rest of the battalion came over later, in

July, that's when I was reunited with the battalion, and we went

into training in preparation for something. I didn't know v/hat at

the time, but I later found out what it was all about. And on June

5th — we l l , ac tua l l y, be fo re June 5 th , we le f t our s ta t ion in

Teddington, England, and went down to Dover.

_ - } A n d o n J u n e 5 t h , w e b o a r d e d t h e b o a t a t D o v e r t o g o a c r o s s t h e
channel, still not knowing what was to happen. But we soon found

out, as the morning of the 6th broke, we were in the middle of a

channel, and the action had started. Made that safely, or at least

landed on the shore safely.

We had a young captain who thought that he could outshine the

infantry. The infantry would go a certain distance and they would

stop to take a rest break. But he said, "No, come on. We're going

to keep going. We're going to keep going."

MS

WS

MS

WS

This is once you've landed.

Once we had landed.

And the forces are starting to break out.

Right. But the infantry v/as stopping every so often to
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take a break, but this captain just kept pushing us on until we got

where we were supposed to be for that night, and that's where we

bivouacked for the night.

The action on June the 6th is something that I wil l never

forget. The bombing of the towers on September 11th was the

closest thing that I've seen that reminded me of that day, June 6th,

1944.

MS: The bombing of the World Trade Center towers?

WS: The World Trade Towers, yes. We finally got to the place

where we were supposed to encamp for, well, as long as we were

s u p p o s e d t o b e t h e r e . We w e r e r e s p o n s i b l e — t h a t i s , t h e

bat ta l ion was responsib le for loading convoy ' t rucks sh ipping

supplies up to the front l ines.

And I can remember one day — this was after General Patton

had come in and started moving towards the German lines — I didn't

know what the problem was then, but they gave orders not to load

any trucks for General Patton's troops until General Patton sent a

br igadier general down with a convoy and said, "We need our

supplies." And I suspect that had Patton gotten their supplies on

time every time they requested it, we probably would have ended the

war a little sooner, because he was really on the move.

We were located right next to an antiaircraft unit. And we

used to go over and sit with them in the evening, just chatting.

One evening, the Germans swooped down. They had the practice of
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cutting off their engines, coming down, and just before they got to

the ground, cutt ing back on their engines and turning on their

machine guns.

That night we all left. The gunners left their guns, and we

all retreated back to our foxholes, because we were not going to

s tay there tha t n igh t . The next morn ing, day l igh t , we s tar ted

digging the foxholes a l i t t le deeper, to see i f we could avoid

being ( Inaudib le) .
I came through that experience without any serious injuries.

Though one day when I was in the headquarters tent and typing, a

bu l le t came th rough the ten t and fe l l r igh t back o f my cha i r

_ n ( L a u g h s ) . I t w a s s p e n t , a n d p r o b a b l y w o u l d n ' t h a v e c a u s e d a n y

damage, but —
MS: Never theless. . .

WS: That was about the closest I ever came to being injured

during the war. I was promoted to Master Sgt. of the battalion.

And of course, that was just l ike being an officer, only without

the bother. So I had a pretty good time. Towards the end of the

war, a f ter the breakthrough at Bastogne, I had a jeep and a

chauffeur. And I was able to move around in Belgium and in France,

and looked up a number of classmates of mine who were in the areas.

They offered me a commission, and I told them, "No, thank you.

I want to go home." I came home in November of '45. And February,

the beginning of the second semester, 194 6, I re-enrolled at the
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teachers college, and went on to finish my degree.

MS: Before we leave your World War II experience, I have a

couple of questions. One is, your resume says you won a Bronze

Star. Could you speak about that a bit?

WS: Well, I don't know whether I did anything in particular to

merit that. I don't know. And the same thing, we got Croix de

Guerre. Well, that was a medal — a French medal that was given to

all of the soldiers who landed on that D-Day. So I really don't

know what I did, but I did get the Bronze Star.

MS: Did the whole unit get Bronze Stars, or just you?

WS: I think there were about five of us that got them.

MS: Well, st i l l . . . And I wondered, regarding your situation,

if you had any experiences regarding race relations in the Army.

Because I know the Army was segregated at that time.

WS: Oh, very.

MS: And was your whole unit African American?

WS: Oh, yes, yes. Very much.

MS: And when you say antiaircraft unit that a you spoke with,

v/ere they African American?

WS: They were African Americans. There were a few African

Americans in ant iaircraft uni ts, a few in the engineering uni ts,

bu t mos t l y in quar te rmas te r o r o ther se rv ice ba t ta l ions . Yes ,

there v /as very defin i te ly rac ia l an imos i ty. We were a l l b lack

s o l d i e r s , b u t w e h a d a l l w h i t e o f fi c e r s , e x c e p t f o r a p e t t y
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o fficer, who was b lack . Bu t I rea l l y d idn ' t have any d i f ficu l ty

wi th the o fficers , and d idn ' t have too much d i fficu l ty w i th the

troops.

I do remember being in the washroom one morning, and one white

soldier came up to me and said, "Why are you combing your hair? It

doesn't make any difference, does it?" And I said, "Yes, it does."

And I took the comb and pushed it forward, and then took the comb

and pushed it back, brushed it. And I said, "Yes, it does make a

difference. Our hair does need to be combed in order for us to be

neat." But other than that, no.

Of course, there was the — well, going into town and running

into girls who did ask, "Where's your tail?" Because they were told

that the black soldiers had tails. Those kind of things, but other

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

relations, though I know that the animosity was there.

MS: Do you think this experience had any effect on going back

to school and your vocation?

WS: The experience is something that I wish everybody could

get, but not a war l ike s i tuat ion. Yes, the exper ience was very

invaluable. It made an adult out of me. Because when I went in, I

had just turned seventeen. And two years of that, two and a half

years, really made a difference. And when I came back to school, I

was determined that I was going to finish my degree.

Now, one thing happened. When I came back in November, my
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sister was at the University of Chicago. And she invited me to go

back to Chicago with her for the month of January, since I could

not go back to minor until February. And I went with her, stayed

in one of the dorm houses with students, v is i ted a number of

classes at the University of Chicago. And really, I said to myself

over and over again, "Golly, if I had known this, I would have been

away from home in school," because I saw how students were able to

make it who didn't have very much money. But at any rate, I came

back, determined to get my degree.

I got my degree in June of '4 7. And I was appointed as a

teacher at Banneker Junior High School, in social studies, seventh,

eighth and ninth grades, where I remained for fif teen years. I

joined the union my second year of teaching. And of course, the

union was not very strong then. At that time, no organization had

col lect ive bargain ing r ights for teachers.

MS: And this was the AFT at that time?

WS: This was the American Federation of Teachers, yes. But I

was also a member of the National Education Association. And for a

number of years I would go to the NEA convention in June, and then

come back and go to the AFT convention in August. But I was the

one that made the motion that got the NEA on record, at least

recogn i z i ng t he C i v i l R igh t s — o r ra the r, t he — yeah , C i v i l

Rights case — school desegregation case, which was passed by the

Supreme Court in 1954. And this was 1961, when the NEA finally
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recognized that.

MS: Brown versus the Board of Education.

W S : R i g h t , h a d b e e n e n a c t e d . N o , i t t o o k n o a c t i o n

wha tsoeve r, t o do any th i ng abou t t he i r seg rega ted un i t s , o r

anything else. The next year — this was 1961 in Atlantic City. I

v/ent to the NEA convention in 1962 in Denver. A group of us, black

and white, had been working together over the years, trying to get

that done; that is, the recognition of the Supreme Court decision

by the association.

And in '62, we decided, well, let's see if we can push some

more things through to really make this organization representative

_ ) o f a l l o f t he teachers tha t a re members . And then I was to ld tha t
"You're going too fast." I said, "What do you mean, going too fast?"

"Well, you just have to take things slow."

MS: Who told you this?

WS: Well, these were leaders of the NEA, black leaders, I

must say, as well as white leaders. So I said, "Well, I guess this

will be my last NEA convention, because I've been going too slow for

too long. I t 's t ime for act ion to be taken."

MS: And this is what year, again?

WS: 1962. So I had taken out a life membership in the NEA,

and I resigned. I told them I no longer wished to be associate

with the organization. And that 's when I began to become very

active with the American Federation of Teachers.



13

MS: Could you tell me, up to this point — you're out of the

NEA in '62, and you're about to embark on an ambitious career in

AFT. Now, up to this point, there's a couple pieces of information

we might like to know more about. Could you describe the school

that you taught in for these many years? Was i t a segregated

school or desegregated?

WS: No.

MS: Could you tell us a bit about your situation there, and

if you could start with that?

WS: Banneker Junior High School was the newest junior high

school in the ci ty.

4 M S : W a s h i n g t o n D C .
WS: Washington DC. And it was the number one junior high

schoo l i n Wash ing ton DC. Every teacher wan ted to teach a t

Banneker. I was lucky in getting it as my first assignment. Well,

as a ma t te r o f f ac t , my fi rs t and on l y ass ignmen t . I t was a

completely segregated school. But we had some good students. And

I'm proud to say that Eleanor Holmes Norton, the congressional

representative for the Distr ict of Columbia, was one of my first

students at the school. And she's always remembered that.

A l i t t le as ide: At my ret i rement she gave a presentat ion.

And she said, "The most difficult thing for me has been, over the

years, is to call my teacher by his first name, Bill, when I'd been

calling him Mr. Simons all of these years."
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But at any rate, we had some very good students that came out

of Banneker Jr. High School. And I often run into them. And what

I used to tell the male students especially, but the females also,

I said, "You are at this awkward age. You don't know whether you

still want to be cuddled up by mama or you want to break and go out

on your own. I recognize that. But I ' l l tell you what, if you do

two things for me, stay in school, and keep your name off the

police blotter, and sooner or later, that which is in you is going

to come out, and you're going to say, 'Hey,' and go."

So I was at Banneker for fifteen years. I had some run-ins

with the pr incipal . And th is I must put on the record: At that

time, I guess — let's see, I started in '47 — I guess about '49 or

'50 — I had joined the union my second year — the building rep was

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

teachers. We didn't have a duty-free lunch period. The principal

was calling in teachers one by one, asking, "Were you part of the

union? Were you behind this move to get a duty-free lunch period?"

And of course, she called me in. And that was the first and last

time that I denied that I was a member of a union. (Laughs)

But at any rate, other than that I had a good time teaching.

I loved it. I can remember one class that I started teaching the

stock market to. And we would follow — we were following Chrysler

Corporation. And you know, those students, all of them, came in

one day and they said, "Mr. Simons, each of us has a $5 bill. We
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want to buy a share of stock in Chrysler Corporation." I said, "No,

no. You can't do that." But evidently, I had struck a note with

them, in my teaching, that they were that much interested in doing

i t .

One other incident: My mother died in 1959. The election for

the United Giver's (?) Fund — she died in August — always took

place around October or November. I gave a check for $1. The

p r i n c i p a l c a l l e d m e i n a n d s a i d , " M r . S i m o n s , t h i s i s n ' t

acceptable." I said, "Ms. Walker, my mother has been ill over the

pas t two years . And I have been con t r ibu t ing a long w i th my

brothers sisters to her medical bills, and I just don't have anymore

that I can spare th is year. " "Wel l , that 's not good enough." I

said, "Well, get —

TAPE ONE/THREE, SIDE A ENDS
* * * * *

TAPE ONE/THREE, SIDE B BEGINS:

WS: — she gave me my check, and I tore it up right in front

of her and said, "Well, thank you," and walked out. But nothing

happened. Excuse me.

MS

WS

MS

WS

Was the administration at the school white or black?

Oh, black. We had separate —

Everything.
— everything. And we found out, when integration did

take place, and teachers began to go into the white schools, we
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found out what a difference there was in equipment, books and

suppl ies.

MS: When did desegregation start in the Washington district?

WS: The year — let's see, (Inaudible) was '54 — in '55, yeah,

the next school year after that (Inaudible) —

MS: Uh-huh, after the (Inaudible).

WS: The system tried to get around it by creating what they

called the track system. And even though the students were in

white schools, they were usual ly assigned to the fourth track,

which was the lowest track. All schools had that. One student, I

remember, who made the honor roll at Banneker and also did very

well in high school, but she could not get into the honors track in

high school, regardless of her grades, because she didn't start the

ninth grade in the honors track.

Then in 1963, I was then — no, 1964, I was then the financial

secretary for the union. And they asked me to be president. Oh,

by the way, let me say about the union in Washington DC, there were
three separate locals of the American Federat ion of Teachers.

There was Local S ix , the whi te teachers; Local 27, the b lack

teachers' union; and oddly enough, Local 856 was an integrated local

of at tendance officers.

In 1953, Carl Megel, who was then president of the American

Federation of Teachers, said he wanted one local in Washington DC.

As a matter of fact, the AFT decreed that for all locals, there
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would be one local in each jurisdiction. And the three locals in

DC merged, and were given a new charter, as Local Six.

MS: This was 1964.

WS: Right - '53, actual ly.

MS: Oh, '53. Al l r ight. To there was Local Six, in 1953.

WS: Right.

MS: Kind of stepping back a bit, you were starting to speak

about 1963, '64, when you started to become very active in the

union. Now, prior to that time, during most of the '50s, and a bit

of the early '60s and late '40s, when you were teaching, what was

the union like at that time, in terms of spirit, and how would you

\ c h a r a c t e r i z e i t s p o w e r a n d i t s a c t i v i t i e s ?

WS: The union was very small. You can imagine that after

integration, many of the white teachers and even some of the black

teachers dropped out. And the membership was at one time — when

they merged, they had a membership of about 1,000.

MS: And how many teachers — do you know what percentage that

would represent of the teachers?

WS: Well, at that time, there were about 6,500 teachers in

the district, and you had about 1,000 as members of the union. Of

course, nearly all were members of the Association, because in many

instances, the principals at schools would take the dues money for

the Association out of the school fund in September, and then the

teachers had to pay it back over the course of the year, so that
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they could be announced as a 100 percent school.

I was act ive with the union, as I said. I was also act ive

with the NEA. As a matter of fact, I was appointed parliamentarian

a t o n e t i m e . I w a s fi n a n c i a l s e c r e t a r y a t a n o t h e r t i m e , a n d

corresponding secretary. So I was active with the union. But of

course, it had no power at all. No organization had any collective

bargaining r ights for teachers.

In 1964, I was first elected president of Local Six. I was

sti l l teaching. In the years '64, '65, I was teaching in the day

and running the union office at night. And I realized that I was

not doing either one effectively. And now teacher was a student

- j then. Whenever she sees me — th is has been over the las t severa l
years — she says, "Mr. Simons, I can remember, you spent more time

with the union than you did in your geography class." (Laughs) And

I said, "Wel l , you're r ight . I have to admit that that is r ight ."

Well, in 1965, the American Federation of Teachers said that,

"We will subsidize you if you will take full-time president." Well,

it was something that I had to agonize over, because by that time

the membership had dropped down to about 250, the local, of course,

could not sustain any president. And dues at that time were only

$12 a year. I agonized over it. I talked with my wife about it,

and a number of people. And she finally said, "Well, Bill, if that

is what you want to do, we'll make it somehow." So in December of

1965, I left the classroom and became the full-time president of
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the Teacher's Union. And I never looked back, because being out in

the street for that one year taught me the lessons of how you make

i t i n t h i s s o c i e t y.

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

knowing tha t I know how. And tha t ' s what I used to te l l the

teachers over and over again: "If you want to make changes, you've

go t to ge t ou t i n to the commun i t y and be an ac t i v i s t i n the

community. Whether you live in that community or not, you can

st i l l be an ac t iv is t w i th the parents o f your s tudents . " And I

said, "That is the only way that you're going to make changes.

You're not going to make any changes within the four walls of your

classroom. Changes come from without."

But at any rate, I became president. And one of the first

things that I was confronted with was the need for money for the

local, something which the AFT was not willing to finance at that

point. And I took out a mortgage on my house to get money to do

t h a t . I p a i d t h a t o f f . B u t t h a t ' s t h e w a y I f e l t a b o u t t h e

organizat ion.

Carl Megel said that he believed that Washington could obtain

recognition for the teachers. And we embarked upon our campaign in

early 1966. The AFT, of course, financed the campaign, as well as
the AFL-CIO, the Indus t r ia l Un ion Depar tment . N ick Zonor i ch

( p h o n e t i c ) , g a v e t h e u n i o n s p a c e i n t h e I n d u s t r i a l U n i o n

Department, in the AFL-CIO building. His daughter happened to be a
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teacher in the system (Laughs). And really, I was so proud when we

won the election. I could go back to Mr. Zonorich (phonetic), and

say, "Thank you, thank you, thank you, because it was your help

that helped us get over the hump." The NEA tried to convince the

B o a r d o f E d u c a t i o n — i t s a i d t h a t i t h a d 5 , 0 0 0 s i g n a t u r e s

demanding that they be the collective bargaining agent, but they

would never bring out those 5,000 signature cards to turn over to

the Board of Education.

Now, during the course of our campaign, John F. Kennedy issued

his Executive Order, 10988, which provided for a limited collective

bargaining for federal employees. And it was made applicable to

al l of the Distr ict employees, with the exception of the pol ice,

fi r e fi g h t e r s a n d t h e t e a c h e r s . W e p e t i t i o n e d t h e B o a r d o f

Education to adopt the Executive Order. But oh how glad I am that

they did not, because the Executive Order was very limited in what

could be negotiated by the workers with the agency.

Well, we petitioned the Board of Education to hold an election

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

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

organizat ion would i t be. And on Apri l 27th, 1967, the elect ion

was held. And the Washington Teachers Union won the election by a

three to two margin, and we were on our way. We had a membership

then of about 700 of a 6,500 teachers. But then, of course, now,

we're going, we have the dues check-off, the agency fee, so we
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covered the whole ball of wax.

In 1968 —

MS: Maybe we'll pause there just for a second. So how are we

doing on time? I can't (Inaudible) —

(INTERRUPTION IN RECORDING)

MS: Okay. So we've gotten you into the presidency. We've run

through your first campaign, or organizing campaign, rather, and

the AFT is now the official bargaining agent. And you were going

to star t in '68, r ight?

WS: Well, let me go back to '67, if I —

MS: Okay, sure. No, no, no. We've got plenty of time here.

^ Then a lso, just for what i t 's wor th — the camera is not running now
— but for what it's worth, Mr. Simons, I'd like you to maybe tell

us a bit more about the experience of organizing for the election.

You had just spoken a moment ago about your philosophy, and the

r e s u l t s o f g o i n g i n t o t h e c o m m u n i t y f o r o r g a n i z i n g . A n d I ' m

wonder ing i f you cou ld e labora te a b i t , and speak about the

experience of organizing the teachers, what kind of questions did

they ask, what kind of resistance or enthusiasm you might have met

by the teachers, and just maybe e laborate on that organiz ing

campaign a bit.

WS: It was a very difficult campaign, as you can imagine.

Teachers had been forced to pay dues to the National Education

Association over the years. And as I think I mentioned earl ier,
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many principals would take the money out of the school fund, pay

100 percent for the faculty, and then have the teachers repay that

over the course of the year, so that the school fund would be

r i g h t .
We put a stop to that, because at one school, a teacher

repor ted to me tha t the p r inc ipa l sa id there a re two teacher

organizat ions, the National Education Associat ion, with i ts local

affil iate, the District of Columbia Education Association, and the

American Federation of Teachers, and the Washington Teacher's Union.

We've always been 100 percent NEA/DCEA, and to my knowledge, there

has never been a member of the union in my building. And this

teacher came back and told me that. And I went directly to the

s u p e r i n t e n d e n t w i t h t h a t q u o t e . A n d h e i s s u e d a b u l l e t i n t o

pr incipals to cease and desist . Also, ( Inaudible) an order f rom

the super in tendent to permi t the un ion to ho ld meet ings af ter

school time, or during the lunch period when teachers were not on

du ty.

So little by little, we were able to reach the teachers. And

one thing that really helped in the organizing campaign was the

fact that the bus company, Capitol Transit Company, put a sign on

the back of the buses: "Drivers wanted. High school educat ion

needed. Start ing salary of $6,500." And when the teachers saw

those signs on buses, they v/ere saying, "Wait a minute. We have to

go at least four years and get a college degree, and our starting
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s a l a r y i s o n l y $ 4 , 7 0 0 . W h y i s t h a t s o ? " I s a i d , " W e l l , i t ' s

simple. They have a union that bargains for them. You can do the

same thing, if you join the Washington Teachers Union."

We had many incidents, but we were able to overcome them.

Many of the teachers would join the union, but they'd say, "Please

don't let it be known that I am a union member, because I would

suffer repercussions in my building." But in spite of that, when

it came to the secret ballot election, we won it by a three to two

margin. That was in Apri l .

We arranged a meeting with the superintendent in May. He was

very reluctant to meet with us because he was afraid that we were

_ } g o i n g t o c o m e i n a n d r u n h i m o u t o f h i s o f fi c e . A n d I t o l d h i m ,

"No. You are the superintendent of schools. We are employees of

the school system. We simply are interested in making some changes

in the way the system operates so that the teachers can be more

effect ive in their c lassroom. That 's our only object ive."

Well, he soon left the system because he was involved in a

dispute over the track system. I don't know whether you've ever

heard of the name Jul ius Hobson, who was an act iv is t in the

Washington DC area. He had brought suit against the superintendent
and the Board of Education, for the track system. The track system

was one in which the system tr ied to maintain segregat ion by

setting up four tracks. And most of the black students, regardless

of their capabi l i t ies, ended up in the fourth track.
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MS: Could you explain the tracks slightly?

WS: Well, you had the honors track, and then you had the

academic track. The third track was the general track, for the so-

cal led average student, and then the fourth track for the slow

learners. They even had what they called a pre-kindergarten track,

children who were not ready for the kindergarten, even though they

were five years old. And they put them in the pre-kindergarten.

And we traced the number for the student, and they remained in the

fourth track all the way the educational experience.

Our first meeting with the Board of Education took place at a

school. And the Board set up a table, and they put a microphone

over on the side.

MS: Do you recall the date?

WS: Oh, let's see, this was sometime, I think in June of '67.

I t was a f t e r t he mee t i ng w i th t he supe r i n tenden t . And they

expected me to go to the mike and speak to them as if I was were

speaking to them at a regular board meeting. And I said, "Ladies

and gentlemen, this is a new day. We will speak to you when you

arrange a set of tables so that we can sit across from you and talk

to you face-to-face." Wel l , you can imagine what consternat ion

took place after that. But they did set up those tables, and we

did have that ini t ial meeting.

And the Board hired a negotiator, which was perhaps the best

thing for us. We were able to show to the negotiator what the
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practices had been. And the negotiator turned around to the Board

team(?) and said, "Well , is that correct?" And they would say,

"Yes . " He sa id , "We l l , you s top tha t r i gh t now. You pu t th i s

clause in the contract (Inaudible)." And that's the way it happened

all the way through. And we had to have a sit- in, an al l-night

sit-in at the Board of Education in December. And they thought we

were absolutely crazy, but (Laughs) we did it.

And also, the Board refused to meet with us. We said we

v/anted to meet with the Board of Education. And they said, "No

way." It was snowing that night. We sent a telegram to Lyndon

Johnson, who president at the time. About 10:30 that night, the

1} Board of Educat ion marched in , one by one. And wel l , we knew we
weren't going to get anything settled. Just the fact that we were

able to get them out on a snowy night to come down and sit at the

tab le .

MS: Now, th is was the negot ia t ions for the firs t cont rac t

af ter the e lect ion?

WS: Right.

MS: And you mentioned a negotiator for the teachers. Was

this assigned by the—

WS

MS

WS

MS

No. For the Board of Education.

For the Board of Education.

Yes.

And were you doing the negotiations for the teachers?
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WS: I was doing the negotiations for the teachers with the

help of the field representative from the AFT.
MS: And who might that be?

WS: At that time it was James Mundee (phonetic), who was the

Director of Organization for the American Federation of Teachers,

because I had never had any experience as a negotiator at all.

However, I was able to make my points and make them stick, because

we had all of the facts at hand.

At any rate, we got the contract signed in January of '68. And

we went on from there. At that time, the Congress of the United

States had to pass a law in order for teachers to get a salary

— 4 i n c r e a s e . T h e D i s t r i c t c o u l d n o t g r a n t s a l a r y i n c r e a s e s , s o w e
couldn't negotiate money in the contract. The teachers had not had

a pay raise for five years. And we got the bright idea that we had

gone long enough. So March 7th, 1968, that's less than a year after

we had been recognized as a collective bargaining agent, we decided

to take a day off from school and go down to Capitol Hill and lobby

for a pay bill. The teachers just simply signed up to be absent

that day. We had about 2,500 teachers who met with us on Capitol

Hill. The school system didn't know what to do, so they just simply

declared a holiday. Nobody lost leave, nobody lost money.

We spent the day on the Hill. Most of the members of Congress

were sympathetic, but there were many who said, "We will not talk

to you. You come down here after your school day is over, and we
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wi l l ta lk wi th you." And there was a Congressman f rom South

Carolina, Mindel-t-R-irvers (phonetic). We went into his office. And

he was raging "Boo, boo, boo, boo, boo." Somebody said, "Leave.

Wait until he gets his morning nip, and then come back, and you'll

find h im a d i f fe rent man. " And we d id . (Laughs) We found a

to ta l ly d i f fe rent person a l together.

At any rate, we spent the day on Capitol Hill. And as I said,

no teacher was disciplined for that. The union could have been

busted, had the Board of Education really been on its toes, because

we had the no-strike clause in the contract. But we said we weren't

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

consti tut ion, to peti t ion Congress for a redress of a grievance.

Now, our grievance was that we hadn't gotten a pay raise.

Well, at any rate, the upshot of that is, we got an 18 percent

pay raise passed by Congress after that action.

MS: Substant ia l .

WS: Yes.

MS: This concludes our interview for tape one. So we'll start

on another tape here momentarily.

TAPE ONE/THREE, SIDE B ENDS
* * * * *

TAPE TWO/THREE, SIDE A BEGINS:

MS: We're starting tape two with Mr. William Simons. And when

w e e n d e d t a p e o n e , y o u h a d j u s t h a d y o u r fi r s t c o n t r a c t
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negotiations, and had marched with a number of teachers on Capitol

Hill, and ended up with an 18 percent raise, and a very successful

experience. I know by your written record that during this same

period, you were involved with the Metro AFL/CIO, and as well, you

became a vice president for the AFT. So I wonder if you could

speak a little bit about going beyond your local presidency to your

o the r l abo r ac t i v i t i es .

WS: I became a vice president of the AFT in 1965. At the

convention in Los Angeles, there was a vacancy on the AFT Council.

They asked me to run for it, and I did.

MS: Who is "they"?

WS: I guess the members of the Progressive Caucus of the AFT.

I'm trying to think, let's see, Carl Megel was sti l l president at

that time. And a group from Chicago and New York — I guess I was

the newest thing on the block, at the moment, having just had a —

well, had gotten the momentum going towards a collective bargaining

in DC, and they felt that this might be a push to have a successful

election. But at any rate, I was elected vice president then.

MS: When you were elected vice president, were there other

African American vice presidents in AFT?

WS: Yes, there were. There was Dick Parish (-©keee^c) from

New York; Rosa McGee (phonet4c) from Chattanooga, Tennessee. Yes,

there were other African American vice presidents at the time.

MS: And when you had successful collective bargaining for



29

Local Six, the Washington DC teachers, I understand this was one of

the firs t t imes co l lect ive bargain ing was in p lace for teachers

nationally, that was a very early—
WS: It was very early —

MS: Could you, yeah, tell me how it fits into the—

WS: Well, New York had its collective bargaining election, I

b e l i e v e , i n 1 9 6 0 . A n d o f c o u r s e , t h a t g a v e i m p e t u s t o t h e

col lect ive bargaining among teachers across the country. There

were a number of other elections; I can't recall them at this time.

But then, of course, DC, being in the nation's capitol, and also

being the home of the National Education Association, we defeated

_ i them dec is i ve ly, and tha t rea l l y gave impe tus to the movement fo r

AFT.

I was vice president of the AFT, and didn't have any particular

problems until 1972. When they asked me to run for vice president

i n 1965 , t hey sa id , as any g roups seek ing to have po l i t i ca l

control, they wanted to know how many votes was I bringing with me.

And I told them, "Let me get this straight from the very outset.

The only vote that I can control is my vote. Now, I will certainly

make it clear to the members of my delegation how I feel, but then

it's up to them to decide how they are going to vote. Ninety-five

percent of them will support me without any problem, but I am not

going to say that I can deliver you 100 percent of the votes from

Local Six. And they said, okay, it wasn't any problem.
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Then in 1972 —

MS: I f I may in te r rup t , t h i s was a ph i l osophy, your pe rsona l

ph i losophy that you jus t s ta ted, th is is what you took in to the job

when you s tar ted in 1965, you expla ined to them r ight o ff the bat

how you're going to handle yoursel f .

WS: R ight . In 1972, one o f the nat iona l representa t ives , Ken

M e e s o n ( p h o n e t i c ) , d e c i d e d t o c h a l l e n g e D a v e S e l d e n f o r t h e

p r e s i d e n c y o f t h e A F T. H e c a m e p r e t t y c l o s e t o d e f e a t i n g D a v e

Se lden . As a ma t te r o f f ac t , i t wen t t o a ro l l ca l l vo te , because

the question was whether or not Dave Selden actually got a majority

o f the votes cast . There were more votes for AFT v ice pres idents

_ i t h a n t h e r e w e r e f o r t h e p r e s i d e n c y . S o t h e q u e s t i o n w a s : D o y o u

take t he t o t a l vo te t ha t was cas t f o r t he p res i den t and t he v i ce

president to combine them, to determine whether or not Selden got a

m a j o r i t y o f t h e v o t e s ? W e l l , t h a t q u e s t i o n w a s p u t t o a

re fe rendum, and i t l o s t .

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

vote. Let me go back — at that t ime, the AFT had a secret bal lot

f o r t h e e l e c t i o n o f i t s o f fi c e r s . B u t o n a r o l l c a l l v o t e , y o u ' v e

g o t t o i d e n t i f y h o w y o u v o t e d . W e l l , I v o t e d w i t h M e e s o n

(phone t i c ) on tha t vo te . And o f course , tha t d id no t s i t we l l w i th

the people on the counci l o f the AFT. I had been chairman of the

Human Rights Committee of the AFT prior to '72, and had also been on

t h e E x e c u t i v e C o m m i t t e e o f t h e c o u n c i l , p r i o r t o 1 9 7 2 . B u t o f
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c o u r s e , a f t e r t h e e l e c t i o n , I w a s r e m o v e d f r o m t h o s e t w o

committees, or as chair of those two committees.

In 1974, Al Shanker decided to challenge Dave Selden for the

pres idency. One of the issues was the fact that Dave Selden

refused to become a vice president of the AFL/CIO — well, he just

did not want to become a vice president. He didn't feel that the

teachers needed to be represented on the counci l . Of course,

Shanker felt just the opposite.

Strangely enough, I had aligned myself with Dave Selden in

that election of '74.

MS: You were stil l a vice president?

i W S : I w a s s t i l l a v i c e p r e s i d e n t , f r o m ' 7 2 t o ' 7 4 . I h a d t o

run again in '7 4. I was running on a ticket with Dave Selden. And

of course, I los t . Wel l , o f course, i t d idn ' t rea l ly mat te r tha t

much to me, because I was going to do what I was going to do with

Local Six, at any rate. So the fact that I was not on the council,

well, really didn't upset me.

Well, in 1978, I believe it was, the convention in Toronto —

no, no. If I may go back again. It was 1976, the convention in

Miami, Shanker asked me, would I run again on his slate. I said,

"Well, you have to come to a caucus of my delegates and explain to

them why you feel I should be re-elected to the council," which he

did. And the caucus said, "Yeah, go ahead and run. We'll support

you." And which I did, and I got back on the council once again.
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Now, let's see, in 1978, I believe it was, at the convention in

New York , a f te r t he e lec t i on , a t t he pos t conven t i on counc i l

meeting, someone brought up the question as to why is it that we

let Bill Simons get away with what he's doing. And I was doing the

same thing that I did before. When they asked in their caucus,

"How many votes are you bringing with you?" I said, "I told you

from the very get-go that the only vote that I can guarantee you is

mine." And they wanted to know, well, how can he get away with

this? I said, "Look, if that's the way you feel, you can take this

job and shove i t . " Unfortunately, or for tunately, whichever way

you want to put it, I had to stop at the men's room. So by the time

I came out of the men's room, Bob Healy (-pliQBfii^rc) from Chicago had

been running down the corridor looking for me. And he grabbed me

and said, "Bill, come on back. You don't need to" — so reluctantly,

I went back, and stayed on the council until I lost the presidency

of the local in 1985.

In the meanwhile, one of the things that I started to push for

was having the teachers become a part of teacher evaluation. And I

said, "We will never be a profession unless we set up standards by

teachers, and have them enforced by teachers." I said, "No, it 's

not a back scratching operation, where you scratch my back and I'll

scratch your back, and we both put down 'excellent.'" I said, "No,

that is not the point. But we are talking about professionalism."

I said, "Doctors do it, lawyers do it. Why can't teachers do it?"
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A n d i n t h e c o n t r a c t f o r t h a t y e a r , w e g o t i n a p r o v i s i o n — i t

wasn ' t a complete teacher focused eva luat ion, but a t least we got

t h e t e a c h e r s i n v o l v e d i n t h e e v a l u a t i o n p r o c e s s . A n d t h e A F T

rea l ly gave me down the count ry and sa id , "You got to be out o f

y o u r m i n d . H o w a r e y o u g o i n g t o h a v e t e a c h e r s p u t t i n g o t h e r

teachers out o f the i r jobs?" and so for th and so on. Wel l , lo and

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

program where teachers are real ly a part of the evaluat ion system.

M S : W e r e y o u o n e o f t h e fi r s t o r t h e fi r s t t o r a i s e t h i s

issue in the AFT at large?

W S : I b e l i e v e t h a t I w a s .

M S : T h e fi r s t .

W S : I b e l i e v e s o . I w o n ' t b e a b s o l u t e l y s u r e . B u t I d i d

ra i se i t , and o f cou rse , I caugh t he l l f rom Shanker abou t i t . Bu t

then, two years la ter, he began to espouse the same th ing. And I

t o l d h i m , h e s a i d , " To u c h e , " t h a t , " Ye s , y o u w e r e r i g h t . " A n d a

number o f th ings that I t r ied to do which upset the equi l ib r ium of

many of them, but I sa id that " I 'm looking at i t as t ry ing to make

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

that, we've got to change the way that we've been doing things, and

deve lop some k ind o f coopera t ive and co l labora t ive opera t ions , so

that everybody is involved on the same plane."

Let me digress for a moment. The NEA had not given up hope

fo r r ecap tu r i ng , o r cap tu r i ng t he t eache rs i n Wash ing ton DC. On
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three different occasions, they had hired people who had been on my

executive committee as representatives for the Association, trying

to stir up an election. They managed to get enough signatures to

have an election, but they lost each time.

MS: They tr ied i t several t imes.

WS: Yes.

MS: When you say they hired members of your execut ive

council, the executive council for Local Six, I guess if you could

explain it a little more. A-re these AFT members who were getting

paid from the NEA?

WS: These were AFT members getting paid from NEA. They were,

well, my enemies. I guess that's the best way that I can put it.

People had turned against me. And one fellow in particular, I had

helped to get a fellowship for him to get his masters degree, and

he did me in. But as I said, all of the attempts failed.

But then a vice president of the NEA asked me to go to lunch.

I d id . George Jones was h is name. He was Eastern Region

Director. And in essence, he said to me, "Bill Simons, we want

Loca l S ix so bad , tha t you can wr i te your con t rac t fo r l i f e . "

(Laughs) "And the only thing you have to do is bring Local Six

over into the NEA." And I said "George, I appreciate your offer,

but I cannot do that ." I said, "Number one, I would be going

against my own principals to do something like that. And number

two, in the end you would have no confidence in me, because you
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would always be wondering, when is he going to sell out to the next

highest bidder?
MS: One thing we haven't talked about that I would appreciate

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

differences. You know, you have certain principals that fit most

closely with the philosophy of the AFT versus the NEA. I wonder if

you could elaborate on that a bit.
WS: When I started teaching, of course, I didn't know anything

about either organization, and I was asked to join the NEA. And I

was also asked to join the AFT, which I joined both. As I said

earl ier, I had taken out a l i fe membership in the NEA. Well, I

i d o n ' t b e l i e v e i n j u s t s i m p l y j o i n i n g a n o r g a n i z a t i o n , p a y i n g m y

money, and that's the end of it. I became active with the NEA as

well as the AFT.

And it wasn't unti l 1961 that I began to really discern the

d i f f e rences be tween the two o rgan i za t i ons , i n t e rms o f t he i r

educational philosophy. The AFT was run by teachers, though at the

time, the AFT did have principals in the organization. But the NEA

was to ta l ly admin is t ra t ive dominated, no quest ion about i t . In

1960 was when we first got the resolution on the floor that the NEA

would recognize the Supreme Court decision of 1954. We got it

passed, but somebody moved for recons iderat ion. And on the

reconsideration, it was defeated.

And it was in 1961 that this group that I'd mentioned earlier
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had got ten together. We were going to make sure that we covered

a l l bases . We wou ld cover a l l m ic rophones. And when we get the

issue on the floor, we're going to make sure that somebody doesn't

come along wi th the procedure mot ion. So we did that .

Bu t t hen i n 1962 , i n Denver, when I was to ld tha t we were

t ry ing to move too fas t , too qu ick ly, the NEA had rea l ly taken no

steps to in tegrate i ts loca ls , and when i t d id , what happened was

t h a t a l l o f t h e o f fi c i a l s o f t h e c o l o r e d l o c a l s o f t h e N E A w e r e

s imp ly pushed as ide and moved ou t o f o ffice . And I rea l i zed tha t

there was something wrong, and that it 's t ime for me to go. That is

not to say that the AFT was 100 percent perfect, by any stretch of

the imagination, but it was more approachable and more amenable in

d o i n g t h i n g s t h a n t h e 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 . I g u e s s

t h a t ' s —

MS: That sor t o f sums that up.

W S : R i g h t .

MS : Okay. Back t o t he AFT a b i t , and t hen I wou ld l i ke t o

speak about your work with the Metro AFL/CIO. But back to the AFT.

Now, you were, as v ice pres ident , chai rman of the Human Rights

Committee?

W S : R i g h t .

MS: And then I a lso understand that you organized the b lack

caucus. I wondered i f you could speak about those two issues, and

maybe any others, just what type of act iv i t ies you engaged in wi th
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t h e A F T, a s t h e v i c e p r e s i d e n t , a n y i n i t i a t i v e s y o u m a y h a v e

s t a r t e d , e t c .

WS: Well, the AFT was ninety-nine and 100 percent better than

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

real ly deal ing wi th some of the major issues of the black members

of the organizat ion. We decided that something had to be done in

o r d e r t o c o r r e c t t h i s . A n d t h i s w a s w h a t t h e 1 9 6 8 — t h e f i r s t

time the AFT had met in Washington, a group of us — I guess Dick

Par r i sh wou ld be ca l led the leader o f the g roup . He was an AFT

v i ce p res iden t ou t o f Loca l Two , i n New Yo rk . F rom De t ro i t , you

had a number of people, Ed Sumpkins (phonetic) being one, Martha

Richards being another, and Cel ine (phonet ic) — what was her last

name? Anyway, we dec ided tha t maybe we ought to fo rm a b lack

caucus, which we did.

MS: What year was this?

WS: This was 1968. One of the first things that we were able

to do was to press upon David Selden, who was then president, to

recogn ize the b lack caucus, and a lso to prov ide expenses for the

black caucus to come to Washington DC to meet with them to discuss

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

members of the AFT. But nevertheless, we had a strong thing going.

But one of the things that we did when the convention met in San

Francisco, we organized a group to visit Angela Davis when she was

be ing he ld in San Quent in . And we d id . D ick Par r ish — a l l o f us
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couldn't go, of course, to visi t her, but Dick Parr ish did go to

visit her in San Quentin. And of course, that didn't sit well with

a number of the AFT members.

Well, we pushed and were able to make a number of changes in

the organization, getting the AFT to change its position on certain

things. One thing we were not able to do is to get it to change

its position of the Vietnam War. But for a while, it was a pretty

potent group within the AFT.

MS: What was the reaction of rank and file AFT members to the

black caucus — and I mean black and white AFT members?

WS: Well, there were any number of black members who would

\ h a v e n o p a r t o f t h e b l a c k c a u c u s .

MS: What was their rationale?

WS: We were t ry ing to push too fa r too fas t , the same

rationale (Laughs) that usually comes with people who don't want to

get involved in confrontation polit ics. And of course, there were

a number of white members who felt the same way, but there were a

number of white members who were supportive of our efforts, and we

could always count on them. The action (?) caucus, what was its

name? Blank (?) Action Caucus — I can't think of the name. It's a

senior moment. At any rate, I joined that when I was kicked out of

the progressive party, and became chairman of that caucus. That

caucus was very supportive of the activities of the black caucus.

And for the Metropolitan Washington Council, of course, I had been
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e l e c t e d a s t h e d e l e g a t e , I g u e s s g o i n g b a c k t o 1 9 6 0 , b e f o r e I

became pres ident o f the loca l . And of course, as pres ident , I was

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

held that posi t ion for umpteen years (Laughs), and was very act ive

in many of the th ings that they d id .

One of the things — maybe this is ahead of the story, but we

h a d h a d o u r s t r i k e i n 1 9 7 2 , w h i c h I ' l l t a l k a b o u t a l i t t l e l a t e r .

I n ' 7 4 , w e w e r e h a v i n g c o n t r a c t u a l d i f fi c u l t i e s w i t h t h e B o a r d o f

Educat ion, and we 'd taken a s t r ike vote . I met w i th the Execut ive

Counci l o f the Metropol i tan Washington Counci l . Bob Peterson was

pres ident o f the counc i l a t the t ime. And what we d id tha t Fr iday

evening — the str ike was scheduled for a Monday — Bob Peterson

called the mayor, Mayor Walter Washington, and asked for a meeting.

Walter said he could not meet wi th us on Saturday, but he would

meet with us on Sunday. When he met with us on Sunday, we asked

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

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

Board of Education, Virginia Morris, and had her come down to the

d i s t r i c t bu i l d i ng and s ign the ag reemen t (Laughs ) . A f te r t ha t , t he

Board of Education voted that no member of the Board of Education

would ever take par t in any negot ia t ions wi th the un ion (Laughs) .

Bu t we 'd go t ten wha t we wan ted , and we were ab le to aver t the

s t r i k e .

So the counc i l was ve ry e f fec t i ve in tha t s i tua t ion , and has
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been effective in other situations in helping the union

TAPE TWO/THREE, SIDE A ENDS
* * * * *

TAPE TWO/THREE, SIDE B BEGINS:

W S : — a v o i d a c r i s i s . S o I w a s v e r y a c t i v e w i t h t h e

Metropolitan Council, until 1985. Even though — well, then I came

back to the Council in 1987, when I was re-elected as president of

the local. And I served on the council until 1991, when I retired

from the union.

MS: There's probably some more to be said about the AFL/CIO.

But before we get to that, I'd like to step back a bit and go back

to your local. You had a big strike in '72. And I wondered if you

could tell us about the impact of that strike, and the experience.

WS: The strike of 1972 was one that never should have been.

A t our bu i ld ing represen ta t i ve meet ing be fo re the open ing o f

school, it was at Airlie House in Virginia, which is a conference

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

conferences before the opening of school to get prepared for the

coming school year. The idea began to float around was that, well,

yes, we're a union, we've got a contract. But we're really not a

union, because we've never had a strike. And I said, "Well, look,

we've got a contract, which has about thirteen more months to run.

And we've got a no strike clause in the contract." If you remember,

we v/ere successful in 1968 in our walkout one-day strike. We tried
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to do the same thing in 1969, but the Board of Education had gotten

a little more sophisticated then, and the numbers dropped. We did

have our march on the capitol, but it was much smaller, only about

500 teachers, and they all took a day of leave to do that.

And I said, "Now, if we go out on strike now, the chances are

that we could lose our contract and also lose our representation

right." "Oh, we can do that. We can strike, and we can still keep

it." And that was the (Inaudible). And when we got back to the

opening of school in September — the conference was in August —

conditions were bad. And the Board of Education had not hired

sufficient teachers to cover the large class sizes that we had.

_ i Books and suppl ies were not avai lab le. And there were a number of

issues. However, we had never — that is, the union had never sat

down at the table and made a list of demands.

We decided that that Monday, I believe it was the 17th of

September, we were going out on strike, come hell or high water.

Luckily (Laughs) we had a enough to go out to make the strike

effective. I didn't get any sleep (Laughs), and had the rally. And

I actually was almost asleep on my feet at the rally. One member

rushed up on the stage, I don't know what he had in mind, but at any

rate, they mobbed him. And as one reporter said that, "Bill Simons

didn't have control of the strike until that moment. But somehow or

another he woke up and took charge of from then on." Well, we

were able to come out of that strike unscathed.
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Now, one o f t he t h i ngs t ha t he lped us was t ha t one o f t he

r e p o r t e r s d i d a s t o r y, P e n c i l s f o r A l l i s o n . H e h a d i n t e r v i e w e d a

fifth grade student who told the reporter how her teacher takes her

money just about every day to buy pencils and paper so that we can

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

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

"Wel l , maybe they do have a point ( Inaudible) af ter (?) al l (?)." And

one of the things that I had been able to do was to build up strong

community relat ionships, so that I could go anywhere in any part of

the c i ty and could meet wi th a group of communi ty res idents , and

exp la in to them, you know, wha t was go ing on . I d id tha t du r ing

times of peace as well as in t imes of cr isis, so that we never had

any effor t on the part of the community to come in to t ry to keep

the schools open.

We met around the clock. Dur ing that str ike, of course, which

was i l l ega l — we knew tha t — we were lucky in th is sense : The

judge that was assigned to the case had just been sworn in the week

be fo re . He happened to be the n igh t j udge tha t pa r t i cu la r n igh t ,

and he was given the case. His sister was an active union member

at her schoo l . H is w i fe was bu i ld ing representa t ive a t her schoo l .

And o f course , he used to te l l me a f te rwards , "B i l l S imons , you

put me in a hell of a posit ion, between a rock and a hard place. I

got my s is ter hol ler ing at me, and I got my wi fe hol ler ing at me."
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But at any rate, I was sentenced for contempt of court. And

he had called up the marshals to take me to incarcerate me. But

then, at the last moment, he stayed the order, and ordered us to go

back into negot iat ions, and to stay in the room unt i l we have

(Inaudible) an agreement, which we did. And he told me later, "You

know darn well there wasn't any way under the sun that I was going

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

(Laughs) . But sometime after the strike was over — and we did

make significant gains. We got about fifty new teachers hired. Vie

got additional monies for supplies and textbooks.

One day, sometime after that, about four or five months, oh,

he fined the union $25,000. He called me over. My attorney and I

went to his chambers. We didn't know what he wanted. But it was

something totally unrelated to the strike, what-have-you. He was

talking about some business venture he wanted to know if I could

i n t e r e s t t h e u n i o n i n . A n d w h i l e t h e r e , I s a i d , " J u d g e

Campbell(?), we ought to be able to find some constructive use for

this $25,000 that you have fined the union. A construct ive use

that would benefit the students of the DC Public Schools, rather

than to have that money go right to the US Treasurer, because that's

where fines went from the district in those days. He said, "Well,

what do you have in mind?" And I said, "Well, maybe some kind of a

scholarship program." And he said, "Well, maybe you have an idea

here . I ' l l check w i th the ch ie f j udge to see i f t ha t m igh t be



44

possible. The chief judge at that time was Judge Harold Green, who
made his fame in breaking up AT&T when he became a federal judge.

Judge Green said, "I see no reason why not."

So we set up a trust with that $25,000 to provide scholarships

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

Education appoints a member, I appoint a member — or rather, the

union appoints a member, and the city appoints a member. Started

out with the $25,000. Several judges on the court at the time when

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

contempt fine be paid into the Washington Teacher's Scholarship

Fund. That fund, by the way, is the only one of its kind in the

country.

Now, the strike of '79 —

MS: I f I could, before —

WS: I simply want to say that the judge handling that strike

said that she was interested in what Judge Campbell had done with

the fi rs t fi le (?) . She read a l l about i t , and she permi t ted the

$103,000 that we were fined in '79 to go into the scholarship fund.

We started out giving two scholarships of $2,500 each. This past

June, we gave four scholarships of $20,000 each.

MS: Substant ia l , substant ia l . I wanted to step back a b i t

before we leave the strike of '72, and make sure that we understand

what the situation was. But you said a teacher had jumped on the

stage and been mobbed, and then it was written that you intervened
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at this time. Could you explain a little more of what that was all

about? I mean—

WS: Well, no. As I said, I had not gotten any sleep. And I

was probably hal f as leep at the mike, on the s tage. But that

incident aroused me, and from that moment on, I was able to take

control of the situation. That was about a Wednesday of the week,

and we settled the strike on that following Sunday morning. And

w e l l , a s I s a i d , b e f o r e , w e r e a l l y h a d n o v a l i d r e a s o n s f o r

striking. We had not made up any demands for striking. We made
those up — let's see, we started on a Monday. The strike started

on a Monday. We went through that first week. This was Wednesday

of the second week of the str ike. I t was not unt i l that Fr iday

that we finally sat down and made up a list of demands and took it

over to the Board of Education, and met with them all night long.

And Saturday morn ing , I thought we reached a ten ta t ive

agreement. And I said, "Well, it looks like we have something that

v/e can vote on." And several members quickly informed me, "You

didn't call a strike, you can't call it off. We called it, and we'll

decide when it's over." Well, as I said, I was sort of in and out

of it. But that moment got me back to where I should have been,

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

successful conclusion to the strike.

MS: As you desc r ibe i t , i t sounds l i ke — te l l me i f I 'm

correct — the grassroots strike. The membership—
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WS: Yeah, it was a grassroots —

MS: — more so than the officers—

WS: Oh, yeah.

MS: — wanted this str ike.

WS: That 's r igh t . As I sa id , i t s tar ted — someone sa id ,

"Well, we're not a union until we strike. And we won't feel that we

are a union until we have a strike. Why not just begin the school

year with a strike?" And I tried to talk them out of it, but I was

not able to. So we had a strike vote at a meeting, where they

voted almost unanimously. There were several who said, "No," but

they were shouted down. And then we have a strike, and we had our

s t r i ke . And tha t was the fi rs t s t r i ke o f pub l i c workers in the

Distr ict of Columbia.

(INTERRUPTION IN RECORDING)

MS: When we finished speaking the last t ime and went to

lunch, you had just explained a bit about your role in the 1972

strike and the course of events. And then I know there was another

important strike in the '70s, and that was in 1979. I wonder if you

could tell us about that.

W S : I n 1 9 7 9 , w e v / e r e i n n e g o t i a t i o n s . We h a d a n e w

superintendent. He seemingly was determined to break the union.
MS: Now, who was this?

WS: This was Vincent Reed. And the funny thing about it is

when he was named superintendent in September of '78, he came to the
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union office to meet with me and my assistant, Glenwood Wil l iamson

(phonet ic) . We had known Vincent over the years. He had been a

h igh school pr inc ipa l , he had been an ass is tant super in tendent for

t h e s e c o n d a r y s c h o o l s , a n d h e ' d a l s o b e e n t h e p e r s o n n e l

superintendent. And we had had very good relat ionships with him in

t h o s e p o s i t i o n s .

But when he became superintendent, he suddenly changed all of

that, in spite of the meeting that we had, which he assured us that

he was going to continue to strengthen the relat ionship that he had

wi th un ion . Bu t i t d idn ' t tu rn ou t tha t way. He wan ted to weaken

the g r i evance p rocedu re . He wan ted t o do away w i t h t he Schoo l

Chapter Advisory Committee.

The Schoo l Chapter Adv isory was a group o f un ion members

elected at each school. The purpose was to meet with the principal

a t least once a month to d iscuss school po l ic ies and to work out

s o l u t i o n s t o p r o b l e m s t h a t e x i s t e d . T h e y h a d b e e n w o r k i n g w e l l

o v e r t h e y e a r s . T h e S c h o o l C h a p t e r A d v i s o r y C o m m i t t e e w a s

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

would make him change his mind. He just seemed to be hell bent on

try ing to destroy the union. So we got into posi t ion where we had

i s s u e s f o r a s t r i k e , t o o k t h e s t r i k e v o t e , w h i c h w a s j u s t a b o u t

unanimous. And in March of 1979, we hi t the br icks. This t ime, we

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

w i thout my hes i ta t ions whatsoever.



48

MS: Could you explain the issues?

WS: Well, the issues — we wanted to preserve the contract,

at least the provisions in the contract that had been since our

very first contract, in order to make sure that the teachers would

b e p r o t e c t e d . T h e h e a r t o f t h e c o n t r a c t i s t h e g r i e v a n c e

procedure. And if that is weakened, you simply might as well throw

out the rest of the contract. He wanted to do away with binding

arbi t rat ion in the gr ievance procedure. And of course, a union

never gives up binding arbitration in a grievance procedure.

We were out for, oh, just about three weeks. The last week of

the strike it was a Sunday. We had a meeting scheduled for Sunday

afternoon at a church where we had been meeting regularly. This

was during the eleventh (?) period. And we were all scheduled to go

for the meeting when the minister real ized that our meeting at

12:00 noon would not be over in time for his 4:00 o'clock afternoon

service at the church. And he said, "I'm sorry, but you've got to do

something else." We scouted around, and we were able to get the

ballroom of the Sheraton Washington Hotel. But then the question

was: How do you notify the teachers on a Sunday that the location

of the meeting had been changed?

My good re la t i ons w i th t he med ia pa id o f f . I ca l l ed the
Associated Press and UPI, and asked them would they please put out

an announcement that the meeting had been changed from the

Metropolitan AME(?) Church to the Sheraton Washington Hotel, and
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the t ime would be 4:00 o'clock, instead of the 2:00 o'clock meeting

that we had initially scheduled. We also had union members down at

the church, tel l ing the people v/ho came there where to go. When

you have a sudden sw i t ch l i ke tha t , I was look ing fo r the wors t .

I f w e g o t 3 0 0 , 4 0 0 p e o p l e , I w o u l d b e s a t i s fi e d . B u t t h e r e w e r e

near ly 2,500 teachers that showed up for the meet ing.

The only regret that I have now is that they voted not to let

t he med ia i n t o cove r t ha t mee t i ng , wh ich was a m is take . Bu t i t

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

question to them: Shall we go back Monday, as the mayor had asked

u s t o d o , o r s h a l l w e c o n t i n u e t o h i t t h e b r i c k s ? To { ? ) a ( ? )

_ J ) t e a c h e r , t h e y v o t e d t h a t w e s t a y o u t .

Ear l ier on that Sunday morning, the mayor, Mar ion Berry, had

asked to meet with the Executive Committee. And I said, "Sure." He

came over and made his pitch that he promised that if we went back

to work on Monday that he would insure that things would remain in

p lace un t i l we cou ld ge t a new con t rac t nego t ia ted . I sa id to the

mayor, "We app rec ia te you r o f f e r. You have been ve ry he lp fu l t o

u s . H o w e v e r , I a m a f r a i d t h a t i f t h e t e a c h e r s g o b a c k i n t h e

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

turn your attention to some of the problems that you have neglected

because o f t he s t r i ke , and we w i l l be l e f t sw ing ing i n the w ind . "

We sa id , "No. " He sa id , "Okay, we l l , i f tha t ' s your answer. "

So that Monday morning, we were back on the bricks again. The
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union attorneys were in court. And the judge who was handling the

case asked for a report over the weekend. They presented the

matter to the judge. They had told the judge previously that i t

was the membership and not the union leadership that was prolonging

the strike. The judge said to them, "Don't come in here with that

tale again. From what I understand at the meeting yesterday, the

leader of the union was completely in charge of the situation, and

I don't want to hear any more about it."

But at any rate, she ordered that we go into negotiations.

And the mayor took a par t in i t . He was not invo lved in the

negot ia t ions. But we final ly reached a tentat ive agreement on

Wednesday of that week. It was presented to the membership on

Thursday, and they ratified it, and we were back in the classroom.

MS: And this was in April '79?

WS: Wel l , le t 's see — no. I t ended in March. I t s tar ted,

let's see, around March 17th, and I guess this was about the 28th of

March that we went back into the classroom, and then resumed

nego t i a t i ons , fin i shed ou t t he schoo l yea r, and fina l l y go t a
contract for the beginning of a new school year, which preserved

the integri ty of the union.

TAPE TWO/THREE, SIDE B ENDS
* * * * *

TAPE THREE/THREE, SIDE A BEGINS:

MS: This is November 8th, 2001, at the Reuther Library. We're

:



« l
51

doing our second day of taping with Mr. William Simons. I'd like to
start off by asking you about a momentous event you participated

in, and that was the election of Nelson Mandela in South Africa.

Could you tell us about the experience?

WS: That, to me, I guess I could classify it as perhaps my

greatest exper ience, in terms of dea l ing wi th an ent i re ly new

situation that was completely alien to me. This was my first trip

to South Africa. I had been in involved in the campaign to free

Nelson Mandela over the years with CBTU. When I was asked would I

like to be a part of the delegation, I had some reservations. Many

of my friends said, "You've got to be out of your mind." My wife

was reticent, but finally she said, "If that's what you want to do,

it's like anything else, I can't keep you from doing it." So off I

went to South Africa.

MS: Could you ask you, who asked you to do participate?

WS: Bill Lucy asked me if I wanted to join the delegation.

And I finally gave him the yes answer, and everything was put in

motion. I was extremely grateful, because I had an uncle, for whom

I'm named, who was a YMCA worker and a missionary. And on one of

his tr ips to Afr ica, he went to South Afr ica with the group. At

first he was denied permission to get off the boat in Cape Town.

The other YMCA personnel prevailed, and they got him off the boat.

And they had decided — that is, the group had decided to go

to a theater performance, and once again, he was denied permission
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to go in to the theater, but they prevai led. And he broke down the

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

t h e a t e r a n d s i t t i n g w i t h t h e g r o u p . W e l l , t h i s g a v e m e a n

o p p o r t u n i t y t o c o n t i n u e h i s w o r k . H e d i e d i n A f r i c a , a n d h a d

v is i ted , oh , any number o f coun t r ies .

To see the mood of the people as election day was approaching

w a s j u s t s o m e t h i n g u n b e l i e v a b l e . T h e g o v e r n m e n t h a d m a d e

provisions to make sure that the people had an idea of what it was

that they were going to do. And each landholder was mandated to

carry on a series of lessons about vot ing. They developed a series

o f cha r t s show ing t he d i f f e ren t s t ages o f vo t i ng . I t was rea l i zed

that many of the people could not read or wr i te , so that by each

c a n d i d a t e t h e y h a d a p i c t u r e . A n d y o u l o o k a t t h e p i c t u r e , a n d

that gave you the clue as to whom to vote. South Africa declared a

na t iona l ho l i day — in fac t , t he re was two days o f vo t i ng .

The firs t day was for a l l o f the shut- ins, and for people who

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

regu la r popu la t i on wen t on the second day. Peop le s tood i n l i ne

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

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

fi g h t i n g , b l a c k s , w h i t e s , s t a n d i n g i n l i n e t o g e t h e r .

In one par t icu lar instance, they had a vot ing s tat ion down in

what I v/ould call a compound, that is, an area that was made up of

shacks. Many of the white people went down there to vote because
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the lines were not as long down there as they were in tov/n. Though

the people who lived down there said, "Well, now that you've come

down here to vote, are you going to move down here with us?"

(Laughs) as a joke.

But I helped many of them to cast their ballots. I did not

tell anyone how to vote, but I showed them what they needed to do.

There were many of them who had never held a pencil, and really

did not know how to use a pencil. So I had to show them how to use

a pencil and where to place the mark on the ballot.

I guess the most exciting incident that occurred during the

voting was the fact that there was one pregnant lady in line who
started in labor while in l ine. But she said to the child in her

stomach, "You're going to have to wai t unt i l I vote." And she

managed to get through. The guards (?) just{?) had an ambulance

waiting for her, and took her to the hospital as soon as she voted.
And we heard before we left that the mother and baby were doing

fi n e .

I was able to visit some of the schools in South Africa.

MS: Before we go to the schools, would you mind, just to

clar i fy — so your role as an observer, d id you have just one

station, or did you go to several voting stations?

WS: Went to several voting stations in Johannesburg. Oh, I

might say that the prisoners were given an opportunity to vote.
And we went to one prison. The room, oh, I would say, twelve by
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fourteen, lined with mats on the floor. And each person who had

been incarcerated had his space on the floor. That's all that they

had. It was really, you know, a tearful sight to see so many young

black males incarcerated. Many of them were there because they had

not been given a hearing my a magistrate. So if they were picked

up, they were kept unt i l such t ime they had a hear ing and a

disposition was made. But even in the prison, they had campaign

literature tacked on the walls. And they were very much interested

in the campaign. And all of them got a chance to vote. They even

made special provisions so that if they missed someone they would

come back and make sure that at least every individual who was

_ j > i n c a r c e r a t e d h a d t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o v o t e .

I visited a number of schools. Even though these schools were

crude buildings with dirt floors, you could tell that learning was

taking place because they had bulletin boards, as they have in any
school that you visit, and you could see the work of the students

on the bulletin board. And that gave you an idea of just what was

going on.

And even though you have a high rate of illiteracy in South

Africa, those who were able to get some schooling could speak three

languages, English, A.fricaneer (?), and their tribal language. You
see a number of young men and women who have college degrees going

to work. They had to walk to work because the transportation was

horrendous, no publ ic t ransportat ion at a l l . They d id have the
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j i tney buses tha t move a long the h ighv /ay a t cer ta in t imes dur ing

the day, but most of them walked back and forth to work every day.

Did manage to go to a television stat ion and meet the person

who was called the "Oprah Winfrey of South Africa." And she carried

on a program very similar to Oprah Winfrey.

MS: The schools you've just ment ioned, in the neighborhoods,

where were they?

WS: They were in the neighborhoods.

MS: Of Johannesburg?

WS: Of Johannesburg, yes. Where the black people l ived, were

forced to l i ve , they had a schoo l . I t was not much o f a bu i ld ing ,

as such , bu t i t was a schoo l . And as I sa id , you cou ld see tha t

there was some learn ing ac t iv i t ies go ing on in the schoo l .

B u t I r e a l l y e n j o y e d t h a t e x p e r i e n c e . A n d c e r t a i n l y, i f t h e

people in the United States would take their vot ing as ser iously as

the peop le in South Af r i ca , we wou ld have a much la rger tu rnout

than we do now.

MS: Yeah . We l l , t ha t ' s a g rea t expe r ience . The nex t sub jec t

I 'd l i ke to move to , un less there 's anyth ing e lse to be sa id about

y o u r S o u t h A f r i c a e x p e r i e n c e , i s y o u r p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i t y. Yo u ' v e

alluded to it and mentioned a few items over the course of the last

couple hours of interview, but i f you could maybe elaborate on just

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

w e l l , a s p a r t a n d p a r c e l , b u t a s a s e p a r a t e p o s i t i o n f r o m y o u r
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un ion ac t i v i t i es .

WS: There was not much political activity in Washington DC

u n t i l 1 9 6 4 . T h a t w a s t h e fi r s t t i m e t h a t t h e r e s i d e n t s o f

Washington DC could vote in a presidential election. We did not

have an elected mayor. We did not have an elected city council,

nor did we have an elected school board. On election day, a few

years prior to 1964, the union used to stage demonstrations down on

the capitol ground, saying, "What does election day mean to us in

Washington DC?" And we would get quite a number of people who

would join us on that.

I got involved in politics with the election of 1968, when I

ran as a delegate for Bobby Kennedy, and also ran for a position on

the DC Democratic State Committee. I was successful in both, but

of course, as you know, Bobby Kennedy was assassinated before the

convention. I was a delegate to that convention in Chicago. And

that has perhaps gone down in history as the most famous democratic

convention that ever was held. I t was real ly a scary si tuation,

but I managed to survive that.

I, of course, followed through, and was a delegate to all of

the Democratic National Conventions from 1968 through 2000. I was

also a member of the Democratic State Committee for that length of

time. In 1994, I became the Democratic National Committeeman for

the District of Columbia, a position for which I ran in 1996, and

w a s r e - e l e c t e d , a n d s e r v e d f o u r a d d i t i o n a l y e a r s a s t h e
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committeeman for the Democratic National Committee. And of course,

I was a part ic ipant in the Democrat ic Nat ional Committee meetings.

A l s o i n 1 9 9 6 , I w a s e l e c t e d t o t h e E x e c u t i v e C o m m i t t e e o f t h e

Democrat ic Nat ional Committee.

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

a c t i v e i n t h e p o l i t i c a l a r e n a . W h e n t h e d i s t r i c t w a s g i v e n t h e

opportunity to vote for school board members, we became very active

in the school board elect ions. And in each elect ion we had a slate

of candidates whom we backed. Then when we finally got a mayoral

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

se lec t ing a cand ida te fo r each o f the pos i t i ons — or fo r mos t o f

the pos i t ions . Not on ly d id we endorse cand ida tes , bu t we had a

local COPE committee, that 's Committee on Pol i t ical Educat ion, that

ac t i ve l y go t ou t i n the s t ree ts and wen t door - to -door to i nsu re a

v ic to ry fo r the cand ida tes tha t we suppor ted .

Af ter the 2000 convent ion, I dec ided that i t was t ime for me

t o p u t t h a t a s i d e . I d i d n o t r u n f o r e l e c t i o n f o r t h e N a t i o n a l

Commit teeman in 2000, nor did I run for the State Commit tee. But

I ' m s t i l l a c t i v e i n t h e p o l i t i c a l a r e n a a s a n i n d i v i d u a l , a n d w i l l

a lways be unt i l I am no longer able.

MS: Maybe - the '68 convention, of course, is of something of

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

bombast ic and v io lent , and such a — l ike you say, a one-of-a-k ind

t y p e o f c o n v e n t i o n . I w o n d e r i f y o u c o u l d e l a b o r a t e o n t h a t , o n
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you r r o l e i n t he conven t i on , and you r imp ress ions o f how th i ngs

p layed ou t .

WS: Well , that was my first convent ion, so I was a neophyte.

And na tu ra l l y, I rea l l y j us t s imp ly fo l l owed the leadersh ip o f the

head o f the loca l pa r t y, who was Chann ing Ph i l l i ps , a t the t ime .

He, by the way, was nominated, the first black to be nominated for

P r e s i d e n t o f t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . I h a d b e e n a s k e d t o g i v e t h e

nomina t ing speech, bu t then a t the las t m inu te , i t was sugges ted

tha t John Conyers do i t , and I re luc tan t l y tu rned i t over to John

Conyers.

I d idn ' t get out into the streets very much, so that I d id not

J w i t n e s s a n y o f t h e v i o l e n t a c t i o n . I o n l y s a w i t o n T V a n d h e a r d

a b o u t i t . W h a t I d o r e m e m b e r i s t h a t t h e y h a d s t r i n g e n t

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

looked as though you were running through a gauntlet, because just

about every fi f ty feet you had to s top and show your ident ificat ion

before you could go any fur ther.

Bu t wha t I r ead and wha t I saw on te lev i s i on , t he v io lence

r e a l l y w a s h o r r i fi c .

M S : O k a y. I t h i n k w e ' v e c o v e r e d s o r t o f m a j o r p h a s e s a n d

act iv i t ies of your career, which have been many, and abundant. I 'd

l i k e y o u t o s p e a k a l i t t l e b i t , i n p h i l o s o p h i c a l t e r m s , a b o u t a

couple issues, so that we can understand the experience behind your

ac t i ons and you r cho i ces . Bu t you know, i f someone asked you :
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What do you believe your role in the labor movement has been over

t he l as t f o r t y, fi f t y yea rs?

WS: I wou ld say tha t I ' ve been an ac t i v i s t i n the labor

movement. My father taught me early in l ife that if you join an

organization, don't just pay your dues, but get out into the heart

of the organization and see what you can do to make any changes if

you can. He was a member of, oh, any number of organizations in

the city of Washington. Yes, I followed that philosophy throughout

my career. Any organ izat ion that I jo ined, I wanted to be an

act ive part ic ipant in the organizat ion, not simply a dues-paying

member.

I had no knowledge of the labor movement before I became

active in the American Federation of Teachers. I had, of course,

as a student of history, read about the labor movement. And even

though the labor movement certainly did not help minorities as it

should have, I nevertheless felt that it was a vehicle for making

change in the community and in the country. I looked for every

opportunity that I could get to see what changes I could help to

bring about. I know that as an individual there's very l i tt le that

you can do; however, if you mobilize other individuals and you work

with other individuals who have the same objective in mind, you can

get things done.

I, for example, was a part of the integration movement in the

District of Columbia, and merging the three separate unions that
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ex i s ted a t t he t ime , t he Un ion fo r Wh i te Teache rs , t he Un ion fo r

B lack Teachers , and the In teg ra ted Un ion o f A t tendance Office rs .

That came about w i thout too much d i fficu l ty. The in tegra t ion came

about w i thou t too much d i fficu l ty, though the membersh ip dec l ined

t remendously as a resu l t o f that . Never the less, I fe l t that we now

had a vehicle that could be used to br ing about changes, not only

in the school system, but a lso in the communi ty.

I would constantly tel l teachers that in order to make changes

in your classroom, you're going to have to get involved in community

act iv i t ies and let the community become a part of effect ing change

in your c lassroom.

If you look at the labor movement, I 'm frequently asked about,

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

l a g g i n g . A n d I s a y t o p e o p l e , " T h i s i s a p a r t o f t h e A m e r i c a n

legacy tha t we have to overcome. I f you go back to the days o f

slavery, i t was the slave who was the art isan, who did most of the

work i n bu i l d i ng . " And t ha t , o f cou rse , was why t he poo r wh i t es

were against the blacks, because the blacks had the opportuni ty to

learn sk i l ls and use sk i l ls , even though they weren ' t pa id for the i r

s k i l l s . A s i t w a s r e c e n t l y b r o u g h t o u t t h a t t h e s l a v e s l a i d t h e

founda t ion and bu i l t Un i ted S ta tes Cap i to l , bu t nobody ever ta l ks

a b o u t t h a t .

But after the slaves were freed, then, of course, they stopped

working, because nobody would hire them. And that's when the whites
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began to come in and fill those spots that the blacks once had.

And of course, when they formed unions, they excluded the blacks

from union membership. And as I say, that is a part of the legacy

that we still have to overcome. And I'm glad to say that progress

is being made today, and you find that membership in unions is

growing because of the enrollment of blacks into the labor movement

at a much greater number than whites at this time.

Well, even though you had the segregation been the union

movement, I still felt that the union movement was the best vehicle

to bring about changes in the society, and I sti l l feel that way

today. And that's why I am still active, though retired, in helping
to bring about the changes. And one of the things that I was able

to do as a member of the Washington Convention Center Board of

Directors was to get the convent ion center to get the general

contractor, who has the job of building the convention center, to

establish a pre-apprenticeship program that would take in young men
— well, not necessarily all young men, but there are some in the

program who are forty, forty-five years old, and they wanted a

change of occupation — and they go through the pre-apprenticeship

program. If successful, they become apprentices, join unions, and
move on. So far, we have been able to put some fifty-seven persons

into the apprenticeship program, and they are now union members,

going on to complete their apprenticeship and become journeymen.

So I think that there's still hope, and I am going to continue to do
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whatever I can, wherever and whenever I can to promote the labor

movement, and to make sure that the labor movement addresses the

problems that it faces.

I'm pleased to say that there have been tremendous changes in

the labor movement. If you look at the leadership of locals, even

in te rna t iona l un ions , you find tha t the re a re now many more

m i n o r i t i e s a n d w o m e n i n o f fi c i a l p o s i t i o n s . Yo u l o o k a t t h e

Executive Council of the AFL/CIO, and you can see a tremendous

di f ference. For years there was only A. Phi l ip Randolph as a

representative of the minorities on the council. But now you've got

Bil l Lucy — oh, any number. I can't recall the names, but any

number. Leon Lynch (phonetic), the lady from the Amalgamated

Clothing and Textile Workers — ACTU is on there. But you have, I

guess, about fifteen or sixteen members on the Executive Council,

whereas only a few years before you had only one.

So I believe in the labor movement, and will continue to work

in the labor movement, because I think that it offers a vehicle to

bring about the needs changes, if we're really going to make this

country a great country.

MS: Do you have a person or persons within the labor movement

that you consider to be — to have influenced you greatly? Or is

there someone who, you know, helped shape your personal ideology?

WS: I would say that Dick Parrish, who was a member of Local

Two in New York, and also an AFT vice president, certainly gave me
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guidance and assistance. And then there's another fel low, Eric Roth

(phonetic), who at one t ime was president of a Colorado Federation

of Labor. He lost his job when he defied the AFL/CIO in endorsing

M c G o v e r n i n t h e 1 9 7 2 e l e c t i o n . A n d o f c o u r s e , t h a t i s a n o - n o .

S ta te federa t ions and loca l un ion g roups , tha t i s , the bod ies , the

c e n t r a l l a b o r c o u n c i l s a r e n o t t o c o n t r a v e n e p o l i c i e s o f t h e

E x e c u t i v e C o u n c i l o f t h e A F L / C I O . B u t E r i c R o t h ( p h o n e t i c )

personal ly gave me t remendous gu idance and ass is tance as I was

going up in the labor movement.

And o f course , l a te r, a f te r I go t to know B i l l Lucy, ce r ta in l y

he has been an inspiration to me.

MS: Th is may be a ha rd ques t i on to answer, bu t I ' d l i ke to

try: What would you consider, i f you could narrow i t down, of your

many accompl ishments, the s ingle accompl ishment that p leased you

the most, that you thought did the best for Local Six — or perhaps

the labor movement at large?

W S : O b t a i n i n g - h e l p i n g L o c a l S i x t o g e t t h e c o l l e c t i v e

b a r g a i n i n g r i g h t s f o r t e a c h e r s i n t h e D i s t r i c t o f C o l u m b i a , I

cons ide r my g rea tes t accomp l i shmen t . And I t o l d t he TV repo r te r

that n ight , that to me, th is is and wi l l be the greatest day o f my

life. Of course, my wife said when I got home, "What do you mean,

the greatest day of your l i fe? I thought that happened when we got

m a r r i e d . " B u t I w o u l d s a y , b e i n g a b l e t o g e t t h e c o l l e c t i v e

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



^ 6 4

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

improvement o f teach ing in the D is t r i c t o f Co lumbia .

M S : T h e g r e a t e s t a c c o m p l i s h m e n t o f y o u r p r o f e s s i o n a l l i f e .

We could put that on the record for you, (Laughs) in case your wife

wa tches th i s .

WS: (Laughs ) .

MS: Would what you consider your greatest d isappointment in

your labor career? I don ' t th ink you 've had many, but there might

be something you wish that could have been accomplished.

W S : I w o u l d s a y t h i s : I d i d h a v e v i s i o n s o f t h e p o s s i b i l i t y

(Laughs) of being president of the American Federation of Teachers.

— j A n d I b e l i e v e t h a t h a d I r e a l l y p u r s u e d i t t h a t I m i g h t h a v e h a d a

da rn good chance o f ach iev ing t ha t ; t ha t i s , be fo re t he changes

were made t ha t we re made by A lbe r t Shanke r i n e l im ina t i ng t he

sec re t ba l l o t f o r e l ec t i on o f t he p res iden t ; and a l so , g i v i ng t o ta l

vot ing power to a local , which I said was one man, one vote. But

one local had al l of the votes, and that was Local Two.

Before that change was made, you had a delegation based on the

number of members that you had in a local . But i f you had thir ty-

five de lega tes to the conven t i on , you had th i r t y - five vo tes a t t he

convention. Now, i f you had, I ' l l say, 5,000 members, and you have

th i r t y - five de lega tes , you have 5 ,000 vo tes a t t he conven t i on , so

tha t the la rger loca ls con t ro l led the s i tua t ion , an there 's no hope

for anybody.
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MS: You say you contemplated it, and I would assume that you

talked about i t with some of your close associates, did you have a

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

o r g a n i z a t i o n t o g e t h e r ?

WS: I guess i t was the year in — the year that — what was

t h a t , 1 9 7 2 , t h e c o n v e n t i o n i n P i t t s b u r g h , w h e n K e n M e e s o n

(phonetic) ran against Dave Selden, I guess it was around that time

that I had begun to exp lore . /And the fee l ing was very good, but

then I got cold feet (Laughs), and just said, "Wel l , no, I won' t t ry

t o t ake on t ha t mons t ros i t y. "

MS : Okay. I guess ano the r t h i ng t ha t I ' d l i ke t o ask you a

b i t a b o u t : Yo u , l i k e m a n y o f t h e l a b o r l e a d e r s t h a t I ' v e h a d t h e

p l e a s u r e o f k n o w i n g , a r e a l l e g e d l y r e t i r e d . I ' v e y e t t o s e e a n y

l a b o r l e a d e r r e t i r e a n d c o m p l e t e l y d r o p o u t o f t h e p i c t u r e . S o I

know you're involved with some act iv i t ies. You've already mentioned

— please mention any you'd l ike, but you've mentioned you've been

ac t i ve , r i gh t , w i th the AFT and the Democra t i c Par ty r i gh t a long .

Perhaps you cou ld ta lk about o ther th ings tha t you ' re pursu ing in

y o u r r e t i r e m e n t .

WS: When I gave up my position as president of the Washington

Teache r ' s Un ion , I had no i n ten t i ons o f s imp ly com ing home and

s i t t ing on the so fa and look ing a t te lev is ion . That i s no t my k ind

o f l i f e . Though I t r i ed t o find t h i ngs t ha t I cou ld do t ha t wou ld ,

n u m b e r o n e , n o t n e c e s s i t a t e s o m u c h t r a v e l i n g , b u t w o u l d b e
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beneficial to the community, and to help me keep focused on the

things that I was interested in.
I was appointed to the Board of Directors of the Washington

Convention Center Authority. We are in the process of building a

new convention center. It's well on its way and should be completed

by March of 2003. That keeps me busy. And as I mentioned earlier,
one of the things, I'm the labor — I should add to that I'm the

l a b o r r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o n t h e b o a r d o f t h e c e n t e r . A n d a s I

mentioned earlier, one of the programs that I have been able to do

was the pre-apprenticeship program, giving the people of Washington

an opportunity to learn trades and to become members of a union.

— - , S o I s e r v e o n t h e D e v e l o p m e n t C o m m i t t e e a n d t h e O p e r a t i o n s

Committee of the board. The board meets once a month, and then of

course, the committee meetings.

I'm also the treasurer for the Association of African American

Li fe and History. That was organizat ion founded by Carter G.

Woodson in 1912. Carter G. Woodson is the father of Black History.

He was tired of seeing the black people left out of the story of

history, and he began to do his research and began to write and

publish his books, because no publishing company at the time would

p u b l i s h b o o k s o f m i n o r i t i e s . S o n o t o n l y d i d h e f o u n d t h e

Association, he also founded the Associated Publishing Company,

which published not only his books, but also many books of black

writers during that period of t ime.
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Right now, we're trying to get the home of Carter G. Woodson —

that's 1538 Ninth Street Northwest, in Washington DC — to be

dec lared a na t iona l h is to r ic s i te . I t i s a l ready —

TAPE THREE/THREE, SIDE A ENDS
* * * * *

TAPE THREE/THREE, SIDE B BEGINS: (overlaps from side A)

WS: So not only did he found the Association, he also founded

the Associated Publishing Company, which published not only his

books, but also many books of black writers during that period of

t ime.

Right now, we're trying to get the home of Carter G. Woodson,

4. that 's 1538 Ninth Street Northwest, in Washington DC, to be declared
a n a t i o n a l h i s t o r i c s i t e . I t i s a l r e a d y a n a t i o n a l h i s t o r i c

landmark, but we want i t to become a site, and a part of the

National Park Service, so that we can rehabilitate the home to show

people, not only in Washington DC, but from around the country and

around the world, where this great man did his work. Also, we're

interested in establishing a museum and a study center so that some

of his works can be shown and can be used to reference work by

people interested in discovering what Carter G. Woodson stood for.

And lately, in September of this year, the mayor asked me to

se rve on the DC Re t i rement Board . Tha t ' s the board tha t i s

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

firefighters . So those are my three major act iv i t ies r ight now.
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And between the three, I'm never home. But as I said, I work on my

own schedule, and I work at my own pace. But I just simply cannot

sit at home and do nothing.

MS: Speaking of your home, could you tel l us a l i t t le bi t

about your immediate family, your wife and your children?

WS: I married Elaine (phonetic) Davis Simons December 19th,

1948. So we wi l l be celebrat ing our fif ty- th i rd anniversary th is

coming December, next month. We have two daughters, Cheryl Patrice

(phonet ic) , who is now in Phi ladelphia. She's gone through a

var iety of work, but has now sett led into a wri ter of business

articles and information. She graduated from New York University

in film making. After she graduated, she said, "Well, if I'm really

interested in film making, I need to learn the business side of

i t . " And without informing ei ther Elaine or me, she enrol led in

Wharton School of Business, and was successful in getting her MBA.

The younger daughter, Wilma, graduated from Georgetown

University. She got her BS in psychology. When she finished, she

said, "You know, there's no really good job opportunities for a BS

in psychology." And she said, "I 'm not ready to go to graduate

school at this time. I'm going to get a job," Which she did. She

got a job with Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, the architectural firm.

She worked there for about four years. And one day she decided

that she wanted to live in Atlanta, Georgia. She managed to get an

interv iew wi th an archi tectura l firm in At lanta. She went down
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there. The interview didn't work out as she thought it would, but

whi le there, she got an interv iew wi th Proctor & Gamble. And

before she got back home, Proctor & Gamble had called and asked her

to come back for a second interview. She went back. She got a job

at Proctor & Gamble, and moved to at Atlanta, not knowing anyone,

not having any place to stay. But she got a room in a Holiday Inn

for a month before she got an apartment. She's been with Proctor &

Gamble, Georgia Pacific, and is now with Coca-Cola, and has no

intention of coming back to Washington DC except to visit.

Neither one is married, so we have no grandchildren. But as I

t o ld them, I sa id , "Tha t i s you r p rob lem. Tha t ' s no t m ine . I

finished my job of raising children. So if you choose not to get

married, then that's something you have to live with. I don't have

anything to do with i t i t . "
MS: I have two final questions. One, is there anything you'd

like to add, questions I haven't asked, or any other subjects you'd

like to address before we run out of tape?

WS: No, I don' t th ink that there's anything that I haven' t

covered su ffic ien t l y. I suspec t tha t when I see the t ranscr ip t

(Laughs), it will make me recall a number of things that I should

have added. Well, a couple of incidents during negotiat ions for

c o n t r a c t s f o r t h e t e a c h e r s . I c a n r e m e m b e r o n e n i g h t , t h e

administration's team was trying to intimate that all the union was

interesting in doing was to protect incompetent teachers.
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MS: When was that?

WS: Oh, that was in early negotiat ions.

MS: '60s?

WS: It was the second — into the '60s, early '70s. And that

night, I became so infuriated that I picked up one of the chairs in

the Board of Education board room, and threw it down the aisle.

B u t a t l e a s t t h a t g o t t h e i r a t t e n t i o n , a n d t h e y g o t o f f t h a t

subject, and we moved on to something else, and got the contract

wrapped up.

Another occasion, we were in a school building, which was

se lec ted fo r our negot ia t ion s i te . And once aga in , they were

harping on some question, I don't remember what it was, but I got up

out of my seat and walked over to the windowsill, and I hit the

windowsill with my first, and it sort of jumped up and broke out

one of the window panes. Well, fortunately, I didn't get cut. But

then, again, it got their attention, and they moved off that point

of harangue (Laughs).

MS: I am told that this is a rare occasion for you, that you

don't lose your—

WS: No.

MS: — that you're a patient man who does not lose his cool

too often.

WS: That's right. That is correct. And I suppose that having

that reputation and having built it up, when I did do crazy things,
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that (Laughs) it startled them so, they didn't know what to do.

Oh, and then there 's one final th ing in negot iat ions: One

evening we went to dinner, and we were supposed to come back about

7:00 o'clock. At dinner, I told my team, I said, "We're going to do

this. After we get settled and I make a few comments, we are not

going to say another word." We kept the board in the room from

about 7:00 o'clock until 10:30. Not a word was said. I told them,

"If you've got something that you want to let me know about, get out

your notebook, write a note, and just pass it on down to me," which

they did.

Final ly, at about 10:30, the chief negot iator for the board

said, "Mr. Simons, we've been sitt ing here for three and a half

hours and nothing has been accomplished, nothing has been said."

So I said, "Well, don't you know how to get up and go home?"

(Laughs) So I guess i t 's things of that nature (Laughs) that I

could add. I those there are any number of incidents l ike that

that I could recal l that made l i fe so p leasant (Laughs) in the

course of negotiations.

MS: Let me ask my final question, then, because we're just

about out of tape. If I was a fifteen year-old student sit t ing in

front of you right now, and you wanted to give me some essential

advice on life — so I'm asking you a final question in your role as

teacher, where you started out — what would you tell me?

WS: I would tell you the same thing that I told my students
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w h e n I w a s i n t h e c l a s s r o o m : N u m b e r o n e , s t a y i n s c h o o l ; a n d

number two, keep your name off the pol ice blot ter. Keep doing the

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

necessar i ly a long the l ines of educat ion, but th ings that make you

g row. And soone r o r l a t e r, some th i ng i s go i ng t o come ou t f r om

w i t h i n t h a t t e l l s y o u , h e y, I w a n t t o d o s o - a n d - s o w i t h m y l i f e ,

and you're going to fol low that, and you're going to turn out to be

a l l r i g h t . A n d I ' v e f o u n d t h a t a m a j o r i t y o f m y s t u d e n t s d i d d o

t h a t . I m e e t t h e m o c c a s i o n a l l y , a n d s o m e o f t h e m t e l l m e , " I

remember what you to ld me in Room 306. You to ld me to s tay in

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

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

"Oh?" And he said, "Yeah." ( Inaudible) I wi l l always remember that.

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

g rea te r than the oppor tun i t ies tha t I had when I was your age . I

cou ld not d ream of becoming a computer techn ic ian because then

there were no computers . I cou ld no t rea l l y d ream o f go ing as a

mathemat ic ian or an as engineer, or any of the other th ings, other

oppo r tun i t i es t ha t a re ava i l ab le t o you today, because they we re

not — the opportunities were not there when I was a young man.

So even though things are not completely r ight as they should

b e , t h e o p p o r t u n i t i e s a r e g r e a t e r. S t i c k w i t h w h a t e v e r i t i s t h a t

you want to do, and you wi l l have a product ive l i fe .

MS: Okay. That conc ludes our in terv iew. We' re just about out
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of tape. And I thank you very much.

WS: Well, I thank you for giving me the opportunity to do

t h i s .

TAPE THREE/THREE, SIDE B ENDS
* * * * *


