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VITAE

FLORENCE PETERSON

Florence Peterson was born around 1910 and was raised in a rural
farming community in western Michigan. At 16, she left the farming
area to live and work in Grand Rapids, where she got a job putting
hot rings into car seats for fifteen cents an hour.

Peterson held a number of different jobs in various industries.
She worked in an arms factory, a General Motors plant and a brass
plant through the Depression and World War II and was active in a
union at each one. Peterson held various union positions, including
shop steward, and President; first of a Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers'
Union local, and then after its dissolution, President of the newly
formed UAW amalgamated local.

In 1952, Peterson joined the UAW staff as an international rep
resentative. She then moved into the educational arena of the union,
first in Battle Creek, and later working out of Solidarity House in
Detroi t , the union's internat ional headquarters.

While working in Detroit, Peterson became involved with UAW
retirees. Since her own retirement, she has kept up that involvement,
serving on the UAW Retired Workers Advisory Committee and the Board
of the National Council of Senior Citizens.

Looking back over her years as a union activist, Peterson is able
to determine the manner in which her feminist consciousness has devel
oped. Because she feels the labor movement has a long way to go in
opening itself up to women, Peterson sees a strong need for an organ
ization such as the Coalition of Labor Union Women (CLUW). She is in
the CLUW chapter in the Grand Rapids, Michigan area.
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INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

Do you remember your mother talking about her parents?

No, you see my s i tuat ion was d i f ferent . I was a foundl ing.
I never knew my own parents. I was raised by an elderly lady
who was a Civil War veteran's widow as well, so my childhood
was qui te d i f ferent than most people 's ch i ldhood. I remember
a great deal o f the th ings that were ta lked about . I t was
another generat ion. I remember d iscuss ion of the Civ i l War,
and what happened afterwards. You know, things that went a
long way back. I had the impression parts of her family went
back to the Revolutionary War.

Did you treat the woman who raised you as your mother?

Yes.

Did she tell you about her childhood?

Yes, some things.

Where was she born?

I remember her saying that when she was a l i t t le gir l , they
crossed Lake Michigan in a boat to come to Michigan. She also
said that she had been born in New York State. I never could
understand that until I was older and in grade school and saw
a map of the terr i tories of the United States back then and
real ized that what is now I l l inois and Wisconsin was one t ime
considered part of New York because New York extended all the
wav across. Her chi ldhood, f rom what I remember her te l l ing
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PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

it, had been lived in a log cabin. She had brothers and sis
ters, all of whom were dead by the time she was raising me,
for she was a grandmother. She had grandchildren that were
just about my age.

What year did you go to live with her?

Oh, I think I was three months old when she took me.

How old was she at the time?

She was in her fifties I would think.

And when was that?

Well, this would have been 1910, 1909, which was a long time
ago because she died about ten or twelve years later. She
was getting close to eighty I think when she died. She had
to be; she was a Civil War veteran's widow. And the Civil
War was from 1861 to 1865, which meant that she would have
been living as a child in the 1830's, or somewhere along there.
So as I said, my generations are all out of context. Other
kids had parents and I had what amounted to a grandparent or
even older you know.

Did this woman ever work outside her home?

Yes, oh yes. In fact, she talked about her early marriage
days. She talked about canning fruit, drying fruit, working
in the garden. She lived in an agricultural area. She talked
about how when her husband was at war and she was raising
children, she was frightened and at night would cover all the
windows with blankets so no light was showing, because I guess
they were afraid of returning soldiers or just people that
were roaming around, you know, and looking for a place to
stay. She talked about how she first settled here with her
husband, which would have been considerably before the Civil
War because all her children were born before that. I don't
think she had any more children after he came back from war,
because he died very soon after. But she talked about occa
sional Indians that came to their door wanting something to
eat. And I remember when I was a child on what is now South
Division. I remember when it became a gravel road when I was
a youngster. Before that it was a dirt or plank road.

What happened to you after she died?

I lived with one of her children and her husband for awhile,
and then I finally married.
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PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:
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INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

How old were you when you married?

S ix teen .

Was that to get out of the house?

Part ly I guess, probably. There d idn ' t seem much e lse for
g i r l s to do then .

What kinds of things did you l ike to do with your mother,
this woman?

I d idn ' t do anything wi th her because she was elder ly. I had
a dog, a log of cats, some farm animals. She had a son that
was crippled and couldn't get around well. He taught me how
to read, taught me the alphabet, taught me the mult ip icat ion
tab les . I had been th rough the fi rs t reade r be fo re I s ta r ted
schoo l , and knew the mul t ip l i ca t ion tab les up to the fives.
In fact , I knew most of what the k ids get in the first grade
be fo re I s t a r t ed .

How did he become crippled?

I don't even know. He was that way as long as I knew him.
Might have been a bad fall.

And did this woman work for money?

Oh, no. There was no work for women then. I remember when
I was very small, she occasionally used to do a washing for
a neighbor now and then. But she had a widow's pension from
the Civ i l War and she had th is l i t t le p iece of ground. Even
the son that couldn't get around well worked in the garden.
Although he couldn't walk he would get his wheel chair out
to the garden and sit and pull weeds and things. She had
another son who lived across the road who used to help with
the garden . And I had to he lp w i th the garden . I rea l l y
learned about gardening and pul l ing weeds and picking frui t ,
p i ck ing po ta toes , and th ings l i ke tha t . So we ra ised a lo t
of our own food. Then she had the pension and that was about
i t . I don ' t ever remember be ing depr ived o f any th ing. We
would have been considered poor I think, by most standards.
But in those years everyone l ived l ike that , un less you l ived
i n t h e c i t i e s . T h i s w a s l o n g b e f o r e r u r a l e l e c t r i fi c a t i o n o r
a n y t h i n g l i k e t h a t . Yo u u s e d k e r o s e n e l a m p s . I t d i d n ' t
cost much actual money to live then. You butchered some pigs
in the fall and put away your potatoes and carrots and cabbage
and vegetables, and canned peas and stringbeans and apples

r
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PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

pears . And tha t ' s how you l i ved . You d idn ' t rea l l y buy much
excep t suga r, co f f ee , flou r. Tha t ' s abou t i t , because you
made your own lard and you had all your own vegetables. You
had cows. You had mi lk and butter. So you didn' t have to
buy any th ing . Th i s was a t o ta l l y d i f f e ren t k i nd o f wo r l d .

Yes. Did this woman have any hopes for you? Did she want
you to become anything?

N o , n o . Yo u d i d n ' t t h i n k a b o u t t h o s e t h i n g s . I f g i r l s w e r e
taught anything then, they were taught how to cook, how to
make bread, etc., and that you better keep a clean house if
you want to get a man. You were taught to wash your clothes
and iron them and keep them clean. I guess one of the
things that was the most di fficult for me to learn was how
t o i r o n w e l l .

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

OK. Did this woman have any schooling?

She could read and write, but beyond that no. I don't remem
ber books around the house at all. We had newspapers, and
newspapers were discussed.

INTERVIEWER: Did you ta lk about po l i t i cs a t home?

PETERSON: No t ve ry much . Bu t , you see , my ea r l i es t memor ies a re t he
firs t Wor ld War. Wi lson, I remember h is p ic ture on the
table that I had, and I remember much ta lk of the batt lefields.
There were some members of the family fighting in France.
Th ings l i ke that . I don ' t remember much e lse. I guess they
voted, but I don't remember.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

r

Well, women couldn't vote then, so . . .

No, no, I mean the family. But I don' t remember any part i
cular emphasis on i t .

Did this woman have any ambitions for her children?

Not that I know of . I th ink your ambit ion in those years was
that your chi ldren could own a piece of ground. That they
wouldn ' t be lazy. That they would see that the i r c rops grew,
and tha t t he i r f am i l i es we re we l l t aken ca re o f . I n t ha t
part icular sett ing, i t was a mark of success i f you owned a
l i t t le p iece of land and i f the bui ld ings were kept up and
the animals were taken care of. Those were very simple things.
And many people l ived l ike that . Maybe i t was d i f ferent in
the c i t i es . I suppose i f you l i ved i n t he c i t i es you were
wor r ied abou t a job . Bu t i f you l i ved ou t in the coun t ry,
you struggled with the elements and that's the way it was
pretty much.
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INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

How many people lived in the household when you were growing
up?

Well, just the three and sometimes the son from across the
road.

And when you lived with her son and his wife?

I l ived wi th the daughter for awhi le af ter she d ied, I guess
a couple of years. Then I l ived wi th the son and his wi fe.

Did they ever take in any boarders?

No.

Who were your companions as a child?

When I was a young child living with this woman, there was a
fami ly on the next fa rm wi th e ight ch i ld ren. Because o f tha t
I d i d n ' t f e e l l i k e a n o n l y c h i l d . I s p e n t p a r t o f e v e r y d a y
in their yard or in their house because they were close. We
were l i ke b ro the rs and s i s te rs . One o f them I s t i l l see .
Most of them are dead now. One of the girls who was there
still lives in Grand Rapids and we see each other every week
o r two . I t was a n i ce fam i l y. The re we re o the r f am i l i es w i th
chi ldren around there, but not as close. When I say close
I mean that the walk from our yard to their's would be a
hal f -mi le. That was a c lose neighbor. Others were maybe a
mile away.

What chores or responsibi l i t ies did you have as a chi ld?

Oh, I carr ied in wood and I carr ied out ashes. I took the
cows to wa te r. I occas iona l l y f ed the p igs . I a lways fed
t h e c h i c k e n s . I g a t h e r e d e g g s . I p i c k e d a p p l e s . I p i c k e d
g rapes . I pu l l ed t he weeds . I p i t t ed che r r i es and hu l l ed
s t rawber r ies . I d id a l l the th ings tha t you do on a fa rm.

Well, I don't know much about farms.

Wel l , tha t 's the way you l i ved . I f you ' re a youngster on a
fa rm, o r i f i t ' s a b ig p lace l i ke my f r i end ' s , t hey wou ld
have the chores and making beds and washing dishes. I had
to wash d ishes occasional ly, too. But I d idn ' t have much of
that. If there had been a boy on the farm then I would have
done more housework and he would have done the outside work.
But because there wasn't any boy, the gir l fed the chickens
and gathered eggs, although feeding chickens and gathering eggs
is usual ly a woman's job. I a lso fed the pigs and mi lked the
cow.
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INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

I tried to milk a cow a few summers ago. It was very hard.

I t ' s no t easy. I don ' t know i f I cou ld do i t anymore bu t I
could do i t then.

I t takes so long to mi lk a
m i l k e r s .

cow, and the farm I was on had

Milkers had never been heard of then. You had cows, you milked
them. I used to ca r r y t he m i l k i n . I used to chu rn bu t te r,
skim milk, make cottage cheese. Oh, and wash the chimneys.
I learned to clean the lamps and fil l them with kerosene.
That was always a job a youngster did. But even when my kids
were growing up, even in the ci ty, i t was the years before
everybody had gas heat. Even then when you had furnaces,
there was the carrying out of the ashes. And sometimes carry
ing coa l ups ta i rs , you had a hard coa l s tove ups ta i rs . I t
w a s a n e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t k i n d o f l i f e .

Did you ever think that boys had an easier t ime than gir ls?

Not when I was a real youngster. Later, when it became a
question of how much freedom you had. Maybe when you get
into your teens, I th ink then you do. But when you're a
youngster on a farm, you see the boys working just as hard
as the gir ls. And at the point when you get beyond whether
or not it's a question how many hours you have to put in a
working day, when it's a question whether you can go someplace
and stay out t i l l n ine or ten o 'c lock, when you had a feel ing
that the boys had i t bet ter. And I th ink a lso that when you
got to the point where you were trying to work to make a l i t t le
extra money, that very often i t was easier for the boys than
fo r the g i r l s . They cou ld find more th ings to do to ge t
paid for because gir ls could only get paid for doing housework.

What did you daydream about becoming when you grew up?

Oh, one time I thought I would like to become a missionary
because I wanted to travel, to see some of the world. Beyond
tha t , I don ' t t h i nk o f any th ing spec i fica l l y I guess I a lways
wanted. I guess every youngster at one t ime thinks they would
l ike to be a teacher when they're qui te young. The job of
teacher looks good to you. Beyond that , I don ' t reca l l any
t h i n g s p e c i fi c a l l y .

Was rel igion important to you as a chi ld?

N o t p a r t i c u l a r l y. I t w a s n o t a r e l i g i o u s f a m i l y.
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INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

What kinds of arguments were there in the family?

We l l , I don ' t r ea l l y reca l l a rgumen ts . Because , you see , i t
wasn't a husband and wife relat ionship. There was a mother
and a couple of sons. I f they argued about anything, they
would probably argue over which side of the garden they were
going to plant the corn on, or how much of it they were going
t o p l a n t . Yo u k n o w, s o m e t h i n g l i k e t h a t . I r e a l l y d o n ' t
remember disagreements of that kind.

Was your family different from the neighbors in your community?
How did you feel about that?

Oh, yes . My fami ly was very d i f fe rent in the sense tha t i t
wasn't a normal family, i f a normal family was a husband,
w i fe , and k ids . My fami ly was not . As ide f rom tha t , my
family had been there a very long time and they were well-
respected. Everybody knew them. So i t was a d i f ferent k ind
o f s e t t i n g , v e r y d i f f e r e n t .

How did you feel about your family being di fferent?

Oh, I was unhappy about it. I was very unhappy about the fact
that I d idn ' t have brothers and s is ters . I remember one year
being in one of their homes and the youngsters were making a
big issue about hiding the Christmas gi f ts f rom each other
that they had made for each other, or bought for each other.
It just seemed like so much fun, that Christmas was so much
f u n i n t h e i r h o u s e . A n d i t w a s n ' t i n m i n e . I f I c o u l d n ' t
get out to go next door, I was terr ib ly lonely. Some days
I couldn' t go over, the rain or snow or something. The dogs
and cats were companions.

What did you think of school?

I l i k e d s c h o o l . I l i k e d i t v e r y m u c h .

What subjects did you l ike?

Well, when I got in high school, algebra was my favorite sub
j e c t . A n d h i s t o r y. I l i k e d t h o s e t w o t h e b e s t . W h e n I w a s
i n g r a d e s c h o o l , i t w a s j u s t r e a d i n g , w r i t i n g , a r i t h m e t i c . I
was good. I was usually one of the youngest ones in my class.
I skipped a couple of grades.

INTERVIEWER: Did you have any favorite teachers?
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PETERSON: Yes, I had one in high school. I don't remember much about
her except that she was the best d isc ip l inar ian in the school .
I l i k e d h e r.

INTERVIEWER: Why did you l ike algebra and history so much?

P E T E R S O N : I d o n ' t k n o w. A l g e b r a w a s e a s y f o r m e a n d h i s t o r y w a s . . . . w e l l ,
I ' l l te l l you , I th ink I was a smar t -a leck where h is to ry was
concerned. In those years, I had a retentive memory and I
rea l ly d idn ' t absorb as much as I shou ld . But I l i ked the
idea of having my hand up in class, and I l iked the idea of
having the answers. And I d iscovered that I could read the
lesson in the last fi f teen minutes before I went to c lass and
retain enough of i t to know al l the answers. I used to do
that. And then the next day I would have forgotten much of
i t . So tha t was maybe why I l i ked i t . I don ' t know.

INTERVIEWER: What d id your fami ly th ink about school?

PETERSON: Oh, my fami ly encouraged me. To them, educat ion was the most
important th ing in the wor ld. I remember them stressing over
and over again, that what you learned could never be taken
away from you. They were very simple people, very simple farm
ing people. But they had tremendous respect for learning and
they just wanted young people to have every advantage to learn
which they had never had.

INTERVIEWER: Did they have d i f fe rent ideas about schoo l ing for boys than
f o r g i r l s ?

P E T E R S O N : I d o n ' t t h i n k s o . I t w a s n e v e r r e a l l y d i s c u s s e d b e c a u s e t h e
only thing we ever got into was grade school or high school.
We never discussed the idea of higher education.

INTERVIEWER: Were your classmates from the same background as you? What
kind of ethnic background were people from?

P E T E R S O N : We l l , t h e r e w a s o n l y o n e f a m i l y i n t h e a r e a o r i n t h e s c h o o l
that I know of that had parents that spoke broken English, and
they were German. Otherwise, what you would have was a second
and th i rd generat ion of people, or far ther back, that were
jus t a l l m ixed up . There m igh t have been a l i t t l e b i t o f
everything, when I think of the names.

INTERVIEWER: Do you remember some of the names?

P E T E R S O N : B o w m a n , S t a u f f e r, G o r d o n , Vo i s o n . T h e r e w a s a W i l t z e r t h a t
was a German family. With the others, i t could have been
almost anyth ing.
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INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

What religious groups were in the community?

Well , there were some Cathol ics, but not many. And there
was an old Methodist church.

Were you raised as a Methodist?

I went to that church and then when later, when I went out
to Fennvi l le to l ive wi th the daughter, I went to the Bap
t i s t church . I t was the k ind o f church tha t ' s a church .
There was no strong Catholic group in the area. There could
have been some five or six or seven or eight miles away,
you know. And you see, when I was young in those years you
didn ' t have cars . You t rave led in a horse and buggy. So
you didn' t go those distances very of ten. A mi le or two was
a b o u t i t . A n d i f t h e r e w e r e C a t h o l i c f a m i l i e s fi v e o r t e n
miles away, I probably would not have seen them. I don't
even remember any Catholic kids in my school. There could
have been some there.

What about the teachers? Were they from the same socio-economic
environment?

Yes, I would say so. You see, we only had one teacher who
taught e ight grades in a country school . And usual ly each
year i t wou ld be a d i f fe rent teacher.

What were the teachers like? Were they young women?

Most of them, yes.

Had they been to teacher training schools?

Yes, I think they had to go through high school and then, I
t h i nk t hey ca l l ed i t no rma l schoo l s f o r t eache r ' s t r a i n i ng .
Then later, see I went through the seventh grade there. Then
I went to Fennv i l le , wh ich is south o f here , to l i ve w i th
the daughter. I th ink i t was two years o r th ree years , four
yea rs , some th ing l i ke t ha t . I wen t t o h igh schoo l . The re
i t was a l i t t l e b i t d i f fe ren t because Fennv i l l e was a ve ry
small town, although there were farms, too. There we had
teachers for each grade unl ike the country school.

When did you stop going to formal school.

Eleventh grade.

Why?
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INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

I came to Grand Rapids to work and live with the son and his
w i f e . I d i d n ' t g o b a c k t o s c h o o l . I g o t a j o b .

Did you ever wish you had gone further?

Yes.

Has the lack of a high school diploma ever hindered you in
any way?

No. But only, I think, because I became involved in the labor
movement. The lack of a high school diploma doesn't necessari ly
impede you from a career in the labor movement if you start at
the shop s teward l eve l . I t m igh t i n today ' s movement . I t
d idn ' t when I s ta r ted . And I had a lways read a l l my l i fe ,
from the t ime I was a very young chi ld. I loved to read and
I read books and books and books by the dozens and dozens.
Wi thout ever in tend ing to , I became reasonably educated. I t
wasn' t a conscious th ing.

Were you ever involved in other kinds of schools, such as
settlement house classes or unions? or YWCA?

I belonged to the YWCA. I was active in their movement, but
that was after I was in the union.

Did you ever go to any workers' education classes held by
any o f the po l i t i ca l g roups?

No, but I went to a great many workers' education classes spon
sored by the unions.

What did you think of those classes?

Oh, they were the beginning of an educat ion for me. I real ly
began to learn.

When did you start going to them? Do you remember?

About 1943, I think. We used to hold classes in the union
hal l . Sometimes they were taught by people from the univer
s i t y. I a lso went to the summer schoo ls . I th ink '43 was
the first union summer school that I a t tended. The people
who taught them would be about half and half—about half
of them would be people who came from the labor education
movement, sometimes with a l i t t le formal education, but who
o f ten taugh t s teward ' s t ra in ing o r un ion admin i s t ra t i on .
In the beginning, I guess we had to supply most of our own
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PETERSON: teachers. Then later, because of grants from universities,
and relationships with the universities, and the develop
ment of workers' education programs in the universities,
then we began to be able to get regular instructors for some
of our sessions.

INTERVIEWER: What did you think of the teachers in those summer schools
and the classes?

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

Well, it varied. Sometimes you would find one that was very,
very good, who would fire your imagination. Sometimes you
would find one that was very, very dull. It just depended
upon the person involved.

Do you have any who stand out?

Yes, I had one whose name was Sam Jacobs, who is now dead,
who was an absolutely terrific guy, who could teach a class
and make it live. Sam was a professor I believe. But he
was so real. He understood so well everything he was doing.
He was a favorite. And, of course, Brendan Sexton who was
one time the director of the UAW Education Department. He
was responsible for all the UAW summer school programs.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

Oh, do you know him?

Oh, do I know him! Do you know him?

No, I'm going to look him up when I get back to the East in
the fall, but he just sounded wonderful. Could you tell
me something about him?

He is a terrific man. I really wouldn't know where to start.
I haven't seen much of him in late years. For many years I
knew him very well. He was one of my real inspirations when
I got started in the labor movement. And I used to feel
about Brendan, and I think I still would if I were still see
ing him, that he was one person that never in my life have
I talked to about anything without learning something.

That's a real compliment.

I think I learned more from Brendan than from any other sin
gle indiv idual .

I read the pamphlet that he wrote on workers' education,
which I found really helpful.
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He would know his subject. He was very much a part of this
transit ion period when we began to form al l iances with the
univers i t ies and began to get people f rom the univers i t ies
to come into our programs. Brendan was a very large part of

Was he a university person at the time or was he coming from
the labor movement?

I don ' t th ink Brendan ever went to a un ivers i ty. I have a
fee l ing he d id no t .

I th ink he's a col lege professor now.

I th ink that he may have done i t in later years. I would be
doubtful if he had very much, but he may have had some formal
educat ion. But he came from the shop i tsel f . We always
teased h im about being I r ish, which he is very proud of . I
can remember him hitting the table and swearing by God, his
fami ly was no t lace cur ta in I r i sh , tha t they were the I r i sh
that kept the p ig in the par lor. Th is was h is way then.
Maybe he has rubbed off more of the rough edges and is much
more circumspect now than he used to be. But when I used to
know him, he was quite a guy. He was a real leader of the
movement i tsel f and very much an intel lectual and I don't
know how much of it was formal education. I never heard him
say.

He went to work with the farm workers this summer.

He wou ld . I t ' s the k ind o f th ing he wou ld do . I worked fo r
him a long time.

Did s tudents ever ta lk about po l i t i ca l events o f the t imes
among themselves?

Not very much. I don't remember i t happening.

D id you par t i c ipa te in any po l i t i ca l d i scuss ions tha t you
remember?

No. I remember none of that.

Is there anyth ing spec ia l about your ear ly school ing that
might have contr ibuted to your la ter union act iv ism?

No. Nothing. I remember the impressions that we got when I
was in h igh schoo l . I remember a l l the hor r ib le th ings tha t
were said to us about the labor movement. I remember the car
toons about the IWW [ Industr ia l Workers of the Wor ld] . I
remember cartoons showing them with beards, and bombs sticking
out o f the i r pockets , and a l l the nasty th ings that were sa id .
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Was this around the first World War?

Yes , a f te r the fi rs t Wor ld War.

During the Red Scare?

Yes. You see, at that t ime there was not much of a labor
movement in the United States. The IWWs came before the
CIO. No, the AF of L was there, but i t was a very quiet,
respectable kind of thing. The IWW was when there began to
be some consciousness on the part of the mass production
indust r ies . I guess the IWW star ted in the lumber indust ry
a n d i n a g r i c u l t u r e . F r a n k l y, I t h i n k t h e y w e r e t e r r i fi c .
They were the beginning of industrial unionism as opposed to
c r a f t u n i o n i s m . T h e y w e r e v e r y r a d i c a l f o r t h e i r t i m e . T h e
people who feared them called them Bolsheviks because this
was shortly after the Russian Revolution and it was the nas
t ies t th ing they cou ld th ink o f to say.

Brendan invi ted David Saposs, a famous labor histor ian, to
talk at one of our summer schools. He spent two afternoons
te l l ing us the h is tory of the Amer ican labor movement. The
IWW would come in and organize. They would stir up the peo
ple and maybe cal l a quick str ike. But they never formed
p e r m a n e n t u n i o n s t r u c t u r e o r e l e c t e d o f fi c e r s . I d o n ' t b e l i e v e
they ever attempted to get contracts. When the IWW leaders
lef t to go somewhere else, only a loosely kni t group was lef t .
By st i r r ing the people up they forced people to real ize how
overworked and underprivi leged these workers were. They were
a forerunner o f what came la ter. In that sense I th ink they
were necessary and made an important contribution to what
happened in th is nat ion.

In the communi ty in which you firs t l ived, d id neighbors
ge t toge the r i n fo rma l l y?

When I was a l i t t le gir l , the neighbors from down the road
used to walk the quarter mi le up the road at night carrying
kerosene lanterns to see by so that they could si t in the
ki tchen with another kerosene lamp and play cards. That
was about i t . This was how people l ived.

Did they talk about their newspapers, the news?

I would think their conversat ion would be more l ikely to be
about the weather, about the neighbor farmer 's crop, the
pr ice o f wheat , th is k ind o f th ing. Th is was an era o f sur
v iva l . You ra ised your own food . There wasn ' t much po l i t i cs
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involved. You survived because the weather and the elements
determined to a large extent how you were going to get by
through the winter, and what kind of seed you would have in
the spr ing. These were topics of conversat ion. Or somebody
bought a new team of horses. Or a new plow, the cost of the
p low. Bu t th is was a very ru ra l communi ty. Then a f te r I
was i n h i gh schoo l i t was a l i t t l e d i f f e ren t .

How big was the community in numbers?

Wel l , i t wasn ' t rea l l y a communi ty. You see, a ha l f a mi le
in ei ther direct ion from you there would be another farm
house.

Was there a grouping around the church, a number of families?

I never went to the church.

O h , t h a t ' s r i g h t .

There were people that went to church. But I never went there.
The only time that I remember the people coming together would
be once a year at graduation, or twice a year, maybe at
Christmas time when they put on a program.

D id you be long to any re l i g ious , soc ia l , o r po l i t i ca l g roups
as a young girl?

No.

What about in la te r l i fe?

Wel l , no t rea l l y un t i l I jo ined the labor movement .

Could you tell me about the groups you were in in the labor
movement and afterwards?

Well, I became active in the labor movement, and as a result
of that I became act ive in the Democrat ic Party. I became
active, to some extent, in the YWCA. I became involved in
the Community Chest and their drives. I joined the NAACP.

Do you remember the dates when you did these different things?

They would have al l been in the late 1940's or very early in
t h e fi f t i e s .

INTERVIEWER: Did you join the NAACP around that time too?
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Yes.

What other groups did you join?

I don't remember much of anything else, because if you were
active in the labor movement in those years, the movement
took your time. You worked during the day and went to meet
ings at night and weekends. Then, part icular ly as the movement
became more involved in pol i t ics, between that and your
po l i t i ca l pa r t i es , t he re was no t ime fo r any th ing e l se .

Were you aware of any spl i ts in the pol i t ical groups that you
j o i n e d o v e r d i f f e r e n t p o s i t i o n s ? O r s p l i t s w i t h i n t h e l a b o r
movement?

Oh, there were spl i ts in the labor movement, various ones.

Could you describe some of them that you remember?

Well, I got into the labor movement about the time of the UAW
there was r ight and lef t wing fact ional ism that was going on.

That's the Reuther versus Thomas-Addes?

The Reuther versus Addes, yes. I was in the movement through
that . Then I remember the spl i t in the Democrat ic Party over
the Wal lac i tes and the non-Wal lac i tes, Henry Wal lace, that is .

R igh t .

Well , I went through the whole Communist thing in the CIO. I
was invo lved in that .

Could we go back and talk about each of these splits, about
the issues you remember in the spli ts, and what posit ion you
took?

Well , I was a Reutheri te, in the spl i t between Reuther and
Addes. Of course, in looking back I can see that a lot of
i t was a struggle for power. But some of i t was very basic.
As I recall , Reuther had not been too happy about the no-str ike
pledge during the second World War. One of the issues that
div ided them was the wi l l ingness of what we cal led the lef t -
wing to go along wi th piece-work systems in our plant .

INTERVIEWER: Was the left-wing the Addes group?
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PETERSON: When you are as new as I was then, you tend to go the way that
the people go who are closest to your goals and whom you res
pect. For awhile I was kind of with the Addes group, but
over a personal issue. I had been fired from my job. The
union was unable to reinstate me. There were all kinds of
political things going on and I felt I had been let down.
Then I got over that.

f I N T E R V I E W E R : W a s a r e a s o n g i v e n f o r fi r i n g y o u ?
PETERSON: Oh, the company fired me because I was involved in a walkout.

i I N T E R V I E W E R : W h a t w a s t h e w a l k o u t a b o u t ?
i

PETERSON: It was a si l ly thing because I wasn't real ly involved in the
damn walkout. I just got caught in it. I was on the plant
committee then. It was a new plant. It started as Irwin

1 P e d e r s o n A r m s . I t h i n k t h i s w a s i n ' 4 2 . I g o t a j o b t h e r e
and this was my first experience in the union. Then General

, M o t o r s t o o k o v e r t h e p l a n t a n d t h e l a b o r b o a r d , t h e W a r L a b o r
Board, named an interim committee. This becomes very technical.

INTERVIEWER: That's OK, I know a lot of the technical stuff.
f ^

PETERSON: Alr ight. I had worked in factor ies a long t ime before that,
off and on, but I got a job here that was just the beginning
of the war hysteria. Irwin Pederson was a new factory here
in Grand Rapids. They were going to make the M-l carbine.
They were already in production. I was in there a very short
time. This was strange because I had given no thought to
the labor movement. I knew that there had been an election
there just before I got my job. I knew the union had won
so there was kind of a union operating in the plant. We were
doing some kind of inspection, as I recall, on long tables.
They moved a group of us from one area to another one day.
The light was very bad where all of us were standing. We
couldn't see what we were doing. There was something else
wrong there, I can't remember what it was, I can only remem
ber the light. I know the foreman came through and I climbed
all over him. I think that one of the reasons I did it was
because I had worked in shops a lot before. Many of the peo-

i p i e w h o c a m e t o w o r k a t I r w i n P e d e r s o n i n w a r t i m e , t h e w o m e n
especially—and this was almost all women—had never been in

t a s h o p b e f o r e . H o u s e w i v e s b e g a n c o m i n g i n t o t h e s h o p s i n
> d r o v e s w h e n t h e w a r s t a r t e d a n d m e n w e r e d r a f t e d . W o m e n w h o
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PETERSON: had never been ou ts ide o f the i r homes be fo re wen t to work in
fac to r ies . I t was more o r less th i s k ind o f g roup w i th the
exception of about three of us who were involved in this par
t i cu l a r g roup . So I wasn ' t a f r a i d t o speak up . I was f u r i ous
that they were ask ing us to work wi thout l igh ts . So I
climbed all over the foreman when he came through. When he
walked away after promising to do something, the group al l
turned to me and said, "You're our new shop steward." I
guess I had signed a card at that t ime. I don't even remem
ber for sure because the union election had been held a couple
of weeks before and I hadn't come to work yet. Anyhow, that 's
how I started out being the shop steward.

Wel l , i t wasn ' t too long af ter that that Genera l Motors bought
the plant. When they bought the plant, they refused to recog
nize the fact that there was a union there because at the
time they bought it, the union had had an election and won
but had not yet been certified by the National War Labor Board,
although they had been certified by the Regional War Labor
Board. GM seized on a technical i ty saying that because they
had not been cert ified by the National War Labor Board, there
was no union in the plant. The UAW was under the no-strike
pledge. I remember, although many people would have denied
i t , but we certainly were given subt le encouragements to walk
out , to br ing th ings to a head. And that 's prec ise ly what we
did. We walked out .

Immediately there was a big meeting in Detroit because they
wanted the war product ion. The Board cert ified seven of us
as an interim committee to function as a bargaining committee
in the p lant unt i l such t ime as e i ther one of two th ings
happened: the Nat ional Board cer t ified us, or we held another
election and won the elect ion. I remember there was a deci
s ion in the UAW to go for the elect ion, to get i t over wi th
fas t , and take i t by a b ig major i ty. The p lant was a lmost
al l women. I remember that we took i t . I do not remember
i f i t was 93 pe rcen t o r 97 pe rcen t . We took the vo te . I t
was big. You see, there was a period of two or three weeks
in there when the seven of us were the leaders. And I was
one of the seven. Most of the other seven had had experience
in the union before. We went out to get that vote out. We
wanted to make it clear we were strong. And we were. So, I
rea l l y k ind o f s ta r ted a t t he top the re . On ly du r ing war
t ime could this have happened. Normally, you go to work in
a plant and you work awhile before you get elected even to
shop steward or to a committee or something. But this just
happened because i t was war t ime. So, then, I guess i t couldn' t
have been more than a year, a year-and-a-half later that there
was constant t rouble. GM was real ly a nasty corporat ion, very
n a s t y.
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Could you describe some of the bad things GM did? Some of
the things that antagonized workers the most during the war?

I remember one of the rotten things they did and they knew
ful l wel l what they were doing. People would be la te. When
you take a plant of two or three thousand people, some are
going to be late every day. The law of averages is there are
go ing to be a ha l f a dozen la te . I don ' t care what p lan t i t i s .

Only a half dozen out of two or three thousand?

Well , today i t would be more. But in those days i t would be
half a dozen, maybe a dozen, not any more than that. So they
p u l l e d a c u t e l i t t l e t r i c k . W h e n a g i r l a r r i v e d t h e y w o u l d n ' t
le t her punch in . She had to repor t to the personne l o ffice.
Then they would wai t about fif teen or twenty minutes unt i l
everyone who was going to be late would get there. Then they
wou ld l ine them up as i f they were pr isoners , in s ing le fi le ,
and march them all the way through the plant to the back of
the plant where the time clocks were. We had girls break down
a n d c r y. I t w a s h u m i l i a t i n g . I t w a s l i k e p r i s o n e r s b e i n g
marched through where everyone could see them. This was a
stupid th ing to do. And they knew del iberately what they were
doing. They knew they were doing it to punish them, to humi
l i a t e t hem. Ve ry f r ank l y, I t h i nk t hey we re do ing t h i ngs
del iberate ly to cause t rouble. There was no quest ion in my
mind because they were on a cost plus.

Boy did they rook the government. Did they ever rook i t !
They hired three times the people they needed. They had more
people than they could use. Sometimes they would have three
or four peop le to a mach ine jus t s i t t ing there . But the govern
ment was paying them for their wages plus costs. They were
also do ing everyth ing in those years to d iscred i t the un ion
because this was when the unions were not solid as they are
now. They hadn' t been around that long. This was only in the
ear l y fo r t i es . The un ions had on ly been o rgan ized . In the
UAW, the big s i t -down str ikes were in '36, '37. 1939 was
the too l -and-d ie s t r i ke . So th is was no t too fa r f rom then .
Unions were s t i l l be ing tes ted.

I t h i nk t ha t t he re was l i t e ra l l y a f ee l i ng on t he pa r t o f
General Motors that i f they could discredi t the union enough
during these years they would not grow as strong as they
would otherwise. So, people turned against the unions as
hur t i ng the war e f fo r t and th i s was p layed to the h i l t . So
there could be a lot said about the fact that a dozen women
were late to work. It would be played up as workers who
didn't care and unions who supported them. But nothing was
ever said that there were five times as many workers in the
plant as there were machines. And that the taxpayers were
p a y i n g i t .
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PETERSON: Then we got into another hassle with them. They were trying
to force some people to pass bad parts on guns. I remember
one case of a man who was working on a firing range, testing
guns and lay ing as ide the ones that wouldn ' t fi re proper ly.
The foreman came back and tried to force him to put those guns
back on the rack with an OK tag on them. I remember the man
throwing his gun down and walking off the job crying because
he had a son on the front l ine. I remember a few months later
when a group of us who were on the committee made an appoint
ment with the FBI, after Truman's committee was established
to re-evaluate the war contracts. We had been running defec
t ive fi r ing p ins . Every n igh t they wou ld be se t ou t and every
night be rejected, and every day there would be some more of
them on the floor. Then one day they were al l gone. Then
there was a pi le of bol ts, t rays of bol ts that we knew hadn' t
been run in that plant. We didn't know where they were from.
We were in contact with the union in the Saginaw plant, which
was another division making the same gun. We found out that
a load of their bol ts was no longer there. We thought they
had exchanged them to run them through these two plants to
get past inspect ion. So we formal ly made a complaint about
tha t . A l l t hese k inds o f t h ings wen t on .

INTERVIEWER: Was anything ever done to resolve the complaints? Were the
companies prevented from passing defective parts?

PETERSON: Whatever was done we never would have known about. It went
to the government . I t wen t to the FBI and , hope fu l l y, i t
would have gone from there to Truman's committee. Whatever
steps were taken would never have been made public. So we
never knew. We just know the bol ts d isappeared off the floor.
We checked with Saginaw and they were not taken back there.
That's al l we knew.

INTERVIEWER: In you r exper ience , d id peop le find i t upse t t i ng to be
pressured to pass defect ive parts?

PETERSON: Oh, of course. World War II was not l ike Vietnam or Korea.
Wor ld War I I , everybody was invo lved . And i t was d i f ficu l t
to find a fami ly that d idn ' t have a re la t ive in somewhere,
e i ther overseas or about to go over. So people were ter r ib ly
upset about that. A lot of young women had husbands who were
either overseas or about to go over, brothers or a son. We
had a lot of hassling on that. And, of course, we made a
fuss abou t i t . Th is was the on ly t ime we o ffic ia l l y compla ined .
But then other things would happen. I 'm try ing to remember
now what some of the aggravations were. The business of march
ing the gir ls through the plant was one of them. But much of
i t was just a general at t i tude—a kind of shoving you around,
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of be ing nas ty. "Get over there and do tha t ! " Never, "Would
you mind going over there and doing that?" I mean, it was
a t oughness , a nas t i ness . I t ' s a ha rd t h i ng t o exp la i n i f
you haven't been there.

I ' ve read a l o t abou t i t .

Bearing in mind that they were deal ing not with regular fac
tory xrorkers, but wi th many who were working for their first
t ime. And they would l ie to us. You could not depend upon
anything they told us. We became more sophisticated and we
had a good teacher teaching us how to handle it.

You mean a union person teaching you how to handle it?

Yes.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

Who was the person?

Well, the person who was our leader during this period with
GM was Leonard Woodcock, who was just a regional staff member
a t t ha t t ime .

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

T h a t ' s i n t e r e s t i n g .

And Brendan Sexton was around a lot, too. I had been on some
picket l ines wi th Brendan. So we had the best teach ing. I
remember another instance after we won the election we got a
contract. We came under the GM master agreement. One of the
things you always had to fight about was your r ight to repre
sent your people. I was a committee woman and I had a
d i s t r i c t , a n d t h e d i s t r i c t w o u l d c o n s i s t o f s e v e r a l a d j a c e n t
departments, usually maybe 250 people, 300, something l ike
that. You were supposed to handle any grievances they had.
I f they had a quest ion about the contract or a compla int , i f
you were the policeman of the contract, it was up to you to
find out from them what it was about, to take the matter up
wi th the fo reman. I f you d idn ' t ge t anywhere , to reduce i t
to wr i t ing and s tar t i t th rough the process to wherever i t
goes to the plant committee, to the personnel meeting, etc.

What they did in those years was to do everything that they
could to t ie the representat ive down so he or she couldn' t
ge t a round, cou ldn ' t ta lk to peop le . I f you wanted your un ion
representative you had to ask your foreman to get them. The
foreman would go to the foreman of the union representative
who wasn't out full t ime as most of them are not, but had to
work on their job, and tel l that person that they were needed
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PETERSON: over in the next department where some employee had a grie
vance or something. Then they checked the representat ive
off the job. You would go over there and take care of your
business and come back. GM kept getting more and more techni
ca l . There were more and more delays. There were l i t t le
rules put in. So when you reached the other department,
even if the person was standing right aside of you, you had
to go find that person's supervisor and have him sign you in.
You might be there five minutes and you would have to find
him again and have him sign you out. Then you'd go back to
your own supervisor and have him sign you in etc., etc., etc.
Hass l ing is what i t was. The k ind of hass l ing that drove
you crazy.

Then you supposedly couldn't go unless they actually had a
grievance. Or they would hassle the person who asked for a
un ion representa t i ve . They 'd t ry to find ou t what they wanted
and give them a hard time over it. Then there was an under
standing that a gr ievance that was already in existence could
be invest igated, which meant that you could go into that
department and notify the foreman that you were going to talk
t o t h i s , t h i s , t h i s , a n d t h i s p e r s o n i n t h e i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f
this grievance. They hassled us so that we were unable to
rea l ly funct ion. You see, we d idn ' t have a un ion shop yet .
I f your people got fed up, they could leave the union. So
you had to service them if you wanted to keep them as members.

Our leaders told us how to do it. And all we had to do was
l ine our people up to ca l l fo r us . I know I had i t o rgan ized
in my district. A couple of my departments were on one
floor, and a couple on the other. I came down the sta i rs ,
I had people planted. They'd see me come down, come up to
the foreman, see me go back, and give me time to get back
upstairs. Then the next person would cal l the foreman and
tell him they wanted to see me immediately because they had
a gr ievance and they wouldn ' t d iscuss i t unt i l I was there.
They would see me come in, see me check in, see me check out.
The moment I was gone the next person was lined up to tell
them they wanted me. So this went on for two days. The
foreman couldn't get any work done. And I was t ired from
going up and down stairs because actually the grievances
weren' t there. We had learned how to hassle back. And that 's
what we were doing. So then we would come in and say we were
going to investigate a grievance for so and so. And you were
going to get the foreman to check you in to invest igate i t wi th
him. You spent five minutes there. You go on to the foreman
aga in ; you were go ing over there to inves t iga te i t w i th so
and so. So that foreman spent a l l o f h is t ime walk ing, s ign ing
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in, signing out. He had work of his own to do. He'd no more
than get on the phone or reach for the phone, and I'd be there
again to be signed in, to be signed out. The same thing was
going on in al l the departments. Then we wrote a lot of gr ie
vances. We wrote grievances on everything. We wrote a
gr ievance for unsafe work ing condi t ions. We final ly ended up
in a meeting with the plant manager with the grievances pi led
up on the table to where they were fa l l ing off on the floor.
It was complete pandemonium. And they began to yield.

What happened in this walkout when you got fired?

Oh, that came some time later. There was a production stan
d a r d o n a n o t h e r s h i f t . T h e y w e r e fi g h t i n g o v e r i t . T h e
company had raised the number of pieces. The committee person
in that department had pul led a fast one. This was on the
day sh i f t . I wo rked the m idn igh t sh i f t , and go t o f f wo rk a t
seven o 'c lock in the morn ing. A group of us f rom that sh i f t
went up the hill to a coffee shop and had some coffee and
talked before we went home. We did that quite often. When
we went home, we had to come back down the hill past the
p lan t . A l l these peop le were on the s t ree t . Mos t o f them
were temporary employees, and temporary employees could be
fi red w i t hou t any recou rse a t a l l unde r t he con t rac t . Th i s
whole department was out and part of another department. We
hadn't known anything about i t . This gal was a committee
woman in there. She and one of the others, I think i t was
another committee person, had cooked this up. They had been
smart enough to go out on a pass, so they weren't caught
in i t . Bu t they had a l l t he i r peop le ou t on the s idewa lk .
A l l we cou ld t h i nk abou t i s , i f i t s t ays l i ke t h i s , mos t o f
t hese peop le w i l l ge t fi red . We 've e i t he r go t t o ge t t he
whole p lan t ou t so tha t they th ink they 've got a rea l c r is is
and then we can bargain, or else these people would have to
go back and they were not about to go back. They probably
would have been fired if they had gone back. So we started
to t ry to get the rest o f the p lant out f rom the outs ide 'cause
we couldn' t get back in.

INTERVIEWER:

I looked up in the window where my department was. They were no
longer my people because I was on the th i rd shi f t . But a lot
of them knew me, and I knew a lot of them because I had been
on the shi f t before. I was t ry ing to mot ion to them to come
out. Then there was one other committee man doing the same
th ing . The co rpo ra t i on go t p i c tu res o f us do ing i t . We go t
fired and made into examples. The discharge stuck because the
theory was we should have known better, we were leaders.

Why couldn't the union get you reinstated?
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They went to arbi t rat ion and lost the case.

And how does this fit into your percept ion of the Reuther-
Thomas Addes split?

What happened then—I was very angry. Some of the Addes peo
ple came to town from the other side of the state and began
te l l i ng me . . .

Where is the other side of the state?

Saginaw, Saginaw area. Because that was part of the region.
And they started explaining to me, and a bunch of my followers,
that the case had been mishandled, that i t shouldn't have
been presented the way it was etc. We were very angry. There
was a fact ion in our local between the people that fol lowed
me and the people that followed the people that had caused
the wa l kou t i n t he fi r s t p l ace . Fo r awh i l e I cons ide red
myself part of the Addes group—maybe a month or two. But I
go t over that .

Was i t spec i fica l l y on a t ac t i ca l i s sue?

You see, what happened was that you heard so much and you
were torn both ways and almost everybody you talked to was
spl i t . One person you knew and l iked would be talk ing for
one group. Another person would be talking for somebody
else. I t was very hard, i f you were new and not at a l l
soph is t i ca ted in the fo rms o f the organ iza t ion . And I was
furious at what happened to me.

What did you think at the time that the Thomas Addes group
stood for?

Not having any background in the labor movement, not doing
very much, not knowing very much about the whole thing, it
was hard to know what to think. At one moment you would be
angry at your employer and feel, " I don' t want any of that
no-str ike pledge." The next day you pick up the newspaper
and read about casual t ies overseas. So you're saying to
yourse l f , i f i t ' s war product ion, maybe there shou ld be a
no -s t r i ke p l edge . Tha t was a b i g i s sue . Bu t I t h i nk t he
piece work thing got me. I had put in so many years of piece
work and suffered from it before there was a union involved.
The idea that at any point unions would encourage piece work
or inst i tu te p iece work in the p lant where there wasn' t any
was enough to make me furious. You have to understand what's
happen ing in a na t ion a t a t ime l i ke th i s . A na t ion tha t
is tota l ly mobi l ized for war. And you would not remember
t h a t .
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INTERVIEWER: No, I was born r ight a f ter.

P E T E R S O N : T h a t ' s r i g h t . Yo u s e e t h e r e i s n o , r e a l l y t h e r e i s n o c o m p a r i
son . Tw ice now I ' ve l i ved in a na t ion tha t was to ta l l y
mobil ized for war, and the war in Vietnam did not touch most
people unt i l later when the demonstrat ions came. The war in
Korea only touched the lives of those people who had people
over there , except you 'd see i t on te lev is ion . They wou ld
a l l be d i s t u rbed by i t i n a r a the r ob jec t i ve way. Bu t i f you
l i v e i n a n a t i o n t h a t i s t o t a l l y m o b i l i z e d f o r w a r, i t a f f e c t s
the clothes you wear, the food you eat, your way of l i fe.
Yo u c a n ' t t r a v e l . Yo u r g a s o l i n e i s r a t i o n e d . Yo u c a n n o t
buy t i res. You can ' t buy sugar wi thout a coupon. You cannot
buy meat without a coupon. You could not buy silk hose or
nylon hose because there wasn't any nylon. You could not
buy cigarettes, not cigarettes as we know them. So, you see,
e v e r y f a c e t o f y o u r l i f e i s a f f e c t e d . Yo u a r e l i v i n g i n a
c o n t e x t t h a t i s t o t a l l y d i f f e r e n t . E v e r y t h i n g r e l a t e s t o
t h e w a r e f f o r t . T h a t ' s a l l t h e r e i s i n t h e n e w s .

When you talk about war production and unions and no-strike
c lauses, and p iece work and second f ronts , i t 's an ent i re ly
d i f f e ren t s i t ua t i on . I f I had been a pe rson w i t h a l abo r
background there wouldn't have been any question. I would
have just automat ical ly been on the s ide of the labor force.
But we were very new in the whole thing. We had to learn
about unions not as something we had learned as children
from our parents, but as first hand exper ience in a t ime
when you didn't know what to think.

INTERVIEWER: When did you become a Reutherite?

P E T E R S O N : I t h i n k r i g h t a f t e r w a r d s . T h e p e o p l e I r e a l l y k n e w t h e b e s t
were people like Sexton and Woodcock and a guy by the name
of Pat terson, d i f ferent ones a l l o f whom were Reuther i tes.
My anger at the discharge was short- l ived. Then I had to find
another job. In the meantime, I had become act ive in the
CIO County Counci l , and was work ing in the pol i t ica l fie ld.
I became real ly act ive there in '44, dur ing the Roosevel t
campaign. I guess I was always a Reutherite to the extent
that I ever became anything except for the period I was
furious over what happened to me at the discharge.

INTERVIEWER: What role do you think the Communists played in the union?

P E T E R S O N : I s a w i t fi r s t h a n d .

INTERVIEWER: Could you describe that to me?
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P E T E R S O N : Ye s . I ' v e h a d a c h e c k e r e d c a r e e r. A f t e r I w a s d i s c h a r g e d
from GM, I was sti l l married then. My son was drafted and
was about to go overseas. Whi le I was working at this plant
he was in the army. He wasn' t overseas yet . I got a job
in a plant I had worked in many years before, a very small
plant, the Grand Rapids Brass Plant. This plant was already
organized and belonged to the Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers,
which was one of the communist unions. This was really

( w e i r d b e c a u s e a l l t h e p e o p l e t h a t I k n e w w e r e U A W p e o p l e , a n dI was s t i l l ac t ive in the county counc i l w i th a l l the UAW

( p e o p l e a n d i n t h e p o l i t i c a l p r o g r a m s t h e r e . T h e n I w e n t t owork in th is p lant . And aga in in a very shor t t ime, the guy
I w h o w a s p r e s i d e n t o f t h e u n i o n , w h o w a s h a v i n g s o m e t r o u b l e

w i t h t he i n t e rna t i ona l , r es i gned . So t he peop le i n t he p l an t
elected me president. So I turned up as president of a
loca l in the Mine, Mi l l and Smel ter Workers . Wel l , i t was
a t th is t ime tha t the re was a b ig figh t in the Mine , M i l l

l a n d S m e l t e r W o r k e r s . T h e r e w a s a n a n t i - c o m m u n i s t f a c t i o n
t ry ing to oust the communist leaders. Most of the leaders

| w e r e c o m m u n i s t s . I n t h e g r o u p t h e r e w e r e s o m e v e r y s t a u n c h
party members. The president of the in ternat ional union was
a man by the name of Reid Robinson. I don't know if he was
a card-carrying member, but the communists who were in the

I u n i o n w e r e k e e p i n g h i m i n o f fi c e . H e h a d j u s t g o t t e n i n t o
a big scandal for trying to shake down one of the employers
in the Doehler Jarv is Corporat ion. Their convent ion was com
ing up sho r t l y.

INTERVIEWER: What do you mean, "shake him down"?
I

PETERSON: He went in and asked h im for five thousand do l lars because he
was short of cash. Told him he'd l ike the money, but he
wouldn't have any way of paying it back.

( I N T E R V I E W E R : D i d h e t h r e a t e n h i m w i t h d i s r u p t i o n ?

PETERSON: Wel l , sure. When you say that to an employer you know what
you ' re do ing . I f the employer g ives i t to you, you know tha t
he 's not expect ing the five thousand back. I don ' t remember

» n o w i f i t w a s f i v e t h o u s a n d o r t w e n t y - f i v e t h o u s a n d . I
just know this had happened. Their convention was coming up

I a n d t h e r e w a s a g r o u p , a g r o u p o f M i n e - M i l l w o r k e r s i n t h e
East who were ant i-communist, ant i-Robinson. They had l ined
up with a group from the Mines. These were copper refineries
or copper plants, or copper and brass. These people l ined
up with some of the union leaders from, I think the copper
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mines out in Montana, to try to oust Robinson and his cohorts
at the convent ion. So every vote counted. When I got e lected
p res iden t i n t h i s l i t t l e l oca l , t he re was a ga l t he re who
also hadn't been part of the labor movement, who was elected
ch ie f s teward . The two o f us were rea l l y runn ing the ou tfi t
and do ing ve ry we l l . Two i n te rna t i ona l r ep resen ta t i ves fo r
the Mine-Mill union came to town and took us out to dinner.
Oh, th is was af terwards. In fact , as soon as we got in to
tha t p lan t and were e lec ted o fficers in there , I was ta lk ing
to a man by the name of Bi l l Kemsley. Bi l l is now out in
Vermont. At that t ime, he was from the UAW in Detroit.

Was he married to a woman named Backy Kemsley?

N o , I d o n ' t k n o w. H e h a d a fi r s t w i f e . H e fi n a l l y m a r r i e d
a gal by the name of Ann some time ago. Bill was education
director for the state CIO at the time and he was out of Local
174 in Detroit. He was very close with Brendan and Walter
and Woodcock and all the rest of them. One day he sat down
and told us about what was going on in Mine-Mil l . He told
us about the anti-communist group that was trying to oust
the communist leadership. And the convention was coming up
in a few months. I t would be in Ohio. We said, "Oh boy,
B i l l , w e ' l l g e t i n t o i t , y o u k n o w, w e ' l l j o i n t h e fi g h t . "
He sa id , "OK. I ' l l te l l Johnny Dr isco l l to look you up when
you get to the convent ion."

INTERVIEWER: Which year was this?

PETERSON: Th is wou ld have been '45 maybe, '46 . Th is conven t ion was in
C leve land . I t was a b ig hass le a t the t ime. Anyhow, th i s
guy rep resen t ing the in te rna t iona l M ine-Mi l l un ion , rep re
senting Reid Robinson, came to town and took us women out for
d inner. He sa id to us , "Now don ' t ge t invo lved, there 's go ing
to be some fussing going on." He didn't know how much we
knew. But he said, "Just be nice girls and come down and have
a good time at the convention and cast your votes the right
way. " You know, a t t he r i gh t t ime , e t c . So we l i s tened to
the whole thing.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

Do you think he would have done that to a group of men?

No, he wouldn't have. Because what he was really promising us
was some fun, some evenings and some good dinners, and just
be nice gir ls and enjoy yourselves, do a lot of party ing and
s t u f f . B u t s t a y o u t o f t h i s p o l i t i c a l h a s s l e t h a t ' s g o i n g o n
and when the t ime comes, cast your vote the right way. Well,
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PETERSON: when we wen t to the conven t ion , w i th in abou t fou r hou rs a f te r
we were there, John Driscoll and his group made contact with
us because Bill Kemsley had called him and told him there were
going to be a couple of women there f rom this l i t t le p lant in
Grand Rapids; they were absolutely sol id and they'd help him
ou t i n t he figh t , e t c . So he l ooked us up immed ia te l y. W i th in
the first twelve hours, we were on the top steering committee
of the anti-Robinson caucus. We went through a very rough
conven t i on . They do no t e lec t t he i r o f fice rs a t t he conven t i on .
They have a referendum vote. Thei r p lants are scat tered a l l
over the country, up into Br i t ish Columbia and every place.
In our meetings and our caucus meetings, I explained that I
came from UAW, and that I knew some of the people who were in
the UAW, and so they ended up electing me executive secretary
of their caucus and giving me the money they had raised for
the campaign to bring back to a Grand Rapids bank and to pay
the b i l l s f rom i t . In re tu rn , I was supposed to see what
influence I could use with Walter Reuther to help them in
their referendum and elect ion. By this t ime, Leonard Woodcock
had gone to Detro i t and was Wal ter 's admin is t rat ive ass is tant .
When I got back, I called him and told him what happened. He
said, "Come down to Detroit." We had a meeting with Walter
and one of the candidates running on the r ight-wing t icket on
Walter's back porch, the same old house he was shot from
later. The UAW did help because this was a fight to the
finish. One union was not supposed to be messing around in
another. But the ant i -communist fight , and the CIO as a
whole, was so rough then that anything could happen. This was
not too long before the expulsion of some of the unions from
the CIO.

INTERVIEWER: What was more important to you in the way you took sides, the
fact that the Robinson people were corrupt, or Robinson him
self was corrupt, or that he was connected to the communists
or was a communist?

P E T E R S O N : I t h i n k b o t h . B y t h i s t i m e I w a s v e r y d i s i l l u s i o n e d w i t h t h e
l e f t -w ing g roup .

INTERVIEWER: Why?

PETERSON: I t h i nk mos t o f a l l because i t was so obv ious . When we t r i ed
to talk to them about our problems in the plant, and repre
senting the workers in the plant, they weren't very much damn
in te res ted . They l i t e ra l l y were more i n te res ted , f o r t he same
reason they were interested in the piece work th ing, in the
second front proposals, etc. to help Russia, far more than they
were interested in what happened to the American worker. Their



PETERSON INTERVIEW 28.

r
PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

first allegiance was not the labor movement, and ours was.
This was a lot of it. Plus in the meantime there was Sexton,
there was Kemsley, there was Woodcock. Oh, there were dozens
of people I could name whom I respected as labor leaders,
all of whom were on the anti-communist side. And these peo
ple were on the other side. And what they said and did, did
not impress me.

I didn't want to interrupt but I wasn't clear about that,
when....you also mentioned in the beginning a division over
Wallace.

Oh, this came in the '48 convention when Wallace formed his
own party.

The Progressive Party?

Yes, when Truman did not select him for Vice-President.

Do you remember some of the divisions on that and why you
chose the side you did?

I would have been with Truman and the Democrats. I don't
know. Those people had become a dirty word then.

Wallace and the Progressive Party?

The communists had become a dirty word then. Wallace was not
a communist but, for instance, locally all the people who were
on the bulk of his support. And I would not have been. I
was very, very much a Roosevelt person.

Did you carry the same sort of feelings for Truman? Because
in '48 it was Truman who was running as the Democratic
presidential candidate.

No, wait a minute. Wallace was Vice-President under Roosevelt.

Right. Then when Truman runs in '48, Wallace is not selected
to run with him and he sets up a separate party.

Oh, I see what you mean. This was '48, wasn't it? No, it
would have been the same thing. It would not have been a
great philosophical thing. I mean, my allegiance would just
not have been with him.

Were there any other political splits within the union that
you remember, and in which you took sides?
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Not really. No, the big one was then between Reuther and
Addes, and i t tore the union apart so that i t would have
b e e n v e r y d i f fi c u l t . M a n y o f t h e p e o p l e i n v o l v e d i n i t , t h e
last thing in the world that they wanted to see was another
s p l i t o r d i v i s i o n .

What happened during the McCarthy era when Communist Party
members, or people considered to be communists, were expelled
from the union? Some indiv iduals in Detroi t were walked out
of the p lants. Did that happen here?

No. There wasn' t any of that here. The unions were expel led.
A bunch of the internat ional unions were expel led from the
CIO. That was how I got back in the UAW. Because Reid
Robinson and his people won the elect ion in spi te of al l the
help the UAW and other people tried to give them. They won.
They were re-elected. Then the Mine, Mil l and Smelter Wor
kers were expe l led f rom the CIO. Before , no , r igh t a f te r
they were expelled—I can't remember—we took our plant out
of the in ternat ional and went independent . Our loca l was
l a t e r p u t i n t h e S h i p b u i l d e r ' s I n t e r n a t i o n a l b y t h e n a t i o n a l
CIO. La te r we went f rom the Sh ipbu i lder ' s In te rna t iona l to
the UAW. We practically had to buy our way out. The Ship
bui lders charged us a hel luva lot of back dues to get out.
But we did it because we wanted to be in the UAW. They let
us out because there weren' t any Shipbui lder 's locals around
here and they would have had a hard time servicing us.

Was i t a b ig fight to take your local out o f Mine, Mi l l and
Smelter, and make it independent?

The in te rna t iona l un ion fough t us too th and na i l . Bu t the
people in the p lant were wi th us. A l l those people in the
plant swore by us. We did what many other unions did. You
wanted to take your p lant out , so you held an elect ion. Of
course, you couldn' t get an elect ion under the auspices of
the Labor Board for that purpose. So you went and got some
local ci t izens whose reputat ions were above reproach, and
set up your own elect ion. The people voted by secret bal lot
whether they wanted to get out or stay in. I t was unorthodox.
There was no p rov is ion fo r i t l ega l l y, bu t you d id i t .

You mean there was no provision for it under the NLRB?

Yes, the National Labor Relat ions Board.

I remember reading that workers could ask for a decert ifica
t i o n e l e c t i o n .
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But i t took a long t ime. We just took the bul l by the horns.
We got a local minister and a couple of other people—a minis
ter, a rabbi, and a priest I guess it was—to come in and
count the votes and we d id i t w i th a lo t o f publ ic i ty, and
our people were something l ike n inety-n ine percent . We in
formed the company we were no longer part of that union, that
we were independent. We were expecting to operate as an
independent union. Then later we came into the UAW, as soon
as we could get in. But anyhow where were we?

I was asking about the effect of the McCarthy period in this
area. L ike whether communists in the locals were expel led
f rom thei r p lants or f rom the unions.

N o , I d o n ' t r e c a l l a n y o f t h a t . N o t r e a l l y. I g u e s s t h e r e
was some o f i t i n De t ro i t . Bu t I don ' t r eca l l any o f i t he re .

OK. How did your pol i t ical views change over the years?

I don ' t t h i nk t hey ' ve changed much . I j us t t h i nk t he re ' s
been an increased awareness. I mean, I started out from
where I had not been political at all and became a Democrat.
I ' m s t i l l a D e m o c r a t . I s t i l l a m . I t h i n k I h a v e a g r e a t e r
understanding of why I am from this awareness. And I think that
my being anti-communist when all of the cussing and furor was
go ing on , was more by i ns t i nc t t han any th ing e l se . I 'm s t i l l
anti-communist and now I know why I am. So I haven't really
changed.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

Could you put into words why you're anti-communist today?

Yes . Bu t I ough t to p re face tha t by say ing tha t I th ink there
are many things that are good in Russia. I went there on a
trip awhile back and I saw some things that I l iked very much,
and wish we had here. Children's day care centers were one
thing and there were some others. However, I would not l ike
t o b e p a r t o f t h a t t o t a l i t a r i a n s o c i e t y. I a p p r e c i a t e t h e
pr iv i lege o f be ing ab le to s tand up on a s t reet corner, i f
need be, and say, "In my opinion, the President of the United
S ta tes i s a son o f a b i t ch . " I don ' t wan t to g i ve tha t
p r i v i l e g e u p . A n d i t ' s j u s t a b o u t t h a t s i m p l e . I c o u l d n o t
l i ve w i th tha t k ind o f cur ta i lment on what I th ink and fee l .
I w o u l d n o t w a n t t o b e p a r t o f a t o t a l i t a r i a n s o c i e t y. I
c o u l d n ' t s t a n d i t .

INTERVIEWER: What about if it was possible to have a democratic communist
o r l i b e r t a r i a n s o c i e t y, w i t h t h e k i n d s o f c i v i l l i b e r t i e s ,
freedom of speech and criticism that we have?
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P E T E R S O N : We l l , l e t m e s a y t h i s . I t h i n k t h a t S w e d e n i s i n p r e t t y g o o d
shape because they have a democratic society with a kind of
s o c i a l i s t i c d i s t r u b t i o n o f g o o d s . A n d t h i s i s w h a t I w a s
g e t t i n g a t , t h e d i s t r i b u t i o n o f g o o d s , t h e d i s t r i b u t i o n o f
wealth. And I think the Russians have done some very fine
th ings . I t h i nk t ha t t hey have ch i l d ren ' s day ca re cen te rs .
I th ink they t rea t the i r ch i ld ren much be t te r than we t rea t
ours .

INTERVIEWER: Could you tel l me about that?

P E T E R S O N : We l l , t o s t a r t w i t h t h e d a y c a r e c e n t e r s . We v i s i t e d s o m e o f
them. They were love ly. And ch i ld ren a t the age o f th ree
were being taught ba l le t . Not on ly were they being taught to
dance, but children three and four years old would be asked
the name of the composer of the piece of music the teacher
was about to p lay. And they knew. And the i r youth centers ,
aside from the brainwashing part of i t , when you th ink in
te rms o f t he phys i ca l pa r t o f i t , t he t r a i n i ng t ha t t hey
r e c e i v e , t h e c h i l d r e n a r e b e a u t i f u l l y b e h a v e d , v e r y i n t e l l i g e n t .
I l i ke the i r app roach to h ighe r educa t i on . I n Russ ia ,
parents don't have to have a lot of money for a kid to go
to the univers i ty. But he has to have good grades. He gets
a small al lowance while he's there. And the only way he can
increase i t i s to improve h is g rades . So I th ink these th ings
are good . I t h ink tha t they ' re do ing th ings much be t te r i n
that respect than we are. God knows the medical care.. . .we
had people in our group who were ill and needed medical care
and it cost them nothing. One woman spent a week or ten days
in t he hosp i t a l and i t cos t he r no th i ng . O f cou rse , t he i r
equipment is not as good as ours, but the fact is you can
afford to do i t . So I th ink that we have much to learn in
how we care for our children, and how we care for our aged
and how we provide medical care for our people. I th ink i t 's
a horr ib le th ing to have the huge for tunes in th is nat ion
that we have, and also to have the poverty that we have. I
th ink i t ' s a te r r ib le th ing . I mean, we have much to lea rn .
And we had better start learning it, or maybe what Kruschev
said may come true, that we wil l be buried. And he wasn't
t a l k i n g a b o u t i t b e i n g d o n e l i t e r a l l y, b u t e c o n o m i c a l l y. Yo u
do something to a nation when you let people leave high
school without knowing how to read and write as we have been
doing. So there's much that we can do here that we're not
doing. But s t i l l , I th ink we ought to be able to have some
of those things and also retain our freedom.

INTERVIEWER: OK. Let 's cont inue to d iscuss your exper iences in the p lant
during the war. Do you have any idea of the percentage of
women workers in the plant?
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percent . You have to unders tand someth ing here. Prev ious ly
the p lan t had been a p la t i ng p lan t . I t wasn ' t t ha t du r ing
the wa r. I t was comp le te l y d i f f e ren t . They d i dn ' t even use
the tanks . They made l i t t l e t h i ngs ca l l ed t r i gge r hous ings ,
which was a fine assembly job. There wasn' t any pol ishing
or bu ffing in i t . Th is was jus t an assemb ly o f sma l l pa r t s .
When the war ended, the people who owned the plant sold out
and other people bought it and went back to plating and
p o l i s h i n g a n d b u f fi n g . I t w a s a n a t u r a l t r a n s i t i o n . A n d t h e n
it became about three quarters men and more. And there
wouldn't have been really anything you could have done about
i t because I don't think they could have hired women pol ishers
and buffers i f they wanted to. There weren' t any. Or women
p l a t e r s .

INTERVIEWER: Are those sk i l led jobs?
s k i l l e d j o b s ?

A r e p l a t i n g , p o l i s h i n g a n d b u f fi n g

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

Semi - , semi - . They rea l l y a re .

How much training would you need to do that?

To be a good polisher or buffer, to be a good one you would
need three to s ix months to real ly get good at i t in those
days. Now they 've got the automat ic machines. This was a l l
h a n d b u f fi n g . T h e r e i s a d i f f e r e n c e . P l u s t h e f a c t t h a t
some o f i t i s ve ry heavy. A l l t he hou rs p l us t he f ac t t ha t . . .
I 'm not saying that women couldn' t do i t , but I 'm saying that
in terms of h i r ing, even i f the company advert ised for expe
r ienced po l i shers o r bu f fe rs , they jus t wou ldn ' t ge t any
women. Same way with plat ing. The issue had not arisen at
that time. The issue arose on jobs where it was the same
company and there was just a changeover in the plant.

INTERVIEWER: OK. Do you think your work experiences would have been
different i f you were a man?

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

Oh, I would have made more money all the time. There's no
ques t ion abou t tha t . I wou ldn ' t have worked any harder. I
probably would have had less work during the Depression
because there were less men working.

Do you think you would have worked less hard if you were a
man?

PETERSON: P r o b a b l y, y e s . I w o u l d t h i n k s o . B e c a u s e s o - c a l l e d l i g h t
jobs for women are for the birds. Women aren't given any
l i g h t j o b s i n t h e p l a n t s . A l l t h e s e p r o t e c t i v e l a w s f o r
women, ninety percent of them act to the woman's detriment.
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They're used as an excuse to keep you off a half-way decent
j o b . I t h i n k i t ' s p o s s i b l e t h a t i t w o u l d h a v e b e e n e a s i e r.

Were you ever refused a job or a promotion because you weren't
friendly enough to a male boss?

No.

OK. I f you had a choice of al l the jobs in the world and could
get the r ight t raining, when you look back, what k ind of work
would you choose to do?

I t h i nk I ' d wan t t o be i n t he l abo r movemen t . I t h i nk i t ' s
been as a rewarding place to be as anything else I can think
o f .

This next sect ion of quest ions is on union act iv ism. Where
were you working when you got involved in union act ivi t ies?

At this Irwin Pederson Arms plant, here in Grand Rapids.

How did you first get involved?

Oh, I to ld you. I fi rs t got invo lved because they put a bunch
of us to work in a room where there wasn ' t suffic ient l ight ing.
And I told the foreman off, and everybody said, "You be our
shop steward."

Was the union already organized in that plant?

It was organized but i t had just been formed and they had offi
cers. That happened before I went to work there. They had i t
o rgan ized.

Was going to union meetings a source of conflict in your family?

Oh, yes.

What happened?

This was one of the reasons that things came to a head between
my husband and me. He practically named the labor movement
a s t h e c o - r e s p o n d e n t i n o u r d i v o r c e p a p e r s . I n f a c t , l i t e r a l l y.
But that was rather meaningless because we would have separated
anyhow. I was sick of the marriage for many years, and stayed
only because in those years there was nothing else a woman
could do unless she had a family and could take her kids and
go home. Or unless she was wil l ing to give up her chi ldren,
wh ich I wasn ' t . So I s tayed .
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Why would you have had to give up your children?

Because I couldn't have supported them.

Oh.

There was no such thing as equal pay for equal work in those
years. There's no way on the salary a woman made that she
could keep up a family, no way.

When you first got involved, were many other women active in
the union?

Yes, because I was in a war plant and there were mostly women
in there. In terms of women being involved and act ive in the
labor movement, no. Beyond your own local union there wasn't
many women active. I think I was the first woman delegate to
the local CIO county counci l .

Who was your first union connection, the first person you knew
who was involved in the union?

Woodcock.

What did you think of him?

Well, I thought he was very abrupt when he spoke at a couple
of meetings. He was very sharp and abrupt at t imes.

Sharp? Like smart?

Jus t abrup t . The fi rs t t ime I ever spoke to h im, I expec ted
him to snap my head off . I was a l l set to te l l h im off the
way I had to ld the fo reman o f f . I sudden ly fe l t , th is was
after a meeting or a recess or a meeting or something, I
wanted to go up and ask him a question and if he gave me a
short and abrupt answer, I was just going to say to him, "Don't
be qu i te so sn ipp i t y. A f te r a l l , nobody 's pay ing me to do
th i s , you know. " I was rea l l y expec t i ng th i s bu t he d idn ' t .
He was very nice and answered me in a very nice way. I de
c ided he wasn ' t so abrup t a f te r a l l . He was the fi rs t un ion
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e t h a t I e v e r t a l k e d t o . A f t e r t h a t t h e r e w a s
Pat Patterson who was with the GM department.

Was Woodcock from Detroit at the time?

At the time he was the local person here.

So he's a Grand Rapids person?
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We l l , he was o r i g ina l l y f rom De t ro i t . Bu t t h i s was be fo re I
came on the scene. At this time he was working in Grand
Rapids and serv ic ing th is a rea. He had been organ iz ing . I
guess he had organized this plant.

How popular were unions in your neighborhood, in the news
papers when they first got s tar ted?

They weren' t ! They were a dir ty word.

Do you remember cartoons or editorials? What did they say?

Unions were almost considered to be un-American. And radical.
S e l fi s h . I t w a s s o c i a l l y u n a c c e p t a b l e .

Did you ever feel any social pressures when you started to get
involved in the unions?

I used to feel it when it came from my friends, people who had
been my fr iends. But I was sold on i t f rom the beginning.
I had a lot of discussions and arguments which I usually won.
I th ink I b rought a lo t o f my f r iends around to look a t i t
d i f f e r e n t l y .

Why were you sold on the union?

Why? Because I had gone through so much hell working for a
l iv ing. The union to me went beyond the fact that i t would
enable me to make more money. What it really meant to me
was that i t enabled you to have some self respect. The biggest
thing the union meant to me was the fact that I didn't have
to stand there anymore and let somebody make me feel this high.
The union always meant more, in that respect, to me than
a n y t h i n g e l s e . I t w a s a m a t t e r o f s e l f r e s p e c t . I ' v e s e e n
it happen. It never happened to me as much because I always
worked pret ty hard and stayed out of the way of t rouble. I
didn't take too much. But I have seen men who had children,
who were desperate for work, who happened to work for a sadis
t ic foreman. That foreman would stand that man in f ront of
a group of people and str ip him of every shred of digni ty,
you know, ve rba l l y abus i ve . I t ' s ha rd to desc r i be .

What did the foreman say?

Wel l , i t isn ' t a lways what you say, as how you say i t . He
could call somebody a dumb, stupid ass and tell him one more
fa lse move and he 's out the door, e tc . , e tc . You do i t in
a loud voice in front of a group of people, what do you think
it does to the guy?

INTERVIEWER: Makes him feel small.
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That 's r ight . And there were many foremen in the plants
before un ions who de l igh ted in do ing tha t sor t o f th ing . The
people went around ashamed with their heads down when they
t o o k i t .

What about women? How did the foremen try to humiliate women?

Well, they would do the same thing to women. Of course, you
always had the thing where you had this prissy young foreman
and the pret ty gir l . She might get the breaks and she might
not, depending on how she responded. I mean that was preva
lent as much then as i t is in Congress now. There's no
d i f f e r e n c e .

How did the other women feel about that?

Oh, they were furious, obviously. The women who were older
and who had to work for a living used to get very angry.
Somet imes very jea lous . Tha t par t o f i t never rea l l y go t to
me as much. I don't know why. Maybe I never had a foreman
whom I l iked and who liked me. I just never happened to run
in to tha t k ind o f th ing in the p laces I worked. But I know
tha t i t happened . I ' d see i t i n o the r depar tmen ts . Somet imes
I'd see it in my own department where the foreman had a girl
f r iend. But i t never rea l ly bothered me that much un less I
got the business and she got the breaks. I t usual ly happened
to somebody else. I don't know why except I was always a hard
worker. I pu t ou t the work , and I d idn ' t take too much. And
I t h i nk t ha t i f you ' r e l i ke t ha t , peop le sense i t and don ' t
push you too hard. I don' t recal l ever being pushed real hard
by a foreman.

Were you active in the union r ight from the beginning?

Yes.

W h a t w a s y o u r fi r s t o f fi c i a l p o s i t i o n ?

Steward.

You were elected steward or appointed?

Appointed. They appointed me because I had spoken up. It was
a new group where they weren't holding formal elections as
they do now. As I exp la ined, i t was an unusual s i tuat ion in
which the Labor Board appointed seven representatives for an
i n t e r i m p e r i o d u n t i l t h e B o a r d c e r t i fi e d t h e e l e c t i o n o r u n t i l
another elect ion was held. Then when the other elect ion was
he ld , e lec t ion fo r rep resen ta t ion , the loca l was immed ia te l y
re formed and e lec ted o fficers . I was e lec ted to the commi t tee
and continued to be elected.
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Who encouraged you to become more active?

I th ink eve ryone d id . I t wasn ' t any pa r t i cu la r pe rson I can
t h i n k o f . I t ' s j u s t t h a t I w a s i n v o l v e d a n d I l i k e d i t . I
j u s t k e p t a t i t .

Were you ever discouraged because you were a woman?

Oh, heavens yes! I was discouraged much of the time.

Well, what kinds of things did people do or say?

Wel l , I d idn ' t fee l the b iggest d iscouragement fo r a long t ime,
u n t i l I w e n t t o D e t r o i t . I f e l t l i k e a p e r s o n h e r e . A f t e r I
went to work at Solidarity House, I began to understand what
i t means . I l ea rned abou t sex d i sc r im ina t i on a t So l i da r i t y
House i t se l f . You ge t d iscouraged by the fac t tha t you ' re no t
t rea ted the same, tha t the re ' s ano the r s tandard . You fee l i t
the most on job assignments. You know, jobs come up to do
this or to do that, and they're simply handed to somebody
else. Any woman who has worked for the union has to fight to
avoid being t ied to the desk because, at least in those years,
that was the appropriate place. They made you more l ike a
secretary so that you got al l of the desk work or paper work
and o ther s tu f f jus t d idn ' t open up.

Could you give me specific examples of things the men would do?

Well, the men would go out and teach classes. The men would
go out and set up conferences. The men would meet with various
groups around the c i ty. The gals sat a t the desk. You have
to know the kind of projects the department would be involved
in . You j us t d i dn ' t ge t t he good ass ignmen ts . I ' d imag ine
i t 's the same kind of th inking that would cause people in the
newspaper office to send the woman down to do the society
column while the man covers the fire or the murder or the
pol i t ica l campaign. You know, these th ings are changing now.
Frankly, as far as I 'm concerned, from everything I can see
they' re changing everywhere else faster than they ' re changing
in the labor movement. I think the labor movement is going
to be one of the last groups in the country to accept women.

A n d u n i v e r s i t i e s .

I s i t t r ue the re t oo?

Yes!

I c a n b e l i e v e i t .
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W e l l , i t c h a n g e s y o u r p r i v a t e l i f e e n t i r e l y. A n d I t h i n k f o r
the bet ter. You form many f r iendships. You become invo lved
in many ac t iv i t ies . You acqu i re in teres ts you never had before .
I had neve r been to a po l i t i ca l mee t ing be fo re . A l l a t once
I found myself s i t t ing down and planning them. I had never
been to Washington. I was in awe of a congressman or a sena
t o r. A l l a t o n c e I f o u n d m y s e l f c a l l i n g t h e m b y t h e i r fi r s t
n a m e . I t ' s e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t . A n d y o u fi n d y o u r s e l f e n g r o s s e d
in someth ing that takes a l l o f your t ime. But you work in the
plants in the day time and do your union meetings at night.
You go on the staff and do some of your desk work, part of it
anyways in the day t ime, and you're st i l l a t meet ings at n ight .

Did your sense of yourself as a person change?

O h y e s , y e s . I t r e a l l y d i d . I l i k e d m y s e l f a w h o l e l o t b e t t e r .
There was a lo t o f personal pr ide in i t that wasn' t there
before. Very much so.

Did you go to the schools and conventions?

Oh yes, al l of them. Al l of the conventions and many of the
schoo ls . F i rs t as a s tuden t and then as an ins t ruc to r.

W h a t w e r e y o u r fi r s t r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s i n t h e fi r s t y e a r, i n
your posit ion as steward?

Wel l , t he no rma l s teward respons ib i l i t i es . In th i s case when
I s ta r ted , the re wasn ' t enough l i gh t on the j ob . I t cou ld be
somebody was getting picked on by the foreman. Somebody wasn't
gett ing their stock there on t ime. Somebody had something
tha t was too heavy to l i f t . I t cou ld be any th ing , any th ing
that happened on the job.

Were any of the grievances or problems that came up particu
lar to women?

Wel l , i t ' s ha rd to answer. In those years i t was a lmos t a l l
women in those plants. Unless it would be that even then women
might get t reated a l i t t le d i f fe rent than the men were as far
as the foreman was concerned. There was a tendency to repri
mand her for something that the man had done and hadn't raised
at tent ion to , you know. A lo t o f the male foremen k ind of
turned their backs when the man came back from the washroom a
l i t t l e l a t e , b u t w o u l d d i g i n t o a g a l , e s p e c i a l l y i f i t w a s a
gal who cr ied easi ly. I t depended. I t depended upon the peo
p le o r t he c i r cums tances . Bu t I can ' t r ea l l y t h ink o f any a t
that t ime that were peculiar to the women.
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OK. But we didn' t want to hear anything about the fact that
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Was the whole union slate women?

No. Just the top spots . The men went a long wi th i t .
were our staunchest supporters.

They

You were the president and another woman was vice-president?

Wel l , she was ch ie f s teward. Under tha t cont rac t the ch ie f
steward and the president did the union business and handled
the gr ievances together. We ran a good sharp ship. I t was
a t ight ship in those years. We leveled with them and had
strong support from the men, strong support.

Did women go to union meetings?

Yes. They did to ours because we were women and their leaders.
And we ran better meet ings. They had an equal voice. A lot
of places women don't go to meetings because they're outnumbered
and they find out that what they say is not l is tened to very
much. I th ink th is d iscourages them.

When you worked in the brass plant, and when it became more
male, did the percentage of women going to meetings change?

No. I think the percentage of women going to meetings was
about the same as the percentage of men. This is a strange
thing. There was a myth in the union for years that women
d idn ' t go t o mee t i ngs . I n some cases i t ' s t r ue . Bu t mos t l y
because they had been frozen out. I worked in organizing
off and on, even when I was on the other staff . Occasional ly
I would have an organiz ing assignment. A strange th ing
happened: You go into a town. Usually some of us women
would get sent in at the end of a drive when we were approach
ing an election. They'd send us in to encourage the women.
We'd go in to a p lant that 's got five hundred people in i t ,
maybe forty of them women. We'd go to a meeting with a hun
dred men and twenty women. The male organizer is sure to be
rav ing l i ke he l l , "There 's fo r ty women a t tha t p lan t and
only twenty of them were at the meeting. You've got to do
something about these women," never figuring out that
percentage-wise there were more women in there than there
were men.

INTERVIEWER: Did you try to approach the women differently when you had
organizing assignments?
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I don ' t th ink so . I th ink I ta lked to the women about the
u n i o n , j o b s e c u r i t y, d i g n i t y o n t h e j o b . I n f a c t , I d i d n ' t
know what I could say to them that I wouldn't say to the men.
I n a n o r g a n i z i n g s i t u a t i o n , I d o n ' t r e c a l l t h a t I d i d . I
ta lked di fferent ly to the ones that were organized and had
contracts, who were getting the business from some of the
male leadership.

Did you try to get women more involved in the union?

Oh , yes . I su re t r i ed t o do t ha t .

And how did you try to do that?

We l l , j us t t e l l i ng them tha t i t was the i r un ion and i f t hey
wanted to be heard they had to be involved. They had to be
at the meet ing and speak up, and protect their r ights.
Although, when you had a woman as an international representa
t ive, the women come around. I t 's not that big a problem.
There weren ' t any p lants in our loca l that d idn ' t have act ive
women invo lved. I t was jus t a k ind o f na tura l th ing .

Did you get support from ministers and community leaders?

You mean in relation to the union?

Yes. And when you were trying to organize.

I was never in i t at that level, because usual ly when I would
get into an organiz ing s i tuat ion i t would have been wel l under
way and a l l the in i t ia l contacts had been made. Usual ly I
came in the last three weeks of the drive. Sometimes there
was support. But I would not have been involved in any commu
ni ty long enough to be in i t a t tha t leve l .

Did you go to conferences of women in the labor movement that
included women from other unions?

Noth ing.

What about conferences called by the women's department?

No, they d idn ' t i nv i te me very o f ten . I was no t a femin is t
in those years. We didn't have many women's conferences in
those days and when there was I didn't go. I have seen the
va lue o f i t i n years s ince .
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Why did you change your mind?

Well , i t was a strange thing. When I was here I thought I
was one of the boys, and it took me awhile to find out I
wasn't. There have been so many people in the labor movement
for whom I had such great respect. They talked about equal i ty
and c iv i l r igh ts and d ign i ty o f the human be ing. I t took me
a long time before I realized some of my very good and best
respected fr iends were not talking about me. What they were
telling me was that a black woman was equal to a white woman
and a black man was equal to a white man, but under no circum
stances was a woman, either black or white, equal to a man,
e i ther b lack o r wh i te . I t took me a long t ime be fo re I rea l i zed
that's what the leadership of the UAW was real ly saying.
Th e y ' r e s t i l l sa y i n g t h a t t o a l a rg e e x te n t .

Did you come to understand that before the feminist movement?

No , I don ' t t h i nk I d i d .
opened up my eyes.

I th ink that the femin is t movement

So, when the feminist movement star ted ta lk ing about th is, d id
i t help explain a lot of the experience you had?

I t opened my eyes. I th ink I had an ink l ing before but i t
was the k ind of th ing you d idn ' t ta lk about . I t opened my
eyes to a lo t . I rea l l y began th ink ing , and look ing and
see ing th ings tha t I hadn ' t seen be fo re . I t was a lmos t l i ke
wha t the s ta tement , "b lack i s beau t i fu l , " d id fo r b lack peop le .
Women are people. The fact that the feminists are saying,
"women are people", I think did the same thing for us.

Did you expect to continue to be active in union work when
y o u fi r s t g o t s t a r t e d ?

Oh, yes. There never was a time when I wasn't active in the
u n i o n . I t b e c a m e a w a y o f l i f e . I l o v e d i t a n d I s t i l l d o .

And were there any other things that competed for your time?

No.

When you first got involved in the union and became a leader,
did you think that being a woman would make any difference
in your ab i l i t y to have a leadersh ip ro le?

We l l , I d o n ' t t h i n k t h a t I d i d . I f e l t t h a t b e i n g a w o m a n
made i t more d i f ficu l t . Bu t I was a l so conv inced tha t i f a
woman would just do a really good job and not talk about the fact
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that she was a woman, that she would make it.
long time to change my mind about that.

It took me a

Have you ever been discouraged from running for a union office?

Not rea l ly. Because af ter you go on the s ta ff you don ' t run
for union office, unless you run for board member or something.
So I don ' t th ink I ever have. I ran wh i le I was in the loca l .
I f ound less d i sc r im ina t ion in the loca l un ion by fa r, than I
found in the i n te rna t i ona l un ion . I f ound the mos t d i sc r im ina
t i on i n t he i n te rna t i ona l un ion and a t t he i n te rna t i ona l
headquar ters . But when you ' re in those pos i t ions , you don ' t
r u n f o r o f fi c e .

Did you do much traveling in your union work?

Yes, I d id for a long t ime.

Did you travel alone or with groups?

Alone.

Did you ever travel with men?

Oh, yes.

Was there ever a problem?

No.

Did hotels ever refuse to put you on the same floor with the
men you worked with?

I don ' t t h i nk t hey eve r made any po i n t o f i t . I don ' t r eca l l
ever, that i t made any d i f ference. You just went in and got
a room. Tha t was i t . I don ' t reca l l t he re eve r be ing any t ime
I fe l t I had a less des i rab le room or any th ing l i ke tha t .

Did wives ever object to you ever travel ing with their husbands?

No. As a mat te r o f fac t , I go t a long p re t ty we l l w i th un ion
w i v e s . I a l w a y s m a d e i t a p o i n t t o . I n D e t r o i t , i t ' s v e r y
impersonal . You don ' t see the wives as o f ten. In Grand
Rapids , i t was a c loser kn i t g roup. As a mat te r o f fac t , the
wives and the gals of guys always l iked me. I don't know of
any instances or ever observed any.

INTERVIEWER: Was your persona l l i fe ever c r i t i c i zed?
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PETERSON: Oh yes, from the beginning when we started out here. It was
part of politics. We had everybody sleeping with everybody
else.
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Who did that?

Oh, the political opposition. You never knew who did it. But
this was a part of politics. When women first started coming
to the unions, you don't know who starts it. You just know
there's some kind of a story going around. That happened to
everybody. It happened all over when when you're young.

Can you think back to women in your local who were active and
then dropped out. Why did they drop out?

Well, I don't know of any. You see, my circumstances are so
different because my local a few years back went out of exis
tence. The plant went out. There's no longer a charter
there from the plant that I was in. And as near as I can
remember, at the time that it was still going, the gals that
had been there, most of them still seemed to be there unless
they ret ired.
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Did the women who were active, like the woman who was chief
steward with you, stay active in the union?

Oh yes, she stayed active. I don't recall many of them dropping
Some of those women from some of the other local unions that
were here in the 1950's, when I was here and working with them,
are still here. I see a lot of them when I go to retiree
meetings. They come up to talk to me. I have a hard time
remembering their names. Now they too are retired.

What were the formal and informal lines of power in your local?

Well, our local was small. But I would say that, any local
union or any group, there's going to be some informal lines
of power. That's human nature.

Were women excluded from informal power, even if they had
formal power?

I would not say so. Not in our local, because we were the
leaders. But once you get out of a situation where your lea
ders are women, you're going to get into that. I've talked
to people from other locals. In fact, I had a cute experience
years ago. I was out in some summer school and some of the

+
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women from one of the plants down there told us that they had
oppos ing po l i t i ca l caucuses in the i r loca l , and the caucus
they belonged to didn't let them come to the caucus meetings
where the slate was picked.

Because they were women?

Because they were women. Because only men went there. But
after the slate was picked the men came back and gave them
the s late and expected them to support i t . I t was a large
local wi th a lo t o f vot ing. I remember us te l l ing those women
tha t we were hor r i fied , tha t they ough t to te l l t hose fe l l ows
to go to hell, that they were not going to be bound to support
any s la te wh ich they d id no t have a vo ice in se lec t ing . I t
must have been four or five years later that I ran into these
women at Black Lake. They told me two of them hold office in
the local now. They had gone back and told the fel lows that.
And the fe l lows had s t i l l sa id , "You can ' t come in to the
caucus and we're not going to l isten to you." And they went
out and ran a couple of women on an independent slate and won.
And they've been coming back and winning again.
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Te r r i fi c , t h a t ' s w o n d e r f u l !

And a lot of times these kind of things came up.

But th is happened very recent ly. This was in the 1970's .

Except that i t ' s been at least five years and probably longer
since we saw them down there. I 've been retired going on
two years now. So this was some time back. They had done
th is not long af ter we ta lked to them. They cont inued to
remain in power. That was why they were up there. So every
now and then you ran in to these k inds of th ing. But I rea l ly
d idn ' t have them in my local that much. I th ink you are less
l ikely to get these problems in a local that has women in the
top leadersh ip .

What about at Solidarity House?

At Sol idari ty House women are second class ci t izens, period.

What about the Women's Department? Does the Women's Depart
ment have power? Does it have access to power?
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P E T E R S O N : N o , i t d o e s n o t . I t n e v e r h a s . L e t m e s a y t h i s , I w a s n e v e r
a part of the women's committees set up by the Women's Depart
ment of the UAW, but I jumped on the bandwagon when CLUW
[Coalit ion of Labor Union Women] came along. A lot of people
who knew how I fe l t before d idn ' t understand the t ransi t ion.
My reasoning is very simple: the Women's Department was
created by men. The Women's Department is controlled by men.
And, for the most part, the Women's Department benefits men
more than i t does women. I t is an excuse. I have seen staff
boys who didn't want to l ive up to a contract, who wanted to
c lose the i r eyes to the fac t tha t layo f fs were tak ing p lace
outside of senior i ty, who were gett ing the heat f rom the male
local union leadership, who had every obl igat ion in the wor ld
to stand up to that leadership and say, "Now look, this con
t rac t says thus and so . You ' re go ing to ab ide by i t ! " And
they d idn ' t do i t . You know wha t they d id? They re fe r red i t
to the Women's Department!

INTERVIEWER: What happened in the Women's Department?

PETERSON: Nothing. Because how can that Women's Department do anything?
The only way the Women's Department can get anything done is
by going back to the regional directors, and to the male lea
ders of the locals who probably chose not to enforce the
c o n t r a c t i n t h e fi r s t p l a c e . T h e r e g i o n a l d i r e c t o r m o s t l i k e l y
suppor ted the loca l p res iden t ' s dec is ion . The on ly recourse
for the Women's Department was to bring the case back and
attempt to get the people who had already made this decision
to reverse themselves. Consider ing that the only power the
Women's Department had was the power of moral persuasion,
a reversa l d id no t o f ten take p lace. I t was an imposs ib le
s i tua t ion . I f I had been Caro l ine Dav is , I th ink I wou ld have
wanted to go out and shoot myself. Things are better now,
not because of the Women's Department of the UAW, but because
of the feminist movement in the nat ion. And because of the
changes in the laws. Now i t 's no longer a moral issue. Now
i t 's the law. The UAW has to l ive up to i t because i t ' s the
law.

INTERVIEWER: We were discussing why you felt the Women's Department wasn't
v e r y e f f e c t i v e .

P E T E R S O N : I t h i n k i t w a n t e d t o b e e f f e c t i v e . B u t t h e c a r d s w e r e s t a c k e d
aga ins t i t because i t had no rea l power. And I never fe l t i t
was the answer. The fact it was there may have helped bring
abou t t he fem in i s t movemen t . I don ' t know. I t h i nk t ha t
would have occurred anyhow. I think the Women's Department
was used as an excuse by the men for a long time. Any time a
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woman got a job on the UAW staff it was thought the Woman's
Department was the only place she could go. It was a segre
g a t e d t h i n g . I d o n ' t t h i n k i t a c c o m p l i s h e d m u c h . We l l , i t
accomplished what the men wanted.

Which was?

To separate the women from the men. And to give them an ex
cuse not to give women recognition anyplace else in the union.

Do you think the Women's Department was designed to appease
women?
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I think that was the purpose.

To pretend the union was recognizing women?

D e fi n i t e l y. T h a t w e n t o n f o r y e a r s . A l l t h e t a l k a b o u t i t
being a wonderful thing for the UAW to have a Women's Depart
ment , a l l the ta lk about equa l i t y, and a l l the t ime tha t was
going on there weren't any women being hired on the staff
except in the Women's Department. And the hassle went on.
Women were losing their jobs in the plants. You see, once
you have on ly one sen io r i t y l i s t the con t rac t i s c lear on
layoffs. These guys know what they're supposed to be doing.
The whole union leadership knows what it 's supposed to be
doing. The staff knows what i t 's supposed to be doing. They
jus t d idn ' t do i t in many ins tances.

Have you gotten involved with any of the feminist groups?

Yes. I belong to CLUW. CLUW is the Coalit ion of Labor Union
Women. I t 's very new.

Did you ever get involved wi th the Nat ional Organizat ion for
Women?

PETERSON: No. And on ly because I neg lec ted to s ign a membersh ip card .
I f they send me one again I 'm going to sign i t . You see, I
h a v e n ' t s o u g h t a n y t h i n g o u t . I ' l l t r y a n d e x p l a i n t h i s . M y
l i fe was k ind of rough f rom the t ime I was a k id . I 've put
in an awful lot of years at some awful ly hard factory work.
This personal experience was one of the things that made me
the s t rong union person that I was. I 've worked for years in
shops where I came home at night and my hands were covered
wi th b lood , so t i red and l i t e ra l l y d ragged ou t . And I was
making so l i t t le money I could barely eat . I had been through
a l l o f i t . I ' v e w o r k e d p u n c h p r e s s e s , d r i l l p r e s s e s . I ' v e
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PETERSON: done all of it, ten and twelve hours a day sometimes, because
they didn't always observe the laws they were supposed to in
tdrras of how many hours you could work. I worked before there
was overtime, or holiday pay, or vacation pay. Those things
were unheard of. I even worked before the wage and hour laws
went in, when you could spend eight or ten hours in a plant
and be paid only for the actual hours you were working, which
might be only an hour or an hour-and-a-half all day. But you
had to be there all day. I've drawn paychecks of less than
two dollars for a full week during the Depression. So I've
been through all of it and I've seen what the unions did.
So, you see, this has made me a union person. But it was also
a hard life and I've spent a lot of years. Then I became
involved in the union and finally was fortunate enough to
have the job on the staff. Although I enjoyed my work, it
was a lot of traveling, a lot of hours that I put in, many
years when....well, all my life I wanted to raise some flowers
and I never had time. And I never really had much time to
do any housework or anything. And so when I retired I wasn't
looking for anything. I said that I 've earned i t . I 'm sixty-
five and I want to retire to the fireside with the dog and
my family. So I haven't really gone out to look for anything.
I belong to a few things. I'm on the board of the UAW Retired
Workers Advisory Committee, and also on the Board of the
National Council of Senior Citizens. And I help out my
congressman whom I'm crazy about.

INTERVIEWER: Who's your congressman?

PETERSON: Vanderveen. And that's about it. And I joined CLUW because
of Olga Madar whom I greatly respect. And because I felt
that there was a place for a coalition of labor union women.
And we have a small local chapter that's struggling to get
started. And so these kind of things, you know, I only do
what pops up in front of me or what somebody asks me to do.
I don't seek anything.

INTERVIEWER: The next group of questions is about your work history. How
did you get your first job?

PETERSON: Oh, my God, I just went into the factory and asked for it.

INTERVIEWER: How old were you?

PETERSON: Probably seventeen or so.

INTERVIEWER: Was that 1927?
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P E T E R S O N : W e l l , I d i d s o m e w o r k w h a t d i d I d o ? I g u e s s I w a s h e d
d ishes . I guess I wo rked i n a res tau ran t be fo re tha t . Bu t
I know I was working when you had to lie about your age.
Yes, it would have been back there.

What did the work involve in the factory?

I think the first factory I worked in was Mclnerevy Wire Com
pany. I was put t ing hog r ings in automobi le seats .

Hog rings?

Yes , t hey ' re w i re r i ngs you pu t i n w i t h p l i e r s . Hog r i ngs
they cal l them.

Was that an assembly line job?

Yes, and I worked on a punch press with a brass company for
a w h i l e , t o o .

Was this before or after the hog r ing job?

I don' t remember. I t 's been so long ago.

Did you expect to keep your job for a long time?

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

Were you married when you were working?

I was married. Let me see, I can't remember if I worked on
one of those before I was marr ied or short ly afterwards.

Did you have any ideas at the time that you wouldn't have to
work because you were married?

I th ink a l l women thought tha t . I th ink jus t about a l l women
thought it was temporary. Working was not something women did
i n t h e i r y o u t h . Yo u ' d w o r k a l i t t l e w h i l e t o h e l p o u t , b u t
you had a man. Because women didn't really come into the plants
in great numbers to stay until the second World War.

INTERVIEWER: Do you remember how much you earned?

P E T E R S O N : I e a r n e d fi f t e e n c e n t s a n h o u r .

INTERVIEWER: Was there a piece rate on i t?

PETERSON: No t on tha t one . Bu t t hen I worked fo r e igh teen cen ts an hour
during the Depression and that was piece rate.
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What did you do with the money?

Bought food. What little there was.

Did you work among women or with men and women?

Both.

Were your bosses women or men?

Men, almost invariably.

Did you ever have a woman foreman?

Yes, I had a woman foreman. It was in the wire plant after
I got off the hog rings and got on the sewing machine.

Was there any difference?

No, not that I can say.

What did you think of your co-workers?

There was a friendliness in many instances in those years
that isn't here now. I don't know how to explain it. Of
course, it's been many years now since I've been in a factory.
But we were friendly with each other.

Did you see each other after work?

You usually made a friendship of one or two out of a whole
group whom you might see. I've still got friends. I've got
one friend that I met working in a factory, and we're still
friends after all these years.

Did you talk to each other about personal problems on the job?

Oh yes, whenever you could talk. It depended on the job you
were on. Sometimes it was so noisy and you were so busy that
there was little chance to talk while you were actually work
ing. You couldn't talk without shouting. We didn't have rest
periods in the beginning. We had lunch time. Or walking to
the bus together after work because you usually rode a bus.

What did you think of your bosses?

Oh, it varied. Sometimes you had some you thought were nice
people. Sometimes you had some you hated. It just depended.
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Why did you stop work ing at the first factory?

Oh, probably ran out of work and got laid off which is about
the only reason you ever stopped. There wouldn't be any more
work and you 'd be le t ou t . You d idn ' t have sen io r i t y.

Did you look for other jobs as soon as you were let out?

Yes, somet imes. Of course that depended. I t changed af ter
I was marr ied. I had a couple o f ch i ldren. So I had t ime
o f f f o r t h a t . B u t , a s t h e u s u a l t h i n g , I t r i e d t o g e t a n o t h e r
job in a shor t t ime.

What was the worst th ing about that first job?

I th ink going in among a bunch of strangers. That 's always
hard on a new job. Because you don't know what you're supposed
to do, and everybody there is strange.

What about the work i tself and the working condit ions?

Oh, the work ing condi t ions were a l l hor r ib le then.

Could you describe them?

In the hog r ing ing depar tment there wasn ' t any vent i la t ion.
You worked l ike hell because the stuff came at you so fast.
And the springs are encased in burlap. Burlap has fuzz on
i t . The a i r wou ld be fu l l o f f uzz . I t was p robab l y a good
th ing I got le t out . I may have been there s ix months, I
don't know. But anybody who had worked there for years, their
lungs would have to go. We used to chew gum as a defense
against the fuzz. At the end of a few hours you take your
gum out of your mouth and it would be this big, round, mess,
f u l l o f f u z z . T h e n I w o r k e d i n a p l a t i n g d e p a r t m e n t . T h a t ' s
real ly what I d id more years of than anyth ing e lse. And smal l
co lor ing on a buffing wheel .

P l a t i n g ?

No, we pol ished the s tuff a f ter i t had been p la ted. But we
were in the same rooms as the tanks, and the fumes from the
tanks were te r r ib le . They were no t requ i red to have vent i la
tion on the way they have now. Chrome fumes burned your lungs.
Aga in , p robab ly I was lucky I go t la id o f f in the w in ter t ime,
when you had to have the windows closed. And punch presses.
I d id qui te a b i t o f punch press work. A punch press is just
a huge machine that cuts metal. Your hands are cut to r ibbons
because even wearing gloves doesn't prevent the cuts.
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You mean cuts from metal?

Yes, from the metal.

What about the dangers?

Oh well, I was just lucky, I always got my hands out in t ime.
A l o t o f peop le d idn ' t .

Did you remember if the punch presses had guards on them?

Sometimes yes, sometimes no. They didn't always have guards.
They were supposed to have them.

I ve heard so much about them. I've seen so many people who've
l o s t fi n g e r s .

Oh, yes.

This year one of my students was working on a punch press and
l o s t a fi n g e r .

Oh heavens, people have lost their whole hand. They're horr i
b le th ings rea l ly. And they d idn ' t a lways used to have guards.
Plus very often when you worked on them it was piece work.
The rates would be low. You'd take al l k inds of chances in
order to make a few do l la rs . Work ing cond i t ions were te r r ib le .
I mean today there is just no comparison to what it used to be.

A f te r your fi rs t j ob , d id you ever p lan abou t fu tu re jobs?

No, I just took what I could get , when I needed a job. I d idn ' t
p lan any th ing .

How did you get your next job?

I looked at the papers to see i f there were any ads. There
were rumors if you knew somebody who worked there, and they
to ld me i f the p lan t wou ld be h i r ing . Somet imes I jus t s ta r ted
going from place to place asking.

Did you ever have a job where it was possible to move up to
more money or more interesting work?

Well, I was very happy to get off the hog ringing and onto the
sewing machines. But actual ly, no. To get more money or bet
ter work, sometimes meant gett ing into another department, which
is not easy to do. Because in those days there was no such
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PETERSON: thing as anybody progressing. Now on the basis of senior i ty
there a re b ids fo r jobs , e tc . we d idn ' t l augh abou t bu t . . . .
we were well aware of the fact that i f a fel low went to work
someplace as a janitor he was torn two ways, whether to be a
good janitor and keep his job and not get laid off , or be a
good janitor and have the company decide that was was such a
damn good janitor that they could never let him do anything
else for the next twenty years. Because this is what happened.
And so he'd be the janitor. And they'd need somebody on a
machine, so they'd hire a man off the street at much more money
than he was making, and maybe he'd been there five years.
There wasn't much difference with the women because the women
didn't make much anyhow.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

What was the best job you ever had?

In terms of money, the best job would have been at General
Motors, at the t ime of the war I guess. Or else maybe at
t he b rass p lan t , a t t he t ime I l e f t t o go on the s ta f f . You
see, wages were coming up in those years and so each year I'd
probably be making more than the year before.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

What was the worst job?

I guess the worst jobs were probably the hog rings and the
punch presses.

INTERVIEWER OK. Could you const ruct your job h is tory, which jobs you had
in what years?

PETERSON: I t w o u l d b e d i f fi c u l t . I ' d r e a l l y h a v e t o g o b a c k a n d t h i n k
a b o u t i t .

INTERVIEWER: Could you t ry? I t doesn ' t mat ter i f you miss a coup le .

P E T E R S O N : L e t m e s e e . I w e n t o n t h e s t a f f i n ' 5 2 I ' l l g o b a c k w a r d s .
At this time I was at Grand Rapids Brass and I had been there,
I guess, three or four years.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

What was your job there?

Wel l , the las t coup le o f years I d idn ' t work too hard there .
I was a union officer and spent most of my time doing union
business. But when I did work I was on racking and plat ing.

r.
INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

What 's that?

Well , they make hardware, refr igerator hardware and automobi le
hardware. The racks come out of the tanks, and the hardware is
on the racks and you pull them off and put them in boxes.
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Is that a dangerous job?

No. It's all manual labor. There's no machinery involved.
There was no danger. Before I went to the Brass, I was at
General Motors. Oh, I worked on a lot of different jobs
there. They moved you from machine to machine, from drill
presses and small punch presses to various cutting machines,
etc.

INTERVIEWER: So you worked at General Motors from the time during the war
t i l l 1948?

PETERSON: Yes. I went to GM now wait a minute, it couldn't have been
that long, it couldn't have been till '48. I was out of work
for a long time in there. I was probably at the Brass longer
than that. I can't remember. But I went to GM in '42 or '43.
I was at the Brass already in '45. I know I had eight years
at the Brass because I had eight years on their pension credits,
So it would have been '44 or '45 to '52.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

Were you laid off at GM?

I got fired from the wildcat strike. I wasn't at the Brass
plant all that time, when I come to think about it. Because
I was president of the local union, not just of the Brass.
See, I was president of the little brass plant, which was
a brass local. When we came into the UAW we joined an amal
gamated local. I was elected president of that amalgamated
local and it had about twenty plants in it. Then I went on
the staff in '52 when I was still president of the amalgamated
and I had a part-time job with the international for a year,
a year-and-a-half.

What was your job with the international?

Well , internat ional representat ive. And I was servicing. I
was doing political work and I also serviced the plants in my
loca l .

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

What was your job history within the union?

I started in the union in '52. For about a year-and-a-half
I did servicing work, political action work with my local.

What was the name of the local?

At that time it was Local 19. Then I went on the Education
staff. This is when I had dual responsibil i t ies. I worked
half for Education and half for Political Action. So I had
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PETERSON: two department heads, one was Brendan Sexton and the other was
Roy Reuther. I d id tha t un t i l about 1960. Then I was t rans
fer red down to Bat t le Creek for awhi le , s t i l l on Educat ion.
Then I came back to Grand Rapids. I got into a fight with the
International, and I came back to Grand Rapids and went back
in to the p lant for s ix months.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

The brass company?

Yes. And, let me talk about women in the labor movement. I
was angry because I was transferred out of Grand Rapids. I
had no question in my mind that I was transferred out because
they wanted a man on the job. At that time I was the only
woman on the Educat ion staff . I t was just a quest ion of the
boys al l gett ing together and deciding to take me off and put
a guy on. They would never admit i t . They had al l the b ig
stor ies about cut backs in s taff and reass ignments, e tc .
But I know that 's why i t was. I fel t because I was a female
I was going to be kicked around a lot, and that it was time
to stand up and fight back. So I stood up and fought back.
I went back to my plant for six months and calmly announced
tha t I was go ing to s ta r t runn ing fo r o ffice in the counc i l
and every place else. Around here I knew a lot of people and
had a lot of f r iends, and I could have been elected. So then
we had a compromise, and I went to Detroit in the Education
Depar tment there. I was one of the few in ternat iona l repre
sentat ives who ever vo luntar i ly to ld them to go to he l l , and
went back and took a job in the p lant . I had to . I had to
because I was a female . A f te r tha t , they weren ' t exac t ly
gracious to me but they quit shoving me around. I probably
had as much independence as any staff representative had.

INTERVIEWER: What were your responsibi l i t ies in the Educat ion Department?

PETERSON: Oh , the no rma l th ings . You taugh t some c lasses , you o rgan ized
the student's week-end conferences.

INTERVIEWER: What kind of classes did you teach?

P E T E R S O N : I u s e d t o t e a c h u n i o n a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . I u s e d t o t e a c h s t e w a r d
tra in ing, labor h istory, and then their CORE program, which
inc ludes a l i t t l e b i t o f eve ry th ing they pu t i n the i r summer
schools. I did a lot of UAW summer school work. The out l ines
might vary from department to department, depending on who
p u t t o g e t h e r t h e o u t l i n e a n d t h e m a t e r i a l . A l i t t l e p o l i t i c s ,
a l i t t l e econom ics .
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Did you get to pick the mater ia ls yoursel f?

No.

What abou t po l i t i ca l ac t i on? What were your respons ib i l i t i es
there?

Work for the Democrat ic Par ty, get people to jo in i t , get
peop le to be ac t i ve . Work on reg is t ra t ion d r i ves . Work on
"ge t -ou t - the-vo te d r i ves , " ge t ou t c rowds fo r labor -endorsed
candidates. I was v ice-chairman of the Democrat ic Party here
for a long t ime. I was a convent ion delegate to two nat ional
Democra t i c conven t i ons , ' 52 and ' 56 . Jus t gene ra l po l i t i ca l
work.

How successful were you in getting people to join the Democra
t ic Party and be act ive?

Pret ty good. I had a good fo l lowing.

Could you describe what you did?

How do you describe it?

What would you say to someone you wanted to be active?

You d id a lo t of i t a t meet ings. You ta lked to a union meet ing.
You ta lk about the th ings tha t in te res t them. Th is i s a mis
take speakers make somet imes. They don ' t do that . I f I
t a l ked to a loca l un ion tha t had layo f f s in the p lan t , I t a l ked
about unemployment insurance and I talked about what happened
to the last b i l l when we didn' t get what we wanted. Or I ta lked
about some bill that was pending in Congress and who was doing
what about i t . Or i f i t was some other issue, I ta lked about
t ha t . I t h i nk any t ime you ' r e go ing t o t a l k t o peop le , t o
influence people, the first th ing you need to do is decide where
they ' re a t and what they ' re th ink ing about .

What were some of the other issues that you used to encourage
people to become active?

If they were good union people, I talked to them about the
record o f the candidate. Where he s tood on labor leg is la t ion.
And now, of course, consumer issues are extremely important.
For instance, r ight now i f I were ta lk ing for a Democrat ic
candidate for governor, I would be quoting some of the things
the Public Service Commission has done on uti l i ty rates—and
that the Republ ican governor appo in ted them. I don ' t th ink
the re i s any se t pa t te rn . I t h ink tha t you take the cu r ren t
i s sue and adap t i t . Jus t r ecen t l y, on t he i s sue o f t he b i l l s
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to provide jobs, my congressman voted to overr ide. But there
were some other congressmen who didn't, who voted not to over
r i de t he P res iden t ' s ve to . I don ' t t h i nk you can j us t s tand
up and say that people be Democrats or be Republicans without
a reason. I think you have to give them a reason that relates
to them. The same thing with the union member.

I was th ink ing about encouraging people to wr i te le t ters or
canvass.

I f you want them to wr i te le t te rs , the best p lace to do i t i s
at a meeting, and to have the materials there.

Lots of paper and pens.

Yes. Then you have to insp i re them to do i t . For ins tance,
if you were supporting a ticket and a candidate was coming to
town, you wanted a crowd. There are things to do to get a
crowd. I always pick up the phone and call a dozen key peo
ple, al l of them leaders whom I knew had the abil i ty to get
out more people. So you inspi re the group that 's c losest to
you.

Like a telephone chain.

R i g h t . T h e n fi g u r e t h e y ' l l d o i t f r o m t h e r e . I c a l l e d t h e
various locals I could depend on and I asked if they could
get me "X" number of cars, or "X" number of people. I 'd cal l
back the next day to see how they made out on it. Then if
you have time, you set up a night to make plans and call your
volunteers, and get them to work on signs. See that your sup
plies are there and food and coffee and pop. Get a hold of
somebody e lse to see the s igns are de l ivered. I t ' s th is k ind
o f t h ing . I t ' s so va r i ed . When I was s t i l l wo rk ing , someone
would come in and say, "Describe your job to me." So I would
pick up my appointment book. I 'd go through the next two days
with them and tell them why I was involved in each one of
those th ings. And i t wou ld be a dozen d i f fe rent th ings.

Could you make up two days for me?

Let me see. I have to th ink about i t . My las t job was wi th
the re t i ree 's and I d id the same th ing fo r them. I t wou ld
h a v e b e e n d i f f e r e n t . We l l , I ' l l t r y t o t h i n k w h a t a c o u p l e
of days might have been. Maybe there would be an appointment
on it when I was an officer of the Democratic Party here. Maybe
there would have been an appointment for a meeting of the exe
cut ive officers of the local commit tee. Maybe they had been
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PETERSON: asked to make a recommendation for some appointment, so you
have a luncheon meeting with them and you talk about who the
good people are that might be recommended. Maybe the next
thing would be in the afternoon, when the local union presi
dent or the chairman of an education committee wants to come
down and talk to you because he wants to set up classes in
his local. So you spend an hour with him and you draft an
agenda of what you're going to do. Then you make some notes
that you have to make some calls for him the next day to
De t ro i t t o ge t i ns t ruc to r s i n . The nex t t h i ng m igh t be t he
staff would sit down to plan a session for something the
fo l lowing month . Maybe, oh dear, I 'm t ry ing to th ink what
some of the things might have been. Maybe there's some kind
of picketing going on. So you spend some time on the phone
calling up some people. Or maybe you call in some key people
who the local should si t down and talk to about gett ing pic
kets out a t a cer ta in t ime. I f there 's a Communi ty Chest or
a United Fund drive going on you might end up meeting with some
of the people from the drive and meeting with some of the
o f fi c e r s o f t h e l o c a l . I f t h e r e ' s a n a r e a l e a d e r s h i p c o n f e r e n c e
coming up, you might put together material to be used at that
conference for your director. Maybe someone from the local
union cal led you. He's got a membership meet ing th is af ter
noon. He wants you to come and speak on some issue or some
bi l l . So you do that. Maybe someone else has cal led and
wants some mater ia l to d ist r ibute. You jump in your car and
take i t ou t . I t i s so va r ied . There a re so many th ings you
do when you're working in those two fields.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

What about when you worked with the retirees?

Oh, the ret i red people. I t was most ly the same k ind of th ings.
You might be meeting with the Cit izens for Better Care, which
is a group that fights the issues for bet ter nurs ing homes.
You might be meeting with the Retiree Executive Board from some
chapter. To plan some programs for them. You might be organiz
ing working with the bus company to charter buses for a tr ip.
You might help one of them draft mater ial i f he's going to
tes t i f y be fo re a l eg i s la t i ve commi t tee i n Lans ing . You m igh t
organize two or three car loads to go to Lansing to talk with
some of the legislators. You might cal l up or meet with some
of the s tate leg is la tors to find out what 's happening to some
b i l l t h a t ' s o f p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t t o t h e m . O f c o u r s e I w o r k e d
wi th the ret i rees in the Detro i t area where they had four
reg i ona l counc i l s p l us an a rea counc i l . I f i t ' s a round e l ec
t ion t ime, you would meet wi th them to star t l in ing thei r people
up fo r wo rk i n t he i r cong ress iona l d i s t r i c t s . You m igh t be
having a group of volunteers working up on the second floor
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breaking down membership files, card files of the membership,
looking at telephone numbers on them. You might be having a
candidate come to town, or you're call ing them up to get a
crowd out for them. In a sense i t 's the same kind of th ing.
You might be getting ready to take a group to Black Lake and
d igg ing up fi lms to use fo r the i r p rogram. And p ick ing mate r ia l
f o r l e a fl e t s . I u s e d t o w r i t e a l o t o f m a t e r i a l t h e r e t h a t
m a d e u p t h e l e a fl e t s . A n d g e t t i n g i t o v e r t o c l e r i c a l a t
So l idar i t y House to have i t run o f f , maybe twenty, th i r ty
t housand ; t hen ca l l i ng t o see how i t w i l l ge t d i s t r i bu ted
o v e r t h e c i t y . I t ' s j u s t s o v a r i e d .

Have you ever stopped working since you began?

Do you mean for the union or altogether?

A l t o g e t h e r.

We l l , a l t oge the r I s t opped when I go t l a i d o f f . I ' d be l a i d
o f f fo r per iods o f t ime. And o f course I had two ch i ld ren .
So there were times when I stopped.

How much time did you take off when you had your children?

I think that my children were born back when times were slow
and I don ' t remember de l ibera te ly tak ing t ime o ff . You see,
in those years if you quit because you were pregnant you didn't
go back to the same job. When you were ready to go back to
work, you s tar ted out a l l over aga in . There was no sen ior i ty
or cal l back r ights. So I don't remember exact ly how old my
chi ldren were, maybe a year, a year-and-a-hal f when I 'd star t
look ing for work again . Because i t wasn ' t that I wanted to
take three months leave or six months leave. If you were preg
nan t , you qu i t .

What k ind of chores or domest ic responsibi l i t ies did you have
when you came home from work?

I did al l the housework and chi ldcare. Cooked the meals,
cleaned the house, washed the kids.

How did your husband feel about you working?

He was glad to see me work because in those years it was harder
for a man to get a job than for a woman. And during the Depres
sion, a lot of men stayed home while the women worked.
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Was he unemployed during the Depression?

Off and on. He'd get some work and then he wouldn't have
any.

What kind of work did he do?

E lec t r i c ian . We d idn ' t ge t a long . We separa ted a f te r my
children were gone.

You mean gone to school?

No. One died and the other went into the army. That was
about 1945. I le f t and got a d ivorce .

How long were you married?

Twenty years.

How old was your child when she died?

Seventeen.

Was it an accident?

No , a rup tu red append ix . Th i s was be fo re pen ic i l l i n . Then
my boy went into the army. So I didn't see any reason to con
t inue to s tay marr ied.

When your children were young, what kind of childcare arrange
ments did you make?

Anyth ing that I could. I got a g i r l to s tay wi th them or members
of the fami ly. S tudents , i f they were o ld enough. My husband 's
aunt used to babysi t for them. Probably by eight or ten years
o ld they s tayed by themselves af ter school . Noth ing e lse I
could do.

Did someone else besides your husband's aunt stay with your
ch i l d ren?

Oh yes , d i f f e ren t t imes , d i f f e ren t g i r l s . I don ' t even remem
ber them all anymore. Sometimes I had a neighbor that would
watch them after they were school age. Because it was just a
quest ion of watching them after school.

During the war, women were often encouraged to work and then
encouraged to leave the labor force after the soldiers came
home, did you feel any pressure to stop working?
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No, because I was a l ready a union officer. Of course, the
p lant that we were in made a to ta l ly d i f fe rent product a f ter
the war because it changed hands. So we didn't have what
some of the people in other plants had, where jobs changed
and the company got rid of the women. I think that we kept,
well we didn't have as many people working after the war
ended. The people that owned the plant sold i t .

OK. Le t ' s ta lk about your exper iences as a un ion ac t iv is t .
In what per iod o f your l i fe was un ion respons ib i l i t y heav ies t?

When I worked here in Grand Rapids. Right after I went on
t h e s t a f f .

How did you juggle the rest of your l i fe at those t imes?

I d i d n ' t . I t w a s t h e o n l y l i f e I h a d .

What are some of the sacrifices you made in order to be active?

I don ' t rea l ly fee l tha t I made any sacr ifices because I d id
not become act ive unt i l my chi ldren were grown. The only
child I had left was grown and was gone away from home. My
marriage would have broken up anyhow. So I didn't make any
s a c r i fi c e s , r e a l l y .

What is the highest position a woman ever reached in the union?

In my own local?

Wel l , in your local you were the president .

Ye s , t h a t ' s t h e h i g h e s t p o s i t i o n t h e r e i s i n t h e l o c a l .

What about in the region?

I was the only woman they ever had on the staff in the region.
And they threw me out because they wanted a man in the job.

And that was as an internat ional representat ive?

That 's r igh t ! There 's never been one s ince. One o f the few
regions where there aren't any. Most regions have a token one
now. This one doesn't even have a token.

When were you fired as an internat ional representat ive?

I w a s n ' t fi r e d , I w a s j u s t t r a n s f e r r e d .

Trans fer red?
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It would have been in 1960.

I forget , where were you t ransferred at that t ime?

I went to Battle Creek for awhile. Then I came back here and
went back to the plant.

When you were most active, did you devote much energy to
women's issues?

No.

Why?

Well, because at that t ime, to me, union issues were union
issues. We didn't see any need, for instance, of a women's
committee in our local, because we fol lowed the contract
r ight to the le t ter jus t as I to ld you, mak ing the bumping
p r i v i l eges i n t he depa r tmen ts acco rd ing t o t he sen io r i t y l i s t s .
Actual ly, women were doing bet ter here then, I th ink, than
they have done since. I think those were the years when I
fel t that i f you acted as a union person and lef t sex out of
i t , and worked hard, that was al l that was necessary.

Did you ever get interested in planning any special programs
for women workers?

No. We took a position against it, even though we were asked
to. We fel t that i f we were going to si t down and discuss
union business, that men and women ought to be there together.
I can see now that we probably should have, although I'm not
sure that i t would have done much good at that t ime. I think
that when the feminist movement started in the nat ion i t
became a different bal l of wax.

Were you invo lved w i th p ro tec t i ve leg is la t ion?

No. Because I was very much opposed to the so-called protec
t i v e l e g i s l a t i o n . I s a w i t h u r t i n o u r p l a n t . T h e r e w e r e
times when we wanted to establish the right of a woman to move
into a c lassificat ion. The company would give us the excuse
t h a t i t r e q u i r e d l i f t i n g m o r e t h a n t h i r t y - fi v e p o u n d s o f w e i g h t ,
or it might require women to work more than ten hours on a
shift. We were hard put to achieve what we were after because
we were up aga ins t t he so -ca l l ed p ro tec t i ve l eg i s la t i on . Ve ry
of ten i t was an excuse. But i t was s t i l l on the books.
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Did you ever see protect ive legis lat ion used as a way to fire
women?

I ' ve neve r seen i t , bu t I 'm su re i t happened . I t ' s a ques t i on
o f layo f fs . So women aren ' t ge t t ing la id o f f and the on ly
jobs in the p lant are jobs which by t radi t ion there is more
the re to l i f t , o r l onge r hou rs occas iona l l y requ i red . How do
you answer the company? Legislat ion is a bar.

How was your union and industry affected by national issues
such as price and wage controls?

Wel l , obviously we were affected. There were t imes when i t
w a s d i f fi c u l t t o n e g o t i a t e i n c e r t a i n w a g e f r e e z e s . I i m a g i n e
a l l indus t r ies wou ld have been a f fec ted . But I wou ldn ' t be
able to say precisely how our industry was affected. I was
not at a level where I would have the answer to that.

What happened to your industry during and after the war?

Well, during the war we went into war production. The men were
gone. The women came into the plants. We had the wage freeze.
And then af ter the war, of course, there were great layoffs
for a per iod unt i l the war p lants were changed back to c iv i l ian
production. And then we had this great need for cars so we
had a lo t o f work. And a lo t o f over t ime. We were affected
in the same way that many other industries were.

What stand did the union take on workers being laid off?

I guess i f we took a stand i t had to be by seniori ty.

What was the effect of the Depression and then the New Deal
on your industry?

I wasn ' t i n t he i ndus t r y t hen . I wou ldn ' t know.

What types of community support did you receive in the twenties,
thirt ies and fort ies from groups such as the National Consumers
League, the Y[WCA], the churches, the settlement houses?

I don' t recal l any. I mean I wasn' t involved in any movement
then.

What about during the '46 str ike?

Oh! There we had some support. We had support from a very
l ibera l Cathol ic b ishop. I remember h im speaking at the audi
torium here on behalf of the GM strikers. His name was

r
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Bishop Haas. And we had some community leaders that joined
wi th us. I would say that for a conservat ive communi ty, which
this is, we probably had as much support as any conservative
commun i ty wou ld be l i ke ly to ge t . I don ' t reca l l a lo t abou t
it, but I know there was some support then.

While you were active in the union, were you ever active in
any community or pol i t ical group?

Just the Democrat ic Party.

Are you active in CLUW now?

Yes.

What are your hopes for CLUW?

What do I hope fo r i t? I hope i t g rows and gets s t ronger. I
t h i n k i t c a n f u l fi l l a r e a l f u n c t i o n . I ' v e a l r e a d y s e e n i t
happen in terms of just our l i t t le chapter here and the d iscus
sions that we have. I've seen women from some of the locals
come in , compla in ing about th ings they fe l t were unfa i r, e i ther
on the i r job or in the i r loca ls . And I ' ve seen them go ou t ,
d e t e r m i n e d t o s p e a k u p i n s t e a d o f j u s t s i t t i n g s t i l l f o r i t .
So I think that CLUW can perform a real function.

What was the relat ionship between your union act iv i t ies and
Democra t i c Par ty ac t i v i t i es?

They were a l l in terming led rea l ly. Most o f the t ime I was
recru i t ing un ion people to g ive t ime, money, and e ffor t to
support the Democratic program and the Democratic candidate.

Was there a special kind of camaraderie the developed among
u n i o n a c t i v i s t s ?

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

O h y e s , d e fi n i t e l y.

Was i t s t rong dur ing cer ta in t ime per iods?

Wel l , i t would a lways be st ronger dur ing a st r ike or t imes of
s t ress. There was a fee l ing o f us aga inst the wor ld . We
were ra the r l i ke a c l ose l y kn i t f am i l y.

Was this camaraderie usually among men and women or among
same sex groups?
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INTERVIEWER:
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I think that most of the time it was among men and women,
here at least. But there were not many women involved here
in t op l eade rsh ip ro les a t s ta f f l eve l o r t he l oca l un ion
o f fi c e r l e v e l . F o r i n s t a n c e , i f t h e r e w a s a m e e t i n g o f
loca l un ion pres idents , I wou ld be the on ly woman. I f i t
was a staff meeting, I would be the only woman. I f i t went
down to the second level of leadership, of delegates to the
counci l or something l ike that , there would be a smatter ing
of women. But I th ink we were a fa i r ly c losely kn i t group.

Have you stayed in touch with some of these people?

Well, not too much. A number of the people who were staff
people then are now dead. Some of them no longer live here.
Of course, I was gone from here for thir teen years, fourteen
years. I haven' t had much contact wi th too many since I 've
been back.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

Who were you closest to during your active union years?

Well, probably the gal from my own plant. And beyond that
the people on the staff .

INTERVIEWER: What was involved in being a steward and then a union presi
den t? F i r s t we ' l l t ake a s tewa rd .

PETERSON: Well, you worry about the problems of the people that you ser
vice. Sometimes you go to bed at night wondering how the hell
you're going to get them out of some screwy thing or mess
they got themselves into. You get to the point where you begin
to think of them sometimes as children who are their own worst
enemies because they can do some awfully dumb things. And
most of the time you're worrying about how you can help them
out in some way. Try ing to figure an angle.

There 's an o ld say ing amongst in ternat iona l representat ives—
when some worker does something absolutely asinine, as they
often do, and gets into a mess that you're probably not going
to be able to get him out of. There's an old saying, "Tomorrow
I put on my knee-pads." That means you go into the company
and beg because you don't have a legal argument under the con
t ract . The firs t th ing you do is , you go to bed and you th ink
and you think and think, and say to yourself, "What kind of an
argument can I develop that t ies into the contract? What can
I say that puts the company on the defensive a l i t t le b i t?
How can I defend th is guy?" Somet imes i t 's not l ike that . Some
times the company is so blatantly wrong that you go to bed
c h u c k l i n g t o y o u r s e l f , t h i n k i n g t h a t " I g o t t h e m . Wa i t t i l l
I ge t i n the re tomor row. I ' ve found i t . How a re they go ing to
answer th is?" Real ly, th is is what you do when you're steward.
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INTERVIEWER: What about when you were union president. What was involved
there?

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:
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PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

Many more things become involved. You have the problem of
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ; Yo u r r o o m r e n t a l s , y o u r o f fi c e r e n t a l s , y o u r
sa lar ies i f you have secre tar ies> your commi t tees tha t a re
supposed to be working. Of course, my local was small, but
any man or woman who has been a good president of a large
loca l un ion i s t ra ined fo r a good admin i s t ra t i ve j ob . He
could be an administrator over a great many things in many
fie lds i f he 's done a good job w i th the un ion . There 's a lo t
to i t f rom the s tandpo in t o f admin is t ra t ion . There a re papers
to be fi led, books to be kept, records to be kept, people to
direct, people to lead, people to be encouraged, programs to
be deve loped . I t ' s a b i g j ob .

Did you have a lot of autonomy to develop programs?

Oh yes, we had a lot of autonomy.

What kinds of things did you try to do as president?

I had a good education program going, lots of classes.- We
bought some new office equipment. We had a number of picnics
and par t ies and mora le ra is ing th ings. And I pr ided mysel f
on always having good representation in every cause that came
along in the community that we supported. I t was understood
that we were there. I f they were looking for a crowd of peo
ple i t was always the Local 19 group that was there. And
you work at i t , in order to get the group there. You have to
convince people to give up their evening and come.

What kinds of educational programs did you encourage?

S tewards ' t r a i n i ng , un ion adm in i s t r a t i on , s tudy ing t he con t rac t ,
labor history. We got involved with whatever was coming
a l o n g i n t h e c u r r e n t l e g i s l a t u r e . F o r i n s t a n c e , r i g h t n o w,
if we were there we would be taking a look at what's in the
Humphrey -Hawk ins b i l l , t he fu l l emp loyment b i l l . You t r i ed
to get an understanding of whatever was current.

What kind of turnout did you get at union meetings?

Well, ours was an amalgamated local, which means that you did
not have a general membership meeting. Maybe you might have
i t once a year. Each p lant holds i t own meet ings. Then there
was a counci l , which is a delegate body. But the turnouts
from the different plants depended on the plant. Some would
be pretty good. Some would not be good. But, general ly speak
ing, I think most of them in those days were better than they
are today.
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INTERVIEWER: While you were president, were there opposit ion groups to you?

P E T E R S O N : O h , s u r e .

INTERVIEWER: What k inds of issues did they stress in contrast to your own
programs?

PETERSON: Of ten money. Money was o f ten spent f rom the loca l un ion t rea
sury. Sometimes some of the people felt we spent too much on
education classes, or sent too many people to conferences.
Either we were too progressive, or we were trying to do too
much. We were a lways cr i t ic ized for having the local union
involved in too many community projects. Sometimes we were
cr i t ic ized for spending too much t ime and money on pol i t ical
ac t ion . However, i t was a lways a minor i t y in the loca l tha t
held these opinions. When these issues were debated at mem
bership meetings, we were always able to get our ideas across.
We were seldom criticized for the way we handled grievances
because the union was very strong and we had a good relation
ship with the company. Most gr ievances were sett led on the
floor w i thou t be ing reduced to wr i t i ng .

INTERVIEWER: What about when you got on to the internat ional staff? What
kind of autonomy did you have?

P E T E R S O N : I t w a s v e r y l i m i t e d t h e r e . W h e n y o u ' r e o n s t a f f y o u f o l l o w
in te rna t i ona l un ion po l i c y. You don ' t make you r own . Tha t ' s
as i t shou ld be . I wou ld neve r d i spu te t ha t . An o rgan i za t i on
c o u l d n ' t f u n c t i o n w i t h o u t t h a t . T h e r e ' s a g r e a t d i f f e r e n c e
between an elected leader and standing for elect ion every
year or two, and being a paid staff person working for someone
who has to stand elect ion. So you fol low the pol icy set down
by the board. Th is reg ion was a good reg ion. The s ta ff d id
not make pol icy for the region. Unl ike many of the regions,
there was always a place here where we could get opinions
heard because we had regular staff meetings, and the director
would ask for opin ions. Very of ten a lo t o f op in ions would be
expressed. They were not always democratical ly acted upon.
But of ten a consensus was arr ived at af ter a discussion. So
you had an i npu t . Bu t many s ta f f peop le don ' t a t a l l . I t
depends on the department. I 've been in departments and I 've
seen regions where you had none at al l . I th ink that today
the in te rna t iona l un ion i s p robab ly t igh te r than i t was years
g o n e b y, a n d p r o b a b l y n o t q u i t e a s fl e x i b l e . B u t i t ' s p r e t t y
well understood that if a policy was handed down that you
d idn ' t agree wi th , a t leas t under the o ld schoo l on the s ta f f ,
you kept your mouth shut about d isagreeing. You carr ied i t
o u t . I d o n ' t d i s a g r e e w i t h t h a t a t a l l .
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Which work d id you find more personal ly sat is fy ing? Being
pres ident o f the loca l or work ing on the s ta ff?

I t h i nk I l i ked t he s ta f f wo rk . I l i ked t he wo rk i n t he Edu
c a t i o n D e p a r t m e n t . I l i k e d e v e r y t h i n g h e r e . I n D e t r o i t i t
was different, much different, because you became more or
less a figu re head the re . I l i ked i t be t te r when I wen t to
work w i th the re t i rees .

INTERVIEWER: How many of the employees in the plants that you worked with
were women?

PETERSON: Wel l , I guess in my las t p lan t there were more than twenty
percen t . O f cou rse , th i s va r ied . Back du r ing the war, and a t
Genera l Motors , there was , I th ink , about e igh ty o r e igh ty -five
percent women for a long time.

INTERVIEWER: What were the l i fe styles of the women you organized or repre
sented?

P E T E R S O N : We l l , n o t a n y d i f f e r e n t t h a n a n y o n e e l s e ' s . T h e y w o r k e d .
They had fami l ies. They kept house. Few were involved in
anything beyond maybe the union. A lot of them came to
union meetings. But they didn't do much to my knowledge
beyond that.

INTERVIEWER: Were you asked or did you ever help with community or family-
related problems?

PETERSON: Yes. We had a community services commit tee in our local . We
got involved in many of the fami ly-re lated problems, except
I d idn' t handle them. We had a staff person who did. Then
I d id specia l th ings. For instance, when the tornado was here,
I worked with the civ i l defense and the Red Cross, in relat ion
to our people whose homes were destroyed by the tornado. We
also worked wi th them in re la t ion to a l l the people , not jus t
our members, but with people who needed food and clothing and
s t u f f . T h e y d i d t h e s a m e t h i n g i n D e t r o i t a f t e r t h e r i o t s .
But those were specia l ized th ings. They were not a regular
a c t i v i t y. W i t h t h e r e t i r e e s I d i d a l o t o f w o r k o n t h e n u r s i n g
b i l l i s s u e .

INTERVIEWER: What did you do on that issue?

PETERSON: Carr ied on some batt les with some of the bad homes, worked
w i th some o f t he l eg i s l a to r s f o r be t t e r l eg i s l a t i on , sc reened
some individual cases of abuses and referred them to a place
where the person could get he lp . I t was most ly a re fer ra l
t h i n g .

INTERVIEWER: How different was your l i fe from the l ives of the women you
worked w i th , i n regards to mar r iage , o r ch i l d ren , o r l i v ing
alone?
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My l i fe before I became involved in the union was no different
r e a l l y. I t w a s v e r y s i m i l a r t o t h e i r s . A f t e r I b e c a m e i n v o l v e d
in the union, and was giving all my time to the union, and
was no longer mar r ied , i t became en t i re l y d i f fe ren t . They
went home to their famil ies at night and I went to union meetings

How did the various str ikes and organizing campaigns affect
the women workers?

Wel l , no t any d i f fe rent than i t d id the men. I f the woman
is working she is working for a paycheck. She may have a
husband who is not on strike and so they have one paycheck
left . But the same thing is true with a man who is working
and is on strike. He may have a wife working somewhere else.
S o I d o n ' t t h i n k t h a t i t a f f e c t e d t h e m a n y d i f f e r e n t . I
would say that women, by and large by God, supported the
strikes. And we had strong support from the women.

You don' t th ink you got that k ind of strong support f rom the
men?

Oh, we had strong support from the men. But I said that because
some people tend to think that women, the wives often don't
support strikes when the men are on strike. Many times we
got wives to come out on the picket l ines.

Did you notice whether the women's self images changed or
their sense of competence or importance?

Now you mean?

No, dur ing the s t r i kes .

Ye s , I t h i n k i t d i d . I t h i n k t h e y f e l t m o r e e q u a l i t y b e c a u s e
they were out there doing the same thing the men were doing
and making their contracts.

Do you notice women's self images changing now?

Yes.

Can you tell me about that?

I t ' s a f e e l i n g m o r e t h a n a n y t h i n g e l s e . I t h i n k t h a t t h e r e i s
a real awareness. I see it among some of my friends who have
no involvement whatsoever in the women's movement. But they're
much more conscious about the fact that they're women. They
are much more proud of i t . And i t comes out in l i t t le ways.
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PETERSON:

PETERSON: Somet imes when you ' re k idd ing, when you ' re wi th a group o f
men, and a man begins to make a particularly sexist remark,
and you say, "Wait a minute." Very often his wife, who a
year or two ago would have said nothing, will speak up and
say, "Tha t ' s r i gh t , wa i t a m inu te . Be ca re fu l , we ' ve go t
you outnumbered." This would not have happened five to ten
years ago. There is a great deal more awareness.

Were there any specia l barr iers to women part ic ipat ing in the
strikes and organizing campaigns?

In a strike, if a woman had children, I suppose she picketed
at one time and her husband at another. You know, in orga
nizing campaigns there are some problems because it 's usually
conceded that the woman is responsible for the chi ldren.
Very often she stays home with them, and he goes. So in that
sense there are prob lems. But I don ' t fee l there are in o ther
ways.

INTERVIEWER: Were there any issues in part icular campaigns that were of
special interest to the women?

P E T E R S O N : O h , y e s . E q u a l s e n i o r i t y i s a b i g i n t e r e s t , a n d e q u a l p a y
is a b ig in te res t . Tha t ' s a b ig se l l i ng po in t when you go
out and organize a UAW plant. You make the point that you
have a provision for equal pay for equal work. Because
usua l l y i n uno rgan ized p lan ts you 'd find ten o r fi f teen cen ts
an hour less in the same jobs for women in years gone by.
Now they get around it in many ways by having different job
c l a s s i fi c a t i o n s . T h e v e r y f a c t t h a t t h e e q u a l p a y i s s u e i s
there is very impor tant .

INTERVIEWER: I forgot to ask you th is ear ly. When you were marr ied, and
both you and your husband were working, did you share house
work or chi ldcare?

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

No.

Yo u d i d i t a l l ?

Yes. Most women did.

Do you remember resenting that?

A l i t t l e b i t I t h i n k . E x c e p t I r e s e n t e d i t a n d f e l t i t w a s
un fa i r. Bu t I a lways though t tha t ' s the way l i f e was .

INTERVIEWER: What was the most excit ing part of your l i fe?
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PETERSON: P robab l y t hose ea r l y yea rs i n t he un ion . I had a ve ry good
t ime.

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

I f you could re l ive any part of i t , when would i t be?

I do no t t h i nk t ha t I wou ld wan t t o r e l i ve any pa r t o f i t . I
am a s t range person that way. I 've a lways fe l t that the per
son who wanted to be something they were not missed a lot in
life. I made up my mind a long time ago that I was going to
l i ve each po r t i on o f my l i f e to i t s fu l l es t fo r wha t I wan ted
then. And wi thout regrets and wi thout want ing to go back,
wanting to go ahead. I had a very good time and I see people
now sometimes doing a lot of the things I used to do and I
t h i n k t h a t ' s n i c e a n d t h e y ' r e h a v i n g f u n . B u t I d o n ' t r e a l l y
want to go back to i t . My feel ing at the same t ime is , " I
had i t , I 'm glad I had i t , and I l ike what I have now." Maybe
I 'm jus t l ucky tha t I fee l tha t way, I don ' t know. Bu t now
the most exci t ing part of my l i fe is to get up in the morning
and sit out there with the flowers and a cup of coffee and
read the morning newspaper. Once I would have been very bored
doing that, but now I 'm not bored at al l . This may be a
fee l i ng t ha t t he re ' s a t ime fo r eve ry th i ng , and tha t t h i s i s
a t ime for these th ings.

If you had a daughter, would you want her to live through your
experiences?

I would not wish on her l iving through the Depression, nor the
h a r d , h o r r i b l e , t e r r i b l e w o r k t h a t I d i d i n t h e e a r l y y e a r s i n
the p lan t . Bu t i f she were ab le to l i ve th rough the res t o f
i t , the invo lvement and the exc i tement and the sat is fact ion of
being involved in something that you real ly loved doing, yes
I would.

INTERVIEWER: Have you been generally more comfortable working with women
or with men?

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

I think I used to be more comfortable working with men. In
recent years, s ince the feminist movement star ted, I enjoy
working with women.

Which have you worked with most?

Oh, in the past I worked with men the most because I spent
years being the only woman around.

Were you active in any nonunion feminist issues?

r
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No. I haven ' t been ac t i ve .

Do you remember reading anything or seeing a movie or meeting
someone specia l who influenced your l i fe dramat ical ly?

I would think that i t would be more l ikely to be books that
I have read probably. I th ink Eleanor Roosevel t and books—
reading about her. Brendan [Sexton] influenced me a lo t .

What about people in the union? Woodcock or Reuther?

Oh, yes . Leonard influenced my l i f e . B rendan d id , as I
said. Probably Brendan did as much as anyone, real ly. They
influenced me a great deal at the t ime. Since I 've become
aware of feminist issues, and since I understood more of
what happened to me, they've lost some of thei r g lamour. I t
took me a long t ime to rea l ize that , to rea l ly accept the fac t
that when they were talk ing about equal i ty, they were not
ta l k ing abou t me. I t t ook me a long t ime to lea rn tha t . Bu t
they d id influence me, there 's no quest ion about that .

Do you support the Equal Rights Amendment?

Oh, yes. You bet ter be l ieve I do.

Do you think organized labor responds to womens' needs?

No. Only when they have to, and then they respond slowly and
r e l u c t a n t l y. A s I s a i d a l i t t l e w h i l e a g o , I t h i n k w e ' l l b e
one o f the las t segments in soc ie ty to rea l ly accept equa l i ty.
Oh, they respond and give a lot of l ip service, and they res
pond in terms of equal pay to a great ex tent . But le t 's not
kid ourselves, when the labor movement inst i tuted equal pay
for equal work, they weren' t protect ing the women. They were
protecting the men. The big argument we used to use with men
when we had to sell equal pay to the men, and I sold it to a
lo t o f them, and I 've heard a lo t o f o ther un ion leaders se l l
i t . You se l l i t on the g rounds tha t i f you r boss can h i re
some woman to do your job cheaper than you're doing it, don't
you think he's going to hire her? We remind him about the
Depression when women had jobs and men didn't because women
worked cheaper. As much as I love the union, I real ly do feel
that management, that business, certainly the media, have
done far more to give women opportunities today than the labor
movement has. I don't see much of an increase in numbers of
women on the staff in my union. I look at the l is t of new
employees month after month when they come on, because people
are ret i r ing and new people are coming on. I don' t see very
many women. Only once in a great while. And we got a token
woman on the board who 's a ve ry beau t i fu l ga l . Bu t i t w i l l s t i l l
be one hell of a long time before another woman makes that board.
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PETERSON:
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PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

You mean Odessa Komer?

Yes. And so my feel ing is that , to quote Adla i Stevenson
when he talked about the Republican Party, "They are going
to have to be dragged, kicking and screaming into the twen
t i e th cen tu r y. " Tha t ' s t he way I f ee l abou t t he l abo r
movement and women. The men will come in, but they're going
to be dragged in or pushed in.

Do you think that women working within the labor movement were
more or less effective because they were female?

They were less effect ive, because they were downgraded. They
were pushed out. How can anyone hear what you're saying if
t h e y w o n ' t l i s t e n t o y o u i n t h e fi r s t p l a c e ? I t h i n k t h e
labor movement has lost a tremendous amount of talent because
they have pushed the women out. You know, I think CLUW is
the best damn thing that could have happened to the labor
movement, if through CLUW women get the inspiration to stand
up and demand the r ight to be part of i t . I th ink the move
ment would be a much better movement if there were more women
invo lved in i t . I th ink the Uni ted Sta tes Congress would be
a better Congress if there were more women there too.

What was the most frustrat ing part of your work within the
unions?

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

I th ink s i t t ing around and tear ing my hear t out for job ass ign
ments I couldn't get that I knew I was able to do. And very
often seeing them handed to somebody that I knew damn well
wouldn' t do any better job than I d id, and in qui te a few in
stances, wouldn't do as good a job as I could have. I also
knew the reason I didn't get it was because I was female.

What was the most satisfying work?

The years when I was able to work as an equal with the fellows
doing the same work. And I did do the same work here. Those
were the years when you were just a human being.

Did you ever fee l that i t wasn ' t wor th i t?

No, never.

If you could be sixteen years old again, how would you rel ive
y o u r l i f e ?
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P E T E R S O N : I t h i n k I ' d w a n t t o g o t o c o l l e g e . I s u r e a s h e l l w o u l d n ' t
get marr ied as young as I d id. Probably wouldn' t get marr ied
a t a l l .

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

PETERSON:

INTERVIEWER:

Why not?

I don ' t know. I f I d id i t wou ld be because I rea l l y cared
about somebody. I wouldn't be doing i t because i t was the
thing women were supposed to do and there didn't seem to be
anything else to do. And if I met somebody I cared for a
great deal , then I 'm not even sure I 'd want to marry him.
I t h ink tha t I wou ld wan t ch i l d ren aga in . Bu t I wou ldn ' t
want them so young. And I would want some life for myself.
I think the world will be a much better place for women now.
Much, much better.

Hope so.

I have a granddaughter who's a feminist in some ways. She
was married and had a youngster, and couldn't get along and
got a d ivorce. She is work ing and suppor t ing herse l f w i th
her chi ld support . Very happy. Every now and then I say to
her "You got to have a man to take care of you. You're work
ing so ha rd . " And she says , "You ' re so o ld - fash ioned . I
don ' t wan t t o . "

OK, that 's i t . Thank you very much.
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