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VITAE

FLORENCE LUSCOMB

Florence Luscomb, born in Lowell, Massachusetts in 1887,
has dedicated her life to furthering the cause of women's equality
and progressive social reform. After receiving her archi tecture
degree from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1909,
Luscomb spent only eight years working in that field because
World War I slowed construction.

Luscomb delved into women's rights, especially the vote,
with great vigor. She served as an officer for the Boston Equal
Suffrage Association. After passage of the 19th Amendment, she
held offices in both the Boston League of Women Voters and the
Massachusetts Civic League.

Her desire to help improve the conditions under which wor
kers were forced to labor led to Luscomb's involvement with the
Women's Trade Union League. She was active with the WTUL for
several years, serving on the Board of the Boston chapter.

Luscomb devoted much of her time and energy to organizing
clerical workers. She joined the Office and Professional Workers
of America when it was formed in 1939, and was president of the
union's Boston local.
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FLORENCE H. LUSCOMB

July 1976

b y B r i g i d O ' F a r r e l l

The interview began with Florence Luscomb talking about her experience on a
picket l ine in Boston in the 1930's. She was getting a copy of a speech she
gave at Goddard College which also discusses this [speech attached].

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

. . . picket line the next day wearing gas masks, and when
you've got a DuPont, a member of the inner circle of the DuPont
fami ly going on a st r ike p icket l ine in a gas mask, a l l the
. . . O f c o u r s e t h e s t r i k e r s n o t i fi e d t h e p r e s s , a n d t h e y a l l
came and took pictures of us on the str ike l ine there. The
story went all over the country of Zara DuPont out on the picket
l i n e .

I can imagine.

In a gas mask.

And then the invest igat ion fo l lowed f rom that?

And then the invest igat ion brought out what i t was, so that
was the fu l l deta i ls that the pol icemen were not only publ ic
servants of the law but were simultaneously taking pay from
the employers , w i th the approva l o f the ch ie f o f po l ice . The
po l i ce ch ie f was fi red . Yes , I l ea rned fi r s thand much tha t
you can ' t learn in co l leges .

Any other mater ials?

Zara DuPont was on that l ine. And also there was another l ine
that we were on for—I think i t was for thir teen months or so—



LUSCOMB INTERVIEW

L U S C O M B : w h i c h w a s a t r u c k i n g fi r m o v e r h e r e i n C a m b r i d g e . A n d t h e m a n
paid h is workers very l i t t le , and they had very hard, very
v i c ious work ing cond i t i ons . The law sa id tha t you cou ldn ' t
have a man hire a Teamster driving a car and work him for more
than twelve hours because he'd be so tired that he'd be a dan
ger on the road. So what this man did—he would have his man
work al l day—it was a trucking f irm and sometimes they'd be
moving furniture, moving [companies] from one place to another—
and he'd work them almost up to twelve hours, and then he would
load up their trucks with a load to go to New York. He'd send
them out to go to New York, so that they would get over the
border l ine o f Massachuset ts jus t a t the twe lve hours . They 'd
st i l l have to dr ive a l l n ight long to get to New York or wherever
they were going, down to Pennsylvania, what have you; they would
st i l l have to dr ive on. He would get around the law by that .

About four or five of the men said they thought they ought
to have a union and get decent condit ions and better pay. They
began to ta lk to their fe l low workers about forming a union
and the boss got wind of i t . He fired these men. They s tar ted
a picket l ine outside of his garage, which was r ight down near
Central Square in Cambridge. One of my fr iends, I guess it was
one of the fel low members of the United Office and Professional
Workers Union, she came by this picket line one day, and she
asked them what they were str ik ing about. And they told her
the condit ions and she reported i t to us. So we went over
there. I went over there, and Zara DuPont went over there.
H i s t r ucks l e f t a t s i x o ' c l ock i n t he morn ing—they l e f t t he
garage then. And so we had to get there by six in the morning.
And after they'd al l gone out there was no sense in picketing
there. So you were just p icket ing for an hour or so. But you
had to be there at six in the morning.

So we kept that up I th ink for about thir teen months. And they
fina l l y go t a dec is ion by the cour t tha t he was do ing i l l ega l l y
in requir ing his men to work so long, or whatever i t was. He
was breaking certain of the labor laws. So then we no longer
had to have the picket l ine there.

INTERVIEWER: Bu t i t t ook th i r t een mon ths .

L U S C O M B : B u t i t w a s f o r t h i r t e e n m o n t h s t h a t w e w e r e p i c k e t i n g a t s i x
a . m . [ l a u g h i n g ]

INTERVIEWER: Florence, are you from around here? Are you from Boston?

LUSCOMB: I was born in Lowel l , bu t my mother moved to Boston when I
was a year and a hal f o ld. I have l ived in greater Boston
al l o f my l i fe , in Boston or Cambr idge or Brook l ine—right
in greater Boston.
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INTERVIEWER: Do you remember your grandparents?

L U S C O M B : N o . I d i d n ' t k n o w t h e m . T h e y d i d n ' t l i v e i n t h e s e p a r t s .

INTERVIEWER: On e i ther your mother 's s ide or your fa ther 's s ide?

L U S C O M B : I d o n ' t k n o w a n y t h i n g a b o u t m y f a t h e r ' s s i d e . M y f a t h e r a n d
mother separated when I was a year and a half. They were never
d i v o r c e d , b u t t h e y l i v e d s e p a r a t e l y. A n d I d o n ' t t h i n k t h a t
my father 's father and mother were al ive. I never heard any
mention of them at all. My mother's mother had died when she
was twelve years old. My mother was born in 1848. And her
mother died when she was twelve years. The family had come
over before the Revolution on both my father and mother's side,
and they had taken part in the Revolut ion. As I say I know
noth ing about my fa ther 's fami ly. But my mother 's fami ly had
set t led out in the Berksh i res as farmers . But my grandfa ther
went to Amherst College and then he went to the Harvard Law
School. He was a very successful lawyer. He married a woman
from St. Louis, and he moved out there and set up his legal
practice there. He was elected as a member of Congress during
the Civi l War, as a Republican, which of course at that t ime

_ w a s t h e p r o g r e s s i v e p a r t y , b e l i e v e i t o r n o t . [ l a u g h s ] I t ' s
hard to be l ieve now. So he d idn ' t l i ve around these par ts .
He had his law pract ice out there always. So I d idn' t know
him, except one time, when one of his sons, one of my mother's
brothers died, and he had l ived here, the funeral was here,
and my grandfather came on to the funeral. I just saw this
very old man come in. And that was all.

INTERVIEWER: How many brothers and sisters did your mother have?
I

L U S C O M B : M y m o t h e r ? T h e r e w e r e fi v e . T h e r e w e r e fi v e c h i l d r e n i n t h e
fami l y. Mo ther had fou r b ro the rs and a s i s te r, bu t he r s i s te r
d ied f a i r l y young . So the re was j us t l e f t t h ree b ro the rs .

INTERVIEWER: Your mother was born in St. Louis?

, L U S C O M B : N o . L e t m e s e e . I d o n ' t t h i n k s h e w a s b o r n i n S t . L o u i s .
I th ink i t was be fo re my—I can ' t te l l you tha t—jus t where
she was born. But she l ived in St . Louis for a whi le af ter
her mother died and after she had graduated from school. After
her mother died the five chi ldren were sent off to boarding
schools. She was sent up to boarding school in Andover and
then another one down in Connect icut af terwards. And af ter
she finished her education, she went out to St. Louis and kept
house for her father and one of his brothers who l ived to
ge ther. So she l i ved in S t . Lou is fo r a wh i le .
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Did she go to college?

No. Not many women went to college in those days.

But she went through elementary school and then. . . .

She went to female seminar ies. Wasn' t i t Smith Col lege [ that
was] founded as a female seminary?

I'm not sure. So then she moved back to. . . .

And then she came back to Massachusetts.

And then went to Lowell? Is that where she met your father?

Well, I don't know. Mother, because she and her husband had
been separated, she never talked about him at al l . She never
sa id anyth ing unk ind about h im or anyth ing e lse. But I jus t
never heard the de ta i l s o f the i r l i f e . When I was a g i r l ,
he would come and visit me perhaps once a year or something
l i ke tha t . Bu t i t was jus t a s t range man wa lk ing in . . . .

It was never discussed.

I never knew anything about it or what the trouble was between
them. She never ta lked against h im or about thei r t roubles.

Jus t never ta lked about i t , per iod .

No, never ta lked about i t .

Did you have any brothers or sisters?

I had one brother who was six years older than I. And when
my father and mother separated, they agreed that they would
let him choose which one he would go to. He was only seven
and a half years old and he elected to go with his father.
But after some years, I think when he was around twelve years,
he moved back and lived with Mother. So, he lived with us
for some years. But then he got married when he was only twenty-
two.

He was gone.

When I was only sixteen so. . . .

So he was around for a while but not. . . .
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L U S C O M B : Y e s .

INTERVIEWER: Do you know what your father did in terms of work?

L U S C O M B : M y f a t h e r w a s a , w e l l h e d i d t w o t h i n g s . H e w a s a n a r t i s t ,
but not a very successful one. He set up his residence down
in Nahant. I think the Luscomb family had sett led up on the
North Shore, in Lynn and Nahant and around that region. And
my fa ther l ived in Nahant . He d id pa in t ing, as I say, not as
a very successful art ist and in his home he took in lodgers
to supplement.

INTERVIEWER: Did you ever go there to v is i t h im?

L U S C O M B : W h a t ?

INTERVIEWER: Did he always come to visi t you, or did you sometimes. . . .

L U S C O M B : I n e v e r w e n t t o h i s h o u s e . N o , n e v e r .

INTERVIEWER: When your mother moved to Boston then, did she go to work out
side the home?

LUSCOMB: No . My mother had been named fo r he r g randmother, who l i ved
out in St. Louis, Hannah Skinner. The Skinner fami ly were
pioneers out there and had acquired considerable land out in
the region which later became part of St . Louis i tsel f and
va luab le because i t was r igh t in the hear t o f the c i t y. My
mother, as I say, was named for her grandmother out there.
When her grandmother died, she left her property there to my
mother. I t provided my mother, i t d idn' t make her a t remen
dously wealthy woman, but it provided her enough to l ive on
a l l h e r l i f e .

INTERVIEWER: So that she didn' t have to work?

L U S C O M B : S o t h a t s h e d i d n ' t h a v e t o w o r k f o r a l i v i n g , a n d w h e n s h e
died, she lef t her property to my brother and myself , which
has given me a l i t t le bit of an income, along with what I had
worked for myself. But mother was a very remarkable woman
because her family had become what you'd think was an upper
midd le c lass fami ly. They 'd come over, as I say, jus t as p io
neers and been farmers out in western Massachusetts, but her
father had been so successful as a lawyer and in al l his l i fe
tha t they were rea l l y ve ry we l l o f f . They 'd a l l go t ten edu
c a t i o n , a l l t h e c h i l d r e n a n d a l l t h a t . S o t h a t y o u ' d t h i n k
of them as an upper middle class family.
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LUSCOMB: But my mother, as I say, her mother died when she was twelve.
She hadn't been brought up in a family and taught what to be
lieve and everything. But she was just living in boarding
schools. So it means that she had thought through all these
things herself. She was an outright progressive person and
always on the side of labor and the working people, although,
as I say, she didn't have to work for her own living. But
she joined the Knights of Labor, which was the earliest na
tional labor organization. It was open to people who weren't
themselves workers and open to women.

Now, when she, as a woman, joined that, it was very, very early.
I remember when I was a little girl, I suppose I must have been
around eleven or twelve years old, we got up very early one
morning in order to get down to Lynn [Massachusetts]—and of
course transportation in those days was not as good as it is
now—for a rally at which Eugene V. Debs was going to speak.
She took me with her. She went to all sorts of progressive
meetings. She was a member of the Populist Party and always
on the side of labor.

INTERVIEWER: So she was involved in politics as well as the labor movement?

LUSCOMB: Yes, and was active in the women's suffrage movement. She
was a delegate to the National American Women's Suffrage Con
vention in 1892, and she took me with her as a little girl
of five. And I heard Susan B. Anthony speak. Now, as a little
girl of five, I can't tell you what she said. But I remember
very clearly that I was at that convention, and that they said
to me, "Oh, this woman speaking now is Susan B. Anthony." [laughs]

INTERVIEWER: That's wonderful.

LUSCOMB: She would take me to all sorts of meetings. And she'd have
books or leaflets around the house for me to read.

INTERVIEWER: So you got a very early start?

LUSCOMB: Yes, I got an early start. She never dictated what I should
believe, but she always made it possible for me to know about
these things. She was a remarkable woman, really remarkable.
And as I say, she was born in 1848, and most women didn't take
an interest in public issues at that time, only the really
progressive, the really radical.

INTERVIEWER: It was a very small group.

LUSCOMB: Of the women's movement. . . .
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INTERVIEWER: Which she was very much a part of.

LUSCOMB: She was no t a ve ry s t rong woman . She fe l t t ha t t he way she
was raised and the schools and things, during the Civi l War,
they got very poor food, and she was rather f ra i l . But she
spent her l i fe in taking part in the labor movement or the
women's movement, in al l sorts of progressive causes.

INTERVIEWER: Had her mother been involved in th ings l ike that?

LUSCOMB: We l l , as I say, he r mo the r had d ied when she was on ly twe lve ,
and so probably her mother had not. And she wouldn't know
about i t . Anyway her mother wou ldn ' t have a f fec ted her l i fe
very much. .

INTERVIEWER: How old was your mother when you were born?

L U S C O M B : We l l , M o t h e r w a s b o r n i n ' 4 8 , a n d I w a s b o r n i n 1 8 8 7 . Yo u
can [ laughs ] do the a r i thmet ic . I f I had been born in '88 ,
and she in '48, she would have been forty. So she was thirty-
nine when I was born.

INTERVIEWER: She had you qu i te la te , espec ia l l y fo r tha t t ime .

L U S C O M B : I t h i n k s h e w a s t h i r t y - o n e w h e n s h e w a s m a r r i e d .

INTERVIEWER: And your brother was s ix years o lder.

L U S C O M B : S i x y e a r s o l d e r , y e s .

INTERVIEWER: Did she ever ta lk to you about get t ing marr ied la ter?

L U S C O M B : N o . N o , n e v e r. S h e n e v e r, b e c a u s e o f h e r b r e a k w i t h h e r h u s
band, she never ta lked about her matr imonia l affa i rs .

INTERVIEWER: Did she talk wi th you about what she'd l ike you to do with
y o u r l i f e ?

L U S C O M B : N o , s h e t o o k m e w i t h h e r t o a l l s o r t s o f p r o g r e s s i v e m e e t i n g s .
She tried to influence me by exposing me to these ideas. She
would encourage me to take part in the suffrage movement. As
a chi ld, as a youngster, al l through my school years, in my
spare t ime, I 'd do what a h igh school g i r l could do. I would
usher at meet ings, and I 'd hand out leaflets, and I 'd address
envelopes and do things l ike that in my spare t ime. Mother
would encourage me.
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When you grew up, you always lived in the Boston area?

Always I l ived in the Boston area, yes.

Did you move houses when you were growing up, or did you live
in one neighborhood pretty much?

Well, we lived in the heart of Boston for a good many years,
which of course at that t ime Boston wasn't such a large ci ty.
We l ived on Yarmouth Street for, I th ink i t was around th i r teen
years or so. Then we moved up on Huntington Avenue.

Did you have a house or an apartment?

An apartment.

Then your brother came back to live with you when you were
about six or seven.

Yes.

Whom did you play with when you were a child? Did you have
other g i r l f r iends or d id you p lay wi th the boys?

Oh, just a l l the k ids in the neighborhood would p lay together.
W e ' d p l a y h o p s c o t c h a n d . . . . [ l a u g h s ]

Did you have special chores that you had to do as a child around
the house?

No. My mother had, as I say, gotten this property from her
grandmother, for whom she was named, and so she always had a
household servant, a cook and a nursemaid. I t f reed her t ime
to take par t i n some o f these soc ia l ac t i v i t i es . I don ' t mean
s o c i a l b u t . . . .

Social causes.

Soc ia l prob lems act iv i t ies . In those days i f you had a house
maid, the regular standard pay was $2.00 a week plus their
room and board. One time, my mother's neighbors came in to
protest. A delegation came in to protest because she was pay
ing her household servant $3.00 a week, and al l of their ser
vants were protest ing and get t ing d issat isfied because here
was somebody who was getting fifty percent more pay than they
were gett ing. The household servants also had to stay in and
they couldn't go out any night except one night a week. Thurs
day was the maid 's n ight off . My mother said that af ter the
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LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

girl had washed the dishes, she ought to be able to go out
i f she wanted to. So after she got through she not only had
Thursday night off when she didn't have to cook and could go
out, but she also could go out any night of the week. Al l
the other housemaids were indignant that they didn' t get that
same treatment. You see i t was Mother's sense of the r ights
of labor and just ice and fairness to other human beings.

Did the neighbors get her to change her mind?

No , t hey d i d no t . [ l aughs ]

Were you close to the woman who worked in your house?

Wel l , yes .

Was it the same woman for most of your growing up?

Well, they would change every now and then. They would change.
Later on, a f ter I got wel l grown up, I sa id I 'd take over the
cooking. Mother didn't want to have a nurse, the cook was
leaving for something, and the d i fficul ty was to find somebody
else to come in. On yes, the neighbors also objected to the
pay that mother was paying her household servant.

She must have been quite strong to do that.

Stand up for them.

There must have been a lot of pressure on her to change.

Well, she was on the side of the people.

When you were little did you think about what you might do
when you grew up?

N o , I . . . .

That you would be l ike your mother or different from your mother?

Well , I guess, Mother, as I say, she never dictated what I
should bel ieve, but she exposed me to al l of these ideas. She
would take me to meetings to hear Eugene V. Debs or to hear
people and to read books and things. So that I just auto
mat i ca l l y be l i eved in these th ings .

INTERVIEWER: Did re l ig ion p lay an impor tant ro le?



L U S C O M B I N T E R V I E W 1 0 .

L U S C O M B : N o . M y m o t h e r w a s a v e r y r e l i g i o u s p e r s o n , b u t q u i t e e a r l y
in her l i fe she fe l t that the organized churches were support
ing the wealthy and not the needs of the working people. Al
though, of course, she was brought up as a member of a church,
everybody was in those days, she left the organized church.
She never belonged to a church again, but as I say, she was
very re l ig ious . She wou ld read her B ib le and a l l tha t , bu t
not as a member of any church.

INTERVIEWER: So you d idn ' t grow up in any. . . .

L U S C O M B : S o I w a s n ' t b r o u g h t u p i n a n y r e l i g i o n .

[INTERRUPTION]

INTERVIEWER: Part of what we're trying to understand is how does one per
son get the s t rength to be that d i f ferent f rom the rest o f
her community.

L U S C O M B : We l l , s h e a l w a y s e n c o u r a g e d m e , a s I s a y, t o t h i n k f o r m y s e l f
and not to accept just the conservat ive ideas. She never d ic
tated what I should believe, but she exposed me to all of these
ideas .

INTERVIEWER: How long did your mother l ive?

L U S C O M B : S h e l i v e d t o b e , I t h i n k i t w a s e i g h t y - f o u r . S h e l i v e d u n t i l
' 33 , I th ink i t was , o r the reabou ts .

INTERVIEWER: She was in Boston and she was able to see the suffrage move
ment tu rn in to the r igh t to vo te and a l l o f tha t .

L U S C O M B : Y e s .

INTERVIEWER: Where did you go to school?

L U S C O M B : W e l l , t h a t ' s q u i t e a s t o r y , t o o . [ l a u g h s ] W h e n I g o t o l d
enough to go to the public school, I suppose that would be
go to primary school, the law said that nobody could go to
publ ic school without being vaccinated. So Mother took me
to a neighboring physician to have me vaccinated so that I
cou ld en ter the p r imary schoo l tha t fa l l . I t so happened
tha t th is par t i cu la r doc to r tha t she jus t happened to se lec t—
he had his shingle out on the street somewhere—he had a son
who had died from an improper vaccination. And he was bit
ter ly opposed to vaccination. He lectured my mother upon the
dangers of it. She got convinced, and she wouldn't have me
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LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVI EWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

vaccinated, which means that she couldn't send me to the pub
l ic schoo ls . So I had to go to p r iva te schoo l .

I went to a l i t t le pr ivate school . One woman was teaching
hersel f and so for th. And a l l through my school years, I went
to private schools. There was one school that was both gram
mar and high school that was called Chauncy Hall, and it was
coeducat ional. I went to i t through grammar school and high
school . The high school was especial ly a preparatory school
for MIT [Massachusetts Inst i tute of Technology] . When I was
there, most of my boy fellow students were going on to MIT.
And I thought to myself , "Wel l , why shouldn' t I go to MIT."
So jus t that acc ident , the fac t that I wasn ' t vacc inated and
had to go to pr ivate schools and that the pr ivate schools that
I happened to go to was one that made a specialty of preparing
ch i ld ren fo r MIT, meant tha t I went to MIT. [ laughs]

Did any other gir ls go?

Not f rom that school. I was the only one from that school.
At that time, MIT had a student body of twelve hundred, and
there were twelve coeds. There were an unusually large num
ber in my class. There were five women in my class. And I
graduated in 1909. Mother wasn' t especial ly anxious for me
to go to col lege or to go to MIT, but i f that 's what I wanted
to do, she would finance i t .

That's what you did.

I went to MIT.

What did you major in? What were your subjects?

Well , I was very fond of the growing things, the plants and
t rees and a l l that . I wanted to be a landscape arch i tec t .
They had a course in landscape architecture, but it had been
dwindl ing, and the year that I entered they gave i t up. But
they said that i f you took the four years course in archi tec
ture, they would have a graduate one-year course in landscape
work. So I took my four years in arch i tecture in order to get
my graduate course in landscape architecture, and I was the
only one applying for i t so i t wasn' t g iven. So I became an
a r c h i t e c t . B u t I a l w a y s e n j o y e d d r a w i n g a n d a l l . I d o n ' t
know whether I inherited that from my father, who, as I say,
was an ar t is t . At any rate, I 'd a lways enjoyed drawing and
art work, so I became an architect.

f
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INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

Were you very close with the other four women in your class?

Oh, yes . We were a l l very f r iend ly. And the o ther e leven
women in MIT as well.

Did you have any teachers in elementary or high school that
part icularly encouraged you or that you remember especial ly?

They encouraged the students to go to col lege, the gir ls as
wel l as the boys. Several of the teachers were urging us to
go on to col lege.

Were they women teachers or men teachers or both?

I th ink as far as I remember i t would be both. But I don' t
remember what i t was. But they t r ied to get the students to
go on.

So they were encouraging.

Yes.

But there was no one special. You just decided on MIT. . . .

Yes . [ laughs ] Wel l , i t was because Chauncy Ha l l spec ia l i zed
in send ing i ts s tudents to MIT. Of course, they d idn ' t have
to go to MIT; they could go to any other col lege. But they
told you what a nice place it was, what a fine education you'd
ge t the re , how i t wou ld fi t you fo r your l i f e ca reer and a l l
t h a t .

Did anyone try to talk you out of it when you said that you
wanted to go too?

I don ' t reco l lec t tha t anybody d id .

Even though you were the only girl from that school going, the
teachers were support ive. Did you enjoy the four years there?

Oh, I enjoyed i t very much. I t was the th ings that I was in
terested in. As I say, I always had enjoyed drawing and the
art work. So that I was very much interested in my course
t h e r e .

Were you involved in other groups, po l i t ica l groups wi th the
students or labor groups or any of that?
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LUSCOMB: Yes, as I said, all through my high school years and even some
of my grammar school years, I 'd been working in the suffrage
movement, doing what I could do in my spare time. Of course
I didn't have very much spare time at MIT, but I did some things.
Of course there was the summertime.

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

And the suffrage movement was the main activity?

Yes. That was i t . That was i t very dec ided ly. Do you know
what the condition of women was a hundred and twenty-five years
ago, before the women's movement really started? I mean just
the whole legal standing of women? The law said, "Man and
wife are one, and that one is the husband." Women didn't have
any personal ex is tence. I t a lso said, that a marr ied woman
couldn' t own any property. She might be very weal thy, but
the minute she got married, all her property became her hus
band's. If she worked and earned wages, the wages that she
worked to get belonged to him and not to her, who had earned
them. The children that she bore belonged to him and not to
her. And the law said that he had a right to give them away.
He could leave them by wil l , and after he died, they'd be taken
away from the mother and given to whomever he'd specified in
h i s w i l l . And i t m igh t be a to ta l s t range r who l i ved ou t i n
Cal i fornia, and the mother 'd never see her babies again.

She had no r ight in her own chi ldren. They were his. Of course,
t h e r e w e r e n o p u b l i c s c h o o l s f o r g i r l s . O h , i n c i d e n t a l l y, t h e r e
was just one state in the union where the mother had a right
to her ch i ld ren wi th the fa ther. That s ta te was Massachuset ts .
That was the only state in the union.

There was no public schools for gir ls, except again, Massa
chuset ts had very b r iefly a pub l i c schoo l fo r g i r l s fo r a coup le
of years in Boston and then they stopped i t . Down in Marble-
head, I think it was, at one of the town meetings, some man
had gotten up and suggested that they really ought to appro
pr ia te money to se t up a pub l ic schoo l fo r g i r l s . Another
ci t izen got up and said very indignant ly, "What? Spend pub
lic money to educate SHE's!" So that the wealthy people, and
that means just a very handful of the populat ion, could e i ther
send the i r g i r l s t o p r i va te schoo ls , o r t hey cou ld h i re tu to rs
to come in and teach their gir ls. But for the whole mass of
the women of the country, there was no education at all, ex
cept what their own famil ies might teach them, just the ele
ments o f read ing, wr i t ing and ' r i thmet ic so tha t they cou ld
read a cookbook or keep track of what money they might have
spent in buying some of the food for the family, something l ike
t h a t .
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INTERVIEWER: So that they had no way to fight the laws, which they couldn' t
even read.

LUSCOMB: N o t h i n g . N o t h i n g ,
c a t i o n a t a l l .

And they had no knowledge, no real edu-

INTERVIEWER: So in that sense, the educat ion that your mother got was real ly
unusual for women at that time.

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

Yes. Well , that was because she belonged to a family that could
afford to send her to one of these female seminaries.

I think that the women's movement started in 1848, with the
Seneca Falls Conference in New York, which was just a local
con fe rence . And two yea rs l a te r, t he re was the fi rs t na t i ona l
conference in Worcester, Massachusetts. You know how the Sen
eca Fal ls Conference started, don't you?

No.

Well, the women's movement real ly grew out of the anti-slavery
movement. The more public spirited women, women who weren't
s a t i s fi e d t o b e j u s t i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e i r o w n f a m i l y a f f a i r s
were horr ified by s lavery, and they wanted to take part in the
great ant i-slavery movement. Although woman's place was in
the home, of course, some of the ant i -s lavery societ ies in
some of the states would admit women into their societies.
And in 1840, the Br i t i sh Ant i -s lavery Soc ie ty dec ided to ca l l
a world conference against slavery, and they sent out an in
v i t a t i o n t o t h e a n t i - s l a v e r y s o c i e t i e s o f e v e r y c o u n t r y i n
the world to send delegates to this great world conference
in London against s lavery. Along with the men delegates, two
of the states of America sent some women delegates. Massa
chusetts sent three women delegates, and Pennsylvania sent
fi v e .

When these women arrived in London and presented their perfectly
l ega l c reden t i a l s as de lega tes , t he B r i t i sh we re ho r r i fied .
They'd never dreamed of women taking part in this public con
fe rence . I t j us t wasn ' t done , you know. I t was i ndecen t f o r
women to do it. They spent an entire day debating whether
they wou ld accept these per fec t ly leg i t imate c redent ia ls f rom
the women. At the end of the day, they voted that they would
not seat the women, that the women had got to sit in the gal
le ry beh ind a cur ta in .
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LUSCOMB: One of the most world famous leaders in the anti-slavery move
ment was Wil l iam Lloyd Garr ison. I t so happened that his boat
had been delayed in gett ing across the Atlant ic by storms.
He d idn ' t a r r i ve un t i l t he day a f te r t h i s vo te aga ins t t he
women had been taken. Garrison refused to present his cre
dent ia ls and par t ic ipa te in the conference, bu t sa t w i th the
women in the gal lery.

There were two of the women sitt ing there in the gallery one
of them was a Quaker. The Quakers were the only group in Ameri
can—a very smal l re l ig ious group—that bel ieved in and prac
ticed the ful l equality of women. The other one was a young
bride on her honeymoon. Her husband was one of the delegates
to the conference. And these two women, as they sat in the
gal lery, were so ind ignant over the t reatment they 'd rece ived
that they'd vowed that when they got back to this country they
would call a conference on the rights of women.

f

But they l i ved in d i f fe ren t s ta tes , severa l hundred mi les apar t .
Of course, in those days the automobile hadn't been yet in
vented and you didn't just hop into a car and drive for a few
hours. You had to take a train or maybe a stagecoach and travel
for days perhaps to get f rom one state to another. So that
i t was not unt i l e ight years later that they happened to be
in the same town together. One of them went to visi t a fr iend
in a neighbor ing town to where the other l ived. They got to
gether, and they decided that now they could carry out their
p lan of cal l ing a conference on the r ights of women. But they
got it up in a great hurry, because, as I say, one of them was
j u s t v i s i t i n g a f r i e n d t h e r e .

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

They had to do i t quickly.

This was in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848. And they found
a place to hold a meet ing. They draf ted a cal l to a confer
ence on the conditions of women and got it printed in a local
newspaper. So the news of i t just went out to the neighbor
ing towns. And they draf ted the reso lut ions that they wanted
to get passed, and provided for the speakers and all.

This Seneca Fal ls Conference was the first in a l l the wor ld
on the r ights of women. But as I say, i t was just a local one.
But the news of i t went al l over the country. The newspapers
carr ied the story of th is awful th ing that had been happening
in Seneca Fal ls , New York. But two years later, in 1850, there
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LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

was a nationwide conference on the rights of women in Wor
cester, Massachusetts. And i t had a thousand delegates, coming
from eleven states, as far away as Cal i fornia. Now there was
no ra i l road out to Cal i forn ia a t that t ime. You had to come
by stagecoach up over the Rocky Mountains and across the pra-
ries and take perhaps weeks to get across. Yet some women
delegates came al l the way from Cal i fornia to take part in
th is na t iona l conference in Worcester, Massachuset ts . That
was the start of the women's rights movement. They worked
from then on to do away with all those hideous oppressive laws
as well as to draft laws to make women equal cit izens of their
c o u n t r y.

Yes. They had a much broader concern about economics and legal
r i gh t s t han j us t t he r i gh t t o vo te .

Yes. Wel l , you see the r ight to vote wasn ' t so impor tant as
i t was to make i t i l legal for a man to beat h is wi fe, or to
say that she should own the children that she had borne, that
he couldn' t g ive them away, and al l of those things, that she
should have a right to own some money and buy the things that
she needed.

INTERVIEWER: D id your mother be long to spec ific g roups w i th in the su f f rag is t
movement?

L U S C O M B : O h , s h e b e l o n g e d t o t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n , y e s .

INTERVIEWER: Did she have any leadership ro les?

L U S C O M B : N o , M o t h e r , a s I s a y, w a s r a t h e r f r a i l . S h e w a s n e v e r a p u b
l i c speaker o r any th ing l i ke tha t . She jus t was a suppor te r.
But she was an utterly devoted person.

INTERVIEWER: Did you hear stor ies of the Seneca Fal ls Meet ing, as a chi ld
a t a l l ?

L U S C O M B : N o , n o t e s p e c i a l l y .

INTERVIEWER: Were there other women that would come to your house or talk
abou t i t ?

L U S C O M B : N o , n o .

INTERVIEWER: You 've learned more o f tha t f rom what 's . . . .
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LUSCOMB: Yes, what I 've read in books. As I say, I d id, as a young
ster, and al l through my school and col lege years, I did what
ever I could do in my spare time. And there was plenty to
be done. They s tar ted hav ing open a i r meet ings. The Br i t i sh
s t a r t e d t h a t . T h e B r i t i s h m i l i t a n t s u f f r a g e t t e m o v e m e n t . O f
course, there was the suffragist movement and the suffragette
movement, but it was Mrs. Pankhurst in England who decided
that when they cal led meetings in hal ls or in private homes,
the only people who came to a meeting would be those who were
already interested in the movement, and that you had got to
convert the whole mass of the people.

So they decided to go out on the street corners and hold open
a i r meet ings . I t was cons idered per fec t l y shock ing fo r a
woman to stand up on a street corner and make a speech in
p u b l i c , b u t t h e m i l i t a n t s d i d t h a t . A n d t h e n t h e y d i d a l l
sor ts o f o ther th ings to br ing the issue before the pub l ic ,
make it a dominant issue.

In 1911, there was a world conference on women's rights held
in Stockholm, and I was a delegate to that. I and one of the
other women, a Massachusetts delegate, and I. We spent about
four o r five weeks in London, s tudy ing the Br i t i sh su f f rage t te
movement and the British suffrage movement. We went to dozens
of meet ings , bo th o f the su f f rag is t and o f the mi l i tan t su f
f r a g e t t e s .

INTERVIEWER: Now, can you explain the di fference to me?

LUSCOMB: The su f f r ag i s t s was the o ld movemen t , t he conse rva t i ve movemen t
that would only hold indoor meetings. They stayed as a sep
arate group, but Mrs. Pankhurst and the organizat ion that she
se t up were ca l led su f f rage t tes . They went ou t . They sa id
they'd got to go out and take i t to the man in the streets.
So they held open-air meet ings. They got a publ icat ion and
they had it sold. Women went out as newsboys and sold it on
the streets. When I was there in London, I sold the suff rage
paper on the streets in Trafalgar Square.

One woman refused to pay her taxes until she got a vote. You
know, no taxat ion wi thout representa t ion . I th ink she was a
woman doctor. The government seized her household furniture,
and they were going to auct ion i t off to pay her taxes. The
suffragettes had a parade of protest from somewhere in the
heart of London down to the auction room, and I marched in
that parade. I t was a lso ra ther amusing.
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L U S C O M B : O f c o u r s e , w h i l e w e w e r e t h e r e , w e n o t o n l y s t u d i e d t h e s u f
frage movement, but the mil i tant and the non-mil i tant move
ment and went to al l sorts of meetings and ral l ies, but we did
a lo t of s ightseeing. One th ing that we thought we would l ike
to do was to see the House of Commons in session. When we
tried to go into the women's gallery to see the House of Com
mons, we found that the suffragettes had gone into the gal lery
and staged a demonstrat ion. They'd shouted out , "Votes for
Women!" Thrown down leaflets onto the floor of Par l iament.
When the guards rushed in to drag them out, they found that
the women had chained themselves to the rail ing. So they car
r ied on the demonstrat ion for ha l f an hour or longer unt i l the
guards managed to saw them loose and haul them out. So they
made a rule that no woman could go into the women's gallery
without a letter of permission from some member of Parliament.

Then they discovered that many of the members of Parliament
were in great sympathy with the women's movement and were quite
wi l l ing to g ive the women le t te rs o f permiss ion. Then they
made the further provision that Parl iament members could only
g i ve l e t te rs o f pe rm iss ion to the i r own re la t i ves . There was
one American woman, Mrs. Glendower Evans, who lived here in
Boston, and had l ived in England for quite a whi le. She had
been a friend of a man who was a member of Parliament there.
She'd g iven us a let ter of in t roduct ion to h im, and we cal led
at his house one day. He wasn't home, so we didn't meet hira
but we talked with his wife, who was a very lovely woman, and
we had a nice visit. And we happened to mention how disap
pointed we were that we couldn't see Parl iament in session.
So in a couple of days, there was delivered to us at our hotel,
a le t ter of permiss ion for h is "cousins" to go into the House
of Commons to the women's gallery. So we went into it, and
we saw the Parliament in session. Of course, he knew he was
perfect ly safe, that we weren' t going to stage any demonstra
t ion. I t was just that we should have a chance to see th is.
A few years later, however, my "cousin" became the Prime Mini
ster of England. It was Ramsey Macdonald. So I am a cousin
o f a P r ime M in i s te r o f Eng land . [ l augh te r ]

It was rather commonplace saying that Americans were cousins
of the English. We were all cousins. That was a common phrase
at that t ime. The two countr ies were cousins, and so that
was what he took advantage of, that common slang, common phras
eology that was in use.
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INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

How did you get to be a delegate to the Stockholm meeting?
That was after you had graduated from MIT?

Yes. It was 1911. I graduated in aught-nine.

What did you do when you got out of school with your archi
tecture degree?

Oh, I became an architect. I worked for Ida Annah Ryan, a
woman who had graduated a good many years before I did from
MIT, and she'd made a very distinguished record there. She
had taken the highest honor that they offered in the archi
tectural department. It was a year's traveling fellowship
in Europe to study the European architecture. Her home was
out here in Waltham, so when she came back from her year's
fellowship, she set up her office there in Waltham, and when
I graduated, I went out as her draftsman.

I worked for her there, and after a few years, she very gen
erously took me into partnership. So I worked as an archi
tect until the First World War came along. And in time of
world war there is no building. I've never seen any official
figures for the First World War, but I know what happened.
Nobody was doing any building. The government did make an
investigation in the Second World War. Ninety-eight percent
of all the architects in America were unemployed at that time.
It was the same way in the First World War.

The woman that I had worked for was equally interested in wo
man's suffrage. She was quite willing to let me off if there
was any special activity that was necessary. After the war
began and my architecture folded under me, I took a full-time
paid job as the assistant executive secretary with the Boston
Equal Suffrage Association. I never went back to my archi
tecture. I stayed on all my working life as an executive sec
retary in various civic organizations, such as the Joint Board
of Sanitary Control, inspecting safety and sanitary conditions
in garment factories. And other jobs like that. The last
paid job I held for about seven years was the executive secre
tary of the Women's International League for Peace and Freedom
here in Massachusetts.

So you had about ten years experience as an architect before
you went full time into. . . .

Well, it was a little less than ten years.
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INTERVIEWER: Were you elected as one of the two representatives to go to
Stockholm?

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

No, there were more than two. There was a large body. I don't
think there was any limit on the number that could go.

From Massachusetts, were there more than that that went?

A good many. I don't remember how many, 1911 is a long way
ago. [ laughs]

As I say, I took extra time while I was going over there. I
not only went to England beforehand, but then we went across
to the Continent and spent about a week in Paris and then went
up, spending a couple of days in Belgium and in Holland and
in Denmark and went up to Stockholm. We came back through
Norway.

So you had a really long trip.

We did a lot of sightseeing in addition,
there, why not?

Since we were over

In the architecture firm, did you have any trouble, getting
business because you were women?

I think we were the only architectural firm in the town. So
that while people could go to other architectural firms out
side the town, we had a lot to do. We built one of the schools
in the town. We built a school in one of the neighboring towns.
We built the motion picture theater in town, and then of course
a great many private homes, so that we usually were kept busy.

More than enough to keep you busy. Were you active in the
Women's Trade Union League at that time?

I was. I was active in the Women's Trade Union League, and,
in fact, I think I was president of the Boston Local for a
whi le .

INTERVIEWER: And that was one of the many women's groups that you were in
volved in.

LUSCOMB: As I say, my employer, who generously took me into partnership,
was equally interested in the women's movement, so that unless
we were awfully rushed in our architectural designing, she'd
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LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

let me off to do var ious act iv i t ies i f there was any neces
si ty for i t . And then of course, somet imes there were neces
s i t i e s o r a c t i v i t i e s r i g h t t h e r e i n Wa l t h a m .

There was a l i t t le t rave l ing c i rcus tha t came to town. They
were going to have a circus parade through the town, as an
adver t isement . And then, o f course, they 'd have the c i rcus
in the evening up in the tent, somewhere out in the fields
there . R igh t in our o ffice , we pa in ted a s ign , and then I
got up very early in the morning and went to see the man who
owned th i s l i t t l e t rave l i ng c i r cus and asked h im i f , i n the
circus parade going through the town, he would hang this sign
on the elephant, VOTES FOR WOMEN. [laughs] It so happened
he believed in women's suffrage and was very glad to do it.
So when the circus parade went through town in Waltham, here
was an elephant, VOTES FOR WOMEN! [laughter] We did all sorts
o f t h i n g s l i k e t h a t .

Do you remember your first project or work with the trade unions.
The fi rs t p i cke t l i ne you go t invo lved w i th?

I don't know what one would be the first one. I know that
this one over in Cambridge in the transportation company there
was one of the early ones. But I was on so many different
p icke t l ines . A t tha t t ime, there were a good many s t r i kes .
I t was dur ing a per iod o f labor ac t iv i ty. There were a group
of prominent c i t izens in Boston, inc lud ing women especia l ly,
who were perfect ly wi l l ing to go out on picket l ines and on
labor l ines. So that we had a great many picket l ines when
the re were s t r i ke s i t ua t i ons .

INTERVIEWER: So that the women involved in the women's movement and the
suffrage movement very often were on picket l ines and involved.

LUSCOMB: Yes . A l though I th ink th i s was la rge ly a f te r the su f f rage was
won. I 'm not sure . I 'd have to check on the dates .

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

After you graduated from MIT and started as an architect, did
you continue to l ive with your mother?

Oh, yes. I l i ved wi th my mother a l l wh i le she l ived, yes.

Did you consider gett ing married?

I never got marr ied. I had a great many good fr iendships with
men, and one or two of them would have liked to marry me. But
I never felt that I cared enough for any man to real ly marry
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LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

him. I would have been very happy to have met a man that I
wanted to marry. But I wasn ' t go ing to get marr ied jus t fo r
the sake of being married. I had enough self respect as a
woman to live my own life.

In looking at your work experience then, i f you had the choice
of any job, w i th t ra in ing and a l l the th ings that would go wi th
it, what kind of work would you choose now? I mean would you
want to work in anything di fferent than you did?

No , I don ' t t h i nk so . I t h i nk t ha t one o f t hese g rea t soc ia l
movements would be the thing that would be most interesting
and mos t sa t i s fy ing . You fee l tha t you a re rea l l y a par t o f
history, of making history, of the advancement of the human
race, the advancement of society.

Did you ever consider going back to architecture?

No, I never did.

While you were at MIT, did you feel that you got al l the pro
per training the same as the men and all of that?

Oh , yes . Yes .

Once you were there, it was all equal?

Yes.

Could you tel l me more specifical ly about the work with the
office and professional workers, when that began?

That began, I think, as far as I have been able to dig out in
my records, i t was around 1839. I mean 1939 [ laughs] And
there was a national movement for the organization of women
and especially the women who, there had never been any organi
zation of the women who worked in offices. Women who worked
in fac to r ies had var ious un ion organ iza t ions . But no un ions
for the women who worked in offices. So they cal led a confer
ence to organize a union of women office workers. And it was
set up as the United Office and Professional Workers of America,
the UOPWA. And I th ink that I at tended that nat ional convent ion.

Now, I can ' t say absolute ly. I have an impression that I was
a t tha t na t iona l found ing convent ion . Bu t I know tha t I im
mediately became act ive to t ry and get a local organizat ion
set up here in Boston. And several of my friends who were



L U S C O M B I N T E R V I E W 2 3 .

L U S C O M B : w o r k i n g i n o f fi c e s a l s o g o t t o g e t h e r , a n d w e f o u n d e d t h i s l i t
t l e B o s t o n l o c a l a f fi l i a t e d w i t h t h e n a t i o n a l o r g a n i z a t i o n .
We were just real ly a handful of us. We tr ied to get other
people that we knew among our friends who worked in offices,
and we gradual ly bu i l t up a membership. But I don ' t th ink i t
was ever more than fi f t y o r a t mos t seven ty -five , p robab ly
nearer fi f ty here . The fi rs t p lace where we rea l l y made an
effor t a t un ionizat ion was one b ig firm down in Post Office
Square . Now, I don ' t know the name o f the firm. I don ' t re
member i t , and I don' t know just what i t d id. But i t had a
l a r g e , a v e r y l a r g e o f fi c e s t a f f . A s I r e c o l l e c t i t w a s fi f t y
o r seven ty -five g i r l s who worked as o ffice workers . I t sounds
as though i t must have been a secretar ia l office.

They paid them miserable pay, and they had very poor working
cond i t ions . I remember v iv id ly tha t as an example o f the t reat
ment of the gir ls, i f there was some job that the firm wanted
fin i shed , and i t wasn ' t done a t five o ' c l ock , t he g i r l s wou ld
have to stay and work over t ime, work al l evening, a l l n ight .
It might be, maybe you had a t icket to go to the theater that
n i g h t . B u t i f y o u d i d n ' t s t a y a n d w o r k y o u ' d b e fi r e d . O r
you might be going to a party. Whatever your plans were, i t
d idn ' t ma t te r. You 'd go t t o g i ve up you r own l i f e fo r t he
sake of doing what the firm wanted done. And, as I say, very
poor pay.

One of the members of our union happened to get talking with
one of the gir ls who worked for this company. They were si t
t ing next to each other on the streetcar or something l ike
that , and they got ta lk ing. So the gi r l who worked there gave
us the names of some of her fellow workers, the names and ad
dresses. And we called at their homes and talked with them
and said they ought to belong to a union, and they could force
the company to give them better pay and better condit ions. We
bu i l t up qu i te a l i t t l e g roup tha t was i n te res ted i n f o rm ing
a union.

Then the owners got wind of this movement among their workers
to o rgan ize . They immedia te ly ra ised the i r pay, and the g i r l s
were no longer interested in the union. Not one of them would
continue as a member of the union. They hadn't ever joined,
and they wouldn't join, although we had won them decent pay.
We fe l t t ha t was a un ion v i c to ry. Bu t i t d i dn ' t bu i l d up the
union any. And the same thing happened in many other shops
or o ffices. A l together, we knew we had got ten bet ter pay for
several hundred of the office workers in Boston.
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But i t d idn ' t bui ld up the membership in the union. And then,
just then the Second World War came along. You see this was
around '39 and '40, and the labor movement in this country
made a pledge that during the World War, they would not have
any s t r ikes. They would s top the i r labor movement , ho ld i t
in abeyance rather than in any way endanger the war effort of
the count ry. So the ent i re labor movement s topped, s tood s t i l l ,
all during World War II. And at the end of World War II came
along the McCarthy era.

I don't know whether you know what the McCarthy era was, but
i t was an era of a lmost outr ight fasc ism, of the denunciat ion
of every labor movement, of every progressive movement what
soever. Anybody who was affi l ia ted, who jo ined any organi
zation with any progressive social purpose, any person who was
known to belong to one of these organizations would be fired
f rom h i s j ob , h i s o r he r j ob . They d i dn ' t da re s i gn pe t i t i ons .
You couldn' t get anybody to s ign a pet i t ion because i f your
name appeared on any one of these petit ions, you'd be fired
or you'd be discriminated against in some way. And the whole
social progress was absolutely stopped. And many of the trade
unions were destroyed. And our own Office and Professional
Workers, UOPWA, went to pieces at that time.

Before the war, when you firs t s tar ted, in '39 and '40, d id
you get support f rom other unions in t ry ing to organize?

We were a member of the CIO, the nat ional, the lef t wing. I t
was the AFL and the CIO. And the AFL was the old labor or
ganizat ion, and i t was conservat ive. CIO was the more mi l i
tant and new labor movement that was coming in. And the UOPWA
was a member of the CIO. I know because I was at some time
a delegate to the national meetings of the CIO.

When was that?

I t was before the . . . .

Was it before you got involved in the UOPWA?

No. No. I was representing the UOPWA at the nat ional.

To go back just a l i t t le b i t , could you ta lk more about any
invo lvement w i th the un ions a f te r you le f t the a rch i tec tu re
fi r m ?
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LUSCOMB: I forgot to mention that for two years, 1918-20, I worked as
assis tant execut ive secretary for the Boston Equal Suff rage
Assembly for Good Government and when the vote was won in 1920,
it became the Boston League of Women Voters and I was executive
secretary for two years, t i l l I went to the M.C.L. [Massachu
set ts C iv ic League] .

I t [ t he M.C .L . ] was no t a rea l l y rad i ca l o rgan iza t i on , bu t
it was an organization which had been founded by a rather
wealthy man here who was very progressive in his outlook, to
do work for leg is la t ion in soc ia l re form. They sponsored and
did work with the legis lature to t ry and get the passage of
va r i ous measu res . And I say, no t r ea l l y r ad i ca l bu t a l l t ha t
would be social betterment.

I was put on the i r s ta f f as the ass is tan t execut ive secre tary.
And they assigned me to try to get the legislature to pass a
b i l l f o r the payment o f wages to p r i soners . A l l t he p r i sons
mainta ined indust r ies of var ious k inds and of ten manufactur ing
goods that were needed in the prison system itself, or maybe
some of them would be for sale. But they got no pay for their
work. I t meant that often when the men got released at the
end of their prison term, many of them would have not a sin
gle penny in their pocket. They'd go out, and how could they
get anything to eat that night, how could they get a place to
sleep that night, except by committ ing a robbery?

INTERVIEWER: Even though they'd been working al l those years.

L U S C O M B : E v e n t h o u g h t h e y ' d b e e n w o r k i n g a l l t h o s e y e a r s . S o t h e M a s s
achusetts Civic League said that they ought to be paid wages
for thei r work. And part of thei r wages they would have whi le
they're in pr ison so they could buy extra food or subscr ibe
to magazines or what have you. And part of it would be saved
for them so that when they were released, they would have a
sizable amount of money in their pockets to keep them alive
and fo r the i r subs is tence unt i l they cou ld find a job work ing .

They put me in charge of gett ing that bi l l passed by the legis
l a t u r e . A n d i t m e a n t t h a t I h a d t o d r a f t a l l t h e l e a fl e t s t h a t
w o u l d e x p l a i n t h i s b i l l a n d t h e n e e d f o r i t . I h a d t o i n t e r
view prominent people and get them to sponsor the measure and
suppor t i t . And I had to ar range for meet ings or to get organi
zations to let speakers come before them and explain the need
for th is b i l l and to get thera to endorse i t and a l l , do every
thing and to have lobbying at the state house with the legis
l a t u r e .
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We fina l l y go t the b i l l passed , bu t they se t an inc red ib ly
low pay fo r the p r i soners : th ree cen ts an hour ! Bu t we fe l t
that we had establ ished the principle and we could get a later
leg is la tu re to inc rease the amoun t . I t h ink tha t ' s gone up
now, bu t i t ' s s t i l l a ve ry m ise rab le sum. Bu t a t l eas t we
got tha t th ing th rough . And tha t was the sor t o f th ing tha t
the Massachusetts Civic League worked on. I worked with them
for a couple of years on that and other measures.

Were there any part icular trade union people that you would
have been involved wi th on get t ing legis lat ion passed?

We would appeal to everybody that we could, according to what
ever par t icu lar b i l l tha t was. Then I was asked to take a
job of inspect ing the women's garment factor ies in Boston.
The International Ladies Garment Workers Union in New York
City, which was the center of the industry, had for many years
had th is inspect ion serv ice as a part of thei r union agreement.
In New York, the garment industry was very largely unionized.
Most of the garment shops were union shops. They had had this
add i t iona l inspect ion to guarantee the sa fe ty and san i ta ry
c o n d i t i o n s .

That must have come a f te r the Tr iang le [Sh i r twa is t ] fi re [ in
1911] .

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

Ye s , a f t e r t h e T r i a n g l e fi r e . Ye s . E x a c t l y. A n d s o t h e y
had i t . We l l , t he i ndus t r y he re i n Bos ton had fina l l y go t t en
strong enough in i ts union organizat ion to get th is as one of
the terms in their union agreement here. And one of my fr iends
was put in as the inspector, the d i rector of what they cal led
the Jo in t Board o f San i ta ry Con t ro l . I t was ca l l ed a j o in t
board because it consisted of equal members of the owners, of
the un ion and of the publ ic . That Jo in t Board of Sani tary
Contro l was to cont ro l the san i tary and safe ty condi t ions in
the factor ies. When the union got s t rong enough to ins is t
on th is as a term in thei r union agreement , th is f r iend of
mine was the director of the Joint Board of Sani tary Control .
And she did the inspection for two years.

It was a woman.

That was a woman, yes. At the end of the second year, her
husband got a job somewhere else, in some other ci ty. I for
get, I don't know where. So they were moving away. And she
recommended that I be made the director, and to take her place.
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LUSCOMB: So I took over as the director of the Joint Board of Sani tary
Contro l . So I was wi th the c iv ic league for two years, work
ing on leg is la t ion . And then I became a fac tory inspector.
It was in 1927.

INTERVIEWER: Was tha t then a fu l l - t ime job?

L U S C O M B : T h a t w a s a f u l l - t i m e j o b , y e s . F o r t w o y e a r s , I d i d t h e f a c
tory inspect ion in the women's garment industr ies here, and
condi t ions were very, very bad. Of course, as you know, in
the Tr iangle fire in New York, the factory doors were locked.

[INTERRUPTION]

INTERVIEWER: Did you have a set of regulat ions that you inspected by?

L U S C O M B : W e l l , o f c o u r s e , I w a s o n l y t r y i n g t o e n f o r c e t h e s t a t e l a w s
govern ing the sa fe ty and san i ta ry cond i t ions o f fac to r ies .
And i t was because the state inspection was so imperfect. They
didn't have enough inspectors to get around with any degree
of f requency. Perhaps once or twice a year. The resul t was
tha t the cond i t ions were in to le rab le . When I s ta r ted in my
inspect ion, I would find that women would be s i t t ing there
working at a sewing machine for eight hours a day, and there'd
be an e lect r ic l ight hanging down to put l ight on the i r work .
The law required that any l ight l ike that had to have a shade
a round i t , so i t d i dn ' t sh i ne i n t o t he i r eyes . Bu t none o f
them had shades. And the women would sit there for eight hours
a d a y w i t h a n e l e c t r i c l i g h t l i k e t h a t g l a r i n g r i g h t i n t o t h e i r
eyes. You can imagine what that would do to their eyesight!

The law required that any moving part of the machinery that
migh t s t r i ke the i r hands have guards a round i t . They d idn ' t
have them. The law required that the doors be kept unlocked,
bu t the doors wou ld o f ten be locked. I t requ i red tha t the
fac to ry rooms be kep t c lean . There 'd be fi l t h a l l ove r the
fl o o r ! I m e a n , g i r l s w o u l d e a t t h e i r l u n c h t h e r e , a n d t h e y ' d
throw down banana peels and everything else al l over the floor,
and they 'd never be swept up. And the to i le ts would be fi l thy.
The law requi red f resh c lean dr ink ing water for them. No dr ink
i n g w a t e r a t a l l . N o s a f e t y, n o h e a l t h s u p p l i e s . A l l o f t h e s e
th ings . And , as I say, the fac to ry inspec to rs m igh t ge t ' round
once a year and so forth.

INTERVIEWER: Your inspect ions were par t o f the un ion cont rac t?
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L U S C O M B : P a r t o f t h e u n i o n c o n t r a c t . Ye s .

INTERVIEWER: So these places were by then organized.

L U S C O M B : Ye s . A n d fi n a l l y , I w o u l d s e n d i n c o m p l a i n t s t o t h e i n s p e c
tion department and the labor department of the state house
fo r such and such cond i t i ons i n t h i s f ac to ry. So fina l l y one
day I got half a dozen very socially prominent, wealthy women
in Massachusetts, who were interested in labor condi t ions.
They probably were members of the Women's Trade Union League
or someth ing l ike that . And I took them wi th me. I took two
at a t ime on di fferent days to inspect some of these factor ies.

Now under the terms of the union agreement, I had no right to
demand that they let in these other women, but when I knocked
and I went in the door with these two women, why the owners
didn' t say no. Maybe they didn' t know they had a r ight to
say, "You can ' t b r i ng t hem i n . " A t any r a te , t hey d i dn ' t .
So I took these women around to the worst factories that I
had and showed them that. Then they got together, and they
wrote up a report as to the condit ions that they had found
in the garment factor ies in Boston. They sent this as a com
plaint to the state inspect ion department, and I sent a copy
of i t to every newspaper. [ laughs] And the newspapers pr in ted
it when it was signed by these socially prominent women in
Bos ton . Wi th in five minu tes , the s ta te inspec t ion had inspec
to rs down ove r these fac to r i es . [ l augh ing ]

INTERVIEWER: Did they change the condi t ions?

L U S C O M B : T h e y c h a n g e d t h e c o n d i t i o n s i n t h o s e f a c t o r i e s . Ye s . B u t
then the two years of the union contracts were up. There had
been in the women's garment factories a great many what they
cal led "runaway factories" moving South, where they could get

z u n o r g a n i z e d , n o n u n i o n i z e d l a b o r v e r y c h e a p . A n d i t m e a n t t h a t
practical ly the women's garment industry was being almost des
troyed in the North. And the union became very weak. When
they came to negot iat ing another union contract, there were
so few union shops up here and the union was so weak that it
wasn ' t ab le to ins is t on the i r hav ing th is Jo in t Board o f San i
tary Contro l put in to the un ion cont ract . So that was done
a w a y w i t h . I n f a c t , I ' m n o t s u r e t h a t t h e u n i o n s t i l l e x i s t e d
in Boston. I t had very few shops lef t anyway up here. So that
inspection was done away with. So that ended my two years of
f a c t o r y i n s p e c t i o n .
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INTERVIEWER: When you were doing that, were you the only one working for
th is jo in t board that was do ing inspect ions?

L U S C O M B : Ye s . T h e r e w e r e n ' t s o m a n y f a c t o r i e s i n t h e B o s t o n a r e a , t o
require more than one person to do the inspection.

INTERVIEWER: And then you made your reports to the Massachusetts State and
the labor union?

L U S C O M B : Y e s .

INTERVIEWER: Did you also work closely with the people from the garment
workers ' un ion, s ince i t was under the i r cont rac t?

L U S C O M B : Ye s . O f c o u r s e t h e y c o o p e r a t e d v e r y m u c h w i t h t h e i n s p e c t i o n
because i t was a l l i n f o r t he i r benefi t .

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

Were there women within the ILG then that you worked with who
were leaders at that time? Or was it mostly men who were at
the top of the union?

I th ink they were la rge ly men, but I can ' t say. I t was a long
time ago. I mean I was active in the labor movement in general
s o t h a t I . . . .

[INTERRUPTION]

INTERVIEWER: Yes. We were just ta lk ing about your two years as the inspec
tor having ended. You were saying that you were just general ly
involved with the labor movement, so that the var ious social
issues that you were working on often also concerned labor
unions and they were working on those same issues?

L U S C O M B : Y e s .

INTERVIEWER: What did you do then after that job ended?

L U S C O M B : N o w l e t m e s e e . I n 1 9 2 8 , t h a t w a s t h e t i m e I t o o k t h e j o b a s
the executive secretary for the Massachusetts Women's Inter
national League for Peace and Freedom.

INTERVIEWER: So you went r ight into that. Were there women from the unions
involved in this group as well? Were there women from the
trade union movement, who were part of the state group for
Peace and Freedom?
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Not so many. It was largely the upper middle class women.
I mean the working women would be believing in peace and
freedom. But they would be too busy, and so that they couldn't
r e a l l y b e a c t i v e i n i t .

It kept them more than busy just doing their own jobs?

Yes.

I read in the histories of the Women's Trade Union League,
that in the twenties there was a spl i t between the working
women, union organizing, and some of the other women's groups
that were more concerned after the vote was won about the peace
movement, or other social reform measures. Do you have par
t i c u l a r r e c o l l e c t i o n s a b o u t t h a t ?

No. I haven ' t any spec ia l i n fo rmat ion on tha t sub jec t .

Particularly in the Women's Trade Union League, some of the
men in the union said that the women weren't interested enough
in o rgan i z i ng .

I was a member of the Women's Trade Union League, which was
trying to help to organize women.

Did you do any specific organizing at that t ime?
jus t one o f t he i r goa l s , o rgan i z i ng .

That was

Yes. The Women's Trade Union League was not a union itself,
but it was trying to promote the union movement.

Dur ing that per iod are there part icular th ings you remember
about the union movement : l ike you were te l l ing me ear l ier
abou t p i cke t i ng fo r t he t ruck d r i ve rs . Any o the r k i nds o f
inc idents that you par t icu lar ly remember?

Then there was this one I spoke of where they threw tear gas
at the crowd. [ laughs] I remember one t ime there was a s t r ike
somewhere near downtown. Of course the law said a legal picket
l i n e w a s l a w f u l , a n o n v i o l e n t p i c k e t l i n e . Yo u h a d a r i g h t
to p icket in case of a s t r ike. There was one t ime that the
mounted pol ice came. We were picket ing in f ront of a bui ld ing
where there was a strike on and the police drove us off and
around the corner so that the scabs could get into the bui ld
ing wi thout go ing through our p icket l ine.
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So you would often be called by the unions to come and support
t h e i r p i c k e t l i n e s ?

Yes. As I say, at this period, which was when there was the
great union movement, there was a large body of women, who
were not themselves laboring women, who would be called to
come on the picket l ines.

Like the DuPont woman that you mentioned earlier.

Yes. But i t was a great union movement at that t ime.

And very much had the support of other progressive organiza
t ions. Any unions that you worked with more than others in
that capacity? I mean you worked with the Garment Workers,
o b v i o u s l y.

Wel l , tha t o f course was a fu l l - t ime job . No, I can ' t say any
one special. I was out on a great many picket l ines when there
were un ion s t r i kes .

Then i t was no t un t i l t he la te th i r t i es tha t you go t i nvo lved
in the office worker and profess ional un ion?

Wel l , tha t was a round th i r t y -n ine .

That was after Roosevelt had come in, and progressive movements
were even more supported. You said that you went to the CIO
convent ion .

I don't remember whether i t was the convention or whether i t
was just a nat ional board meeting that I was sent, that our
union would be having a representative on, and I was asked
to go th is t ime or several t imes.

So were you actually a member of the United Office and Pro
fess ional Workers in your. . . .

Yes. Oh yes. I was the pres ident o f the loca l un ion here a t
one time.

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

And what were some of the main problems? You were organizing
pr imar i ly women c ler ica l workers .

We were t ry ing to . [ laughs] But we never got very la rge.

r
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INTERVIEWER: As you look back on it now, what were some of the major prob
lems in organizing the women? Things that you ran into.

L U S C O M B : I t h i n k a m a j o r p r o b l e m w a s t h e w o m e n o f fi c e w o r k e r s f e l t
soc ia l ly super ior to women factory workers . They thought o f
unions as being what factory workers had. I t never occurred
to them that unions would be appropriate for them. And that
is why I have been so very very much pleased over the recent
developments. I t s tar ted out wi th Nine to F ive* , which doesn ' t
cal l i tsel f a union, but i t does exact ly the same work and
the fact that they are forming actual ly what they do cal l unions
in many organizations. They have a movement on over at Harvard
and at MIT.

INTERVIEWER:

MIT has quite a strong one. And I have spoken at both of those
places to the union organizers. To groups that were meet ing
f o r t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n o f t h e i r o f fi c e s t a f f . O f fi c e a n d o t h e r .
A t H a r v a r d i t i n c l u d e s n o t j u s t c l e r i c a l b u t s t a f f i n g e n e r a l .

D id you find any th ings then that were par t icu lar ly successfu l
in reaching the women, or i t was just that they general ly con
sidered themselves above unions?

L U S C O M B : W e l l , t h a t I t h i n k w a s o n e o f t h e d i f fi c u l t i e s t h a t w e h a d .

INTERVIEWER: Were the women who had clerical jobs also the more upper-middle
class women?

L U S C O M B : Y e s .

INTERVIEWER: But yet there were other women l ike yoursel f who jo ined. There
was a small core of you who formed that union here?

L U S C O M B : Y e s .

INTERVIEWER: What other women did you work with, were you close with in the
union?

LUSCOMB: In the unions?

*Nine to Five, formed in 1973, is a working women's organization in Boston whose
membership consis ts main ly o f o ffice workers. Nine to F ive 's goal is to improve
working condit ions for clerical and office workers and to teach women the bene
fi ts o f o rgan iza t ion . Loca l 925 o f the Serv ice Employees In te rna t iona l Un ion ,
represent ing o ffice workers in the Boston area, is a d i rec t o f f -shoot o f N ine
to Five.
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Yes. Other women that you worked with. Or when you started
the local of the Uni ted Office and Professional Workers, were
there a core group of you who organized?

Ye s . Ye s .

Did you work in other companies around here? Do you remember
much about them or what they did?

No, we just were on the lookout for any office where there was
a rea l d issat is fac t ion and a fee l ing o f the need o f un i ted
ac t ion to improve the i r cond i t i ons .

And then go and talk with them?

Yes.

Were there any men that were part icular ly support ive of your
a c t i v i t i e s ?

I don ' t reca l l . There were men, but o f course the o ffice workers
were primarily women. And the men from some of the other unions
would be approving of our endeavor to unionize the office workers,
bu t they wou ldn ' t he lp ac t i ve ly.

It was up to you to do it?

I t was up to us to do i t . Yes.

Do you remember anything in particular about the CIO meeting
that you went to?

No . No .

It was just a regular convention business meeting?

Yes.

Did you see that there were any barriers on the part of the
union to gett ing women involved? Were there any things that
the union itself did that would have prevented the women from
gett ing involved, I mean any struggles you had wi th in that
o rgan iza t ion?

LUSCOMB: I don ' t t h i nk o f any th ing .
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INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

Since it was mostly clerical workers, you were mostly women.
I mean there was no top level of men?

Of course, the United Office and Professional Workers was a
women's union. It didn't have any men involved. I can't say
that there weren't any men members. But I don't recall any
men members. I don't recall them now. That was a long time
ago. [laughs] But its official body would have been women.

You said that during the war most union activity stopped. Did
you still keep your membership and keep your group together?

Oh, we kept our membership but just stopped trying to make
union demands for better conditions of labor and better pay
and all that. We made no struggles like that.

You said at one time you were president. Did you negotiate
contracts and that sort of thing?

We never got to that point where we actually had a union con
tract with any firm. As I say, we got better conditions in
several offices and covered hundreds of workers. But it was
not through a union contract. It was through the threat of
a union contract.

INTERVIEWER: Who were you working for at that time?

LUSCOMB: Who was I working for? I wasn' t working. I wasn' t holding
down any paid jobs at all.

INTERVIEWER: So, when you were with the, after the garment worker inspect
ing job, then you went with the peace movement. . . .

LUSCOMB: Yes, the Women's International League for Peace and Freedom.

INTERVIEWER: Was that a paying job?

LUSCOMB: That was a very low paying job. [laughs] The peace movement
was not a wealthy one. [laughs]

INTERVIEWER: During the war, what were your main activities, the main groups
that you were involved with during the war years.

L U S C O M B : I c a n ' t t e l l y o u .

INTERVIEWER: Is there any other job you held that was particularly involved
with unions?
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LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVI EWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

N o . I d o n ' t t h i n k s o .

Especia l ly not a f ter the McCarthy per iod.

[ l aughs ] I t was ge t t i ng ve ry c l ose to f asc i sm in t h i s coun t r y.
Ve r y c l o s e . I t w a s t e r r i b l e .

Let me ask you just a few general questions. I f you can, what
would you say was the most excit ing part of your l i fe, what
per iod and act iv i t ies were most exc i t ing?

The campaign for women's suffrage, for the freedom of one-half
of the human race to have a voice in their own government.
This was to be a democracy, a government of the people, by
the people and the only people who were not allowed to have
any voice in their government were criminals, the insane and
women.

Have you been at all disappointed in what's happened with the
women's movement since that time?

N o . I ' m n o t a t a l l d i s a p p o i n t e d i n i t . I ' m j u s t t r y i n g t o
i n s i s t t h a t i t i s n ' t fi n i s h e d . W e ' v e o n l y c o m e s o f a r . A n d
we 've go t t o go on un t i l we fin i sh i t . I n the l as t f ew yea rs
I've had a tremendous number of speaking engagements. And it
is with the new upsurge of the women's movement. In one three-
year period, I had over a hundred and seventy-five speaking
engagements, as far west as Chicago. More than half of them
have been on the history of the women's movement. I always
end up by tel l ing about how we got our poli t ical freedom but
saying that we haven' t finished the job yet and that we've got
to go on. The Declarat ion of Independence said, "Al l men are
created equal." Until we make that read, "All men and women
are created equal," we haven't accomplished what the Declara
tion of Independence was meant to stand for.

The most b i t ter d iscr iminat ion against women today is that
against the working women. According to government figures,
forty-six percent of al l women of working age are working
ou ts i de t he home . Tha t ' s p re t t y c l ose t o one -ha l f o f a l l
the women of America. And again by government figures, the
average pay of the working woman is fifty-nine per cent of
the average of working men. Or if you're a black woman, the
average pay is forty-nine per cent of the average pay of men,
less than half. That means that women who work are held down
rega rd less o f t he i r ab i l i t i es , t o t he l owes t pa id and t he l eas t
in te res t ing and c rea t ive jobs . They ' re never p romoted accord ing
t o t h e i r a b i l i t i e s . T h a t i s t h e g r e a t e s t d i s c r i m i n a t i o n a g a i n s t
women that s t i l l remains.
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LUSCOMB: Now there are other things that need to be done. We need to
have child care centers so that the woman who is working out
side the home knows that her children are taken care of and
are having development and training and al l that wi l l make
them happy and valuable c i t izens of the country. The chi ld
care wi l l do that for them. Somet imes I po in t out the fac t
that I v is i ted China in 1962. This was long before the Uni ted
States government was wil l ing to have American cit izens go into
Ch ina . In Shangha i , I went to see a g rea t indus t r ia l p lan t ,
a machine shop. It had five thousand employees, and about a
fifth of them were women, women working as skil led machinists,
dr iv ing the overhead cranes and al l that , and get t ing equal
pay for equal work. The factory maintained a chi ld care cen
ter which included a nursery. I f a woman got pregnant, she
had fif ty-s ix days of materni ty leave wi th pay. When she came
back, she could br ing her baby there, to the nursery. She
would get free care for the child and she would have two half-
hour periods a day, with pay, to nurse her baby. So that you
had the woman as a mother not sacrificing, but the government
recognized that the wel fare of the chi ldren and the wel fare
of motherhood was social welfare.

INTERVIEWER: Yes. That 's impor tant for everyone. Do you see China as one
of the places to learn more about how to do this?

L U S C O M B : I a b s o l u t e l y d o . I a b s o l u t e l y d o .

INTERVIEWER: Have you been back again.

L U S C O M B : N o . I ' v e n e v e r b e e n b a c k . [ l a u g h s ] I w a s a d e l e g a t e t o a
world disarmament conference in Moscow that year. And I was
a delegate to the conference against A and H Bombs in Tokyo.

Well, I had been very much interested in China ever since I
read Edgar Snow's Red Star Over China when it first came out
a lmost for ty years ago. And I 'd fo l lowed the developments
in China. So I made up my mind that I would like to go down
through China to get to Hong Kong. But there was no way in
this country that I could get a visa from China because I knew
the United States government at that t ime was so bit terly op
posed to China that i f I mai led a let ter to the Chinese govern
ment , i t would never be del ivered. But I went to the confer
ence in Moscow, and I hunted up the Chinese delegation there
and asked them if they could get me a visa. About a dozen
of the other American delegates also asked if they could go
into China.
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LUSCOMB: China had been welcoming people from every country on earth
except the Uni ted Sta tes. They were a f ra id o f get t ing in sp ies
and saboteurs. Now that we know what the CIA has been doing
in other countr ies al l over the world, we know that they were
wise. There was one very prominent American woman journalist,
Dr. Anna Louise Strong, who had visited China many times and
had writ ten various books and lectured on it , and she spent
her las t th i r teen years l i v ing in Pek ing . So they gave her
the names of these dozen Americans and asked her if she could
vouch for any of them as being safe for them to let in.

It so happened that when she was on a lecture tour in this
country many years ago, I had presided at her two meetings
in Boston and entertained her overnight in my home. So she
vouched for me that I was not a member of the CIA, and I got
a v isa.

Of course, general ly, a country gives you a visa by stamping
i t in your passpor t . But China knew that the Uni ted States
government would be cr i t ical . Therefore, they gave me my visa
on a separate sheet of paper so there wouldn't be any record
in my passport of my having come into China.

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

So I flew ou t ove r the t rans -S ibe r ian a i r l i ne to Novos ib i r sk
in the hear t o f S iber ia . The Pek ing a i r l ine came up to there .
I just swapped planes in the airport and flew down to Peking.
The trouble was that the dates of the two conferences to which
I was a delegate only allowed me eleven days in China. But
I spent about four days in Peking and the surrounding terr i tory
up in the North. Then I flew down to Shanghai, which was the
on ly p lace tha t had indus t r ies a t tha t t ime. I had four days
in that region and then flew down to Canton in the South and
had th ree o r four days in tha t sec t ion . Tha t ' s on ly about
four hours ride by train out to Hong Kong.

Did they have someone with you the whole time, interpreting?

Yes. The Chinese Peace Committee provided me with guides and
interpreters. They had one young woman who went with me all
the t ime. In each ci ty the local peace commit tee would pro
v ide me wi th loca l gu ides to a l l the most in teres t ing th ings
in the neighborhood.

INTERVIEWER: Would you l ike to go back and see i t again?

L U S C O M B : O h , I w o u l d l o v e t o g o b a c k . Ye s . [ l a u g h s ]
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INTERVIEWER: Is China a country, more so than say Sweden or the East Euro
pean countries, that you would look towards in terms of women.

L U S C O M B : I t h i n k i t ' s t h e m o s t i n t e r e s t i n g c o u n t r y o n e a r t h a t t h e p r e s
ent t ime. [ laughs ] That ' s no t say ing tha t Sweden and o ther
countr ies aren ' t t remendously in terest ing and t remendously im
portant. What 's developing in Afr ica and what we have got to
look fo rward in course o f t ime in La t in Amer i ca . I t ' s no t ye t
developed there but r ight now China is the most interest ing
i n t h e w o r l d , I t h i n k . T h e m o s t s i g n i fi c a n t .

INTERVIEWER: Par t i cu la r l y i n te rms o f women and the leve l o f equa l i t y tha t
they have reached?

L U S C O M B : A b s o l u t e l y . N o w I w a s i n C h i n a j u s t a l i t t l e l e s s t h a n t h i r t e e n
years f rom the l ibera t ion in '49 . And in the o ld Ch ina, and
that means in '49, the condition of women in China was just
unspeakab le . A man had a l ega l r i gh t t o k i l l h i s w i fe . He
could se l l her as a s lave to anybody e lse. One of the firs t
things that the new government did was to declare the ful l
equality of women. And when they had the land reform and took
away the vast landlord estates and distributed them among the
peasant ry, the women got the i r share o f the land. A l l o f the
laws regarding women were made equal. When I was there China
had two v i ce -p rem ie rs . Tha t ' s t he equ i va len t o f v i ce -p res i
dents. And one of them was a woman, Madame Sun Yat-sen. Have
you ever known of a vice-president in the United States who
was a woman? [laughs]

I N T E RV I E W E R : N o . I d o n ' t t h i n k w e ' r e l i k e l y t o h a v e o n e s o o n e i t h e r. I n
this country, do you see the ERA, the Equal Rights Amendment,
as the most important thing for women?

L U S C O M B : I t ' s o n e o f t h e v e r y v e r y i m p o r t a n t t h i n g s , y e s . I f w e d o n ' t
ge t i t ra t i fied by the requ i red number o f s ta tes w i th in the
next couple of years, why we'l l have to have it passed again.
And we ' re go ing on un t i l we ge t i t ra t i fied .

INTERVIEWER: Do you th ink that the organized labor has been support ive of
tha t?

L U S C O M B : I d o n ' t k n o w . P r o b a b l y i t ' s v e r y d i f f e r e n t i n d i f f e r e n t u n i o n s .

INTERVIEWER: Have you fo l lowed or been invo lved a t a l l in the Coal i t ion o f
Labor Union Women that got started just three years ago? I t 's
called CLUW.
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LUSCOMB: I know of i t , yes. [ laughs] Not be ing a labor un ion woman
mysel f now. . . . [ laughs]

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

INTERVIEWER:

You haven ' t been d i rec t ly invo lved.

A f t e r a l l i n a b o u t s e v e n m o n t h s I ' l l b e n i n e t y. [ l a u g h s ]

From everything I hear you're extremely act ive and involved.

Ye s , I a m . [ l a u g h i n g ]

One las t quest ion tha t i s here on my l i s t : I f you were s ix
teen aga in , and cou ld re l i ve your l i f e , i s the re any par t i
cu la r th ing tha t you wou ld do d i f fe ren t ly in te rms o f the
women's movement or your activities?

N o . I d o n ' t t h i n k I ' d d o a n y t h i n g d i f f e r e n t . I ' v e t r i e d t o
be active in the outstanding social reform movements of the
time. And they'd be the same. My judgement may have been
wrong. Or I may have not done the best that could have been
done. But I d id the best tha t I cou ld judge.

What do you see is the outstanding social issue today?

I th ink that the wor ld is in the midst o f one of the great
ages o f soc ia l t rans i t ion . Jus t as they came f rom s lavery
to feudal ism and from feudal ism to capi ta l ism, I th ink we are
in the process of going from capital ism to social ism-communism.
And no great change like that occurs except over a period of
scores or hundreds of years. You don't change the whole foun
d a t i o n o f s o c i e t y. B u t I h a v e v i s i t e d i n C h i n a . I w e n t i n t o
the USSR many years ago, '33 I think it was or '35 the first
t i m e . I ' v e b e e n i n t o C u b a . I ' v e b e e n i n t o E a s t B e r l i n . A n d
I know that that is what the human race is moving towards. It
means the welfare of a vastly greater proport ion of the human
race than you get under capi ta l ism. Capi ta l ism is founded on
the wel fare of a weal thy ru l ing c lass.

I think that ends the quest ions I have for now.

[INTERRUPTION]

Florence, in the wr i t ten history that you gave me, you said
that you became a member of the Boston local of the Steno
graphers, Typists, Bookkeepers and Accountants Union, Af of L.
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INTERVIEWER: At one t ime, you were president and delegate to the Boston
Central Labor Council. When the CIO was formed, you became
a member of the United Office and Professional Workers. In
our prev ious in terv iew we d idn ' t ta lk about the Stenographers,
Typists, Bookkeepers and Accountants Union. I wonder i f you
could just th ink about i t and te l l me any more about that local
union where you met. I f you were president of the local, some
of the things you were involved in.

LUSCOMB: The branch here in Boston was a very, I don't know just what
word to use, i t was almost a fake union. There was one firm
that were publ ic stenographers. I mean where people who didn't
have an office, o ffice work themselves, but i f they wanted
typewri t ing done or anything, they would br ing them to th is
fi rm. Many o f the sma l l un ions d idn ' t have o ffices and d idn ' t
have office workers, so they would br ing the i r work to th is
one fi rm . Th i s o f fice founded the o f fice wo rke r ' s un ion he re ,
but they d idn ' t want any o ther pub l ic s tenographers o ffice to
join the union because they, the first one, had a monopoly on
a l l the s tenograph ic work fo r a l l the un ions around. So in
s tead o f t r y ing to ge t the o the r pub l i c s tenographer ' s o ffices
organized, they were t ry ing to prevent them from jo in ing the
union. I t was just a business advantage for them.

When I finally was made at one time the president of this one
union and I wanted to go out on a large organizing campaign
to ge t a l l t he o ther pub l i c s tenographers ' o ffices o rgan ized
and un ion o ffices, they wouldn ' t s tand for i t , the people who
owned th is one. So tha t i t was no t rea l l y look ing a f te r the
in te res ts o f o rgan ized labor, bu t they were look ing a f te r the i r
own bus iness in te res ts . I was qu i te d isappo in ted in tha t un ion ,
and that was why when the CIO union was set up here, I imme
diately joined that and worked with that and paid no more at
tent ion to th is AF of L union.

INTERVIEWER: Was the AF of L union, the people who actually worked there
and did the stenographic work, were they members of the union,
and were they the ones that didn't want to organize? Or did
the people who owned the company itself not want others organized?

LUSCOMB: The people who owned the company were the ones who were the
workers there . I t was jus t two or th ree peop le . There were
a couple of women and I think there was a man in it, too. I
don't know whether he was in the union or whether it was merely
that he was a friend of the couple of women who worked in this
bus iness . So i t wasn ' t l a rge .
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INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

But you worked with those women as president of the local?

Yes. As I say, I was very anxious to go out on an organizing
campaign all over the city with the other public stenographer's
offices. They wouldn't let me do it. So when the CIO started
up an office worker's union, I immediately joined that and
worked with that and no longer had any membership in the other
one.

How did you get to have a membership in the other one?

It was just founded, and I was one of the ones who founded it,
one of the group that founded it. I think the national union
was just founded, and I'm not sure but what I was a delegate
at the founding convention of the national one. I can't say
that. I don't remember. But at that time, of course, when
they founded the national one, then we had to organize a local
branch here. I was one of the group who worked and founded
this branch.

Can you remember who else you worked with in doing that?

No. [ laughs]

When you were a delegate to the Boston Central Labor Union. . . .

Of course, that was AFL. The Central Labor Union was.

Now, is the Boston Central Labor Union, is that a labor coun
cil made up of all the. . . .

Of all the unions that belonged to the American Federation
of Labor. This would be a Boston branch of the National Fed
erat ion.

Do you remember when you were a member of the AFL union and
on the Boston Central Labor Council?

No. It would be just two or three years before '39.

So in 1936, '37, can you remember anything more about the Boston
Central Labor Union?

No, I. . . .

Did you go to meetings every month or. . . ?
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INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

L U S C O M B : I d o n ' t r e m e m b e r . [ l a u g h s ]

INTERVIEWER: Do you by any chance remember any other women who were in
volved? Or was it mostly men?

LUSCOMB: I n t he Cen t ra l Labo r Un ion? The re we ren ' t ve r y many women
in the labor movement. Mostly the jobs that women held weren't
organized. The sales women in department stores. . . I don' t
remember that they had a union at that time, but that would
be a field that women would work in. Of course, in some of
the c lo th ing industr ies and in the weaving mi l ls , the making
of the c loth. But that was not done in Boston. The making
of the cloth was up in Lowell and up there. That was the cen
ter o f those. But the making of dresses, making of c lo th ing,
sewing up the cloth into clothing was an occupation that the
women had very much, although the owners of the shops where
they did their sewing were men, pr imar i ly.

So you were one of the few women who would have gone to the
Boston Central Labor Union Meetings.

I don't remember whether I was merely filling in when some
body who would have gone from the office worker's union was
not ab le to go. I know I d id s i t in on the Centra l Labor
Union Meetings some time, but I don't think that I was the
one who ordinar i ly went to i t .

INTERVIEWER: Can you remember anything else about those meetings, what kinds
of things might have been discussed? Any prominent Boston
labor union people?

L U S C O M B : N o . I d o n ' t . [ l a u g h s ] I w a s v e r y a c t i v e f r o m t h e n o n f o r
a number of years in the labor movement. When they had strikes
on, I went out on the p icket l ines wi th a l l sor ts o f workers '
groups. There were quite a number of women who were not workers
but well-to-do women who were very much interested in the labor
movement. When there was a str ike, there was a l i t t le group
of them that would very often go out on the picket l ines with
them. I th ink i t was in the la t te r par t o f ' 39 and a round
that t ime and f rom then on. But af ter we, the U.S. jo ined
in the wor ld war, a l l the labor union 's act iv i ty was suspended
for the war e f fo r t . So i t wou ld on ly be up to '41 .

INTERVIEWER: You had told me about a trucking company that you had been in
vo lved w i th p icke t ing . Was tha t a round th is t ime as we l l , i n
t h e l a t e ' 3 0 ' s ?
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I th ink i t was, bu t I 'm not sure .

Do you remember what trucking company that was by any chance?

I don ' t remember. I know where i t was located. I t was jus t
near Centra l Square in Cambr idge. I t was just o ff Centra l
Square. I could point out now where it was on the map.

You said that you were part of the founding group of the United
Office and Profess ional Workers, and you to ld me a l i t t le b i t
about some of your organizing efforts. But can you remember
anything more specific about founding that group, other people
that were involved, people from other unions who might have
assisted you?

I f I went upsta i rs and looked over my mai l ing l is t , I would
know one or two. Mills was one of the women. She lives down
towards , no t Lynn bu t up in the nor the rn a rea the re . I 'm s t i l l
in touch wi th her occas iona l ly. I cou ld get tha t name for you.

Okay, we could do that when we're finished talking. We had
talked about your mother and her involvement in various move
ments and your growing up with lots of di fferent ideas pre
sented. Were there any major differences between you and your
mother in terms of the programs that you were interested in?

No . No d i f f e rence a t a l l . Mo the r was i n te res ted i n t he t h i ngs
that I was. In fact the reason I was interested was because
she had exposed me to those ideas when I was young.

Can you remember any more detail about any of your childhood
friends or classmates, any differences that you may have had
because you were in a single-parent family and your mother
was more radical than many other people?

No . I don ' t t h i nk t he re we re any spec i a l d i f f e rences . I guess
I explained why I had to go to private school rather than a
p u b l i c s c h o o l . G o i n g t o t h i s l i t t l e p r i v a t e s c h o o l — i t w a s
sma l l—the c lass wou ld no t be ve ry g rea t . I t wou ldn ' t be l i ke
a neighborhood school where we'd all know each other because
we lived in the same neighborhood, but they would come from
d i f f e ren t pa r t s a round abou t , d i f f e ren t pa r t s o f t he c i t y and
al l , so that we d idn ' t soc ia l ize so much af ter school hours.
We were al l f r iends in the school.

Were there other children who had mothers or parents whose
views were s imi lar to your 's?
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I d o n ' t r e c a l l a n y.

Do you reca l l be ing d i f fe rent in tha t respect?

Wel l , I don ' t th ink that in our school we d iscussed the soc ia l
i ssues o r any th ing l i ke tha t . You don ' t genera l l y w i th g ram
mar school chi ldren or h igh school , not many of them. You're
too busy studying, learning your [ laughs] mathematics or chem
i s t r y i n h i g h s c h o o l o r h i s t o r y.

Even though you didn't go to school in the neighborhood, you
st i l l had f r iends f rom the neighborhood that you would a lso
p lay wi th?

Yes. There was a group of us when I l ived in Al lston that a l
ways played together and worked together. We had regular monthly
meetings, and we went on picnics and things l ike that together
so tha t there was th is l i t t le ne ighborhood group.

Do you remember anything special about the things you did?

No, except we had this one group. We called ourselves the
Ph i l i s t i nes . I don ' t know how they go t tha t name. I t was
named, I guess, before I moved into the neighborhood and joined
it. We'd have a monthly meeting at one or another person's
house, and in the summertime we'd go on picnics together and
a l l t h a t .

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

Was th is most ly g i r ls?

No . I t was bo th .

Was this when you were in high school or younger?

Th i s was ma in l y i n h i gh schoo l . I 'm s t i l l a f r i end o f t he
younger sister of one of the boys that belonged to that group.
They l ived r ight across the street from us when we l ived in
A l l s ton , t he fi r s t p l ace . The boy was ve ry ac t i ve i n ou r
Phi l is t ine group, and he had a younger s is ter. She was just
a youngster who was two or three years o ld. I 'm st i l l in touch
w i th he r. She 's the one o f them tha t i s l e f t a l i ve and i s
s t i l l i n t o u c h .

You had mentioned that even when you were very young, you had
volunteered and been involved in the suffrage movement and gone
to meet ings wi th your mother. Did th is group of k ids that you
p layed wi th , were they invo lved in th ings l i ke that as wel l?
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LUSCOMB: I don ' t t h ink tha t they were . I t was jus t a soc ia l g roup o f
youngsters rather than a group to take part in any civic ac
t i v i t i e s .

INTERVIEWER: So that you would most ly do the c iv ic th ings wi th your mother
ra ther than wi th o ther f r iends?

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

L U S C O M B : M o s t l y , y e s .

INTERVIEWER: Do you remember any times when having different ideas made
you unhappy or was a problem? I suspect that there were many
other kids at that t ime who just didn't have the same kind of
ideas .

Wel l , I don ' t suppose that I , as a youngster, was real ly put
t ing very much of my t ime on social issues, social quest ions.

You had talked about your trip to England and learning more
abou t the su f f rage t tes and the su f f rag is ts .

Nineteen hundred and eleven.

Cou ld you ta lk a l i t t l e b i t more abou t the re la t ionsh ip o f
the British movement with the American suffrage movement.
Was t he re a s im i l a r k i nd o f sp l i t he re , l i ke t he su f f r ag i s t s
and the suff raget tes?

Of course, the o lder organ iza t ion there was the su ff rag is ts ,
and then Mrs. Pankhurst fe l t that they weren' t being act ive
enough, and they weren't taking the movement out to the man
in the street , so that they founded, Mrs. El izabeth, Emmel ine
Pankhurst founded, the suffragette movement to do the shocking
thing of hold ing open-ai r meet ings and to do al l sor ts of
th ings tha t wou ld b r i ng i t t o the genera l pub l i c . I guess
I to ld you about what they d id at the gal lery at the Par l ia
m e n t t h e r e . T h i n g s l i k e t h a t . T h e y i n v e n t e d a l l s o r t s o f
th ings to get publ ic i ty to make the publ ic th ink about the
status of women. To hold open-air meet ings on the street
corners was shocking.

INTERVIEWER: Was there a simi lar div is ion in the American movement?

L U S C O M B : We h a d a t t h a t t i m e n o m i l i t a n t m o v e m e n t h e r e . We d i d n ' t h a v e
any open-air meetings. But along around 1908 or '09 or '10,
along around there, we read about what had been happening in
England; that they were holding open-air meetings. So some of

LUSCOMB:
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LUSCOMB: the members of the suffrage association here in Boston, Mass
achusetts decided that they would l ike to try and hold open-
air meetings. So they arranged to go out to the small town
of Bedford here on a Saturday afternoon and hold an open-air
meeting. There were two or three of the women who were pro
minent in the suffrage association here. One was a woman law
yer, Mrs. Teresa Crowley, and another one was a Mrs. Fitzgerald,
Susan Fitzgerald and one or two others. Those are the two
names that occur to me immediately.

So they went out one time, one Saturday afternoon to Bedford.
I think they had gone out before and put up notices that they
wou ld be there the fo l low ing Saturday. R igh t in the hear t o f
the town where they had a little common, they stood there and
held the i r open-a i r meet ing. I went out and saw them. Pro
bab ly mother went w i th me. I don ' t know. I th ink that was
the firs t open-a i r meet ing that had been he ld for suff rage
in this country. But then the movement spread, and we just
took to the streets so as to reach the common man and make
h im th ink abou t i t .

INTERVIEWER: Did they get a crowd for the i r meet ing?

L U S C O M B : T h e y g o t q u i t e a c r o w d . O u t o f j u s t c u r i o s i t y p e o p l e w o u l d
come to see this strange thing, women speaking outdoors in
pub l i c . They though t tha t fi rs t one was so success fu l , so
valuable that they decided that every Saturday af ternoon they
would go to some different township around here and have an
open-a i r meet ing . I t was th ree o r four weeks la te r tha t they
asked me if I would speak at one of them. I did. I t was my
firs t su f f rage speech, and I guess i t was my fi rs t open-a i r
speech ce r ta in l y.

INTERVIEWER: Do you remember where that was?

L U S C O M B : I d o n ' t r e m e m b e r w h i c h b e c a u s e t h e y w e n t t o t h e s e d i f f e r e n t
towns every week. I think I have recorded where that was,
but I don't know whether I could dig out any papers that would
te l l me.

INTERVIEWER: Is this when you were a student at MIT?

L U S C O M B : I t d e p e n d s o n w h e t h e r I w a s s t i l l i n h i g h s c h o o l o r a t M I T.
I can' t tel l you whether I was in high school or a student
at MIT.
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LUSCOMB:
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INTERVIEWER:
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INTERVIEWER:

Did you do that again and again.

Then I was regular ly speaking at open-air meetings. They had
them, not just on Saturday afternoons, but they'd hold them
downtown Boston at various times.

What specific things would you talk about?

Of course, we talked about the fact that mothers wanted to
vote, ought to have a r ight to vote in order to have a voice
in the publ ic schools that her chi ldren were going to, make
sure that they were good schools, and al l the other condit ions
tha t a f fec ted the l i ves o f her ch i ld ren . So tha t was why the
mothers needed to vote. But for some women who were not mothers
but were working women, we would talk about the conditions in
which they worked, the amount of pay they got for their work,
whether they were healthful and good for their health and the
length of hours they worked, the factory laws that governed
the condit ions of their work, and might decide whether they
would be healthy and strong or whether they would be sick.
So that's why the working women needed a chance to vote.

Then, of course, the tax-paying women, the wealthy women, we
said, well their money is taken from them in taxes on any pro
perty that they own, but that money may not be spent for pur
poses that they would l i ke to see i t spent fo r. Maybe they 'd
l i ke to see bet te r schoo ls or pub l ic hosp i ta ls and so fo r th .
Instead of that, maybe the pol i t ic ians are spending the money
on something that they th ink is wastefu l or even harmful . So
we put up al l of these things.

For each of the different groups of women, were there women
who opposed your going out and speaking in open-air meetings?

Of course, there were some women who were opposed to suffrage
a t a l l . They we re mos t l y t he wea l t hy p r i v i l eged c l asses . The i r
l i v i ng cond i t i ons we ren ' t a f f ec ted by l aw espec ia l l y. O f cou rse ,
the old motto was that woman's place was in the home. The anti-
su f f rag is ts were never a la rge organ iza t ion , bu t as I sa id ,
they were largely the upper middle class, upper class women
who had plenty of money to spend, so that although they were
few, they had power and could put on polit ical campaigns.

Were there any like the women in England who supported suffrage
but didn't think that you should go out and have open-air meetings?
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LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:
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INTERVIEWER:
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INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:
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There were some. But I think most of the women who believed
in suffrage were accept ing the open-air meetings and al l of
the ac t i v i t i es . We lea rned f rom the B r i t i sh to go i n to ou t
doors and go to the open-air meetings.

Did you work with any labor union people during that period
in the suffrage movement?

There were some of the men who were active in the labor move
ment who were supporters of women's suffrage. If we had a
big meeting, why some of them would speak sometimes.

Did you know people like Emma Goldman?

She, of course, was not here in Massachusetts. I don't know
whether she ever spoke at meet ings here or not. But I d idn' t
have any direct contact wi th her.

Besides these outdoor meetings, did you go to regular meetings
of the suffrage movement?

Oh, absolutely. Of course, the outdoor meet ings would be only
in the summertime. You couldn't get a crowd to come out much
in winter. Today I don't think many would want to be out stand
ing on a street corner for hours.

Was there a group of you that continued to work together during
that period? Was it a large group or a small group of women?

In the suffrage movement?

Ye s . I n B o s t o n .

Yes. We had an act ive group, Boston Equal Suffrage Associa
tion for Good Government, was the name of it. Then, of course,
there was the state headquarters which was also located in
Boston, but that worked throughout the whole state, and then
in other c i t ies and towns, there would be local bodies that
would carry on the work.

Any other kinds of things that you would do? Did you do leaflets?

Yes. One t ime, the argument tha t the ant i -su f f rag is ts used
was that the women didn't want the vote. Of course, that meant
not on ly the ant i -suff rage women, but i t meant any po l i t ic ian
that was opposed to it would say, "Well, the women don't want
i t . I t ' s j u s t t h e s e h a n d f u l o f c r a n k s t h a t a r e a s k i n g f o r t h i s . "
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LUSCOMB: So we set out in Boston once to get a petition signed by women
that would be the equivalent to the majority of women in Bos
ton who would be eligible to vote. Nobody knew how many women
would be eligible to vote, but we assumed that there would
be just the same number of women eligible as the men who were
el ig ible. So we set out to get a pet i t ion signed by women that
would be the equ iva lent to the major i ty o f men voters . I can ' t
remember just how much it was. I may have some record of that
somewhere. I t was thousands and thousands. I don't know.
The number that comes to mind is a hundred thousand. But if
there were two hundred thousand men voters, we set out to get
a majority of the same number of women voters. So for about
a year, we worked canvassing door-to-door al l over the ci ty,
and getting the signatures of women, and we got the majority,
the number that was the equivalent to a majority of the men
v o t e r s .

Every year we were trying to get the legislature to pass a
b i l l to enf ranch ise the women in the s ta te e lec t ions. So we 'd
have a hearing at the state house on the bi l l that was filed
to amend the state constitution to allow women to vote on the
same terms as men. After we'd got al l these signatures and
pet i t ions, I remember the hearing at the state house, the hear
ing that was being held on the amendment to amend the state
cons t i t u t i on . We b rough t i n these g rea t b ig p i l es , p i l es and
pi les, armloads of pet i t ions, that said women were asking to
have the amendment to the state constitution to allow women
to vote. We went in the publ ic hal l , up in the state house
where the hearing on the bill was being held and laid down
on the table in the front of the hear ing these thousands, tens
of thousands and perhaps a hundred thousand names. We got the
number whatever it was that would have given us a majority.
The i r eyes fa i r l y bugged ou t . I t was ve ry impress i ve . Bu t
that had meant that we had actually canvassed door-to-door al l
through the ci ty, in the slums, in the fashionable Back Bay
d i s t r i c t , i n t h e f o r e i g n s e c t i o n s , a l l o f t h a t .

INTERVIEWER: How many women were there who were doing this kind of work.
Were there just a couple of you who kind of kept at it?

LUSCOMB: Oh, there were more than that, a great many more. I can't
tell you how many. Of course, we not only did the canvassing,
but if there was a women's club, we'd try at one of their meet
ings to ask i f we could speak there and circulate the pet i
t ion there. Or one of thei r members might undertake to c i r
cu la te the pet i t ion a t the c lub meet ing.
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INTERVIEWER: Did you do other lobbying at the state house?

L U S C O M B : O h , y e s . We l o b b i e d . E v e r y y e a r w e p u t i n t h i s a m e n d m e n t
to the s ta te cons t i tu t ion . So we lobb ied every year.

INTERVIEWER: You then became secretary of the Boston Equal Suffrage. . . .

L U S C O M B : I w a s t h e a s s i s t a n t e x e c u t i v e s e c r e t a r y. T h e e x e c u t i v e s e c r e
tary was Mrs. Pinkham, Mrs. Winona Pinkham. She was the exe
cut ive secretary to p lan a l l the work, and I was the assis tant
execu t i ve sec re ta ry.

INTERVIEWER: You were saying that the state sent out two groups to reach
the women who lived in rural areas where you didn't have any
contacts. You were in charge of one of these groups.

LUSCOMB:

r

Yes. Between these two, why we covered
towns. We would go and spend a day in
vass. I f we saw a man out in the field
to him and hand him a leaflet and tell
vote yes on the referendum that fal l ,
the homes and talk with the women and t
group of them that were real ly st rongly
form a l i t t le loca l group and carry on
e lec t i on day.

a l l o f t h e s e s m a l l
each township and can-
working, we'd run out

him why he ought to
Then we'd canvass all
r y t o fi n d a l i t t l e

in favor tha t wou ld
the ag i ta t i on up to

If there was any smal l local industry, there might be a saw
mil l or something l ike that , we'd have an open-air meet ing at
noontime. When the whistle blew at noontime, the men came
out to ge t the i r lunch . We 'd be there hand ing ou t leafle ts
and saying, "Come back at half past twelve for an open-air
meeting." So a lot of them would come back at half past twelve,
and we'd have half an hour for an open-air meeting unti l the
whistle blew at one, and they had to go back to work.

In a good many of the towns we'd have a noontime meeting at
the industry and then we'd have an evening meeting. If there
was an East Podunk and a West Podunk, we'd have two meetings
in the evening, one at seven in one place and the other one
at e igh t - th i r ty in the o ther p lace . That 's when I made two
hundred and twenty-two speeches in nineteen weeks on that cam
paign.

I did al l the speaking on that campaign. I was the speaker
on one party, I was in charge of the party. At the end of
one meet ing, af ter I got through speaking and having a l i t t le
question period, then I announced that we had large yellow
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LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

VOTES FOR WOMEN buttons. We'd sell them for a penny a piece.
But of course if you wanted to help the cause and pay more,
why we wouldn't refuse to take i t . So there was one very small
t own . I t was up j us t ou ts ide o f Have rh i l l . I don ' t r emember
the name, but i t was a very small country town. I 'd made the
speech, and I was going through the crowd with a handful of
these buttons, "Anybody want a button, want a button, want
a button." One man said to me very earnestly and very sin
cerely as he gave me double the required amount, he said, "It
was worth two cents to hear you speak." [ laughter]

Who were some of the other women that went with you? Do you
remember who went with you on that trip?

I c a n ' t t e l l y o u t h e i r n a m e s . T h e y s h i f t e d . G e n e r a l l y t h e y
would come out for a week or two. There were one or two of
the people, g i r ls who stayed through the ent i re campaign. But
I don't remember the names.

INTERVIEWER: Were there any s ta te leg is la to rs tha t you worked w i th par t i
c u l a r l y ?

LUSCOMB: If we were working in the home town of one of the legislators,
why we would call on him decidedly, but most of them would
l i v e i n t h e c i t i e s . M o s t o f t h e l e g i s l a t o r s l i v e d i n t h e b i g
ger towns. We were going only in the extreme rural areas, so
it was very seldom that there would be any man who had been
elected to the legislature who came from a very small town.

INTERVIEWER: What happened with the state referendum?

L U S C O M B : W e w e r e d e f e a t e d i n t h a t s t a t e r e f e r e n d u m , b u t i t l e f t t h e
state thoroughly organized. We had contacts to every c i ty
and town. The movement was very much stronger because of that
referendum even though we didn't get a majority of the men
to vote for it, but we undoubtedly had converted a lot of men
tha t hadn ' t eve r though t abou t i t , anyway. I t was jus t fou r
years after that the Congress passed the federal amendment,
the amendment to the nat ional const i tut ion. That had to go
down to the s ta tes to be ra t i fied by the th i r t y -s i x s ta te l eg
i s l a t u r e s . M a s s a c h u s e t t s ' l e g i s l a t u r e r a t i fi e d i t w i t h i n f o u r
w e e k s . I t w a s o n e o f t h e e a r l i e s t s t a t e s t o r a t i f y i t . We
always felt that i t was because we'd bui l t up such a strong
organizat ion and educated the whole populat ion of the state
so much through our 1915 referendum that the Massachusetts
l e g i s l a t u r e w a s w i l l i n g t o r a t i f y i t i m m e d i a t e l y. We w e r e
o n e o f t h e e a r l i e s t s t a t e s t o r a t i f y i t .
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Were there any leg is la tors that you had par t icu lar contact
wi th or remember as part icu lar ly support ive?

I ' l l read you a l i t t le poem that I wrote on two of the s ta te
l e g i s l a t o r s . [ l a u g h s ] [ r e a d i n g o u t l o u d ] " T h e r e a r e a f e w
men here and there who fight the battles of advancing woman
hood in ha l ls o f leg is la t ion , p la t fo rm, press . Where woman
can not serve herself , they serve her. I speak them words
of thanks. A dumb dog can not speak his thanks when he is
served, but he fawns before you, he crouches at your feet.
He wr i thes h i s g ra t i t ude f rom head to ta i l t i p . H is adora
t ion ove rflows h i s eyes . He l i cks you r hand . I can thank
the men who serve advancing womanhood. I thank them with
se t phrases . I thank them w i th conven t iona l g lances . I thank
them w i th fo rma l handc lasps . My sp i r i t i s a l i t t l e dog a t
the i r fee t . " [ laughs] You asked about some o f the men. These
were two of the Massachusetts senators.

Which senators were they?

Shuebruk and Gibbs. So they were two of the men.

Do you remember anything more about those two men?

No.

Would you go and meet with them in their offices and talk to
them about the legis lat ion?

Probably would have.

Did the Boston Equal Suffrage Associat ion have offices in Boston?

Yes.

Do you remember where they were?

At var ious t imes they were a t d i f fe rent p laces. Beacon St reet
runs r igh t i n f ron t o f the S ta te House . There ' s a s t ree t tha t
r u n s p a r a l l e l t o t h a t j u s t t h e n e x t s t r e e t o v e r. I f y o u w e n t
down Charles Street, you'd come to i t . Our offices were on
that, opposi te the Publ ic Gardens.

So you were very close to the State House.

Yes. That was one of the places where we had our offices at
one time, but I don't know the others.
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[shuffl ing through papers] We got the vote by demonstrat ing.
This is the way we looked when we did it. The women's clothes
at that t ime came down al l the way down. This was our l i t t le
automobi le that we toured the state in 1915. This was the
young man who was our chauffeur in it.

Could you drive yourselves?

We had a young man.

Was that because you didn't know how to drive?

I learned how to drive during this summer when we were going
around the state. He taught me to drive. Remember we weren't
going to the ci t ies; we were going through the rural areas,
the smal l towns. So we went over jus t l i t t le d i r t roads and
up over hi l ls ides and al l . When you got to be able to dr ive
l i k e t h a t , i t w a s n o t h i n g t o d r i v e i t t h r o u g h a c i t y, w i t h
we l l paved s t ree ts , a f te rwards . So I go t my d r i v ing l i cense
in 1915 from that. Al l that you had to do in those days to
get a driving l icense was to send in a sworn statement that
you had driven a hundred miles. Then ray mother gave me a first
car in 1920. But those are pictures of the campaign in 1915.

Were people friendly when you went out and talked to them like
tha t?

LUSCOMB: Most l y. Yes . Tha t ' s the Na t iona l Organ iza t ion o f Women. These
are very old. This is from the Syracuse newspaper, January
27th, 1914. Mrs. Cat t was the nat ional pres ident of the Suf
f r age Assoc i a t i on t hen . A t t ha t t ime , j u s t be fo re t he f ede ra l
amendment was passed by congress in 1919, the suffrage asso
ciat ions a l l over the country had, I th ink i t was two hundred
thousand members of the organization. I did some special cam
paigning out in New York State in Syracuse when they had a
re fe rendum on the i r s ta te cons t i tu t ion .

INTERVIEWER: Do you remember Mrs. Catt very wel l? Did you talk with her?

L U S C O M B : Ye s . N o t i n t i m a t e l y , b u t I h a v e m e t h e r .

INTERVIEWER: Your mother went to th is meet ing as wel l? I t says Mrs. H.S.
Luscomb and Miss Florence Luscomb.

LUSCOMB: H .S . Luscomb wou ld be my mo the r.

INTERVIEWER: Can you describe Carrie Chapman Catt? Do you remember much
about her at a l l?
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She was the national president, and she was a regular states
man in p lanning a l l the s t rategies, the th ings that we should
do, where we should concentrate in our act iv i t ies on cer ta in
congressional districts when we wanted to make those men vote
in Washington on the federal amendment and so forth.

Did you work with Frances Perkins at all when you'd go to New
York? She became Secretary of Labor under Roosevelt.

She used to come to the annual national conventions that we
he ld . I ' ve heard her speak the re .

One newspaper article from the Syracuse Journal in which Florence
Luscomb and her mother, Mrs. H.S. Luscomb attended a meeting
with Mrs. Carrie Chapman Catt and a group of distr ict suffrage
leaders photographed at the Y.M.C.A. Which one are you?

Oh, am I in there? I th ink I 'm there, jus t peak ing Vound that
h a t .

INTERVIEWER:

r
LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

The second article is from the Post Standard, Syracuse, New
York, Tuesday morning, January 27th, 1914. "'Women wil l vote
in 1915,' says Mrs. Catt, chairman of Empire State Campaign
Committee, speaks at opening session of suffrage conference
in Y.M.C .A . Ha l l . "

This is a talk which I gave before the League of Women Voters,
and you might l ike to take th is . I t te l ls about how the League
of Women Voters got founded through Mrs. Catt's suggestion at
the National American Women's Suffrage Convention in 1919 when
the federal amendment had been passed by Congress but not yet
r a t i fi e d . T h i s i s j u s t m y g e n e r a l t a l k o n t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e
women's movement. These are just various talks that I have
given, generally the same, or covering the same ground. Now
the Boston Suffrage Associat ion had i ts headquarters at 585
Boyls ton St reet , Boston.

That gives some of the names of some of the other people involved?

Yes. Those are the o ffices on the le t te rhead. We had a l l
s o r t s o f p u b l i c i t y s t u n t s , a b l u e b i r d ! [ l a u g h t e r ] T h e r e w e r e
s u f f r a g e l e a fl e t s t h a t t h e y g o t o u t , p u b l i s h e d f o r t n i g h t l y
by the American Women's Suffrage Association at 3 Park Street,
Boston. This one is September 1, 1889.

INTERVIEWER: Was your mother involved in something l ike this?
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LUSCOMB: Did I tel l you about how I got started on this? Mother was
a delegate to the National American Women's Suffrage Conven
t ion in 1892, and she took me wi th her as a l i t t le g i r l of
five, and I heard Susan B. Anthony speak. Now as a child of
five , I can ' t te l l you what she sa id . Bu t I remember d is
t i nc t l y t he two th ings : t he fac t t ha t I was a t t ha t conven
tion, and that they said to me, "Oh, this woman speaking now
is Susan B. Anthony!" So from that time on, I was in the move
ment.

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

This is Ol ive Schreiner who l ived in South Afr ica, and she
wro te , "Three Dreams in a Deser t . " These l i t t l e l eafle ts were
published. I don't know whether they came monthly or what,
b u t t h i s i s h e r s t o r y a n d a l i s t o f o t h e r l e a fl e t s . Yo u c a n
see the subjects that they covered. Now this is another women's
suffrage leaflet on Lucy Stone. This one is September 1893.
That 's just a personal le t ter f rom Margaret Bondfield in England
who was very active.

Do you have some articles written on your trip to China?

No. I don ' t th ink I have . Th is was dur ing what we ca l l the
McCar thy Era . I go t ca l led up . They had an inves t iga t ion
here in Massachuse t ts , and I go t ca l led up fo r i t . Th is i s
the speech that I made there. I d idn ' t take the fi f th amend
ment, but I just to ld them i t was none of their business.

Were you called up because of some of the organizations that
you had belonged to?

Oh, yes. Very much.

Did you belong to the Socialist or Communist Party?

No, I d idn ' t . I be l ieved in communism and soc ia l ism, but there
were cer ta in o f the po l i c ies and the ac t i v i t ies tha t they were
do ing tha t I d idn ' t th ink were the proper way o f se l l ing the i r
cause to the pub l ic and a l l , so I d idn ' t be long to them. But
I never hes i ta ted to admi t tha t I be l i eved in tha t sys tem. In
1935, I went to the Soviet Union and had a month and a half
the re .

INTERVIEWER: Were you with a group that went?

L U S C O M B : N o . I w e n t b y m y s e l f .

INTERVIEWER: Did you know anyone?
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LUSCOMB: Well , they were having a world congress invi t ing people from
all over the world to come to this conference in Moscow, and
I went as one of the delegates to study what the new condi
t ions were. Of course in '35, i t was less than twenty years
f rom the found ing o f the Par ty. Th is was an ar t i c le tha t I
wro te fo r pub l ica t ion in the Month ly Rev iew. Th is was fo r
the Amer ican Socia l is t , "Wi tch-hunts I Have Seen." I t was
dur ing the wi tch-hunt per iod. So they asked me to te l l thera
what I had seen.

INTERVIEWER: You mentioned the Women's Trade Union League a l i t t le bi t in
o u r l a s t t a l k . I w a s w o n d e r i n g i f y o u c o u l d t a l k a l i t t l e
bit more about the Trade Union League here in Boston. There's
rea l ly no t a great dea l o f in format ion ava i lab le about the
League.

LUSCOMB: I was a member of that. In fact, I think I was on the board
for a while. We were trying to build up the labor movement
among the women who worked in Boston of course, and also when
there were b i l ls before the legis lature, we would at tend and
speak, ei ther for or against depending on what the bi l l was
purported to do. So i t was to be the voice of the working
women.

INTERVIEWER: Were you invo lved in the lobby ing, speaking for or against
d i f f e r e n t b i l l s ?

LUSCOMB: Ye s , w e w o u l d . I c a n ' t t e l l y o u w h a t p a r t i c u l a r b i l l s . I
don't remember now because it was many years ago. But I know
I d id l obby ing on va r ious b i l l s .

INTERVIEWER: Was that at the same time that you were working on the suf
frage movement or was it after?

LUSCOMB: It was afterwards. I don't think the Women's Trade Union League
exis ted dur ing the suff rage per iod.* I don ' t know when i t was
founded. But the women who were working on the suffrage move
ment had so much to do that we were not taking part in other
things. We might belong to an organizat ion that was something
we believed in, but there was not much time.

* The Women's Trade Union League was conceived of at the 1903 AF of L conven
t ion in Boston and chapters were establ ished the fol lowing year in three states.



LUSCOMB INTERVIEW 57.

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

LUSCOMB:

INTERVIEWER:

So it was after the vote was won that you then became active
in the Women's Trade Union League.

Yes.

Do you remember any of the programs? You did lobbying. Did
you do educational programs?

I can ' t te l l you . I do no t remember.

Were you active in the League for very long?

Oh, yes. I t was several years at least that I was on the board
there. I a lways worked wi th i t . I was a member.

You had also mentioned that your mother was involved in a meeting
of the Knights of Labor. I just wondered i f you could remember
any other s tor ies about that?

I t wasn ' t a meet ing . She be longed to i t . She jo ined the or
g a n i z a t i o n . I t w a s t h e fi r s t n a t i o n - w i d e l a b o r o r g a n i z a t i o n
that was in existence. It would take in as members people who
were not themselves workers. My mother had inherited some
real estate property in St. Louis which was where her grand
mother l i ved . I judge tha t the fami ly had gone ou t there [ in ]
pioneer days and just had a farm and that i t finally became
in the heart of St . Louis and very valuable real estate. When
she died, she lef t her real estate there to my mother.

But my grandfather, my mother's father, graduated from Amherst
and from the Harvard Law School and was a very successful lawyer.
Her mother died when she was twelve and the five children were
sent away to boarding school. So she wasn't raised in the heart
o f a fam i l y and educa ted to be l i eve ce r ta in th ings . A l l t he
causes that she was interested in were things that she herself
had thought through before.

And the Knights of Labor was one of those?

She joined the Knights of Labor, and she was active in the suf
frage movement.

Did she every talk about going to any meetings of the Knights
of Labor?
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LUSCOMB: She didn' t ta lk about that , but she took me as a chi ld to al l
sorts of meetings that might be on labor issues, or they might
be on other issues. But she was not a very strong woman. She
fe l t that in the pr ivate schools that she was ra ised in as
a small child, this was during the Civil War when there was
shortages of food and al l , she was half-starved then, and she
was never very physical ly strong. But she took a part and
went to meet ings and contr ibuted to organizat ions and did a l l
that . But i t meant that she had thought through her opin ions.
I remember that when I was fairly young, I suppose I was ten
or twelve or something or other, we got up very early one morn
ing to go down to Lynn—of course the transportation was much
slower in those days—to get down to Lynn in the middle of
the morn ing for an open-a i r ra l ly for Eugene V. Debs. I vo ted
fo r Debs . I cas t my fi rs t vo te f o r p res iden t f o r Eugene V.
Debs. But Mother was always on the side of labor, of the
working people.

INTERVIEWER: Do you remember much about Debs, about seeing him?

L U S C O M B : N o . I w a s a t e n o r e l e v e n y e a r - o l d c h i l d , w o u l d n ' t r e m e m b e r
much of what he said. But I fo l lowed his career and al l o f that .
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